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The 15Th volume of STudieS in AncienT ArT And civilizATion  
iS dedicATed 

To ProfeSSor JAnuSz A. oSTrowSki on hiS 70Th birThdAy



In 2011 professor Janusz A. Ostrowski turned seventy, and also celebrated 
the 45th anniversary of his academic work, therefore his colleagues and 
friends, together with the editorial board of this series decided to dedicate  
to him the 15th volume.

Professor Ostrowski is an outstanding scholar in ancient art as well as 
excellent academic teacher and lecturer. His life, education and professional 
career is connected with Krakow, where he graduated in Mediterranean 
Archaeology at the Jagiellonian University, under the supervision  
of professor Maria L. Bernhard, and then, without breaking the contact 
with the University began the work at the Department of Ancient Art  
of the National Museum in Krakow. In 1975 he obtained his doctoral degree, 
and in 1978 received a post in the Institute of Archaeology of the Jagiellonian 
University. In 1986 he obtained the habilitation, in 1992 the title of assistant 
professor, and in 2000 full professorship. He held important offices in our 
Institute: in the years 1987-1990 he was its deputy director, in the years 
1990-1996 director for two terms, and in the years 1998-2004 chair of  
the Classical Archaeology Department.

Professor Ostrowski’s research was always focused on Roman art.  
He studied pagan and early Christian sarcophagi, ancient personifications 
and their role in political propaganda (Les personifications des provinces 
dans l’art romain, 1990; Personifications of Rivers in Greek and Roman 
Art, 1991). He was also member of the publishing team of the new edition 
of St. K. Potocki’s O sztuce u dawnych czyli Winckelmann Polski (1992), 
and author of Słownik artystów starożytności (1994). In 1999 his important 
monographic study Starożytny Rzym. Polityka i sztuka was published,  
and in 2005 the book Między Bosforem a Eufratem. Azja Mniejsza od śmierci 
Aleksandra Wielkiego do najazdu Turków Seldżuckich. 

The other important focus of professor Ostrowski’s research is history 
of Mediterranean archaeology and collections of antiquities in Poland.  
He published a number of articles on this subject, and co-authored  
the book Egipt, Grecja, Italia… Zabytki starożytne z dawnej kolekcji Gabinetu 
Archeologicznego Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego (ed. J. Śliwa, 2007). 



Professor  JANUSZ A. OSTROWSKI



Professor Ostrowski’s field experience includes participation in 
excavations at such sites as Alexandria and Tell Atrib (Egypt), Nea Paphos 
(Cyprus) and in the Strumeshnitsa valley (Bulgaria). He also conducted 
research abroad (in Great Britain, Italy, Turkey); some of the study periods 
were facilitated by the Lanckoroński Foundation scholarships.

During his career as academic lecturer and teacher professor Ostrowski 
supervised a several doctoral dissertations, as well as numerous MA and  
Ba theses.

The professor’s activity is not limited to the Jagiellonian University,  
and he has held a number of important positions. He used to be  
the director of the Krakow Czartoryski Museum (1994-1999), a member and  
the vice-president of the Scientific Committee on Ancient Culture  
of the Polish Academy of Sciences, and also member of the Museum 
Council in Krakow, Committee on Archaeology of the Krakow branch  
of the Polish Academy of Sciences; currently he is member of the Commission 
on Classical Philology of the Polish Academy of Arts and Sciences  
in Krakow.

Professor Ostrowski received many prizes of the National Education 
Minister and of the Rector of the Jagiellonian University, he was also awarded 
the Gold Cross of Merit, medal of the National Education Commission, and 
Knight’s Cross of the Order of Polonia Restituta. 

      
     Krzysztof  M. Ciałowicz
     Ewdoksia Papuci-Władyka  
     Joachim Śliwa
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Krzysztof  M. Ciałowicz
Kraków

fAnTASTic creATureS And cobrAS 
from Tell el-fArkhA

STUDIES IN ANCIENT ART AND CIvILIZATION 15
Kraków 2011

Abstract: Among figurines discovered in the votive deposit from Tell 
el-Farkha there is an interesting group composed of two representations  
of fantastic creatures and four of attacking cobras. The most important  
of these figurines is the representation of a griffin with a human head, hands 
and breasts and a body of a large feline, holding a large wine jar between his 
legs, who is the first known such an obvious representation of this creature 
in small plastic. The only analogy, however disputable, is a small figurine 
from the Ashmolean Museum, which represents a lying feline whose head 
probably ended with a beak. Some much clearer griffin’ representations  
in relief appear on a few late predynastic objects: a tusk fragment from  
the Main Deposit in Hierakonpolis, the Oxford palette, the Gebel Tarif knife 
handle and the dagger from Abydos. The second fantastic creature from 
Tell el-Farkha is a female-faced snake emerging from a basket. Presumably  
it is the oldest figural representation of Wadjet, the divine ruler’s protector, 
that comes from Lower Egypt and was depicted in the nebti name. 
The oldest (Naqada IIIB) presently known notation of the name was  
discovered on a clay seal from the Central Kom in Tell el-Farkha. Four cobras 
from the deposit are depicted in poses identical with the later uraei. They might 
had been elements of some larger objects (such as crowns), which is suggested  
by both their size and the holes in their tails, the latter undoubtedly meant 
for fastening. 

Keywords: Predynastic Egypt; Tell el-Farkha; griffin; cobra; uraeus

The site of Tell el-Farkha is located near the village of Ghazala,  
c. 120km northeast of Cairo, in the eastern Nile Delta. The site comprises 
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of three koms (Western, Central and Eastern). The first occupation at Tell  
el-Farkha is connected with the Lower Egyptian culture, and began c. 3700–
3600 BC. The Western Kom was the first part of the site, abandoned at the 
beginning of 1st Dynasty; the other two mounds continued to be occupied 
until the beginning of 4th Dynasty (Chłodnicki and Ciałowicz 2002, 66-67). 
After 13 years of research by the Polish Mission, the site has been divided 
into three main sectors, each with distinctive functions: residential and cultic  
on the Western Kom, habitation and utility on the Central Kom, and cemetery 
and settlement on the Eastern Kom. Some of the most important discoveries 
at the site are connected with the Early Dynastic administrative-cultic centre 
on the Western Kom (Ciałowicz 2009b), where two votive deposits have been 
discovered. During the 2006 campaign (Chłodnicki and Ciałowicz 2008; 
Ciałowicz 2010a) a small jar was unearthed, in which 62 small objects were 
hidden. Most of them were made from hippo ivory. Among these figurines 
there are a few different groups of characters: dwarfs, females, boys, males, 
prisoners, fantastic creatures and animals. The first three groups from this set 
have already been presented in earlier articles (cf. Buszek 2008; Ciałowicz 
2009a; Ciałowicz 2010b).

Another important and very interesting group is formed by fantastic 
creatures and early representations of cobras-uraei. In our set there are two 
figurines of fantastic animals and four depictions of cobras, all made from 
hippopotamus tusks.

The first (total height 7.2cm, height of the basis 0.6cm; field inv. no. 
WD 06/37; Mendes register book R-636) is a figure with the head of a bird, 
with animal (lion or panther) body and two human hands, sitting on a flat 
basis (Figs 1-3). The creature holds a tall vessel (a wine jar?) in its hands 
and between its knees. The head is modelled with a clearly marked beak  
of a bird of prey, probably a falcon, and pointed ears (not entirely preserved). 
Its eyes are almond-shaped, with a clear swelling of eyelids. On the body 
there are visibly modelled human breasts and small incisions, presumably 
imitating feathers, on the back. A clear swelling in the lower part of  
the figure is most supposedly a tail. Arms are bent in elbows. Hands end with 
distinctive human fingers. However, there are no toes visible and feet show 
more resemblance to feline paws. The figurine is broken along its vertical 
axis, there is significant delamination, the fragments of beak, ears and  
the vessel’s rim are missing.

The second (total height 2.4cm; height of the basis 0.8cm; inv. nos 
WD 06/56; R-655) is a small figurine standing on a rectangular basis  
(1.2 x 0.6cm). Its surface is badly effaced. It probably used to present  
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Figs 1-3. Figure of griffin from votive deposit. Tell el-Farkha, Western Kom. 
Photo R. Słaboński, drawing A. Longa



14 K. M. Ciałowicz

a figure with a snake body and the face of a woman (Figs 4-6). It has almond-
shaped eyes, stressed eyebrows, a relatively wide nose and small lips. Hair 
are cut with a visible line on the forehead, parted on the top of head and 
supposedly used to fall to the neck of the figure, where a rather distinctive 
curving suggests a transition into a body of a snake. On the right side  
of the transitional part there is a swelling, the function of which remains 
undefined. On the back of the figure, a double shape protrudes from  
the basis. It could be a tail of the snake or the bottom part of its hood. Each 
side of the basis is decorated with an ornament of oblique net pattern and 
a dot in the centre. There is a round hole in the basis (0.3cm in diameter) 
and remainings of a bone pin, on which the figurine was fixed. The state  
of preservation is good, with small losses in the basis.

All figurines of snakes represent rearing cobras. They differ from each 
other only in details. 

The first of them (height 6.1cm; inv. nos WD 06/29; R-628) has  
a plastically modelled head (Figs 7-10). Round eyes marked with a curving. 
A hole in the place of jaws 0.3cm in diameter 1cm deep. Most certainly 
the snake’s tongue of some different material was fixed in it. Plastically 
modelled back and hood. A hole 0.5cm in diameter and 1.1cm deep placed 
at the back in the figure’s lower part. Good state of preservation, a small loss 
in the left part of the hood and by the lower hole. 

The second (height 6.1cm; inv. nos WD 06/30; R-629) is very similar, 
with plastically modelled head, back and hood (Figs 11-12). Eyes are round 
and marked with a curving. Identically as in the previous example, hole  
in the place of jaws. Only the hole placed at the back of the figure’s lower 
part is a little bigger than in the first example (0.6cm in diameter and 1.5cm 
deep). Numerous cracks, some lacks of the left part of the hood, losses  
by the lower hole. 

The third (height 6.3cm; inv. nos WD 06/31; R-630) also has a plastically 
modelled head, back and hood, but pupils in its round eyes are marked 
with apertures (Figs 13-14). A hole in the place of jaws is identical as  
in the previous examples. The hole placed at the back in the figure’s lower 
part is 0.5cm in diameter and 1.2cm deep. Good state of preservation, small 
loss in the left part of the hood.

The fourth is slightly bigger than the others (height 7.3cm; inv. nos 
WD 06/32; R-631). The snake has a plastically modelled back, hood and 
head, but eyes are not marked (Figs 15-16). A hole in the mouth is identical  
as mentioned earlier. A hole at the back is 0.6cm in diameter and 1.3cm deep. 
Numerous cracks and losses, mostly at the external edges of the figurine. 
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Figs 4-6. Figure of snake with woman face. 
Tell el-Farkha, Western Kom. 

Photo R. Słaboński, drawing A. Longa
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Figs 7-8. Figure of cobra-uraeus  
(no. WD 06/29). Tell el-Farkha,  

Western Kom. Photo R. Słaboński

None of the fantastic creatures  
or cobras-uraei representations from 
Tell el-Farkha has any counterparts 
among the hitherto discovered small 
objects of art. The figure of a falcon-
headed feline is the most interesting 
within the group. In the ashmolean 
Museum there is a small (4.3cm long) 
limestone figurine from grave 721  
at Naqada, dated to Naqada IIc (Payne 
1993, 15). It portrays a recumbent 
animal, probably a feline, with a bird’s 
(?) head. Unfortunately, the separately 
modelled ears and tail have not been 
preserved. The figurine is interpreted  
as a representation of a Seth animal 
(Payne 1993, 15; Whitehouse 2009,  
13-14). However, it should be stressed 
that in the oldest representations  
the Seth animal resembles a dog rather 
than a feline. It is enough to mention  
the King Scorpion’s mace-head 
(Whitehouse 2009, 19-25) or reliefs from 
the times of Peribsen and Chasechemui 
(vercoutter 1992, Figs 37, 39). The body 
of the Oxford figurine is stockier and  
the way of its depiction is closer to typical 
representations of large felines. It seems 
also that in this case the head was ended 
with a large and sharp beak of a bird  
of prey, not with an elongated and rounded 
muzzle known from representations  
of the Seth animal. To sum up, it may be 
accepted that despite the lack of traces  
of wings or feathers the discussed 
figurine was meant to depict a griffin. 
It is also worth to mention that in 
grave 721, apart from the above 
described, another one was discovered –  
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Figs 9-10. Figure of cobra-uraeus (no. WD 06/29). 
Tell el-Farkha, Western Kom. 

Photo R. Słaboński, drawing A. Longa

a stone figurine of a lion (Payne 
1993, 15), the body of which 
was shaped very similarly  
to the described griffin, and  
a more schematic representation  
of a falcon has also been found 
(Payne 1993, 16). At the same place 
another fragmentarily preserved 
representation of a falcon was 
also registered. The lead object 
was hollow inside and thus was 
probably a cover for the stone 
falcon (Payne 1993, 14). Accepting  
the interpretation, it may be 
assumed that in the quoted grave 
three representations were found: 
a lion, a falcon and a fantastic 
creature in between a bird and  
a feline. It is difficult to draw more 
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Figs 11-12. Figure of cobra-uraeus (no. WD 06/30). 
Tell el-Farkha, Western Kom. 

Photo R. Słaboński, drawing A. Longa

categorical conclusions from just  
a single set, but it may be assumed 
that it was not an accidental one. 

Another mysterious depiction 
is currently a part of the Kofler-
Truniger collection (Schlögl 1978, 21,  
no. 28). The basalt model from 
Abydos presents probably a boat with  
an animal head on the prow. as it 
seems, the head ended with a beak. 
The hair fall to the neck hair fall, with  
its ends done into regular ringlets  
similar to those known from 
representations of prisoners falling 
on their faces (Ciałowicz 2006, 
Phot. 18). It could have also been  
a very schematically depicted lion’s 
mane (Needler 1984, 354-356). 
Most probably, in this case also  
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Figs 13-14. Figure of cobra-uraeus (no. WD 06/31). 
Tell el-Farkha, Western Kom. 

Photo R. Słaboński, drawing A. Longa

the creator was trying to depict a griffin, 
although there are only few clues for 
this hypothesis. 

there are no such doubts in case 
of relief representations. Griffins with 
a lion or panther body, bird head and 
wings appear in late Predynastic reliefs 
from the Main Deposit at Hierakonpolis 
(Adams and Ciałowicz 1997, Fig. 35), 
on the golden knife-handle from 
Gebel Tarif (Ciałowicz 1992, Fig. 9), 
on the Two Dog Palette from Oxford 
(Whitehouse 2009, 28-32), and on  
the more recently discovered dagger 
handle from grave U-127 at Abydos 
(Dreyer 1999, 209). 

The first among the quoted objects, 
presently at the University College 
London (UC.14871), is decorated with 
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Figs 15-16. Figure of cobra-uraeus (no. WD 06/32). 
Tell el-Farkha, Western Kom. 

Photo R. Słaboński, drawing A. Longa

an animal frieze. There, a quadruped 
with a long, falling tail is visible. 
Its head is undoubtedly birdlike and 
from its back grow a pair of wings. 
They are very characteristically 
depicted, just as the artist would 
look at them from above, while  
the whole animal silhouette is shown 
in full profile. Such a solution is 
not unusual for the Egyptian art  
of the period and the oldest examples 
of application of various points 
of view on a single figure may be 
observed as early as on Amratian 
pottery paintings. The object is 
severely damaged and it is difficult 
to define what was depicted in front 
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of the griffin. It seems, however, that the creature held in its beak an oblong 
and twisted shape, presumably a snake. Birds holding snakes in their beaks 
appear on some decorated knife handles, while lions on similar objects were 
usually presented with lowered tails (Ciałowicz 1992). Hence, it is possible 
that the combination of those two motives resulted in this griffin with  
a snake in its beak. 

Another griffin comes from the end of the animal frieze decorating  
the side without the knob of the golden cover of the Gebel Tarif knife handle. 
Here also, there is no doubt that the presented animal is a quadruped predator 
with a bird’s head. From its back grow wings presented in the same manner 
as in the previous example. The body of the fantastic creature was shaped 
identically as one of the lion depicted two rows above it. The difference  
is visible in the representation of the tails: the lion has it raised up,  
the griffin lowered down. However, as it was mentioned above, lion tails could  
be depicted in various positions. More significant seems to be  
the difference in paws. Back paws of both animals are identical, but front paws  
of the griffin are more like bird talons than typical feline paws. 

One of the best depictions of a griffin comes from the reverse  
of the Oxford palette. There, it clearly falls on the back of a large herbivore.  
The way the griffin’s body and paws are shaped is once again identical  
as in the case of the panther and lions depicted above. The tail is lowered, 
the wings are presented similarly to the griffin from the above mentioned 
fragment from Hierakonpolis. The head ends with a slightly bent beak  
of a bird of prey. It is worth pointing out that the griffin, just as the other 
animals, plays the obvious role of a ruler’s helper, not different from domestic 
dogs on the palette’s averse. Both cases concern herbivore-hunting, and  
the hunted animals represent chaos and disorder. Catching the animals is  
the task of the ruler, who is probably depicted as a lion in the upper part  
of the palette reverse (cf. Ciałowicz 2001, 191-194).  

On the partially preserved dagger handle from tomb U-127 (Dreyer 1999, 
Fig. 11d) appear as much as two griffins. Both stride after a row of long-
necked birds, perhaps ostriches. Unfortunately, the fragment is very badly 
preserved: nothing but two wings and a piece of the first griffin’s back and  
a wing part of the second one remained. It is, therefore, difficult to reconstruct 
the precise shape of the fantastic creatures. It should be only stressed that  
the wings are depicted identically as in the hitherto quoted examples. 

Griffin representations shown in a quite similar convention occur also 
on sealing impressions from the Elam (e.g. Smith 1992, 14-15) – especially 
due to depiction of wings, which is almost identical to one described 
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above. The griffin motif fits into the difficult and far from being explicitly 
solved problem of possible influence of the Elamite art on the Egyptian 
one. However, similarly as in case of serpopards or ‘the Animal Ruler’,  
the question whether the influence did actually take place and in which 
ways it would spread cannot be presently answered. The lack of reliable 
and common for both territories chronology does not allow for any specific 
statement on where the motives originally appeared or which of them might 
have been introduced independently in both regions. 

Analyzing the described representations it is worth mention that  
the paws of the griffin from Tell el-Farkha end with human hands and 
that in the lower part of its body there is a clear thickening, which would 
suggest a tail, probably hanging down like in relief griffin representations.  
As it was mentioned above, the front paws of the griffin from the knife 
handle of Gebel Tarif resemble talons, while in other examples they resemble 
rather the paws of predatory quadrupeds. It is possible that artists were 
deciding on the shape of front paws depending on the presented activity  
of fantastic creature. If it attacked other animals (the Oxford palette; the relief 
from UCL), the paws would end with animal claws, if it held a vessels like  
a human being (the figurine from Tell el-Farkha), its legs would also end 
with human hands. It may therefore be assumed that such iconographic 
details depend on the specific image. 

To sum up, it may be accepted that the motif of a griffin was fairly well-
known in early Egyptian art, but never (until now) has it been discovered  
in the way it was shown in the Tell el-Farkha figurine.

It is difficult to assess whether or not the small figurine from Tell  
el-Farkha depicting a snake with a female face should be connected with  
the goddess Wadjet. The base on which the figure stands is decorated with 
cross-hatching on the sides, from which the tip of a tail emerges, suggesting 
that the artist meant to represent a basket, perhaps specifically a neb basket. 

In this context, it is worth to mention one more object from Tell  
el-Farkha. A few years ago at the Central Kom a large cylindrical seal 
was discovered, dated for the beginning of Naqada IIIB (Chłodnicki and 
Ciałowicz 2007, 149). It was made from ordinary clay in fairly slipshod 
manner. The marks incised on it resemble hieroglyphs. Especially interesting 
are the signs possibly connected with royal titulary. In the upper register 
there is representation of a serekh surmounted by a bird, undoubtedly  
a falcon (Fig. 17: 1). In the lower register a simple shape is visible, supposedly 
a representation of a basket. On the top of it there are two other figures:  
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Fig. 17. Horus (1) and nebti (2) names from the clay 
cylinder seal. Tell el-Farkha, Central Kom. 

Drawing U. Bąk

the first is a very schematic depiction of bird, the second was probably  
a rearing snake (Fig. 17: 2). 

Hence, it is possible that in our seal the nebti name was depicted.  
The early dating of the object confirms that the second name from the royal 
titulary was introduced long before the reign of 1st Dynasty. Up to the moment 
when the seal from Tell el-Farkha was discovered, the oldest acknowledged 
notation of the nebti name was the one on the famous Naqada plaque 
(Johnson 1990, 46-47), dated to the reign of Aha. The presence of the name 
on a badly made seal from Tell el-Farkha is very significant. Undoubtedly, 
the seal had belonged to a lower rank official, possibly maintaining a kind  
of relation to one of important political centres of the time. The relations 
could have involved sending specific products. It seems probable that already  
in Naqada IIIB both Horus and nebti names were popular enough to be 
used also in the provinces and even such a shoddy seal enabled to identify  
the addressee. 

In this situation, the occurrence among objects dated to the turn  
of Dynasties 0 and 1 of a representation showing a female-faced snake 
emerging from a basket should not be a surprise. To sum up, it may be 
accepted that the little figurine from Tell el-Farkha is one of the first preserved 
representations of a cobra that consisted for the royal titulary. 

Snakes started to appear in the Egyptian art relatively early. Some pictures 
from Amratian vessels may be accepted as their depictions. vertical zigzags  
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on a few vessels and a rattle from the Ashmolean Museum (Payne 1993, 
nos 100; 111; 418) can be interpreted as an attempt at portraying attacking 
reptiles. All of them come from the terminal phase of Naqada I. There 
are no such doubts in case of decoration of Gerzean vessels (Payne 1993,  
nos 917-918; 920-921), dated to Naqada IID. Snakes were presented there  
as slithering as well as rising for attack. Their heads were clearly marked and 
their bodies were rendered as wavy lines. A similar representation appears 
also in the dated to the begining of Naqada III vessel from the Brooklyn 
Museum (Needler 1984, 206, no. 60), where there were shown snakes 
slithering and arranged vertically.  

From the period of Naqada II comes one of the oldest boards for  
the so-called ‘Serpent game’, which was discovered in tomb Q19 at Ballas 
(Payne 1993, 234). This miniature object could had been of some significance 
in beliefs of the period (Whitehouse 2009, 14) and the depiction of a snake 
was surely not accidental. Serpents occur also, although much less often 
than birds, as top elements of bone pins (Petrie 1920, Pl. vIII: 19). As it was 
already mentioned, snakes can be also seen among characters decorating late 
Predynastic knife handles (Ciałowicz 1992). Interwined serpents sometimes 
completely cover one side of a handle – among the most important examples 
are the knives from Gebel Tarif or London (Smith 1992, Fig. 37). In other 
cases snakes are trampled by elephants. However, the motif’s recognition 
as the oldest uraei representation, as proposed by S. B. Johnson (1990, 40), 
seems to be hardly justified. The reptiles shown under the animal’s legs 
are more probably pythons (Churcher 1984, 155) and the whole motif of  
an elephant trampling a snake appears to have more in common with victory 
symbolism. It is certified by the presence on the same objects birds tearing 
serpents apart or carrying them in their beaks. It is difficult to assume that 
snakes were shown at the same time as helping/protective powers and 
victims.

The serpent motif is present in the Egyptian art from its very early stage. 
However, it cannot be presently specified when snakes started to occur  
as uraei – a characteristic element of a king’s crown which points to clear 
relation of the ruler to goddess Wadjet, originating from Lower Egypt.  
The oldest known representations of uraei on royal crowns can be recognized 
on a few objects from the times of Den (Godron 1990, Pl. III-Iv). However, 
the holes at the ends of the tails of the cobras from Tell el-Farkha, which are 
earlier than the reign of Den, were evidently attached to something as parts 
of a larger whole. Whether they were meant to be attached to royal crowns  
or sculptures depicting rulers already at this early period remains unknown.
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When analyzing any group of objects from the deposit of Tell el-Farkha, 
one should always consider the remaining items found in the same vessel 
and inside the chapel or beneath its walls. The first worth a mention is  
a faience seal from a jar hidden in the northern wall. On these cylinder seal 
there are depictions of gazelles and a simplified image of a Horus-falcon, 
while the cross below may be a schematic rosette, similar to ones which 
appear on objects related to Kings Scorpion and Narmer, and at the end  
of some rows of animals decorating the Brooklyn knife-handle and the Davis 
comb. Such rosettes should probably also be associated with the iconography 
of rulers (Ciałowicz 1992, 254). All these symbols may therefore point 
to a connection with the ruler and his symbolism. We should probably 
interpret two mace-heads found in the vicinity in the same way; the fact 
that they were discovered in a cult shrine only strengthens and emphasises 
this relationship. In this respect, it is also worth stressing that among  
the figurines in the deposit are: a man in a characteristic cloak, which  
is probably a representation of an anonymous ruler during a sed-festival,  
a woman with a child on her lap, sitting in a palanquin (perhaps the mother 
of the ruler) and a schematic figure of a falcon (cf. Ciałowicz 2009b).  
In the context, it is worth to mention also the large falcon-shaped palette 
(26cm of length) discovered in 2002 (Chłodnicki and Ciałowicz 2004, 48)  
in front of the wall enclosing from the east the administrative and cult centre.  
The palette was – with no doubt intentionally – stuck vertically in the ground, 
to stress the relation of the place to the ruler.  

Relation of shrines from Tell el-Farkha to an early Egyptian ruler  
is stressed also by the above described representations of fantastic creatures. 
The griffin, as it was mentioned when the Oxford palette was discussed, can 
be recognized as a king’s helper and the executor of his will. The figurine 
from Tell el-Farkha depicts a griffin holding a vessel, what makes the former 
equal – in a way – with figures presenting offerings or tributes, which were 
popular in the same period. It allows the conjecture that the mentioned 
vessel was meant to be offered to a king. The snake emerging from a basket 
probably relates to early royal titulary, similarly as cobras-uraei, which  
at the same time represented royal protective powers. All the figurines 
clearly suggest that the administrative and cult centre was tightly connected 
to the emerging monarchy and the rank of Tell el-Farkha in the period from 
Naqada IIIA till the first half of 1st Dynasty was be significant. 
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eArly eGyPTiAn Tomb 
SecuriTy – middle clASS  
buriAlS from Tell el-fArkhA

Abstract: The necropolis in Tell el-Farkha gives examples of various 
means of burial protection taken by the ancient Egyptians in the Early 
Dynastic period. The discussed security techniques were of structural 
character as deep burial chambers and massive superstructures constructed 
over sub-ground grave parts of mud bricks or concerned the inside space 
of tombs. The most interesting was pouring liquid mud over whole burials, 
the most common was use of mats and brick rubble. The cemetery in Tell 
el-Farkha gives also examples of tomb intrusions – some of them resulted  
in severe burial plundering, some other occurred ineffective.   

Keywords: Tell el-Farkha necropolis; Protodynastic and Early Dynastic 
graves; tomb security  

Tomb security was always a vital problem for the ancient Egyptians. 
Excavations at the cemetery in Tell el-Farkha, the eastern Nile Delta, prove 
how important it was already at the beginning of the long Egyptian history. 
Over 100 burials registered at the site have been divided into three main 
groups (for details see: Dębowska-Ludwin, forthcoming). Groups 1 and 
2 represent the Protodynastic and Early Dynastic periods and are dated  
to the Dynasty 0 (from Naqada IIIB) – the beginning of the 1st Dynasty and  
the late 1st Dynasty – early 2nd Dynasty  respectively. The quite significant 
number of graves offers a handful of information on early practices which 
were meant to prevent the deceased and their offerings from being disturbed  
in their eternal rest. The practices can be divided into structural (like deep 
burial chambers and superstructures) and those focused on internal grave 
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space. What is more, Tell el-Farkha gives the opportunity of checking  
the effectiveness of the mentioned security practices, as it brings examples 
of undisturbed tombs, looted ones and those that were the subject of robbers’ 
interest, but fortunately escaped intrusion. 

Structural means of tomb security belong to the most obvious and rather 
easily understandable. Comparison of poor burials in simple and small pits 
with more elaborated and in their straight majority richly equipped tombs 
clearly points that protection of the structures’ content was important for 
their builders. It is, of course, possible that the fear of being robbed was not 
the single motivation for such an impressive structural effort, but it can be 
easily assumed that it was the most important factor.  

Typical middle class burials are middle-sized structures of mud brick 
composed of a brick-lined substructure, usually single chambered, and  
a bricked superstructure. Examples of the latter were preserved only in a part 
of all registered cases, however, it may be supposed that each more elaborated 
and equipped in grave goods construction had been originally covered with 
a superstructure. The assumption is supported by the fact that well preserved 
superstructures were discovered in those parts of the site which were 
protected by younger layers, while in those areas where the original cemetery 
surface was eroded only substructures remained. Characteristic for bricked 
graves of the first group in Tell el-Farkha are deep burial chambers. Their 
average depth reached c. 1.5m, however, there are registered examples like 
graves nos 63, 86, 94 and 100 which were of slightly different construction 
so they revealed a kind of a shaft. This is a highly unusual feature, since  
in the Delta geomorphologic conditions digging a shaft was technically 
difficult and the only published analogy comes from Tell Basta. Grave 137 
from the site (el-Sawi 1979, 63) was composed of two burial chambers that 
were accessible through a vertical shaft. Unfortunately, its depth was not 
given in the publication. The quoted examples from Tell el-Farkha are all,  
in fact, mastabas, constructed in the way that deep chambers were connected 
to empty spaces left in superstructures’ centres, having created a shaft up  
to c. 2.5m deep like it was in grave 94 (Fig. 1). With time substructures were 
becoming more and more shallow and thus in the second group of graves  
in Tell el-Farkha typical chambers are less than 1m deep, like in graves  
nos 50, 73 or 111 (Pl. 1: 1)

Another protective solution are massive brick superstructures. In the first 
group of graves from Tell el-Farkha they were squat, roughly rectangular 
and their size was usually much bigger than that of substructures. It also 
seems typical that over-ground constructions were built around heaps of 
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earth concentrated over burial 
chambers. as a result inner parts 
of lower brick layers were built 
of innumerous bricks just to turn  
the oval earth shape into rectangular 
and finally the upper-most layers 
were constructed of regularly 
arranged bricks only. This is  
the case of graves nos 1, 9 or 114  
(Pl. 1: 2). Larger structures like 
grave no. 100 (Dębowska-Ludwin 
et al. 2010) were additionally 
stabilized with mats put horizontally 
over every few layers of bricks or 
by combination of dark mud bricks 
with light yellow ones, to make 
use of different static properties 
of the materials. In general,  
the over-ground grave parts 
were carefully plastered together  
with niches which were 

registered in graves nos 9 (poorly preserved), 63, 94 and 100. In  
the second group superstructures became regular rectangles of more 
elongated proportions and very sharp edges. They had vertical walls, 
unlike older examples which could be slightly sloppy (graves nos 63 and 
114). In majority of cases the size of a superstructure was very similar  
to the one of sub-ground parts, as if the surface construction would be 
seated on the underground walls (e.g. graves nos 73 and 111), or was much 
larger but built on a leveled surface like it was with graves nos 50 and 55.  
The former superstructures were rather low, the latter monumental, both 
point to the process of progressing social inequality. 

The case of superstructure presence in middle class and upper layers  
of middle class tombs is far from being satisfactory explained. Analogies  
in Lower Egypt are innumerous, since presently Early Dynastic sites are 
mostly covered with many younger strata or resting long on the surface and 
their upper layers are badly eroded. That is why Tell el-Farkha with its parts  
of original Early Dynastic cemetery surface (structure no. 94) is so exceptional. 
Scarce comparable data come from only a few sites. Tell Ibrahim Awad 
gives the example of a large structure (8 x 4.5m) with perfectly preserved 

Fig. 1. Grave no. 94 – deep burial 
chamber. Photo by R. Słaboński
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up to 1.25m bricked superstructure (van Haarlem 1996, 7) in the shape  
of mastaba. In Kafr Hassan Dawood many burials were covered with mounds 
constructed on the cemetery surface of mud, sand and gravel (Tucker 2003, 
532). In Tell el-Iswid south graves were secured by brick covers, described 
as a mantle of three layers of irregularly thrown bricks (van den Brink 1989, 
64-65). Similar mantles of one or two yellow brick layers were discovered 
in Mendes (Hansen 1965, 36). Further south in Abu Roash 300 brick covers 
were also known but there they were plastered with mud (Klasens 1958, 
35). And finally, in Tarkhan were registered small mounds of sand plastered 
with natural gypsum, which were built over smaller graves (Petrie 1914, 2). 
It is disappointing that sites closest to Tell el-Farkha give no comparable 
material. very close in terms of burial substructure size, shape and offered 
grave goods seems to be the site of Minshat Abu Omar (Kroeper 1999). 
Unfortunately, no superstructures were registered there. On the other hand, 
in Kom el-Khilgan, which is located only 6km north from Tell el-Farkha, 
relatively numerous burials of roughly similar date were cutting each other 
(Tristant 2005, 51), what proves that the burials were unsecured or even 
unmarked. 

Massive construction was not obviously seen as absolutely reliable 
protection. That is why other practices focused on burial chambers were 
applied. The simplest and most common, known from almost every early 
Egyptian site, was covering bodies and whole burials with mats. Since mats 
are attested in wealthy and very modest graves, it seems they were rather  
to protect bodies from direct contact with earth than for higher burial security 
standard. Another practice that could prevent eventual intruders from entering 
a closed burial was filling richer bricked graves with brick rubble. Generally 
it was popular in burials of the first group – those older and deeper. Typical 
examples of the situation are graves nos 94, 98 and 114, where the amount  
of bricks thrown over a burial was so large that they crushed some more 
fragile objects from the grave equipment. Bricked structures of the second 
group from Tell el-Farkha were usually filled with plain earth only. It is 
difficult to state why the custom changed. It was surely not to save grave 
goods from being crushed as they still are registered as seriously damaged. 
They were carelessly deposited into too many layers or put over the top 
of substructure walls just beneath the mass of bricks from superstructure 
– most probably in the opinion of people who closed the tombs the objects 
were secure in another sense, not the literal one like it was before.  

Another interesting protective solution is the presence of mud on 
bottoms of burial chambers. The greasy, very humid and probably liquid 
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Pl. 1. 1 – Grave no. 111 – substructure. Photo by R. Słaboński
2 – Grave no. 114 – lower layers of superstructure. Photo by R. Słaboński  
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Pl. 2. 1 – Grave no. 99 – a layer of red ochre. Photo by R. Słaboński
2 – Grave no. 55 – robbery shaft dug into bricked superstructure. Photo by R. Słaboński

1

2
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mud was poured into the richer graves over the deceased bodies and 
all of their offerings. This practice dates only to the first group of Tell  
el-Farkha, was registered in graves nos 24, 98, 99, 100 and 114 and turned 
out a perfectly effective obstacle for eventual robbers. Digging into the mud 
is even presently very difficult and time-consuming. Unfortunately, this 
fantastic ‘safety devise’ was also responsible for higher humidity level within  
the protected burial chambers and thus for highly advanced decomposition 
of all objects deposited inside (see: Pawlikowski and Dębowska-Ludwin, 
in this volume). The presence of mud was attested also in some pottery and 
stone jars that were offered to the deceased and with the exception of the mud 
were usually empty. One of the examples comes from grave no. 91, where  
in a travertine cylinder a bone spoon was discovered. All together it shows 
that the protective function of mud was not the only one. Possibly more 
important was its cult significance, connected to the afterlife and rebirth 
conceptions. Similar role of a kind of magical protection was probably 
played by the presence of ochre which was attested in some burials beneath 
the mud. A great example is set by grave no. 99 with its burial chamber 
thoroughly covered with a layer of red ochre (Pl. 2: 1).

In the material from Tell el-Farkha there are numerous examples 
of disturbed tombs (Dębowska-Ludwin 2010), but only 6 of them bear 
unquestionable traces of robbery. Graves nos 5, 7, 12 and 20 belong  
to the first group of Tell el-Farkha. They were discovered in the western 
sector of the cemetery, very close to its present surface, and this is probably 
why no traces of superstructures were registered over them. Grave no. 5 
was a significant two-chamber-construction (c. 5m long) and as remains  
of offerings suggest (over 35 items) it was originally richly equipped. Traces 
of plundering are undisputable: a robbery shaft pointing exactly at the burial 
chamber from its side eastern wall, ‘unattractive’ pottery vessels thrown out 
from the tomb, signs of fire set down probably to mask the intrusion. All 
focused on the burial chamber, where the presence of most precious objects 
was the most probable. very similar is the case of grave no. 7 – rather large 
in size (c. 4m long), composed of a burial chamber and a curious system  
of so-called ‘annexes’ and still equipped in over 40 objects. Some tiny pieces 
of golden foil (presumably meager leftovers of personal adornments) and 
visible disorder within the tomb show that the most valuable items were 
stolen far in the antiquity. Graves nos 12 and 20 are somewhat combined 
by the fact of being looted probably in the same or at least very close time, 
maybe even by the same team since damaged goods from their equipment 
were mixed together. Both structures belong to smaller examples from  
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the site (1.8m long), but they are the worst plundered ones. The skeleton  
in grave no. 12 was dismembered, not in the proper anatomical arrangement, 
with many of its parts missing. Pottery was found in two layers and, what 
is interesting, the upper one consisted of items which might had originally 
belonged to grave no. 20 (bowl no. 3 from grave no. 12 matches bowl  
no. 7 from grave no. 20). As a result, the whole burial creates an impression 
of a cemetery dump. In grave no. 20 traces of robbery are also clear,  
as the majority of grave goods was found crushed and dumped over the 
lower part of the skeleton.  

Two further tombs labeled with nos 55 and 100 represent the most 
elaborated structures1 from the cemetery. The first belongs to the second 
group of graves from Tell el-Farkha, the second to the oldest group. Both 
constructions drew thieves’ attention, but they successfully escaped being 
plundered. In their superstructures, right in their centres and just over burial  
chambers, there were registered robbery shafts, which were left before they 
reached burials (Pl. 2: 2). The question arises then: were the former examples 
looted because they had lost their superstructures in a natural (erosion) 
or intentional (deconstruction) way, while the latter ones were left intact 
because they were too monumental and thus perfectly secured? It is, indeed, 
a tempting conclusion; however, there are numerous other possibilities. 
For example, the moment of robbery cannot be satisfactory dated and so  
it cannot be stated whether it took place when superstructures were still present  
(if they actually existed) or after they had vanished and uncovered  
the burials. It is also possible that robberies could have been ineffective because 
thieves were scared away or prepared for a smaller challenge. Tell el-Farkha 
offers examples which enable to state that at the site bricked superstructures 
and other security means created an effective protection barrier, but,  
on the other hand, thieves were not such a plague for the cemetery as it 
was attested at many other sites. That is why general conclusions based on  
the material from Tell el-Farkha are presently inappropriate, although they 
are to be regarded as an important contribution to the discussion.   

To sum up, the presented material from Tell el-Farkha shows clear 
continuation of applied solutions, but also changes in the general conception 
of burial protection. With the passing of time the emphasis put on underground 
grave parts became smaller, while the construction effort was focused 
rather on tombs’ regular and reproducible form. The preserved examples 

1 Graves nos 100 (the Dynasty 0) and 55 (the late 1st Dynasty/early 2nd Dynasty) are rather 
monumental in their form and thus it is probable that they belonged to representatives of local elites,  
not just middle class. However, the issue of elite presence at the site needs further studies. 
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were very standard or monumental, what suggests that the most important 
issue became highlighting social inequality, not simple burial protection.  
The practice of pouring mud recorded inside older graves was also given up 
in later burials. This change again was possibly connected more to the rising 
care for protecting bodies from decomposition and hence to beliefs. 

Were the taken security means effective? The example of Tell  
el-Farkha tells they could be. However, it should be kept in mind that thanks 
to presently undefined factors the cemetery was rather safe. Less than 5%  
of robbed Proto- and Early Dynastic burials are a hardly significant number 
in comparison to other Egyptian necropolises of the periods.
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bone mATeriAl And minerAloGicAl 
ProceSSeS of iTS deSTrucTion 
AT The SiTe of Tell el-fArkhA

Abstract: Destruction of artifacts present at archaeological sites is  
the process leading to disappearance of objects. That is why determination 
of ways and stages of destruction may help reconstruct important 
finds. The article deals with results of investigation of bones damage at  
the Pre- and Early Dynastic archeological site of Tell el-Farkha located  
in the Nile Delta. Archaeological importance of bone material is pointed  
as well as usual context of its discovery. Then, two ways of bone destruction 
are described – chemical by dissolution and disintegration by crystallization 
of secondary minerals at the bone structure. Additionally, it was stated that 
although animal bones are generally discovered in rather poor condition, 
they are usually better preserved than human bones observed as skeletons  
at tombs. This phenomenon is the effect of various burial rules of human and 
animal remains. Human skeletons were buried with all tissues and products 
of decomposition represented mostly by organic acids formed due to tissue 
decomposition lead to damage of human bones. Bones of animals were 
usually buried out of meat therefore the mentioned processes did not take 
place.

Keywords: Tell el-Farkha necropolis; bones destruction; bones 
investigation using SEM and EDX

introduction

The site of Tell el-Farkha is located in the eastern Nile Delta, c. 120km 
NE from Cairo. It covers an area of c. 45m2 and it is composed of three 
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separate hills (tells) with maximum height of c. 4.5m above the cultivation 
level. The hills are labeled W (Western), C (Central) and E (Eastern), each 
of them preserved different remains of human activity that had been left 
by inhabitants of the ancient settlement. And so the smallest Western tell 
revealed the presence of a vast structure of cult and residential use as well 
as much older brewery complex. The largest Central tell was during its all 
history a settlement area with regular housing and economic structures, 
while the Eastern tell was also used as a settlement, but also as a cemetery. 
The whole site seems to be continuously inhabited (or at least with very 
short breaks) from the middle phase of the Lower Egyptian culture (Naqada 
IIB/C) through the Naqadian period to the Old Kingdom times, probably till 
the end of 4th Dynasty (Chłodnicki and Ciałowicz 2006, 71). 

One of the most interesting parts of the site is the necropolis. Up till 
now 114 graves were registered there and what is even more significant,  
the number includes three distinct cemeteries used by three groups of people. 
The oldest burial activity from Tell el-Farkha is related to the Protodynastic 
period. It starts with a large mastaba1 that became a foundation for the first 
regular cemetery on the site, composed of interesting, fine equipped and 
mud-bricked graves of the wealthy Naqadian society. The second group  
of burials is only a bit younger, it still represents typical Naqadian tradition 
but with no continuity to the previous phase. Therefore we deal here with 
newly arrived people that inhabited Tell el-Farkha in the Early Dynastic 
period. Finally, the youngest burials belong to the Old Kingdom times and 
the uppermost layers of the E tell. The graves are different than before, 
but very homogenous, as they are nothing but simple pits devoid of any 
offerings (for more detailed information see: Abłamowicz 2004; Dębowska 
2006; Dębowska 2008; Dębowska-Ludwin 2009). 

The site is the excavation area of the Polish Archaeological Expedition 
to the eastern Nile Delta from 1998. Over ten seasons of fieldworks brought 
numerous significant discoveries, but it is rather the relatively small size  
of the site that makes it so important for our knowledge on the beginnings  
of Egyptian civilization, as almost every aspect of an early settlement life 
can be fully investigated. 

1 The mastaba has been labeled no. 10 and as it is presently believed, it represents the oldest 
burial structure of the type known from Lower Egypt. Unfortunately, the large building  
has not yet been thoroughly excavated, so any more specific statements are still unjustified 
(see: Ciałowicz 2006).
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Bones as an archaeological object of interpretation 

Excavations on the site resulted in hundreds of structures and many 
thousands of small items. There are numerous unique objects among them, 
as golden and ivory figurines (for details see: Błaszczyk 2008; Buszek 2008; 
Chłodnicki and Ciałowicz 2007; Ciałowicz 2009), but also less specific 
findings that are customary called mass material – pottery, stone implements 
and bones. From the point of view presented in the article the most interesting 
is the bone material. 

Animal bones are frequently being found in settlement areas, mostly  
as unwanted food remains scattered in archaeological layers without any 
care for storing or dumping. On the other hand, in graves animal bones are 
an important part of funerary goods (food offerings), usually being recorded 
in burial or storage chambers (e.g. graves nos 5 and 7) and inside pottery 
jars (e.g. graves nos 2 and 3) or when found in grave fillings the bones 
could be funerary meal leftovers (a great example is set by grave no. 86 that 
will be published soon). In two cases we deal with exceptional situation 
when a complete young pig skeleton was found under a collapsed wall  
at the W tell (Abłamowicz 2004, 72) and at least four dogs were buried  
at the C tell probably as a kind of sacrifice (Abłamowicz 2002, 113). 
Unfortunately, both examples were very badly preserved. 

Thanks to detailed examination various animal species were identified 
that lived with the people of Tell el-Farkha or in their vicinity. The most 
popular were pigs, predominant in all phases of the settlement (Abłamowicz 
2006), after them came cattle, sheep/goats, donkeys, dogs, cats and other like 
aurochs, rodents, some birds and invertebrates. Important for the settlement 
inhabitants were also fish. The analyzed animal bone material was in general 
destroyed and disintegrated, mainly because of food processing procedures 
such as cooking. Numerous small fragments, usually ranging from 0.5  
to 2-3cm, were found completely or partially burnt (Abłamowicz 2002, 
109). Some better preserved items bore traces of cutting/processing and 
biting most probably by wild animals or dogs (Abłamowicz 2002, 113; 
Abłamowicz 2004, 72). The processed objects like amulets, spoons  
or awls are usually in better condition, possibly also because they were made  
of selected material or specially treated. 

Human skeletal remains are less frequent, but during ten seasons of works 
at the cemetery over a hundred of burials were examined. All of them offer  
a handful of demographic data and important information on funerary custom 
rules followed by the inhabitants of the settlement. The skeletal material 
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became the bases for significant observations on burial rules as preferable 
bodies position and orientation that were changing in time (in the Proto- 
and Early Dynastic phases predominant was contracted left-side position 
with heads to N, while in the Old Kingdom – straight right-side position, 
heads to W). Most burials in Tell el-Farkha revealed diagnostic fragments  
of the skeletons sufficient for sex and age estimation (Kaczmarek et al. 2006, 
107), however, the poor preservation state gave no data for more detailed 
study. In the majority of recorded cases human bones are in particularly bad 
condition. It even seems that the better the burial was prepared, the more 
carefully covered and successfully secured it was, the worse it is preserved. 
And so interesting and well equipped Protodynastic structures like graves 
nos 6, 98 or 100 revealed human remains so decayed that almost useless 
for meticulous anthropological investigation. More research possibilities 
are offered by the youngest graves at the site. In this case, burials that 
were deposited just beneath the tell surface avoided such almost complete 
disintegration by laying in highly dry soil conditions. But even among  
the third group of burials in Tell el-Farkha the deeper deposited ones are 
usually worse preserved (for example the almost superficial grave no. 15 and 
much decomposed grave no. 45). 

Sadly, advanced destruction of bone material limits severely its usefulness 
for archaeological analyses. 

J.d.-l.

mechanical destruction

Mechanical destruction is the reason for crystallization of minerals  
at various elements of bone (Pl. 1: 1-6). The crystallization leads to growth 
of volume of spaces present at various bone elements. Mentioned changes 
of volume are the reason for formation of cracks and crushing of bone. 
Often this process goes up to complete disappearance of bones. Sometimes 
this type of destruction develops together with chemical processes of bone 
dissolution.

The crystallization of minerals within bones comes from groundwater 
or even from ground humidity. In such conditions, mineral compounds  
of natural sediments building the site are dissolved in water. During 
penetration of mineralized groundwater physico-chemical conditions inside 
bones are altered. From purely mineral environment (silicate, carbonate 
etc.) the mineralized groundwater penetrates into bones, that is into 
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PlatE 1

Pl 1. 1, 2 – Crystallization of calcite between trabeculas. Polarizing light microscope, 
polaroides X. 

1 – magnification 60x. 2 – magnification 100x. 
3 – crystallization of Fe-minerals at empty holes of bone. Magnification 60x. 

4 – crystallization of Fe-minerals at bone trabecula. Magnification 150x. 
5 – Fe minerals concentrated at fissures of damaged trabecula. Magnification 60x. 

6 – the system of parallel micro fissures filled up secondarily with Fe-minerals. Polarizing 
light microscope, polaroides in part X, magnification 150x. 
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PLATE 2

Pl. 2. 1 – Migration and crystallization of iron oxides between fibres of collagen making 
bone brownish-red. 

2 – penetration of secondary minerals into net of small cracks perpendicular to elongation 
of collagen fibres. 

3 – heavy iron mineralization of bone structure (dark area) just under cortical structure. 
One can see light grains of secondary calcite. 

4 – damaged fragment of cortical bone seen as changes of direction of light polarization 
of collagen fibres due to alternation of internal structure of albumin. Polarizing light 

microscope, polaroides in part X, magnification 150x
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organic-phosphate environment. In the conditions the solubility equilibrium  
of mineral substances contained in groundwater is overpassed and crystallization  
of minerals starts in bones. The places particularly predisposed for this kind 
of crystallization are damaged parts of bones where free ionic bonds occur 
that consist so-called crystallization centres. The crystallizing materials fill 
in cracks and natural empty bone spaces and while increasing their volume 
they mechanically blast the bone, similarly as ice can break a glass bottle. 

The extent of bone cracking, the intensity of the process as well as 
the kind of crystallizing materials decide on the pace of mechanical bone 
destruction.  

 In Tell el-Farkha bones are mineralized by weakly crystalline iron 
compounds and carbonates. The latter thanks to their chemiom are minerals 
of large crystallization force which favors mechanical bones destruction. 
Iron compounds are weakly crystalline and hydrated. Their presence  
in the examined bones is connected to co-presence of accompanying minerals 
of manganese. Depending on the ratio of iron and manganese compounds 
in bones the latter may become red, brown or orange. When manganese 
compounds occur bones are black although they are not burnt. 

In climate conditions of the Nile Delta the bone mineralization and 
demineralization effects (and their destruction) are connected to oscillating 
groundwater table that is indirectly connected to rainfalls. It is because 
bones are not subjects to the above mentioned processes when they are 
deposited over the groundwater (and humidity) level in an archaeological 
site’s deposits. Research points also that mechanical bone destruction 
processes are the most advanced in ground humidity level oscillation zones, 
that is in such parts of a geological cross-section where alternating bones 
supersaturation with humidity and their drying is observable. 

chemical destruction

Chemical destruction results from bones dissolving. Since bone is 
an organic and mineral component built of, among others, collagen and 
carbonate hydroxylapatite, the chemical destruction processes are different  
in its biological (organic) part and in the mineral one. Because both 
components are directly combined, dissolution of one of them starts 
destruction of the other one. 

Bone hydroxylapatite is impermanent in acid environment conditions 
of pH <7 (Pawlikowski and Niedźwiedzki 2002). That is why, if in  
the environment where bones are deposited ‘acid’ conditions predominate  
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the mineral from bones will dissolve and become in ionic forms of 
groundwater. It will be then enriched with phosphorus, calcium and others. 

The environment ‘acidifying’ factor are paradoxically bones themselves. 
When they are deposited in humid conditions with air access bone collagen 
oxidizes and reacting with water gives organic acids. The latter then acidify 
the environment causing hydroxylapatite dissolution. The organic acids 
formed this way chemically interact with mineral settlement deposits. 
It happens because minerals from the deposits are permanent in normal 
conditions but under the influence of water that was previously acidified  
by just formed organic acids begin to dissolve. At the time they turn into 
ionic forms and migrate in the deposits and so they can also penetrate  
the bones involved into destruction processes (Pl. 2: 7-10). 

the more organic accompanies bones the more advanced is their 
destruction process. It is seen using polarizing light microscope as changes 
of direction of light polarization of collagen fibres due to alternation  
of internal structure of albumin. This process leads to the formation of micro 
fissures at structure of albumins opening spaces for migration of chemically 
active liquids present at archaeological layers. That is why bones in graves 
(skeletons) are usually worse preserved than those of animals which during 
their cooking preparation were separated from meat. 

The above described processes of chemical tissues destruction with bone 
collagen among them may be inhibited by chemical conditions in which  
the bones are deposited. 

Lack of air access that is the possibility of tissue oxidation favors their 
preservation. Such conditions are typical for e.g. peat bogs, where one can 
find well preserved tissues or even whole organisms. 

On the other hand, alkaline conditions favor ‘preservation’ of the mineral 
bone compound that is carbonate hydroxylapatite. In the conditions bones 
are usually well preserved. The phenomenon is favored by the presence 
of calcite (CaCO3) that reacting with organic acids neutralizes them and 
makes the environment the bones are deposited in alkaline, so favoring 
their preservation. Such conditions are typical for e.g. loesses, calcareous 
caves, lacustrine chalk, calcareous sinters etc. There, the most miraculously 
preserved dinosaur bones were found that are even over 150 million years 
old. 

Referring to bones from the site of Tell el-Farkha it may be stated that 
bones found in graves are heavily damaged and brittle what is the effect  
of chemical and mechanical destructions overlapping. It results from  
the fact that despite the natural environment of the site is alkaline the amount  
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of the hitherto mentioned calcite (the material neutralizing organic acids) was 
too small to alkalize the huge amount of organic acids that were produced as 
a buried human body decomposition effect. 

Domestic animals bones that were thrown out after separating meat had 
only little organic substances. Thanks to that the amount of calcite from  
the settlement deposits was sufficient for their neutralization and for 
maintaining alkaline conditions favoring bone conservation. 

Investigation using SEM and EDX

SEM helps penetrate deeper structures of examined altered bones.  
The alternation processes are seen there as reorganization of structures  
of collagen fibres (Fig. 1: 1) confirmed by transfer of elements from 
mineral structure of bone (Fig. 1: 2). Removing of elements from structure  
of hydroxypatite is complex. At some places of bone lamella are removed  
by calcium at other phosphorus while in another places one can see migration 
of both the elements (Fig. 1: 3-4). 

The described processes of chemical bone destruction lead to dissolution 
of bone components as well as to the lost of their physical parameters. 
This phenomenon is the reason for mechanical bones destruction seen  
as fragmentation of lamella (Fig. 2: 1-2), formation of small crakes between 
aggregates of collagen fibers (Fig. 2: 3).

Separate problem concerning chemical as well as mechanical destruction 
of bones is formed due to activity of fungi which can be seen at altered bones 
(Fig. 2: 4).

Life processes of fungi and especially products of their metabolism are 
chemically active substances lowering the pH factor of local environment. 

Mechanical destruction and liquids reacting with mineral and biological 
parts of bones may lead at human tombs to their dissolution effecting at  
the end of the process practically complete disappearance of the skeleton.

conclusions

Investigation of bones from Tell el-Farkha showed that the process  
of damage of animal and human bones goes various ways. This is because 
of fact that animal bones were usually clean i.e. without soft tissues while 
humans were buried with all tissues. This fact is the reason for formation 
of organic acids at human tombs. The acids react with minerals from 
sediments as well as with bone hydroxyapatite which is not stabile in acidic 
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Fig. 1. 1. Damaged and altered primary structure of collagen fibres due to active chemical 
secondary processes. 2, 3, 4 – EDS diagrams showing chemical variability of demineralized 

fragment of the same bone. All pictures – SEM. Magnification according to the scale

Fig. 2. 1, 2. Examples of bone destruction due to lost of their physical parameters as effect of 
chemical alternation of lamellas. 3 – cross section of aggregate of collagen fibres separated 
one from another with small cracks. 4 – fungi present in the altered bone. 5 – EDS diagram 
of human bone lamella not altered by fungi. 6 – EDS diagram of lamella of human bone 

altered by fungi. All pictures – SEM. Magnification according to the scale
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conditions. The mentioned organic acids may dissolve clay minerals which 
as Al- silicates are after dissolution the source silica mineralizing elements 
of buried organisms as well as artifacts present at tombs (e.g. materials).

M.P.

Investigation supported by University of Science and Technology (AGH) 
grant no. 11.11.140.158.
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reSulTS of The PreliminAry 
AnAlySiS of lower eGyPTiAn 
SeTTlemenT diScovered on 
The cenTrAl kom in Tell el-fArkhA

Abstract: Excavations conducted on the Central Kom in Tell el-Farkha 
in seasons 2008 and 2009 have brought the evidence of part of the oldest 
settlement structures in this site – there were furrows, postholes and pits, dated 
at Lower Egyptian culture. After the preliminary analysis of the discovered 
structures it was possible to distinguish separated settlement zones as well 
as the sequence of changes in the architecture. The comparison of the data 
from Tell el-Farkha with the settlements in Palestine showed similarity 
(rectangular shape of structures, space planning) between settlements 
of Lower Egyptian culture and those of Chalcolithic Ghassul-Beersheva 
culture. The complex arrangements of Lower Egyptian structures in Tell  
el-Farkha suggest a high level of space planning as well as developed social 
organization and make the long established tendency to contrast egalitarian 
and simple Lower Egyptian societies with Naqadian culture questionable. 

Keywords: Lower Egyptian culture; Tell el-Farkha settlement; 
Palestinian-Egyptian relations; Naqada culture

The settlement zones in the Lower Egyptian settlement in Tell  
el-Farkha 

In 1999 a trench was found in the highest part of Kom C – the biggest 
of the three hills constituting the Tell el-Farkha site1. In 2008, when the level 
1 Excavations on this predynastic site in eastern Nile Delta are held by Doctor Marek 
Chłodnicki from the Archaeological Museum in Poznan and Professor Krzysztof Ciałowicz 
from the Jagiellonian University in Krakow.
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of gezira was reached, the remains of Lower Egyptian structures built on 
yellow sand became visible. In the seasons of 2008 and 2009, over 1300 
features were discovered and excavated. 

On the lowest levels of the settlement in Tell el-Farkha one can 
observe an over 13m-long structure (Fig. 1) consisting of two almost 
parallel furrows on the southwest – northeast axis, and two more  
on the northwest – southeast axis. There is also number of postholes, 
which indicates that posts might have been part of this construction. This 
structure may be interpreted as a kind of fence which could protect one part  
of the settlement against northern and northwestern wind and also separate 
parts of the settlement from each other.

The southern part of the construction is particularly interesting – there 
seems to be a break in the eastern furrow as well as pits of similar dimensions 
(c. 70 x 60cm), symmetrical on each side of this break. There is a possibility 
that some kind of gate was situated there, if this gap in the fence really 
existed.

Assuming that the parts of the settlement were indeed separated by 
a fence, we can indicate several areas in which different activities were 
conducted. 

Fig. 1. Lowest layers of Lower Egyptian features discovered in Tell el-Farkha.  
Black colour: pits with burning traces, grey colour: pits and furrows filled with brown 

sand (dark grey) sometimes mixed with Nile silt (light grey).
Levels 75.76 and 77. Drawing M. Żukowska and M. Nowak
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In area ‘A’ no furrows were found, only postholes and pits. There are 
pits (most of them more than one meter wide), filled with brown sand mixed 
with the Nile silt or dark brown sand with traces of burning. Some postholes 
are arranged concentrically around such pits, thus one can possibly interpret 
them as remains of hearths or places where ashes were removed. Generally, 
area ‘A’ seems to have been meant for all kinds of economical activities. 

Area ‘B’ seems to be very interesting because of the remains  
of rectangular structures consisting of furrows. Inside and to the north  
of those structures, pits and postholes were found, and there is a possibility 
that those northern objects were also separated from rectangular structures. 
The pits from area ‘B’ differ from those of area ‘A’ in color and the kind  
of filling – the light brown sand pits dominating in area ‘B’. Moreover,  
the pits inside the structures usually have distinct shapes even if they overlap. 
In the northern part of area ‘B’ as well as in area ‘A’ it is difficult to outline 
the exact shapes of pits. As in area ‘A’, in the northern part of area ‘B’ there 
are postholes arranged concentrically and set in the context of pits. They can 
be interpreted as remains of shelters built around hearths or storage pits.

But the most significant discovery in area ‘B’ are rectangular structures 
with floor area with the average size of 14 square metres, sometimes divided 
into rooms. Because of the size of floor area, which is enough for a small 
nuclear family (Cutting 2006, 225-246), as well as the storage pits and 
postholes found inside, those structures built of wood and light materials 
such as reed, straw, or wattle-and-daub, can be treated as dwellings.

A closer look at the arrangement of the structures makes one realize 
that the spaces between them are very narrow. It could not be functional 
and would have made the communication in area ‘B’ difficult. However, 
one has to remember that only a part of the settlement has been discovered 
and that the structures found on the same level were not necessarily used  
at the same time. Possibly the smallest structure, whose axis slightly deviates 
from the others, was built and used after the other ones – it is the only structure 
which has been fully documented also on the higher level (Fig. 5).

Excavations in area ‘C’ were difficult due to the level of underground 
water, as in this part of the trench the gezira sand was lower than  
in the others. That is why the pits and furrows could not be fully examined. 
That is also the reason why one cannot describe rectangular features  
as thoroughly as the ones in area ‘B’– the arrangement of furrows is not clear 
enough. But this may also serve as information – the features in area ‘B’ 
might have been constructed differently.
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The furrows exposed in the southeastern part of area ‘C’ are probably 
remains of one rectangular structure. That is the place where most precious 
items were found. There were also large pits over one meter wide and 0.5m 
deep, usually overlapping each other. The north-western part of this area 
also featured furrows, but it is difficult to determine the exact number and 
size of the structures built there. The pits were also discovered in the vicinity 
of the furrows, but not as many and not a large as the ones in the other part 
of the settlement. Moreover, in the pits from area ‘C’ no animal bones were 
found. 

Further excavations would be necessary to state with certainty that this 
part of the settlement played a more important role than the others. However, 
the wooden fence seems to have separated the part where only economic 
activities took place from the part with dwellings and from the part where 
more solid rectangular structures were built. this can lead to a conclusion 
that the Lower Egyptian settlement in Tell el-Farkha was planned and well-
organized, with a special area for economic activities which was accessible 
to unlimited number of people and production control was therefore 
possible on the level of settlement. This suggests that social organization  
of this Lower Egyptian community might have been different than in Maadi  
or Buto, where – according to the researchers – all activities connected with 
cooking and production took place in the narrow space between dwellings, 
limited only for the members of each household (von der Way 1997, 72). 

Phases of the lower egyptian settlement

In the process of analyzing the results of the excavations it is easy  
to observe the change which took place in the architecture over the years 
and thus mark off two phases: pre- (Figs 1 and 4-5) and post- wide mudbrick 
wall (Figs 2-3). 

Furrows, pits and postholes are the most significant structures in the first 
phase of the Lower Egyptian settlement in Tell el-Farkha, while mudbrick 
walls and breweries gain prominence in the second one. 

One can also observe a difference between the structures described here 
as sunk in the gezira sand and the features documented on the higher levels 
(Fig. 4). Furrows which constitute younger rectangular structures are wider 
and the structures have a bigger surface area. Moreover, the so-called mud 
holes must be mentioned (Fig. 6). In Tell el-Farkha it is possible to stress that 
at first mud holes seem to be associated with pits with burning traces and 
later with rectangular structures of bigger size. Features of this kind were 
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Fig. 2. Level 71.72. Drawing M. Krzeptowski and M. Nowak

Fig. 3. Level 73. Drawing M. Krzeptowski and M. Nowak



54 M. M. Nowak

found before in Maadi and Buto and its function is not clear yet, but evidence 
from Tell el-Farkha indicates, that the two most popular explanations what 
the purpose of mud holes was (storage/pots containers (Rizkana and Seeher 
1989, 58-63) or postholes (von der Way 1997, 61-70) may be right. 

To sum up, the preliminary analysis of the remains of the Lower Egyptian 
settlement allows one to distinguish three phases: the first with the features 
sunk in the sand (levels 77-75), the second with larger buildings which are 
constructed differently with a different kind of posts (level 74). The third 
phase is characterized by the mudbrick architecture (levels 73-71.72).

The mudbrick architecture in the Delta is usually treated as symbolic 
of the cultural unification process between Lower and Upper Egypt, which 
began soon after Naqadian people had started to penetrate northern regions 
of Egypt. However in Tell el-Farkha, the mudbrick wall had appeared  
in the Lower Egyptian settlement phase even before the Naqadian influence 
started to increase and – what is also important – in the very place  
of an earlier wooden fence. A change in the Lower Egyptian architecture did 
take place, but it only concerned the material used for constructing buildings 
– the way builders perceived and arranged their space was the same. A more 
important change can be observed in level 71.72 – in the area where there 
used to be dwellings, remains of the first brewery in Central Kom have been 
found which is chronologically the youngest one coming from Tell el-Farkha 
(for earlier breweries see: Chłodnicki and Ciałowicz 2010). That is why one 
can assume that the residential area was located elsewhere. the organization 

Fig. 4. Level 74. Drawing M. Żukowska and M. Nowak
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of space in the settlement was different than before – perhaps due to  
the southern influence. 

Tell el-Farkha in comparison with settlements in Palestine and 
upper egypt

To understand the meaning of a well-organized Lower Egyptian settlement 
in Tell el-Farkha, a close look at the connection between Egypt and Palestine 
in the early 4th millennium BC, as well as at the internal transformations  
in Egypt which led to the state formation in Naqada III period is reqiured. 

Palestine
The beginning of the settlement in Tell el-Farkha is dated to Palestine 

EB Ia or EB Ib2, when the round, oval and sausage- shaped structures3 were 
constructed in such settlements as Yiftahel or Sidon-Dakerman, where 

2 Palestine Early Bronze starts in 3600-3500 BC (i.e. Ben-Shlomo and Garfinkel 2009,  
189-209).
3 Sometimes apsidal house are also mentioned but in fact this kind of construction was 
found only twice – it is hard to treat it as an characteristic shape (Braun 1989a, 2-25).

Fig. 5. Level 75. Drawing M. Żukowska and M. Nowak
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rounded walls were built even inside the structures. Braun (1989b, 20) sees 
it as a proof of determination and consequence in choosing rounded shapes 
instead of rectangular ones. 

One of the most interesting bronze sites is Tell Teo, where a bronze 
settlement as well as earlier chalcolithic structures were found. There are 
features characteristic of the northern Palestine chalcolithic settlement 
tradition (Ben-Shlomo and Garfinkel 2009, 189-209): rectilinear structures 
built of stones, with two rooms inside, grouped around the court-yard.  
All structures from the EB period are oval shaped and built out of mudbricks 
on the stone foundation (Eisenberg 1989, 29-40). 

It can be pointed out that Chalcolithic settlement seems to be more 
similar to Tell el-Farkha than the oval-shaped Early Bronze constructions. 
Thus, an investigation of not only the Palestine structures contemporaneous 
with Tell el-Farkha but also the earlier ones is necessary.

Settlements from the beginning of 4th millennium BC in the southern 
regions of Palestine, such as Tell Abu Matar, Beersheva, Shiqmim or 
Teleilat Ghassul are part of Ghassul – Beersheva culture which ended before  
the beginning of Early Bronze period, when the communities moved 

Fig. 6. Mud holes in Tell el-Farkha. Photos R. Słaboński
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northwards and their settlements 
perished (Joffe 1993, 36-37). 

the Chalcolithic architec-
ture in Palestine is diverse 
and sometimes very different 
structures appear on the same 
site, such as earlier subterranean 
oval-shaped structures (e.g. in 
Abu Matar (Perrott 1955, 20-25) 
as well as rectilinear buildings on  
the surface. 

The densely packed rec-
tangular buildings which were 
found in Teleilat Ghassul are 
arranged symmetrically and 
situated in conjunction with 
courtyards, smaller storage 
rooms and other features (Levy 
1986, 82-108). The structures 
were oriented nearly in the same 
way and have the same size (about 
six by 12m in average) and were 
built of mudbricks, sometimes  
on the stone made foundations 
(Mallon et al. 1934, 30-35; 
Koeppel 1940, 5-24; Hennessy 
1990, 4-7). 

In Shiqmim, rectangular buildings were also discovered, but their layout 
was completely different, even though also deliberately planned: structures, 
with only one or two rooms inside, were built along one line and mostly 
oriented likewise. Their construction was the same as in Teleilat Ghassul 
(Levy 1986, 365). 

Contacts between Ghassul – Bersheeva and Lower Egyptian communities 
are confirmed by imports found in Maadi, Buto and also Tell el-Farkha 
(Rizkana and Seeher 1989, 78-81; Faltings 2002, 165-166; Hartung 2004, 
Figs 1-3; Mączyńska 2008, 765-767). What is also important, subterranean 
structures, similar to those from Abu Matar were found in Maadi, which was 
made the theory of the coexistence of Lower Egyptian and Ghassul Beersheva 
groups in one settlement plausible (Rizkana and Seeher 1989, 79-80;  

Fig. 7. Tell Teo structures. Reproduced from 
Eisenberg 1989, Fig. 2
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van den Brink and Levy 2002, 18; Hartnung 2004, 351-354). Nowadays this 
idea is questioned: however the contacts and mutual influences between Delta 
and Palestine are obvious, but there is no evidence for the actual presence 
of Canaanian settlers in Egypt (Wengrow 2006, 87). After the discoveries 
in Tell el-Farkha, further similarities in architecture of Palestine and Delta 
can be noticed: the characteristic features of the Palestinian chalcolithic 
settlements such as rectilinear structures and their planned arrangements 
may be also found in Tell el-Farkha.

Upper Egypt
Naqadian architecture is usually associated with cemeteries – there is  

a relatively small number of well-explored settlements, so mudbrick 
buildings are regarded as a characteristic feature of Upper Egypt architecture 
in contrast with the wattle-and-daub structures from Lower Egypt. But 
having thoroughly examined the data concerning a Naqadian settlement,  
it is possible to find some similarities between dwellings in the Nile valley 
and delta.

Fig. 8. Teleilat-Ghassul settlement. Reproduced from Mallon, 
Koeppel and Neuville 1934, Fig. 12
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Two Naqada settlements must be mentioned. At Hierakonpolis, different 
types of dwellings were found, among them the so called Structure II.  
It was a partly subterranean construction, approximately four by three 
meters, rectilinear in shape. The ground-level part of the structure was built 
of mudbricks and on the northern and eastern side, light wattle-and-daub 
fences were added as a shelter against the wind. No roofing remains were 
discovered. However, an oven, storage jar and large plate were found inside 
– the building might have been used as a kitchen or might have been a part 
of a larger dwelling (Hoffman 1980, 119-137). 

In Adaïma, French archaeologists discovered settlement remains 
from the Naqada II period, such as pits and postholes. Just like in  
the Maadi settlement, there is no trace of wattle which was placed between 
the posts, which makes the reconstruction more dependent on the researcher’s 
interpretation (Midant-Reynes and Buchez 2002, 37-40).

summary

In the year 2008 and 2009, over 1300 Lower Egyptian objects such  
as furrows, postholes, mud holes, and pits of different size were exposed and 
explored in Tell el-Farkha. After the analysis of the gathered information  
the following conclusions were reached: 

– One may distinguish three main phases in Lower Egyptian settlement. 
The first is characterized only by structures built of light organic materials 

Fig. 9. Shiqmim settlement. Reproduced from Levy 1986, 89
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such as wattle-and-daub; in the second buildings are larger and posts  
of different type (stabilized with silt with different admixtures) are used;  
in the third the whole organization of the settlement is changed (breweries  
in place of former dwellings) with the introduction of mudbrick 
architecture.

– Among the furrows one can point out remains of a fence which 
separated areas with different purposes. There was a special area only  
for economic activities, which was separated from the residential zone.  
On this basis we can consider this particular Lower Egyptian settlement  
as well-organized and deliberately planned – such a layout may even suggest 
the presence of some local public authority. 

– There are some similarities in architecture between Tell el-Farkha 
and other known Lower Egyptian settlements but never before were such 
rectangular structures discovered. Until now it was claimed that, in Lower 
Egyptian communities, all activities such as food preparation and cooking 
took place in the space between households, which was accessible for limited 
amount of people and the production was controlled on the household level. 
This is one of the reasons why Lower Egyptian communities were always 
perceived as egalitarian4.

– A planned settlement might not constitute explicit evidence for 
social differentiation and centralization of control and power – egalitarian 
communities can also build such a settlement – but that kind of space 
organization makes control of the production on the settlement level seem 
probable. 

– The Lower Egyptian settlement in Tell el-Farkha obviously changed 
with time, but it was steady evolution rather than a violent turn.

– The most popular view on the early contacts between Egypt and 
Palestine as presented by Guyot (2002, 707-740), distinguishes three stages 
of mutual influence and exchange: 

communities of Lower Egyptian culture were a connecting factor (I) 
between Palestine and Upper Egypt. At this stage (contemporaneous with 
the Buto I phase) all the communities both in Upper and Lower Egypt are 
considered egalitarian and organized in a similar way. The contacts between 
them took on the nature of neighbourly exchange.

(II) in phase two (Buto IIa), the social structure in Lower Egyptian 
communities did not change, while in Upper Egypt social organization went 
through several transformations (like social differentiation) partly because  
in Upper Egypt there was a possibility for local authorities to take control 

4 I.e. Commenge and Alon 2002, 139-153. 
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over production. Palestine imports in delta become more rare – the exchange 
and the influence proceeds mostly between Upper Egypt and Palestine.

(III) phase three (the ‘Naqadian expansion’) ended with cultural 
unification of Upper and Lower Egypt, in which the southern element played 
a more important role. 

Lower Egyptian settlement in Tell el-Farkha may be interpreted as  
an evidence of different social organization of communities which lived  
in the 4th millennium BC in the Nile Delta. The social organization in Guyot’s 
phase II changed perhaps not only in the southern communities. What is also 
important – Palestinian influence and imports in Delta is accounted for both 
phase I and phase II. Guyot’s view on phase III may be also questioned,  
as his opinion is based on conception of Naqadian ‘conquest’ of northern 
part of Egypt. The idea of military expansion is easily invalidated when 
no traces of violence and destruction was found in the remains of Lower 
Egyptian settlements. However, the idea of the increase of Naqadian 
cultural influence, and cultural diffusion from the south as the way to lead  
to the emergence of Egyptian state, seems still plausible according to Guyot’s 
article. 

The results of the research in Tell el-Farkha conducted so far, which 
hopefully will be supported by evidence from other sites in the Delta, indicates 
that if the Upper and Lower Egyptian communities were organized similarly, 
maybe there might have been no dominating element in the unification 
process and its reconstruction should take into account the influence and 
role of Lower Egyptian communities5. 
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Tell Abu el-hAlyAT. 
The new nAQAdA iii – old kinGdom (?) 
SiTe in The norTheASTern nile delTA

Abstract: The recent research in the northeastern Nile Delta proves 
that sites situated here played an important role both in the developing 
contacts between Egypt and Canaan as well as in the processes which 
led to the formation of the Egyptian state. The new data concerning  
the early history of the Nile Delta have been obtained recently (since 2008) 
during the Polish Archaeological Survey in Ash-Sharqiyyah Governorate. 
Rim fragments belonging to forms dated to Naqada III period occur at five 
sites. Tell Abu el-Halyat is one of them. It is situated c. 1km to the south  
of the modern town of Abu el-Shuqûq. The pottery material comprises 
fragments of bread moulds, flat plates and different types of bowls as well  
as fragments of jars, among them beer jars. Most of those forms show affinity 
with pottery found at other Early Dynastic sites. The similarities are visible 
especially when we make a comparison with the Early Dynastic pottery 
from Tell el-Farkha and Tell el-Murra. Although most of the pottery is dated  
to the above-mentioned period, occurrence of several fragments which could 
belong both to the earlier and later forms may indicate that Protodynastic  
as well as Old Kingdom (?) periods are also represented at that site.

Keywords: Northeastern Nile Delta; Tell Abu el-Halyat; Naqada III 
period; Protodynastic and Early Dynastic Egyptian pottery

In the light of recent results of the research in the northeastern Nile Delta, 
it has become obvious that settlements situated here had greater significance 
during the period of the state formation in Egypt than previously supposed. 
The data obtained from the archaeological work in that part of the Delta 
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prove that a great number of sites existed here during the whole Naqada III 
period (van den Brink 1987; Hendrickx and van den Brink 2002, 348-349, 
370-371, Tab. 23: 1-2; Tristant 2005). The existence and prosperity of many 
settlements during that period must be related to increasing commercial 
relations between Egypt and Canaan in which inhabitants of these sites 
undoubtedly participated (Oren 1973, 203-204; van den Brink 1993, 294-
297; Gophna 2000). It seems also that local elites were strongly involved 
in the events that finally led to the unification. It is even quite possible 
that some of the local rulers reigned here during the Protodynastic Period  
(van den Brink 2001, 58).  

Although the number of Predynastic/Early Dynastic sites in the Nile 
Delta seems to be significant, the list of these presently excavated is limited 
to only a few. Moreover, in the case of several sites explored in the past,  
the published evidence of research is in most cases still limited to only a few 
publications and preliminary reports.

Further data concerning the early history of the Nile Delta have been 
obtained recently (since 2008) during the Polish Archaeological Survey  
in Ash-Sharqiyyah Governorate (Jucha 2009a)1. The area under the survey 
was situated to the east of Tell el-Farkha and to the west of Tell el-Iswid,  
tell Ibrahim awad and Minshat abu omar. 

During the survey the following sites were visited: Tell el-Murra, Tell  
el-Akhdar, Gezira Sangaha, Tell Gezira el-Faras, Tell Abu el-Halyat, Minshat 
Radwan, Mantiqat el-Qala’a, Kafr el-Hadidi. Two other sites Tell Ginidba 
and Tell Abu Umran were being excavated by the Egyptian Archeological 
Expeditions, therefore these were excluded from our project. Most  
of the above mentioned sites are presently overbuilt by the modern settlements 
and cemeteries and very badly disturbed. That concerns: Tell Gezira el-Faras, 
Minshat Radwan, Gezira Sangaha, Mantiqat el-Qala’a, Kafr el-Hadidi,  
Tell el-Akhdar and Tell Abu el-Halyat. 

Among the pottery material found on the surface, rim fragments 
belonging to forms dated to Naqada III period occur at Tell el-Murra, Tell  
el-Akhdar, Tell Abu el-Halyat, Tell Gezira el-Faras and probably also 
Minshat Radwan (Fig. 1). Moreover, at Tell el-Murra a number of Old 
Kingdom potsherds was also collected, in contrast to other sites where only 
a few potsherds could probably indicate that period (Tell el-Akhdar, Tell 
Gezira el-Faras, Tell Abu el-Halyat).

1 Archaeological Expedition of the Institute of Archaeology in Krakow (Jagiellonian 
University).
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Tell Abu el-Halyat (Fig. 1, Pl. 4) was one of the sites investigated during 
the 2010 archaeological season where the pottery of Naqada III period 
occurred. It is situated c. 1km to the south of the modern town of Abu  
el-Shuqûq. The distance to the other archaeological sites, i.e. Tell el-Farkha, 
situated to the north, and Tell el-Murra, to the northeast, is c. 6.5km and  
c. 10km, respectively. The site is presently subdivided into three main parts 
by the cultivated fields. The western part is overbuilt by a modern cemetery. 
The eastern (Pl. 1) and northern (Pl. 2) parts are disturbed by the agricultural 
activity. The latter consists of two small mounds with vertically ditched 
sides. Moreover, at the eastern part, several robbery trenches were attested.

During the work at that site, the pottery was collected mostly from  
the surface of the northern and eastern mounds and the trench situated in  
the western part of the eastern mound. 

 

Fig. 1. Northeastern Nile delta. 
After: Hendrickx and van den Brink 2002, 366, Fig. 23: 2
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The ceramic assemblage includes among others fragments of different types 
of bread moulds (Fig. 2). These were made of coarse category Nile clay 
fabric which contains mostly medium to coarse straw. Moreover, medium 
to coarse sand grains also occur as temper. Quite frequently, the inner and  
the upper part of the outer surface were slightly smoothed, whereas  
the remaining part was rough and irregularly formed. There occur shallow 
and wide or slightly deeper bread moulds mostly with an angular transition 
dividing the body into two zones (Jacquet-Gordon 1981, Fig. 1: 3-4) but only 
several rim fragments may belong to examples without such a transition. 

Among the forms there are examples with a flattened rim top (Fig. 2: 1;  
cf. Jucha 2005, Pls 69: 5, 70: 1-4; Jucha 2009a, Fig. 40: 9; Jucha 2011, 
Figs 1: 28, 3: 32) as well as with a diagonal outer part of the rim of a flat  
or only slightly convex outer contour (Fig. 2: 2-6; Köhler 1998, 27, Taf. 
46: 4; cf. Jucha 2011, Figs 1: 32, 2: 28, 3: 35). The latter include also 
small bread moulds (Fig. 2: 4-5), very similar to those found at Tell  
el-Farkha, phases 6 and 7, which are dated to the Early Dynastic and the very 
beginning of the Old Kingdom, respectively (Jucha 2011, Figs 2: 21, 3: 28, 
4: 24). 

Examples were also found with a diagonal and wavy formed external 
contour of the rim (Fig. 2: 7-10; cf. Köhler 1998, 27, Taf. 44: 2, 4-5). These 
seem to be especially typical of the Early Dynastic period and in such dated 
context occur at neighbouring sites: Tell el-Farkha (Jucha 2011, Figs 1: 31, 
33, 2: 27, 29, 3: 34-36) and Tell el-Murra (Jucha 2009a, Fig. 40: 8). 

The finds include also the red-polished bowls with convex sides and  
a simple rim (Fig. 3: 1-2; van den Brink 1989, 77, Fig. 14: 1-7; Köhler 
1998, 22-23, Taf. 27: 1-2, 7-9, 28: 1, 3, 5; cf. Jucha 2005, Pls. 60-61, 63-64;  
Jucha 2011, Figs 1: 15, 2: 15-16, 3: 22-23, 4: 20). These were made  
of fine category Nile clay fabric containing inclusions of fine sand or medium 
category Nile clay tempered with fine to medium sand and straw. 

Flat plates (Fig. 3: 3-8) are also present, which are made of fine category 
Nile clay fabric tempered with fine sand and straw or medium category Nile 
clay fabric tempered with fine to medium sand and straw. Among them, 
there occur examples with red-coated and polished surfaces (Fig. 3: 3)  
as well as with only the red-coated and polished interior but the uncoated 
and smoothed outer surface (Fig. 3: 4-5). The latter seem to become typical 
since the second half of the 1st Dynasty (though they were sporadically 
attested also earlier). These were found at the neighbouring sites: Tell  
el-Farkha (Jucha 2011, Figs 2: 17, 3: 24) and Tell el-Murra (Jucha 2010, 
384-385, Fig. 3: 8) in the strata dated to that period. They occur also together 
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Fig. 2. Tell Abu el-Halyat. The Pottery. Bread Moulds. 
Expedition archive

with beer jars in the group of graves from Tell el-Farkha, dated to the second 
half of the 1st Dynasty and the first half of the 2nd Dynasty – Naqada IIIC2/D 
(Jucha 2009b, 50-52) and are among the new forms that appear in similarly 
dated graves of group Iv at Minshat Abu Omar (Kroeper 1988, 16, Fig. 
177). Similar plates occur also at Tell el-Farkha phase 7, dated to the very 
beginning of the Old Kingdom (Jucha 2011, Fig. 4: 21). 



M. a. Jucha70

Fig. 3. Tell Abu el-Halyat. The Pottery. Bowls and Plates. 
Expedition archive

There are also examples with both surfaces only more or less smoothed 
(Fig. 3: 6-8). These include, among others, forms with an angular transition 
between the sides and the base (Fig. 3: 7-8). Similar forms, though 
mostly with a red-coated and polished interior and only lightly smoothed 
exterior, were also found at Tell el-Farkha, where they occur since the end  
of the 1st Dynasty until the beginning of the Old Kingdom (cf. Faltings 
1989, 142, 145, Fig. 9a: A52; Köhler 1998, 26-27, Taf. 38: 7-9; Raue 1999, 
176-177, Abb. 35: 4; Jucha 2011, Figs 3: 25, 4: 22).
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Other forms include small bowls made of medium category Nile clay 
fabric tempered with fine to medium sand and straw and with more or less 
smoothed surfaces (Fig. 3: 9-11) known also from Early Dynastic – Old 
Kingdom phases at Tell el-Farkha (Jucha 2011, Figs 2: 18, 3: 26, 4: 23).

Bowls, made of similar fabric and with similar surface treatment, 
comprise also an example with a flat rim top and a thickened external part  
of the rim (Fig. 3: 12) and a form with a slightly thickened internal lip-rim 
(Fig. 3: 13). The latter resembles the forms known from Tell el-Farkha phase 
3 dated to the end of Naqada II/beginning of Naqada III period (Jucha 2005, 
Pl. 66: 3). Similar examples were also found at Tell el-Murra (Jucha 2009a, 
Fig. 41: 3). It shows also affinity to the later examples which occur among 
the Early Dynastic assemblages from Tell el-Farkha (Jucha 2011, Fig. 3: 20), 
although these belong to the red-polished ware. 

Moreover, there was also found a fragment of a bowl with concave 
sides and a lip-rim and a yellow-coated and smoothed outer surface  
(Fig. 3: 14). Similar examples are known from Tell el-Farkha, where they  
occur in the strata dated to the 1st Dynasty. However, at that site most  
of them have a red-coated and polished inner surface and only smoothed 
outer surface (Köhler 1998, 25, Taf. 33: 6-7; Jucha 2011, Figs 1: 21, 2: 19) 
while only a few examples with yellow-coated surfaces were attested. 

The ceramic assemblage includes also different types of fine-ware jars 
(Fig. 4: 1-2) with very well-smoothed uncoated (Fig. 4: 1) or yellow-coated 
(Fig. 4: 2) surfaces. These were made of fine category Nile clay fabric 
containing a small amount of sand. Examples with a concave neck and  
a rim with an angular lower edge (Fig. 4: 2; cf. Köhler 1998, 30, Taf. 53: 2-3) 
resemble the forms found in Naqada III strata at Tell el-Farkha, phases 5 and 
6 (Jucha 2005, Pl. 29: 5-8; Jucha 2011, Fig. 2: 3) as well as Tell el-Murra 
(Jucha 2010, Fig. 3: 3).

The pottery assemblage comprises also fragments of rough ware beer 
jars with a simple rim (Fig. 4: 3-5). These were made of medium category 
Nile Clay fabric, tempered with fine to medium straw and fine to medium 
sand as well as a small amount of coarser sand grains. The rim and neck were 
smoothed (turning marks are also visible) while the surface at the shoulders 
was irregular (formed wavy). 

Among them there occur broad-shouldered forms (Fig. 4: 3-4) as well 
as examples with a narrower body (Fig. 4: 5). The former may derive from 
various types of beer jars with scraped and irregularly formed surfaces  
or only irregular surfaces. Such jars occur in graves belonging to the group 
of graves from Tell el-Farkha dated to the second half of the 1st Dynasty 
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and the first half of the 2nd Dynasty – Naqada IIIC2/IIID (Jucha 2009b,  
Fig. 1: 2-3). Fragments were also found in the settlement strata at that 
site dated from the middle/second half of the 1st Dynasty until the very 
beginning of the Old Kingdom (Jucha 2011, Figs 2: 1, 3: 1, 4: 2). These occur 
also among the similarly dated pottery assemblages found at Tell Gezira  
el-Faras and Tell el-Murra (Jucha 2009a, Figs 39: 1, 40: 5).

Examples with a narrow body (Fig. 4: 5) seem to be typical since  
the end of Early Dynastic – Naqada IIID (Köhler and Smythe 2004, 133,  
Fig. 2: Type 4) and continue into the beginning of the Old Kingdom (Raue 
1999, 181, Abb. 37: 7; Köpp 2003, 117, Abb. 19b). These have not been 
attested so far in the graves of the above-mentioned group from Tell  
el-Farkha, but at the settlement, they seem to appear since the 2nd Dynasty. 

Moreover, a fragment of a jar with slightly thickened external part of  
the rim and almost straight sides (Fig. 4: 6) was also found. It was made 

Fig. 4. Tell Abu el-Halyat. The Pottery. Jars. Expedition Archive
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of Nile clay tempered with fine to medium straw and sand, and its surface 
was only slightly smoothed. It may be a fragment of a tall tapering vessel  
of almost straight or slightly convex sides, with a narrow flattened and 
irregular base (Petrie 1921, Pl. XLv: L30, L31). Such jars are especially 
typical of Tell el-Farkha phase 4, dated to the Protodynastic period – Naqada 
IIIA1-IIIB (Jucha 2005, 40-41, Pls 11: 4-5, 12-16, 17: 1). If we deal here 
with such type of a jar, this could confirm that also that period is represented 
at Tell Abu el-Halyat. 

Among the other forms made of similar fabric there occur jars of  
an almost rounded body and a simple rim (Fig. 4: 7-8). An example  
of a pointed base (Fig. 4: 9) was also found.

The pottery material described above comprises forms which in most 
cases show an affinity to forms found at other Nile Delta sites in the strata 
dated to the Early Dynastic period. The similarities are visible especially 
when we make a comparison with pottery coming from phase 6 at Tell  
el-Farkha (Jucha 2011) and Naqada III material from Tell el-Murra (Jucha 
2009a; Jucha 2010), the sites which are situated only a few kilometers  
to the north and northeast, respectively, of Tell Abu el-Halyat. Although 
most of the pottery is dated to the above-mentioned period, the occurrence 
of several fragments which could belong both to the earlier and later forms 
may indicate that Protodynastic as well as Old Kingdom (?) periods are also 
represented at that site.
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knobbed bowlS from 
nAQAdA ii And iii conTeXTS 
in eGyPT

Abstract: The knobbed bowls are a rare kind of pottery assigned by  
W. M. F. Petrie to F(ancy) group. This very limited in number collection 
often was connected with ritual or mortuary context. Its exceptional and 
unparalleled in Egypt form orders scholars to look for the roots of such style 
abroad. Another region where vessels of this type are far more common is 
southern Levant. In this paper the author will show the link between knobbed 
pottery from Naqadan context in Egypt with species of Levantine origin. 

Keywords: Knobbed bowls; Naqada; Early Bronze Age; Grey Burnished 
Ware; Tell el-Farkha 

One cannot stress enough the importance of ceramics and in particular 
those of the Naqada Culture of ancient Egypt. A detailed study of this 
particularly rich group of artifacts, which has yielded abundant data, is still 
very instructive, although some examples have been in the public domain 
for many years. An excellent example of such a type is a rounded bowl with 
a line of small knobs just beneath its rim. Despite the type’s having been 
an object of study for nearly a century, its connection with Gray Burnished 
Ware has not been confirmed till lately. 

Nowadays, it is generally accepted that although several examples  
of this kind had been found at sites of the Naqada Culture, both in the Delta 
and in the Upper Egypt, such vessels are not characteristic of either of these 
regions during Naqada II and III period. Among early discoveries of this 
type were two examples unearthed by Petrie (1921, Pl. 15: 5a, b) from  
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the Naqada cemetery, who placed them in a class of ceramics known  
as F (i.e. Fancy) Ware under the sub-divisions 5a and 5b. 

According to present knowledge the morphology of this particular group 
of wares is much more common in the southern Levant, where it emerged  
in a developed phase of the Early Bronze I period (Braun forthcoming), 
most likely in the northern region. The first to suggest this area for the origin  
of the morphology of this type was H. Kantor (1942, 185-187), who 
discovered clear analogies with some bowls from excavations at Megiddo. 
From then on knobbed bowls from Egypt and the Levant figured importantly 

Fig. 1. Map of the sites mentioned in text. Drawing M. Czarnowicz
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in investigations into relations between those two regions by scholars such 
as J. Hennessy (1967) and R. Amiran (1992, 430), with the latter declaring  
the subject fully exploited by H. Kantor. However, additional new information 
came from S. Tutundźić (1993), though his work, relying on that of his 
predecessors, was mainly concerned with issues of imports and imitations.

The latest attempt to synthesize the information on these bowls is  
by M. Abd El Moneim (2000), who collected data on the largest known 
set of these artifacts in Egypt, which includes similar stone bowls. Recent 
discoveries of knobbed bowls, as well as significant progress made in studies 
of ceramics of the EB I Levant, throw a new light on the subject and call 
for renewed investigations. It should be noted in particular that regardless  
of a general consensus amongst scholars concerning the place of origin, lines 
of development and the chronology of knobbed ware bowls, no researcher 
has yet been able to present convincing evidence for the actual find-spots  
of such bowls found at sites of the Naqada culture.

Knobbed bowls in the Levant

In a vast majority of publications that contain information on Egyptian 
knobbed bowls, the subject of provenience is omitted, while their associations 
to south Levantine ceramics are only casually mentioned. Attention is drawn, 
on the other hand, to the fact that the origins of these bowls are either foreign 
or that they are copies of south Levantine types1. It is nowadays generally 
accepted that the canonical form is found in a group of bowls belonging  
to a category or family of types identified as Gray Burnished Ware (henceforth 
GBW), that originated probably in the region of the Jezreel valley at sites 
such as Afula (Sukenik 1948) and Beth Shan (Braun 2004, 49). This group 
of pottery was dealt with for the first time by G. E. Wright (1937, 44), who  
referred to GBW as Esdraelon Ware2 after the region where most examples 
were then found. The current nomenclature, introduced by E. Sukenik (1948, 
21), is based on the most striking features of these bowls, their dark gray 
color and their burnished, shiny exteriors. Within the larger group one finds 
several types of bowls bearing different morphological characteristics and 
raised decoration. Wright (1958, 42-44) recognized four main morphological 
types with knobs on Types 1 and 4. Two types (1 and 3) are carinated and 

1 See for example Amiran’s (1992, 470) laconic statement on the possible Palestinian origins 
rather than Mesopotamian ones of such bowls.
2 The name is the New Testament (Greek) for the Jezreel (Yizra’el) valley of the Old 
Testament, now in the north of Israel.
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Fig. 2. Knobbed bowls and GBW imitations from Naqadian and Lower Egyptian context. 
drawing M. Czarnowicz
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of those, some are decorated with flattened knobs or rope-like decoration 
on the lines of carination (Type 10), while others are undecorated (Type 
3). Y. Goren and S. Zuckermann (2000, 167) agreed with Wright’s original 
placement of Type 4 GBW bowls and more recently E. Braun (forthcoming) 
has suggested three distinct sub-groups within Wright’s Type 1 as well as 
adding a new Type, 5, to the GBW category. 

According to Goren and Zuckermann (2000, 174) GBW ceramics 
were produced in specialist workshops in the northern part of what is now 
Israel. A number of scholars consider bowls that differ from the canonical 
color and surface treatment of the group as belonging to the same category, 
although it could be reasonably argued that the GBW group be narrowed 
down to include only those examples bearing typical features, as noted  
by Y. Goren and S. Zuckermann (2000, 166), and emphasized by E. Braun 
(forthcoming). The morphology of those types of bowls, obviously luxury 
wares, was doubtlessly imitated, though such imitations lacked their special 
characteristics, their dark colors and burnished surfaces. Such examples 
are neither gray nor burnished and it is highly questionable whether they 
should be grouped together with finer burnished examples. Joint discoveries 
of typical GBW, together with knobbed bowls bereft of slip, unburnished or 
of different color (e.g., Ben-Tor et al. 2003, 35; Fig. 3: 15; 6: 2; 14: 1-2; 23: 
15-23; Yannai 2006, 87) add to the confusion in discussions on this group 
of artifacts.

The form under discussion, the smallish, curved bowls with rings of short, 
conical knobs under their rims, developed during the later phases of EB I  
in the southern Levant. Based upon the examples known, one can assume 
that Type 4 bowls should be linked with the end of the GBW tradition (Braun 
forthcoming), probably the late stage of EB I (Goren and Zuckermann 2000, 
174). 

Bowls of this standard form are found in the Jezreel valley area only 
(Goren and Zuckermann 2000, 166). A few morphologically related types, 
probably imitations of Type 4 bowls, are known from contexts in the south-
central area of southern Levant at such sites as Tell en Nasbeh, Ai and Azor, 
but most come from the north at sites such as Megiddo of the Early Bronze 
I and its contemporaries (Braun 1985, 111, Tab. 3: Type 10) among other 
places (van den Brink and Braun 2007, 832). Such examples very often 
possess a flat base and slightly less convex walls.

Apart from ceramics, a few instances of stone bowls of similar 
morphology have been discovered in the Levant: a badly preserved example 
from Megiddo, on a high, fenestrated stand, and a fragment of a knobbed, 
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curved bowl known from Bet Yerah. In both cases such features as round 
base, convex sides and contracted mouth with the row of small knobs below 
are present. According to an EB I stone vessel typology suggested by Braun 
(1990, 94, Fig. 4: 3-4), knobbed bowls are numbered 4 within a typology 
of normative vessels and one might have expected, due to lack of sufficient 
and convincing arguments, that they are based on ceramics GBW Type 4 
prototypes dated to a developed phase of EB I (van den Brink and Braun 
2006, 822-823).

Knobbed Bowls of the Naqada Culture3

To date only eight examples of this kind have been found in Egypt, 
mostly during early twentieth century excavations, however, only several 
have been published. those bowls are presented here according to  
the geographical order of the sites at which they were found, beginning with 
the southernmost and then moving northward.

Naqada
Naqada is a large mortuary site located in Upper Egypt c. 70km 

to the northeast of El Amra. Two knobbed bowls were discovered in  
a cemetery of the Naqada period by W. M. F. Petrie (1921, Pl. 15: 5a, b), 
who published drawings with very laconic details. We know that example 
F 5a has a flat base and almost straight, slightly concave sides. The object, 
found in grave 1385, was dated to the Gerzean period by Kantor (1942,  
185-186) owing to the presence of stone knives in the same context. 
Significantly, the knobs on this bowl are flat and slightly upturned; the bowl 
itself of red coloring and unburnished. The second example, though smaller, 
bears strong resemblance to the former (Petrie 1921, Pl. 15: 5b; Kantor 1942, 
186). 

Based on the morphology of these vessels, it appears that both bowls are 
copies of south Levantine ware (Tutundźić 1993, 47; Moneim 2000, 154). 
There are no known bowls from the southern Levant that have such flattened, 
upturned knobs. Notably, the morphology of the vessel has a lot in common 
with P-ware, described by Kaiser (1957, 72), while the rims differ from their 

3 very recently (during the process of proof reading of this paper) J. Hill from Pennsylvania 
University discovered a couple of examples of knobbed bowls on the surface of  
the El Amra settlement site. Her preliminary results were presented during Egypt  
at its Origins 4 conference held at Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York this year.  
In that case presented in this paper list of knobbed bowls from Naqadan context should  
be supplemented with new finds from El Amra site.
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south Levantine counterparts, being considerably flattened and upturned  
(cf. e.g. Ben-Tor et al. 2003, Figs 3: 15; 6: 2; 14: 1-2; 23: 15-23). 

Mostagedda
The site is located near Badari on the east bank of the Nile. In  

a publication G. Brunton (1937, Pl. 34: 15) mentions one knobbed bowl 
found intact in the village Area 1600, but precise spot remains unknown 
(Kantor 1942, 185). It is of a deep, red burnished ware with slightly curving 
sides and a row of small tapering knobs beneath the rim. Moneim (2000, 
154) suggests its local origins, while Tutundźić (1993, 48) and Andelković 
(1995, 63) consider it a south Levantine import. Unfortunately, a complete 
lack of any solid information for dating this object allows only for its general 
placement within the somewhat lengthy Predynastic period (Kantor 1942, 
185; Moneim 2000, 154).

Abusir el-Meleq
The site is situated in the Middle Egypt near Fayum, approximately 

20km south of Gerzeh. During German excavations there in 1905-1906  
a single knobbed bowl was found in the grave no. 7g5 (Schärff 1926, 34, 
Pl. 26: 156). Of dark coloring, with conical knobs diagonally facing up, its 
sides are slightly more curved in comparison to other examples discovered  
in Egypt (Kantor 1942, 186; Moneim 2000, 154). Dated to the end of Gerzean 
period or an initial phase of Naqada III (Moneim 2000, 154), it shows some 
similarities with imitations of GBW Type 4. Its close connections with 
Messer or Nasbeh (Wampler 1947, Pl. 52: 1124) ceramics are obvious. 
Once again scholars disagree on the subject of origin, some identifying it as  
an import (Wright 1937, 47; Kantor 1942, 186), with others e.g.,  
B. Andelković (1995, 57) rigorously oppose to that supposition, suggesting 
it was locally made.

Tell el-Farkha
Tell el-Farkha lies c. 120km to the NE of Cairo between Kafr Saq and 

Simbilawin. Excavations by a joint mission of the Jagiellonian University 
Institute of Archaeology and the Poznan Archaeological Museum have 
unearthed two examples of knobbed bowls. One, small and gray with 
rounded base and a row of short conical knobs beneath its rim (Sobas 2009,  
Pl. Iv: 12), was found in 2006 in the administrative-cultic area of the Western 
Kom. Made of local clay in a technique typical to ceramics of the Nile Delta 
during the early 1st Dynasty, the bowl was a part of deposit dated to the site’s 
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fifth phase that corresponds with Naqada III B-C1 (Sobas 2009, 25). Objects 
from room 211, where it was discovered, had a distinctly cultic character; 
stands and hes-jars were discovered there, as well as a number of miniature 
figurines of hippo ivory and stone hidden in a jar (Chłodnicki and Ciałowicz 
2008, 128-147; Sobas 2009, 32). The second example from the site is a piece 
of a diabase bowl, found in the layer dated to the 1st and 2nd Dynasties  
at the Western Kom. 

Tell el-Dab’a Daqahlia
This is an eastern Delta site, northeast of Tell el-Farkha, c. 30km to 

the east from Simbalawen and 4km northwest from Kafr-Saq. In 1991  
an Egyptian mission found a single complete, divergent convex basalt 
bowl ornamented with the row of conical knobs below the rim. Discovered  
in a grave context, it is dated by additional material in the tomb to the early  
1st Dynasty (Moneim 2000, 151), the bowl has a round base, convex sides 
and contracted mouth.

A Bowl in the Munich Museum
Among the Egyptian artifacts in the Munich museum (inv. no. AS 

5985) is a small bowl of limestone, adorned with 20 knobs (Müller 1975, 

Fig. 3. GBW imitation found in shrine at Western Kom, Tell el-Farkha. 
Photo R. Słaboński
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193-195); its shape strongly resembling the bowl from Tell el-Dab’a.  
Of unknown provenience, the bowl was obtained from an antique dealer  
in Cairo and presumably was looted from somewhere in Egypt. According  
to the chronology of analogous vessels, mainly of ceramics, it is generally 
dated to the beginning of the Dynastic period (Müller 1975, 193-195; 
Moneim 2000, 150-151; van den Brink and Braun 2006, 821-822). 

Additional Fragments Believed to Portions of Knobbed Bowls
A number of fragmentarily preserved pottery bowls? decorated with 

knobs are mentioned by Kantor (1942, 187). Found in pre-Amratian layers 
of Mostagedda and the kom W in Fayum, their chronology speaks clearly 
against any links to EB I ceramics of Levant. The only possible south 
levantine connections are with objects dated to the Chalcolithic period  
(cf. Epstein 1998, Pls. I-Iv, Xv: 7; Garfinkel 1999, Fig. 156: 1,3, 177: 4). 

At least three fragments of dark gray (black), burnished bowls with 
horizontal ridges (Rizkana and Seeher 1987, 102, Pl. 55: 1-3) were found 
in the layers dated to the developed stage of Lower Egyptian culture, 
associated with Maadi and other contemporary sites. Examples analogous  
to the knobbed bowls are a type of ware encountered by the German 
mission at Maadi. Their shape, as well as the technology employed in their 
production, bear similarities to the early GBW Type 1 bowls, suggested by 
Braun (forthcoming) to be analogous to GBW Sub-Type 1c or analogous  
to the type, corresponding to a somewhat advanced phase within the early 
EB I (others EB IA), which fits nicely into the sequence of the development 
of Maadi (Rizkana and Seeher 1987, 74). German scholars, while accepting 
the associations with GBW, consider these examples to be of local, Egyptian 
origin (Rizkana and Seeher 1987, 42), although there is no petrographic 
evidence to verify their claims.

The chronology of Egyptian knobbed bowls 

Knobed bowls first appear in Egypt in the late Gerzean period and are 
found there till the early Dynastic period, with the oldest examples deriving 
from Naqada (Kantor 1942, 185-186) and Abusir el-Meleq (Moneim 2000, 
154). Younger bowls of this morphological type, found at sites in the Delta, 
both at Tell el-Farkha and Tell el-Dab’a, can be dated to the initial phase 
of the Dynastic period (Moneim 2000, 151; Sobas 2009, 25). Bowls from 
Maadi discovered in the Lower Egyptian culture settlement are of earlier date, 
representing an early phase of GBW development. This situation mirrors  
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the current GBW typology, but is contrary to the thesis of M. Moneim (2000, 
156), which suggests an evolution in ornaments from large to very small 
knobs resembling cable molding. His thesis appears to be only partially 
correct as a similar trajectory of development is found in the southern Levant 
in the development of GBW types (Braun, forthcoming). 

Origins and context of knobbed bowls

It is difficult to resist the conclusion that the origins of bowls with 
single rows of knobs just below their rims derive from ceramic traditions 
in regions today in northern Israel (i.e., the northern region of the southern 
Levant), as noted by E. C. M. van den Brink and E. Braun (2007, 822-823). 
GBW and its imitations should be considered luxury goods as those found 
in Egypt should. Notably, these last mostly derive from mortuary or cultic 
contexts, although examples from Maadi were discovered in the settlement 
area while those from Tell el-Farkha (stone and ceramic examples) were 
retrieved from the administrative-cultic precinct. Clearly knobbed bowls of 
this kind were luxury items which emphasize their owners’ social statuses.  
The presence of one example in a sanctuary context at the Western Kom 
of Tell el-Farkha is symbolic as an object of high status/luxury and further 
stresses the importance of these forms to people of the Naqada Culture. 

Finds of such copies among cult objects is not accidental. Ceramics were 
carefully modeled so that their forms and colors closely resembled examples 
of typical GBW forms. Moreover, these vessels are not the sole examples  
of imitations of south Levantine types present in the Tell el Farkha deposit. 
Also found were a painted bowl, manufactured according to local traditions 
but in a form bearing striking resemblance to south Levantine morphological 
types and a miniature stone wavy-ledge handle jar, objects offering clear 
evidence of the importance of Levantine contacts to the denizens of Tell  
el-Farkha in that time span.

The question of ultimate provenience or the places where these knobbed 
bowls were manufactured remains unanswered. Unfortunately, there is  
a dearth of information on the find spots of these bowls from Egypt and no 
modern diagnostic methods were used to attempt to determine their sources, 
foreign or local. Current research is based solely upon stylistic analyses  
of artifacts and south Levantine comparanda. Thus, scholars are limited 
in their ability to determine the ultimate origins of these rare and unusual 
objects, and, as cited above, there is a great degree of disagreement and 
uncertainty in the literature.
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Only specialized petrographic or other detailed analyses could possibly 
determine the likely origins of these bowls. Of the examples available for 
detailed examination, only the ceramic vessel from Tell el-Farkha could be 
determined to be unquestionably local in origin. Produced of straw tempered 
clay according to local tradition, its visibly imperfect shape gives away its 
origin. Bowl F 5a from the Petrie Museum, University College London, 
seems to share more similarities in surface treatment, coloring and shape 
with Naqadian ware than it does with GBW 4 types or any GBW vessels  
in general. Of special interest are its unusual knobs, which are not conical, 
but rather flattened and located farther from the rim than in any other example 
known. One wonders whether this particular vessel is not in fact a copy 
of Braun’s (forthcoming) Sub-type 1a rather than associated with Wright’s 
(1958) GBW Type 4 (cf. e.g. Yannai 2006, Fig. 4: 49, 4: 50), as suggested 
by its dating to the period of Gerzean culture (Kantor 1942, 186). Braun’s 
Sub-type 1a (dated to Early in EB I; i.e., early EB IA, which more or less 
corresponds to the Late Gerzean period) is believed to have developed earlier 
than Type 4, with its conical knobs, as confirmed by numerous discoveries 
from the southern Levant.  

It is impossible to determine the likely provenience of objects from 
Abusir el-Meleq or Mostagedda without further, detailed research. Thus,  
the attitude of some scholars seems puzzling. M. Moneim (2000, 154), while 
commenting on ceramics from Abusir el-Meleq, despite Kantor’s (1942, 
186) noted parallels to south Levantine forms, nevertheless insists on their 
Egyptian origins. That seems contrary to prevailing evidence. According  
to this author, both these bowls could be south Levantine imports; a theory 
supported by close analogies within GBW Type 4 bowls and their copies 
from various sites in southern Levant such as: Megiddo (Guy and Engberg 
1938, Pl. 3: 32-32), En Esur (Yannai 2006, Fig. 4.52: 15-18) or Tel Qasish 
(Ben-tor et al. 2001, Figs 3: 15; 6: 2; 14: 1-2; 23: 15-23). 

The presence of ceramics typical for the northern region of the southern 
Levant, as well as its imitations in territories under the influence of the Lower 
Egyptian and later Naqada cultures, is of great importance as it emphasizes  
the role such contacts with the southern Levant played in Egyptian 
life. Current scholarly thinking has it that the area of particular interest  
to Egypt was the region that today is the southern Mediterranean and adjacent 
lowlands now in Israel and the Gaza Strip, with an extensive trade network 
during the early 1st Dynasty. Based on permanent Naqada settlements at Tell  
es-Sakan, En Besor and possibly Tel Ma’ahaz, as well as possible Egyptian 
enclaves at sites such as Tel Erani and perhaps Lod (van den Brink and 
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Braun 2003), the rising Egyptian monarchy obtained goods of various kinds 
such as copper and bitumen. Of special interest both to people of the Naqada 
Culture and their predecessors were wine and olive oil, the best quality  
of which were produced in the north of what today is Israel. 

High rank of ceramics imitating that of GBW stresses the significance  
of Jezreel valley and Galilee region in Egyptian-Levantine interactions 
during the period of developed EBI to the beginning of the 1st Dynasty. It 
may also be a semi-direct proof of Naqada merchants’ occasional journeys 
as far as northern Israel, where this kind of ware could be encountered. 

I would like to thank Eliot Braun for his time, patience and for showing 
me what really GBW is. Also for all comments which made this article better. 
I would like to thank to Andrew Mellon Foundation for supporting my project 
concerning the problem of imitations of foreign pottery found at Naqadan 
sites in Egypt, making my stay at Albright Institute of Archaeological 
research at Jerusalem possible. 
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PhArAoh TriumPhinG 
over An enemy. 
remArkS on A Scene from AkShA

Abstract: As part of a broader action of salvaging Nubian antiquities  
in January 1961 a Franco-Argentine Archaeological Expedition commenced 
work within the area of the temple of Ramesses II (1279-1213 BC)  
at Aksha. Independently from the remains of temple architecture two carved 
lintels were discovered at that time. One of them depicted Ramesses II  
smiting a sole Nubian. The scene, except from the king’s throne name 
and proper name, is accompanied by the text: “The Good God who kills 
hundred-thousands, striking the South, crushing the North, one roaring 
like Nut, strong like Monthu”. The carving is meticulous, the Southerner  
is properly characterized according to the convention popular in Egyptian 
art at the time. With regard to the composition the scene falls into the most 
popular conception of contrasting the victorious ruler’s superiority with  
the enemy’s humiliation. Independently, it is also an important visualization 
of the idea of consolidating the cosmic order of universum (m3ct) against  
the powers of evil and chaos (jsft). 

Keywords: Ancient Egypt and Nubia; Aksha; Ramesses II

Aksha (Serra West) is a site on the west bank of the Nile, located  
c. 25km to the north of Wadi Halfa (Porter and Moss 1952, 127-128).  
The most important complex here is a temple dating to the rule of Ramesses II  
(1279-1213 BC), known to the European researchers from the beginning 
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of the 19th century1. The temple raised by Ramesses II2 was dedicated 
by him to his own Living Image in Nubia (jrj.n.f m mnw n hntj.f cnh(w) 
tp t3-stj); Ramesses II had been worshiped there together with Amun 
and re3. The temple complex consisted of a pylon leading to a square 
pillared forecourt, from where a narrow passage led to a small vestibule 
(hypostyle hall), and from there a tripartite sanctuary was accessible, leading 
to particular cellae dedicated to the Godly Image of the King as well as 
Amun and Re (plan of the temple: Porter and Moss 1952, 120; vercoutter 
1962, 111; Hein 1986, 43-45, Pl. 11; Hein 1991, 38-40). In the pillared 
forecourt the military reliefs were carved. A king smiting two Nubians  
in the face of Amun was depicted at its southwest corner. The southern wall 
preserves a record of a Nubian campaign, most probably the earlier Irem war 
of Ramesses II; the northern wall is completely destroyed, but the scenes 
were probably connected with the king’s wars against his Asiatic opponents 
(Spalinger 1980, 94-95).

Excavations in Aksha were part of a wider action of saving Nubian 
antiquities undertaken as a result of the construction High Dam in Aswan 
in 1961 by a Franco-Argentine Archaeological Expedition, lead by Jean 
Vercoutter and abraham rosenvasser4. During the excavation works  
it turned out that the entire temple complex had been greatly devastated 
in the course of the previous decades by local villagers, who had used  
the stones for their own purposes, furthermore the lowest stone courses  
of the walls were also subject to a vast chemical process of disintegration5. 

1 In 1812 Johannes Ludwig Burckhardt was the first to reach it, followed by François 
Chrétien Gau (1817), Nestor L’Hôte (1828) and Carl Richard Lepsius (1843). Except from 
the temple dating to the rule of Ramesses II, the following years resulted in discoveries of 
18th Dynasty rock tomb (Bedier), a settlement and cemeteries of group A, C and X, as well 
as a Meroitic cemetery. Within the pillared hall of the temple a Christian basilica had been 
built (vercoutter 1962, 109-116).
2 The temple of Aksha would be placed in the earlier years of his reign, before Year 21 
(Spalinger 1980, 98-99), but some traces of the activity of Sety I, his father, were also 
observed (Leclant 1963, 191-192; Leclant 1964, 369).
3 Similarly to the temple in Wadi es-Sebua raised for the ruler by viceroy Setau, where 
except from the cult of ‘his own Living Image in Nubia’, the god Re had also been worshiped 
(Porter and Moss 1952, 53-63).
4 See excavation reports published in Kush 10-12 (1962-1964) as well as the information 
published in Orientalia 32-36 (1963-1967). More on the study concerning the Ramesside 
material found in Aksha see: Fuscaldo 1991, 15, note 1.
5 It was possible to observe this clearly while comparing the then preservation state of  
the building with photographs taken in 1906 by J. H. Breasted, stored in the Oriental Institute 
of the Chicago University (vercoutter 1962, 110).



93Pharaoh triumphing over an enemy...

Despite that, after the works had been finished a decision was made  
to disassemble the existing part of the temple (January-February 1963) and 
reconstruct it in the garden of the Khartoum Museum (1968-1969), where 
it now is one of the most important objects connected with the international 
action of saving the antiquities of ancient Nubia (Hinkel 1964, 114-116,  
Pls 32-33; Leclant 1965, 207; Hinkel 1978, 87). 

During the first season of research (1961) after the works in the temple 
itself had been finished, the team commenced to clear the area to the east  
of the pylon leading to the pillared court. At that time it turned out that there 
was a dromos of some sort on the axis of the entire complex leading to the east 
(towards the Nile), ending with yet another massive gate-pylon (vercoutter 
1962, 113 and plan on p. 111)6. ‘While starting to clear the area between 
the pylon and the newly discovered gate, one lintel and part of a second,  
of good workmanship […] were found on the ground at the same level as that 
of the gate in the pylon, by the side of which was a great door jamb, broken 
in two pieces, engraved with part of the protocol of Ramesses II’ (vercoutter 
1962, 113)7. The worse preserved lintel depicted Ramesses II offering  
in front of his own ‘Living Image’ (vercoutter 1962, Pl. 34d). The other, better 
preserved lintel (Fig. 1) depicts Ramesses II killing a Southerner (vercoutter 
1962, Pl. 34c). The block is preserved with considerable decrements and 
cracks8. Decrements on the right side of the block are particularly significant 
(including text fragments and probably a depiction of a god) as well as  
in the left upper corner. The decoration was made with care in almost linear 
bas-relief.

The rectangular decorative area of the lintel was limited from above 
by the pt (sky) sign, and by a simple carved line from below, while on  
the sides with vertical w3s-scepters (a fragment of such a sign is preserved  
on the left side of the block). The right side, considerably more damaged, 
consists of a hieroglyphic inscription carved in a few vertical columns. Currently  
 
 
 
 

6 Abraham Rosenvasser conducted works in this area.
7 Unfortunately the size of both lintels was not given, they were most probably made  
of sandstone, which together with mud brick was the building material of the entire 
temple.
8 I am very grateful to Professor Perla Fuscaldo (Faculdad de Filosofia y Letras, Universidad 
de Buenos Aires) for a picture of the lintel and the possibility to publish it. 
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only the last two columns are fully legible (4, 5) as well as the lower part of 
the preceding column (3)9:

(3) […] dj. n (.j)n. kḳnt r rst
‘[...] I give you power against the South’
(4) ntr nfr sm3 ḥfnw ḥwj rst ptpt
‘The Good God who kills hundred-thousands, striking the South, 

crushing
(5) mḥt hmhmt mj Nwt pḥtj mj Mnt
the North, one roaring like Nut, strong like Monthu’.

The two following columns contain a text in the decorative section  
of the scene, at face level of the ruler, consisting of the titulature and two 
names of Ramesses II (a-prenomen; b-nomen):

Njswt bjtj(a)  (Wsr-M3ct-Rc stp.n-Rc)
‘The King of Upper and Lower Egypt (rich in M3ct, Re, chosen by Re)

 (b) s3-Rc .n šsr (Rc-msj-s (w) mrj-Jmn)10

‘Son of Ra [+ an untypical epithet ‘killing with a bow shot’?] (Re is  
the one who bore him, beloved by Amun’)

Below, under both cartouches:
 (c) Dj cnh mj Rc

‘[May he be] granted life like Rc [eternally]’.

In the proper decorative field of the lintel, on the left side, the ruler 
is depicted turned to the right, aiming a blow with a long spear he holds  
in his right hand to a fallen enemy (Fig. 1). The king stands in a characteristic 
pose, with the weight of his body on the left leg and with a spear held high  
in his right hand. Above the ruler in the left upper corner there had once been  
a depiction of a falcon with spread wings, now preserved only 
fragmentarily. 

The king only wears a typical šndwt loincloth, his naked chest is 
decorated by a wsh necklace. A leather strap runs across the chest from  
the right shoulder downwards, supporting a quiver. There is a short 
‘Nubian”’wig on the ruler’s head, on which a w3ḥw headband is placed. there 
is a small uraeus above the forehead. The king’s head is decorated by a šwt type 
9 The presence of two more columns (1, 2) is only attested by single characters.  
A transcription and translation of the below text is mostly based on the assessment of  
prof. Abraham Rosenvasser (Rosenvasser 1962a, 116-117; Rosenvasser 1962b, 107-118).  
In the second quoted text A. Rosenvasser in line (5) suggests: ‘like [son of] Nwt’, e.g. Seth.
10 The writing of king’s nomen Rc-msj-s(w) preserved here can be used as an indicator for 
the early date of the temple (Spalinger 1980, 95-99).
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crown consisting of double ostrich feathers, additionally enriched by elements  
of the 3tf crown11. In his left hand the king holds a fallen Nḥsj Nubian by  
the hair, while at the same time holding a small bow12. The defeated adversary 
is depicted kneeling, turned away from the king, with his torso and limp arms 
depicted frontally. The head of the fallen enemy rests on his chest turned 
towards the victor.

The Nubian depicted in a resigned pose is easily recognizable as  
an ethnic type (Fig. 2), entirely compatible with the canon of Egyptian art 
of the New Kingdom (Śliwa 1972, 487-503, mainly Figs 3-5 and 7, 8, 12; 
Śliwa 1975, 233-238, Pl. 30-31). The body of the captive is slender, well 
muscled, with wide arms and elongated palms. He is also characterized 
by a wig placed on the head like a flat helmet and most probably a bird’s 
feather on the top of the head (considerable damage in this spot prevents 
a more precise identification). The Nubian is depicted in left profile with 
visible traits characteristic to the peoples of the South. A large round earring 

11 Sun disc, ram horns and uraei with sun discs. Cf. Hannig 1995, 1160 (sign S 75).
12 It is a typical triangular bow indicated an improved composite bow, introduced to Egyptian 
weaponry under Asian influences as late as the end of the II Intermediate Period and  
the beginning of New Kingdom. Cf. Wolf 1926, 80-85.

Fig. 1. Aksha. Lintel from the temple of Living Image of Ramesses II in Nubia, 
discovered in 1961. Photograph courtesy of prof. Perla Fuscaldo (Buenos Aires)
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is also typical. The Nubian is naked, as mentioned above, a wide sash runs 
diagonally from his left arm and is tied in the waist, with its long end falling 
down to the knees. A sash of this type is a typical element of the dress  
of Nubian officials (Fig. 2). Most frequently however it was not worn directly 
on naked body, but on a wide, pleated robe, additionally decorated with  
a wide, decorated collar of sorts (Daressy 1910, 61-63, Pl. 4).

In the described scene we are dealing with a composite presentation, 
very important in Egyptian art, the origins of which date back to the late 
Predynastic period and which was fully developed as early as during  
the 1st Dynasty (Śliwa 1974, 97-117). The most important element is  
the silhouette of the ruler dealing a blow with the right hand raised upwards 

Fig. 2. Plaques with representations of Nubians from the palace of Ramesses III 
at Medinet Habu. Faience, height c. 30cm. Egyptian Museum, Cairo. 

Photograph courtesy of the Ägyptisches Museum (EME 3), Berlin
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while holding a defeated enemy (or enemies) by the hair with the other 
hand. Triumph scenes of this type were particularly popular in the New 
Kingdom repertoire, constituting an important element of monumental relief 
compositions (Śliwa 1974, 98-104 [Group 1: The ruler smiting his defeated 
enemies]).

Despite some characteristic traits, regarding among others depicting 
enemies, scenes of this type should not be read as illustrations of particular 
historical events only. Here the ruler chiefly in a symbolic way fulfills his 
duty of protecting the country from enemies threatening from all sides 
(known as ‘Nine Bows’). In a wider aspect this represents protecting  
the world order, strengthening the cosmic balance m3ct, from the forces  
of chaos and evil jsft (Hornung 1989, 131-145).

The scene discovered in Aksha in 1961 is a variation of that typical 
depiction, however with some local, ‘African’ innovations. The mace 
(alternatively the hpš axe) is usually held by the ruler in the raised right 
hand, in this case it was replaced by a long spear. A large distance from  
the raised hand to the fallen Nubian made it necessary to lengthen the pole  
of the spear in an unusual way13. A relief from the rock tomb of Ramesses II 
in Abu Simbel also features a spear instead of a mace (Śliwa 1974, 103,  
Fig. 6). In that case, however, it is short and does not cause such complications. 
The silhouette of the enemy (a Libyan in this case) is also less static (the ruler 
holds his enemy by the right arm) and is a good compositional counterbalance 
to the pharaoh’s silhouette. Furthermore, the ruler tramples another enemy 
with his left leg, this time lying on the ground and raising his hands  
in an apotrophaic gesture, which additionally strengthens the tone of  
the entire scene (Śliwa 1974, 103, Fig. 6).

In case of the Aksha scene the victorious king should hold his enemy 
by the hair. The enemy on the relief wears a short ‘Nubian’ wig, however, 
and therefore out of necessity the king ‘captures him’ by the feather  
on the top of the head (as mentioned above, hardly visible due to damage  
to the block). With the same left hand the king also holds a short triangular 
bow, most probably also a local accent. A thrust with an excessively long 
spear of this sort and a left handed ‘grab’ are obviously not very realistic 
ideas, with the bow additionally placed in the royal hand moving this solution 
even further towards the sphere of symbolic depictions. 

13 As a matter of fact, its outline should have been visible on the royal chest, however,  
it was depicted – against all logic – behind the ruler’s back. 
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A brief eXcurSuS on Some 
royAl PorTrAiTS from The TemPle 
of ThoTmeS iii AT deir el-bAhAri

Abstract: The article deals with some important aspects of the royal 
iconography of the 18th Dynasty, presenting several unique, hitherto 
unpublished in this form polychromed relief portraits of King Thotmes III  
from his funerary temple at Deir el-Bahari. The style of these images 
may herald the style shift from the earlier representations of the King 
and may provide the link to the subsequent art mannerism in the times of  
Amenhotep III.

Keywords: Deir el-Bahari; Temple of Thotmes III; royal Egyptian 
portrait

The temple of Thotmes III at Deir el-Bahari constitutes, in spite of  
the irreversible destruction suffered, an immense iconographical and 
decorative art treasury. Its superbly preserved polychromed limestone, 
and to lesser extent, sandstone reliefs, have provided invaluable wealth 
of information, enabling the exhaustive and detailed study in the field 
of the divine and royal attire, hieroglyphic signs, birds and animals, cult 
paraphernalia and many objects of everyday use. Only the neighbouring 
temple of Hatshepsut and the sanctuary of Sethos I at Abydos can boast  
of the comparable colouring of their wall decorations.

The temple, called Djeser Akhet (The venerable Horizon), also 
characterized by its unique, basilica-type architectural layout, was constructed 
in the final years of the long, some 54-years reign of Thotmes III. The Pharaoh, 
who started to deface all traces of Hatshepsut’s rule and activities from his 
42nd year onwards, ordered, with a view to humiliating her completely, 
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his own funerary temple to be erected in the dominant position at Deir  
el-Bahari, between the temples of Hatshepsut and Mentuhotep-Nebhepetre, 
yet additionally elevated in relation to them. So from c. 1450 BC to some 
1000 BC, when it was devastated by an earthquake and subsequently buried 
under the rock debris falling from the overhanging cliff, it was the temple 
of Thotmes III which made the landscape dominant over the today’s plain  
of Assasif, annihilating the earlier awesome concept of Hatshepsut’s favourite 
and architect, Senmut. The overseer of the works was, as indicated, by  
the ostraca inscriptions, the Royal vizier Rekhmire.

When the temple of Djeser Akhet was discovered in 1962 by Professor 
Kazimierz Michałowski, the rock rubble covering it reached the height  
of about 40m. Not before 1967 was the debris removed, with some 150 
workers toiling non-stop from October to May, using nothing more than 
ordinary baskets…

In one of the numerous discussions with the present author, Professor 
Jadwiga Lipińska, the head of the excavations and reconstruction works on  
the temple, estimated that no more than 10% of the structure may have 
survived. Nobody knows exactly the number of the preserved fragments –  
it may even well exceed 100,000, including those about 6000 documented, 
with almost intact blocks and telltale bigger pieces. Thus the inventory ranges 
from the blocks weighing some two tons to the tiny specks of limestone 
smaller than a fingernail.

Among all these fragments, some reliefs depicting Thotmes III are 
particularly worth attention. One of these (Pl. 1: 1) shows the King facing 
left, beardless and wearing a khepresh helmet decorated with a cobra. this 
headgear is earliest mentioned on the Cairo Museum stela 20799 (JE 59635) 
from Karnak of the 13th Dynasty King Sekhemre-Sankhtawy Neferhotep 
III from the Second Intermediate Period, c. 1630 BC. The inscription states 
that he is ‘adorned with the khepresh, the living image of Re, Lord of Terror’ 
(Hayes 1973, 51; Davies 1982, 69). The face has noble proportions, a slightly 
aquiline nose and delicately delineated eye and nostrils. An ethereal, benign 
smile is wandering about the lips. The colour of the body is traditionally red, 
the khepresh is black, while the usekh-type necklace is blue and green.

Another fine specimen (Pl. 1: 2), although somewhat mutilated, allows 
to discern a subtle interplay of light and shadow, emphasizing the graceful 
expression of the Pharaoh’s smile. We can observe both thoughtfulness 
and serenity in one, in his anticipation of eternal life. Hardly ever among  
the whole ancient Egyptian royal portraiture can such charming disposition  
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PlatE 1

Pl. 1. 1-2 – King Thotmes III from Deir el-Bahari. Photos by the author
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PLATE 2

Pl. 2. 1 – King Thotmes III from Deir el-Bahari. Photo by the author
2 – Relief from the tomb of Ramose. Photo by the author
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be encountered! Here also the black khepresh with a cobra adorns the royal 
head.

The third example (Pl. 2: 1) shows Thotmes III facing left, but this time 
wearing the ibesh wig with floral decoration. The King is bearded here, 
which was never the case with the khepresh.

Can the above-described royal images be regarded as individualized 
portraits? In the present author’s opinion, rather not. The King, already  
of advanced age at the time of the temple’s construction, ordered himself  
to be represented as an ideally handsome young man. His earlier images are 
more realistic and the facial features are somewhat different. It has to be 
borne in mind that Thotmes III was one of the most powerful and belligerent 
pharaohs of all times, and was rightly denoted as Egyptian Napoleon.  
He prided himself on numerous military campaigns, especially in Palestine 
and Syria, on being an accomplished athlete, builder of many temples and 
efficient administrator. Under his rule Egypt became a true empire, extending 
from Napata in the south to the Euphrates in the north. His mummy shows 
him to be c. 1.615m tall (without feet), of medium build, with well-preserved 
teeth (Fig. 1) and a big cranial cavity (Smith 1912, 34). His nose must have 
been sharply hooked, rather like the nose superbly preserved in the mummy 
of Thotmes Iv. This is not the case in the portraits from the temple of Djeser 
Akhet. Yet the features displayed there in the royal sculpture may well augur 
the transition to the era of Amenhotep III, with the refined and sophisticated 

Fig. 1. Mummy head of Thotmes III. Reproduced from Smith 1912, Pl. 38 
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modelling, characterized by un-
surpassed linear delicacy and per-
fection of workmanship.

For the sake of comparison, two 
very fine examples can be recalled 
here. The first of them is one  
of the finest ancient Egyptian 
reliefs I know, showing King  
Amenhotep III (Fig. 2) receiving 
gifts in the tomb of Kheruef  
(TT 192), the First Royal Herald, 
Steward to the Great Royal Spouse 
Tiye and Royal Scribe, in the Theban 
necropolis of Khokha (Porter and 
Moss 1985, 298). In this scene 
the King celebrates the third Sed 
festival in his 37th year. Protected 
by the royalty patron Horus-falcon, 
he is wearing the khepresh, usekh, 
has also the heka sceptre, nekhakha 
flagellum and ankh sign.

Of the same date and style is  
the tomb of Ramose (TT 55), the Governor of Thebes and Royal vizier,  
in the necropolis of Sheikh Abd el-Qurna. Many splendid reliefs decorate 
its walls, and the example shown here (Pl. 2: 2) indicates great affinity to  
the image of Amenhotep III from the tomb of Kheruef.

Understandably, this transition problem can be merely signalled here. 
The portraits of the royal personnages presented above constitute only  
a tiny fraction in the gallery of the ancient Egyptian rulers from Narmer  
to the Ptolemies, but due to their ultimate beauty and excellence of 
workmanship they testify well to the magnitude of the 18th Dynasty art and 
provide the exquisite reflection of the splendour that Egypt was.

Fig. 2. King Amenhotep III  
from the tomb of Kheruef. 
Author’s in situ drawing
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Some remArkS 
on The cAmel on SASAniAn SeAlS

Abstract: This article focuses on the analysis of the symbol of camel 
which can be observed on the seals dated back to the Sasanian period.  
The camel iconography was not only a simple decorative motive, but was 
strongly associated with the religious aspects. The author agreed with  
opinion that the camel can be associated with one of the god Verethragna 
incarnations. 

 Keywords: Sasanian seals; camel; Verethragna

Sasanian glyptics, which are generally well studied, are known to have 
drawn on a rich repertoire of symbolic motifs, including human, fantastic 
creatures, plants and other elements, such as tamgas for instance (Debevoise 
1934, 12-118; Bivar 1969; Frye 1973; Göbl 1973; Göbl 1976; Gineux 1978; 
Shepherd 1983, 1055-1112; Gyselen 1995). The representations obviously 
had to be of importance for the seal owner and had to carry symbolic meaning 
for those for whom the sealed documents were intended. Seals also served  
to individualize their owners and they may have acted as personal amulets 
with no administrative association, providing symbolic protection against 
evil spirits. Informative as symbols of the owners’ official and administrative 
powers, seals were also carriers of ideological and mythological content, 
which in itself is inseparable from royal iconography and ideology. Thus, 
any analysis of the meaning and symbolism of seal representations has  
to delve into these aspects as well, and since royal ideology tends to draw 
on a rich iconography, such elements of royal propaganda are relatively easy 
to interpret. 
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It is not the case of seals bearing representations that apparently 
have no connection with royal propaganda and ideology. Understanding  
the ideological message hidden behind the iconography in these instances 
requires knowledge of local tradition, beliefs and sometimes religion to find 
a key to the interpretation. 

One of the motifs appearing on Sasanian seals is a representation  
of camel and this paper focuses on the iconography of this animal (Bivar 
1969, 83, Pl. 14; Frye 1973, D 155, D 221; Göbl 1973, Taf. 18; Göbl 1976, 
Taf. 37). Camel seals are few in Sasanian glyptic art, but even so they deserve 
consideration as a motif which while not common, must have had a deeper 
meaning and significance.

A closer look at the most common kinds of animals represented  
on different types of Sasanian seals should help with understanding  
the complexity of seal iconography. The lion, which is frequent in Sasanian 
glyptics (Bivar 1969, Pls. 9-11; Frye 1973, 72-77, D 50, D 159, D 162, D 164,  
D 165, D 166, D 167, D 171, D 172, D 174, D 175, D 176, D 181, D 182, 
D 183; Göbl 1973, 43-44, Taf. 15), is a strong symbol of dignity, nobility, 
might and power; it is also associated with royal majesty. Other creatures 
popular on seals of the period are birds of prey, especially eagles or falcons 
(Göbl 1973, Taf. 13; Frye 1973, D 41, D 45, D 51, D 56, D 58, D 60). 
Like the lion, these birds had strong associations with royal and heraldic 
symbolism. Bears, rams, canines, deer and horses are also found on Sasanian 
seals (Frye 1973; Göbl 1973; Göbl 1976; Gineux 1978). There are creatures 
apparently not as nice or elegant, like rats or mice (Bivar 1969, Pl. 20; Göbl 
1973, Taf. 14) – quite unseemly in the esthetically minded Sasanian glyptics. 
These creatures were strongly associated with Gayamort symbolism, thus 
demonstrating close ties with Iranian mythology (Duchesne-Guillemin 
1962, 37, 53-54; Bivar 1969, Pls 5-6; Göbl 1973, Taf. 1; Gyselen 1995).  
As for rams, ravens, deer, horses and boars, they could have been associated 
with the iconography of verethragna (Duchesne-Guillemin 1962, 38, 175, 
207, 382) who had several incarnations according to Avestan sources, all 
strongly associated with the warlike nature of the god (Duchesne-Guillemin 
1962, 38, 175, 207, 382). The horse, however, could have been associated 
also with a yazata called Tishtria who, under the guise of a white horse, 
fought an evil demon represented as a mangy and ugly black stallion every 
year on the shores of the vaurokaša Sea (Yarshater 1983, 345-346, 351-352). 
This symbolism was deeply grounded in Iranian mythology and tradition.  
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The cases of the horse and rat clearly show how difficult and delicate  
the interpretation of iconography can be.

Camels were obviously not unimportant to the Persians. In Iran, 
representations of camels appeared in the middle of the third millennium 
BC, on pottery from Tepe Sialk (Ghirsman 1938-39, Pl. XLXIX: A2; Zeuner 
1963, 359; Bulleit 1990, 730-733) and on a bronze ax-head discovered  
in a grave at Korab in southeastern Iran (Maxwell-Hyslop 1955, 161; 
Zeuner 1955, 162-163; Lemberg-Karlovsky 1969, 163-168). One well-
known example is a camel-like creature on a clay model from Turkmenistan 
(Masson and Sarianidi 1972, 109, Pl. 36). In all of these cases, however, 
it is a double-humped creature (Camelus bactrianus) that is shown. Other 
representations are known from Persepolis (Dutz and Matheson 2001, 46-63;  
Koch 2001, 32-33), but there they were part of a bigger composition with 
propagandist overtones, depicting representatives of different peoples making 
up the Achaemenid Empire. Since camels were commonly used or raised 
in several regions of ancient Persia, it was only natural that they appeared 
in a composition that took advantage of various characteristic features to 
represent different parts of the empire. The animal was associated with  
the Bactrians, Parthians, Aryans, Arachosians and Arabs, but only the lasts 
used dromedary camels (Camelus dromedarius). This particular species was 
obviously not very popular and was used apparently only by the Arabs from 
the western part of the Empire.

The only representation of camels in monumental art from the Sasanian 
period is a relief of Bahram II in Bishapur (vanden Berghe 1984, 139-140, 
Pl. 28). The Persian king was shown on horseback receiving a delegation  
of Bedouins, who were depicted stereotypically with a train of camels. 

The animal depicted on seals from the Sasanian period is the dromedary 
camel. Considering that the Bactrian camel was the more common and 
popular species in Persia, the iconography in this case cannot be accidental. 
It was necessary apparently to choose an uncommon, if not exotic, animal  
as a carrier of ideological symbolism. One example is a late Sasanian 
seal from the Ermitage collection (Gl. 407), depicting what appears to be  
a canonical representation of a camel walking to the left. (Fig. 1: 1) The seal 
belonged to a son of Datfarruch from Barzushtan and is dated to the 6th or 
beginning of 7th century AD (Lukonin and Iwanow 1996, cat. no. 60,  
Fig. 60). The animal depicted on it is carved schematically in shallow relief. 
The eye, which is drilled, is big. No harness or burden can be discerned. 

Göbl (1973) published a few more similar seals in his monograph 
Sasanidishe Siegelkanon. Let us consider three examples of seals with camel 
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representations. The first, which comes from the E. T. Newell collection, 
shows a one-humped camel walking right (van der Osten 1934, Pl. 34-35). 
(Fig. 1: 9) The silhouette of the creature was modeled schematically but 
the head was better worked with a disproportionately big eye constituting 
a single major feature. The second example, from the Munich collection, 
is even more schematic, but with the camel also walking right (Göbl 1973, 
Taf. 18: 50b) (Fig. 1: 10). The third, from the British Museum, presents 
only a general shape recognizable as a camel (Bivar 1969, Pl. 14: EL 1.) 
(Fig. 1: 11). In all three cases, the camels have one front and one rear leg 
crossed. Several other very similar seals can be found in the British Museum 
collection, but in my opinion they do not contribute anything more to this 
discussion of camel iconography. 

Excavations at Tacht-e Suleiman yielded three seals with representations 
of one-humped camels similar to the above (Göbl 1976). No. 306 has  
a schematically drawn camel walking to the left with raised tail and legs that 
are not crossed (Fig. 1: 6). On No. 307 the schematic outline of a camel is 
accompanied by a short illegible inscription (Fig. 1: 7). No. 308 also bore  
an image of a one-humped camel walking right, but nothing beyond  
the general shape is discernible on this severely damaged seal (Fig. 1: 8). 

Seals with representations of camels from the excavations at Qasr-i Abu 
Nasr include one  (Frye 1973, D 118), where a camel shown walking to  
the left has one foreleg and one rear leg crossed and a disproportionately 
big head (Fig. 1: 3). A raised tail makes the representation more dynamic.  
The image was accompanied by a short inscription. Another seal from  
the site followed the same pattern of a camel walking left (Frye 1973,  
D 155) (Fig. 1: 4), but with uncrossed legs, tail low and head worked in highly 
schematic fashion. The carving was generally quite careless. A fragmentary 
inscription was also discernible. Seal D221 also bore an image of a camel 
accompanied by a short inscription; in this case, however, the carving was 
good, depicting an animal with legs that were not crossed, a slightly raised 
hooked tail and well worked head with a characteristically big eye (Frye 
1973, D 221) (Fig. 1: 2). Finally, there is an inscribed seal representing  
a one-humped animal with crossed legs, raised tail and a head featuring a big 
eye and pointed ears (Frye 1973, D 356). 

The meaning behind the choice of camel iconography on such objects 
of the bureaucratic life as seals cannot be discussed without a consideration 
of the inscriptions that are found on some of these pieces. An analysis  
of the inscribed seals has demonstrated that many of them belonged  
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Fig. 1. Camels on Sasanian seals 
1  – The Hermitage collection, reproduced from Lukonin and Iwanow 1996, cat. no. 60; 

2-5 – The seals from Qasr-i Abu Nasr, reproduced from  Frye 1973, D 221, D 118, D 155, 
D 306; 

6-8  – The seal imprints from That-e Suleiman, reproduced from Göbl 1976, nos 306-308; 
9 – A seal from the E. T. Newell collection, reproduced from Göbl 1973, Taf. 18: 50a; 

10 – A seal from the Munich collection, reproduced from Göbl 1973, Taf. 18: 50b; 
11 – A seal from the British Museum collection, reproduced from Göbl 1973, Taf. 18: 50c.
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to Zoroastrian priests (Bivar 1969, Pl. 14: EL 1, El 2; Frye 1973, D  118, 
D 155, D 221). The association cannot be accidental in my opinion and it 
presumably reflects the symbolic importance of the camel as such. A closer 
reading of the Avesta draws attention to lines 11-13 in Yašht 14 dedicated to 
verethragna, where the god’s incarnation as a camel is described1. the camel 
here is portrayed as a swift, long-haired beast of burden with sharp teeth, 
thick forelegs and large humps, quick-eyed, long-headed, bright, tall and 
strong. It had piercing sight and ventured far even in the dark of the night. 
Warlike and dynamic verethragna was one of the most important deities  
in Mithra’s train (Duchesne-Guillemin 1962, 37, 38, 175, 207, 382; Colpe 
1983, 846); he represented invincible power fighting against evil spirits, traits 
that were naturally transferred to the camel as his incarnation. Moreover, all 
the powers that were attributed to a camel in Yašht 14 of the Avesta were 
also the god’s. It is clear, therefore, that the camel on Sassanian seals carried  
the same symbolic import as an image of verethragna. This carried the message 
that the seal owner was under the god’s protection and that he acknowledged 
for himself all of the features associated with a camel including, indirectly, 
perseverance and determination.

In the case of Zoroastrian priests, the symbolism of the camel as  
a beast of burden can be associated with the Mazdaic concepts of bearing 
knowledge and spreading the light of faith. The same idea could be purported 
for seal owners who were royal officers and who desired to embody all that 
a verethragna represented. Representative of the royal court in the provinces 
would have chosen the beast of burden as a symbol of their willingness  
to work hard and their readiness to sacrifice themselves in the name of  
the king. The camel symbolism on their seals thus accorded the owners, 
whether priests or royal officers, verethragran features, conveying their 
honesty and other traits that made them deserving of verethragna’s 
assistance and protection. Indeed, the authority of this very important deity  
in the Iranian pantheon legitimized their actions.

The traits of persistence and determination, implied by the description 
in Yašht 14, consolidated camel symbolism as a beast of burden successfully 
completing the tasks assigned to it. Sharp-toothedness can also be associated 
symbolically with bravery, possibly emphasizing verethragna’s uncontrollable 
temperament, much like the camel’s. Hence, the associations with the deity’s 
most important aspect as a warrior god are clear and straightforward. 

 

1 Zend Avesta, part II Yašts, transl. by J. Darmesteter, Oxford 1883.
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In verse 12 of Yašht 14, the camel as an incarnation of verethragna, was 
described as showing greatest strength and fire when in rut. This emphasized 
the fertility and live-giving aspects, as well as temperament and strength. 

Seeing in the dark also carried symbolic import on different levels. Firstly, 
there was battling against the evil spirits concealed in the dark, Ahriman 
in particular. Then there are associations with knowledge penetrating  
the darkness of ignorance. The connotations for royal officers and witnesses 
of these sealings are obvious: guarding against irregularity, dishonesty and 
injustice. Officers discharging the king’s authority needed to be upright and 
righteous, as well as representing true Zoroastrian faith. The big camel eyes 
on several of the seals may be read as a symbol of this attribute.

Other adjectives strongly associated with the camel in Yašht 14 of  
the Avesta, such as thick forelegs and large humps, as well as sure-footedness, 
can also be associated with strength. Strong and tall in the same context refer 
hardly accidentally to the mighty nature of the camel/verethragna. Finally, 
long-hairedness can also be associated with verethragna’s mighty nature, 
hair being commonly considered as a symbol of vitality and power. On  
a more pragmatic note, camel hair makes for excellent wool used in producing 
warm clothing, an aspect not to be overlooked in the conditions of the Persian 
climate. The violent character of the camel/verethragna was described by 
two other adjectives: an animal that stamps forward and throws white foam. 
This could have indicated the fearless and uncurbed character of the deity, 
features that would have been of importance for the owner of a camel seal 
in the course of his bureaucratic career. Nobleness and a willingness to work 
for the people were also expected of members of the royal or Zoroastrian 
church bureaucratic apparatus. The Yašht also described the camel as bright, 
living in the abodes of men and well-kneed. 

It is only natural that people with an understanding of symbolism  
in Persian religion would have had no difficulty in recognizing these features 
and in assuming that owners of camel seals evoked the god’s protection and 
aspired to everything that verethragna stood for. 

Concluding, any discussion of the inherent symbolism of camel 
representations on seals should focus on religious and mythological aspects 
rather than the simple symbolism of a camel as a decorative and distinctive 
motif. Considering verethragna’s incarnation as a camel, the iconography 
found on seals takes on an intentional character stimulated by the accumulation 
of positive traits that would have shown seal owners in a favorable light.  
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In the hands of royal bureaucrats, these seals became an excellent tool  
of what we would call today good public relations. Associating the camel  
as a decorative element with religious aspects that were clearly understood on 
all levels of both educated and uneducated society was an obvious reference 
to verethragna. Carriers of such seals would have thus drawn on this positive 
symbolism to present themselves as the most trustworthy members of either 
royal or church institutions. In other words, holding a camel seal ensured 
one’s status as a member of a very exclusive group of the administration, 
a person of special confidence and one who could look to verethragna for 
help and protection in critical situations. Moreover, assuming my thinking is 
correct; it would be interesting to observe how camel iconography changed 
over time. very likely under the strong influence of the Avesta, the camel 
stopped being just a decorative element used as a means of identifying 
specific nations and ethnic groups in the Iranian and non-Iranian world  
of the Achaemenid period and became an expression of a symbolic association 
with verethragna, one of the most expressive deities in Mithra’s retinue. 
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whAT did The burninG Torch 
APPeArinG on rhodiAn AmPhorA 
STAmPS SymboliSe?

Abstract: Five of the Rhodian amphora producers, Soteridas, Olympos, 
Rodippos, Sokrates II and Molesis, used a burning torch as their emblem, 
which is shown on the stamps of the jars. Their activity occurred between 
the second half of the 3rd century BC and a little after the first quarter of  
the 2nd century BC. In the article below I have attempted to answer  
the question of the significance of the torch appearing on Rhodian amphora 
stamps in connection with cult of three gods, Artemis, Dionysos and Helios.

Keywords: Rhodian amphora stamps; burning torch; Artemis; 
Dionysos; Helios 

My article will attempt to answer questions regarding the significance 
of the torch symbol in ancient Greece, focusing on Rhodes and amphora 
stamps bearing the emblem which were produced on the island.            

First of all, it is necessary to state when and on whose stamps the emblem 
of the torch appeared. Based on the published material, we assume that  
it was used by five Rhodian fabricants: Soteridas, Olympos (Fig. 1),  
Sokrates II (Fig. 2), Rodippos (Fig. 3) and Molesis, whose activity occurred 
more or less at the same time1. The first four fabricants began their work  
towards the Period II (dated by Grace 1985 between c. 240-211 BC and 
by Finkielsztejn 2001, between c. 234-199 BC). Olympos and Sokrates II 
1 However, I have been kindly informed by the staff of the Archaeological Institute  
of Aegean Studies in Rhodes that there are also other Rhodian fabricants using the torch  
as their emblem, but this is unpublished material as yet. I appreciate the help in providing 
this information.
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continued it into Period IIId (according to Grace 1985 dated between c. 188-
183 BC and by Finkielsztejn 2001 between c. 175/173-169/167 BC). The end of 
Rodippos’ activity and also of Molesis, of which only a handful of stamps have 
been discovered, is generally dated to Period III (dated by Grace 1985 between  
c. 210-175 BC and by Finkielsztejn 2001 between c. 198-161 BC). Soteridas 
was the earliest of above mentioned producers, as we conclude from his 
cooperation with the eponym Kallikrates I (dated by Finkielsztejn 2001  
to c. 233 BC). The producers Olympos, Rodippos and Sokrates II are linked 
to the eponym Ainesidamos II, who either performed his official duties  
c. 192 BC (according to Lungu 1990) or c. 179-177 BC (according  
to Finkielsztejn 2001). It can therefore be stated that the torch symbol 
appeared on Rhodian amphora stamps towards the second half of  
the 3rd century BC and continued to appear during and a little after  
the first quarter of the 2nd century BC. Sokrates II, whose stamps are the most 
frequently discovered, used no other emblem apart from the torch, whereas 
Olympos used the symbol of the rosebud alongside that of the torch (Nicolaou 
2005, 201, no. 525ff and 208, no. 544ff). Stamps of Soteridas, Rodippos 
and Molesis occure very rarely and are known only with the torch emblem 
(Börker and Burow 1998, 49, no. 488: Molesis; Jöhrens and Il’jašenko 2001, 
432, no. 265: Soteridas; Nicolaou 2005, 205, no. 533: Rodippos).

Before I reach the main theme of my article, I would also like to 
present a little information about the torch itself and its usage. There were 
many different kinds of torches in use in Ancient Greece (cf. Forbes 1966,  
128-134). For us, however, the most interesting is a torch made from a few 
branches of wood, which contained elements to protect the hand from fire: 
this could take the form of a ring or a kind of bowl placed at a certain level 

Fig. 1. Amphora stamp with  
the name of producer Olympos found  

by Polish Archaeological Mission  
on the site Maloutena in Kato Paphos, 

Cyprus. Inv. no. FR 35/08.  
Photo by the author

Fig. 2. Amphora stamp with the name 
of producer Socrates II found by Polish 

archaeological Mission on the site 
Maloutena in Kato Paphos, Cyprus.  

Inv. no. 2/195.196/2/08. 
Photo K. Rosińska-Balik
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of the torch. This form of torch is the only one which appears on Rhodian 
amphora stamps. It is shown as a fairly well-developed form, with the only 
variation in its presentation being that it sometimes burned and sometimes 
remained unlit (Pottier 1969, 1026-1027).

let us consider the various situations in which the torch appeared  
in Ancient Greece. First of all, it lit the roads at dusk for those wandering 
about the city and for travellers. In addition, it was used during times of war 
to pass night-time signals and was also connected with customs related to 
the birth of children, weddings and funeral. Aside from everyday life it was 
also greatly important in the worship of deities. It was not a symbol of one 
specific god, but it appeared in representations of night and lunar gods, for 
example artemis or Hecate. It was also used during rituals connected with 
the Eleusian Mysteries, hence its association with Demeter and Persephone. 
Seen as a source of cleansing fire, it was also linked with gods possessing 
powers of purification, namely Apollo, Asclepius and Hygeia. Finally,  
it also appeared on representations of Bacchian processions (Pottier 1969,  
1026-1027). 

As to why the image of the torch appeared on Rhodian stamps, it is 
necessary to investigate its symbolism within the context of cultural 
development on the island itself. Since we do not always possess sufficient 
information concerning specifically Rhodian customs, I will also make 
reference to cultural and especially religious issues which were common 
to other parts of the Ancient Greek world. This approach can be justified  
as Rhodes was one of the most cosmopolitan places in Greece, especially 
during the Hellenistic period and, as such, was not closed to foreign 
influences.

One can assume that the usage of the torch in everyday Rhodian 
life was similar to its usage in other Greek places and that it appeared  
in the spheres I have already mentioned. To me it does not, however, seem 
that its representation on amphora stamps was connected to any of its basic 
usages. Emblems appearing on amphora stamps generally had a wider 
symbolic content and may have portrayed, as in the instance of the head 
of Helios or the rosebud in Rhodes, a symbol connected with their place 
of origin. It could also have been a symbol of a god, such as the bunch 
of grapes which symbolised Dionysos. Therefore, Rhodian stamps should 
also possess a symbol of meaningful content (Sztetyłło 1971, 40). The most 
likely explanation is to link it with religious rituals carried out in Rhodes, 
during which the torch played a specific role. Among the gods worshipped 
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on the island within whose cults the torch was used one can name Artemis, 
Dionysos and Helios. Let us study them in a little more detail.

We only have a few scraps of information concerning the cult of Artemis 
in Rhodes. We know that its most important centres were the cities of Lindos  
and Kameiros and an inscription from the 1st century BC (IG XII, 1, 784 and 
786 after Ringwood 1936, 434), discovered not far from Kameiros, bears  
a calendar of the festivals honouring Artemis which took place within  
the city. M. Nilsson (1906, 38) supposes that they were the same festivals 
which are described by Porphyrios (De abst. 2.54) who referred to them 
as Kronia. He claimed that one of the rituals included a human sacrifice  
to Kronos made on the altar of Artemis Aristoboule, which was situated in 
front of the city gate. We do not know, however, if the torch which interests 
us was used during this ceremony. The only evidence we have linking  
the cult of Artemis with the torch symbol is that of money produced  
on the island, on which the goddess is shown with a torch. An example of this 
is the silver didrachm produced during the rule of the magistrate Agesidamos, 
dated to the years 250-230 BC, just prior to the appearance of the torch  
on amphora stamps. On its obverse one can see the head of Helios whilst  
on the reverse, next to the main symbol of the rosebud, there is the image of 
artemis with a torch (SNG Hel, no. 534). We have a little more information 
about the cult of Artemis in which the torch was used from other areas  
of Greece such as Sparta, Euboea (cf. Ringwood 1929, 386) and Ephesus. 
Xenophon of Ephesus (Eph. 1.5) wrote the following concerning  
a procession during a festival of Artemis: ‘first in the procession were  
the animals to be sacrificed, followed by torches, baskets, frankincense, then 
horses, dogs and hunting weapons’. The positioning of worshippers bearing 
torches at the front of the procession shows its great importance to the cult 
of Artemis. In Athens, on the other hand, there was a festival to honour  
the Thracian goddess of the moon and hunting, Bendis, who was the equivalent 

Fig. 3. Amphora stamp with the name of producer Rodippos found in Jerusalem. Reproduced 
from D. E. Ariel, Excavations at the City of David 1978-1985 Directed by Yigal Shiloh 
2: Imported Stamped Amphora Handles, Coins, Worked Bones and Ivory, and Glass, 256, 

(Qedem 30) Jerusalem 1990
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of Artemis. One of its rituals involved running men bearing torches (Bentz 
2007, 73). However, we do not know if processions in honour of Artemis 
similar to those in Athens or in Ephesus actually took place in Rhodes.

Dionysos also featured among the Rhodian gods whose cults were 
connected with the torch. The two biggest festivals in his honour,  
the Dionysia and Lenaia, are supposed to have taken place from  
the times of the Peloponnesian War (Ringwood 1936, 434). Diodorus Siculus 
(22.84) provides information concerning the Rhodian Dionysia. during  
the Dionysia, he states that the Rhodians gave a gift of arms to the sons  
of the fallen heroes from the siege of Demetrios Poliorketes.This particular 
ceremony is supposed to have taken place in the theatre. It seems, however, 
that this was an exception, since according to Aristotle the prize for 
organised competitions during the Dionysia were tripods. according to one 
of the inscriptions (IG XII, 1, 57, 71 after Ringwood 1936, 434) the festival 
was still celebrated in the 1st century BC, although its name was altered to 
Aleksandreia kai Dionysia (Ringwood 1936, 434). 

the Lenaia are only mentioned in one Rhodian document from  
the 1st century BC (IG XII, 1, 125a after Ringwood 1936, 434). It seems 
that their main component was a dramatic agon organised by the Dionysiac 
Guild. during the agon rhodian phyles competed against each other, each 
represented by an actor appointed to them by the state, who took on the role 
of poet and was the choregos of the play (Ringwood 1936, 434). 

Apart from the best-known festivals honouring Dionysos there were also 
others, namely the Pankladia and the Smintia. the Pankladia were described 
by Hesychius as a festival during which the vines were cut (cf. Ringwood 
1936, 434, note 9). The Smintia was a ceremony in honour of Dionysos (and 
not Apollo) Smintheus (Philomnestus after Ath. 10.445A). Hesychius also 
mentions the cult of Dionysos Thyonidos in Rhodes and describes festivals 
during which phallic rituals took place (Nilsson 1906, 307). 

In none of these descriptions is there any mention of the usage of  
the torch in the cult of Dionysos in Rhodes. However, the cult could have 
copied the athenian cult and one can assume that their customs did not 
greatly vary from those in Athens. Dionysian festivals were connected 
with Bacchian processions, in which Dionysian thiasos took part not only 
in attica (Dionysia, Lenaia, Anthesteria), but also in many other areas  
of Greece (Thebes, Argos, Crete, Chios, Naxos) (cf. Pickard-Cambridge 
1968). Some of these processions (e.g. those during the Lenaia) were part 
of an orgiastic trend within the cult of Dionysos (Girard 1969, 233). We can 
learn of their character from many ancient sources, both literary (among 
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others from Euripides’ ‘The Bacchae’) and objects (painted Greek vases). 
Both show the use of the torch during these ceremonies, which often took 
place at night. Dionysian figures, Maenads, Satyrs are portrayed carrying 
torches, as well as Dionysos himself (cf. Gasparri and veneri 1986, 440,  
nos 149, 150; 455, nos 349, 350, 355). We can only assume that similar 
scenes would have taken place in Rhodes.

The last of the gods connected to the torch whose Rhodian cult  
I would like to mention is, of course, the island’s patron – Helios (or Halios 
in the Doric dialect used in Rhodes). His cult on the island dates back to  
the times of legend, but reached the beginning of its heyday towards the end 
 of the 5th century BC. This can be shown by the introduction of the cult 
to the newly formed capital of the island, Rhodes. The Halieia festival is 
first mentioned on inscriptions from the end of the 4th century BC and 
occurs more frequently in the 2nd and 1st centuries BC. The Halieia took 
place every four years close to the temple of Helios. They took the form  
of sporting competitions and the main disciplines were chariot racing, horse 
racing and athletic events including boy’s wrestling, men’s pentathlon and 
a male torch race as well as musical competitions. the important character 
of this festival is shown by its mention alongside the Pythian, Isthmian and 
Nemean Games. The fact that the Halieia attracted not only inhabitants  
of the island but also people from foreign parts is demonstrated by  
the mention of emissaries of the King of Pergamon on an inscription 
(Ringwood 1936, 436). The prize at the Halieia was originally a bronze 
hydria, but later changed to a clay amphora, on which, following the style 
of Panathenaic amphorae, the image of the god occupied one side, whilst 
the second portrayed the sporting discipline. An example of this pottery  
is a fragment of an amphora which presents the chariot of Helios from  
the 4th century BC discovered in Rhodes (cf. Zervoudaki 1978, 2).

I would like to pay special attention to the men’s torch running event. 
Similar competitions also took place in honour of other gods (such as the run 
in honour of Bendis, already mentioned) in other Greek regions, for example 
in Delos and Samos (Golden 2004, 76-77). The most popular torch run took 
place during the Great Panathenaea and was called the Lampadedromia.  
It was created around 500 BC, but its first appearance in art dates to around 
430/420 BC. It is the only sporting discipline which was portrayed in 
explicit detail on Greek painted vases, thus demonstrating its popularity  
(e.g. two kraters illustrating the event, with the moment the torch is passed 
on to the next runner (the event took the form of a relay) and the approach  
to the finish (which could be the Athenian altar, Miller 2004, 141, Figs 226-
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227). The torch which the athletes hold is of the same variety with the protective 
ring as can be seen on Rhodian amphora stamps. One more fact should 
be emphasised, namely that the winners of the Athenian Lampadedromia 
received a bronze hydria, just like the winners initially received in Rhodes. 
This is a good example of Rhodians adopting Athenian customs. 

Representations of Helios holding a torch are rare in art and mainly 
come from the Roman period. It is necessary, however, to mention  
the Colossus of Rhodes, which was built in the city of Rhodes after Demetrius 
Poliorcetes gave up on his siege of the island around 307/306 BC. Even 
today researchers fail to agree on what a reconstruction of the enormous 
statue would look like. Some of them (cf. Moreno 1999, 195 about different 
reconstruction) visualise Helios holding a torch in his hand, which would 
resemble a massive port lighthouse. The Colossus is supposed to have fallen 
as a result of an earthquake around 227 BC, thus shortly prior to the time 
when torches began appearing on amphora stamps.  

In summary, I must admit that it is not as yet possible to determine 
for certain the symbolic importance of the torch appearing on Rhodian 
amphora stamps. I am, however, convinced that it did not appear without 
reason, or for personal reasons known only to the three mentioned amphora 
fabricants. As I have mentioned, emblems appearing on amphora stamps 
carried a deeper meaning, which had to be understandable at least to Rhodian 
society and more probably to a wider audience. In the case of the torch, 
I am tempted to link it to the religious sphere and see it as the symbol of one  
of the gods mentioned earlier. In favour of the argument that it was a symbol 
of Artemis the main argument centres on her appearance holding a torch  
on Rhodian coins. It would not be the first time that one symbol appeared 
both on amphora stamps and coins. As on both of these in Rhodes one can 
see the head of Helios and a rosebud. It could also be possible to classify it as  
a symbol of Dionysos. Objects associated with the god occur extraordinarily 
often as emblems on amphora stamps from many production sites, although 
this is normally because of their connection with wine, for example vines 
or the kantharos. Links to Helios are also justified to be taken into account 
due to the incredible popularity of his cult during the given period. As  
I have already mentioned, an element of this cult was the torch race, which 
was also known outside the island, and perhaps the torch was also grasped  
in the hand of the already fallen Colossus, which was nevertheless still able 
to catch people’s attention. 

Translated by Ian Jenkins
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Abstract: Under the barrows of the necropoleis on ancient cities in  
the North-Pontic area one can find different types of graves: 1) earthen 
graves (pit, niche or small chamber tombs); 2) cist graves (built of terracotta 
tiles, dried bricks or stone slabs); 3) stone-built chamber tombs.
The types of the graves vary mainly depending on the specific period and  
the necropolis. In the early period of the colonization Greeks buried their 
dead in simple graves, primarily in pit graves, whose walls were lined 
sometimes with wood, roof-tiles or stone slabs. 
In the 5th century BC on the necropoleis of ancient cities in the North-Pontic 
area niche graves appeared. Starting from mid 4th century BC niche tombs 
have undergone a gradual evolution into massive chamber tombs, sometimes 
built of stone. These types of tombs became the most popular, with  mounds 
built over them.
The greatest period of development of under-kurgan burials was in  
4th-3rd centuries BC. Within this period the largest amount of the greatest and 
most complex tombs under the barrows were created. Examples of these are  
the great stone chamber tombs in the necropolis of Pantikapaion.
After a period of decay in the erecting burial mounds in 2nd-1st centuries 
BC, due to the economic situation of Greek colonies, this custom was revived 
again in the 1st-2nd centuries AD. The most interesting examples of tombs  
of this period are the barrows built at the necropolis of Olbia.

Keywords: Greeks in North-Pontic area; Black Sea Greek necropoleis; 
burial mounds; graves beneath barrows; Pontic kurgans; tumuli; Olbia 
Pontica; Pantikapaion (Panticapaeum)
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 Ancient Greeks living on the northern coast of the Black Sea buried 
their dead in several types of tombs. This diversity also refers to graves 
beneath earthen mounds. Generally, the types of graves beneath the barrows 
can be distinguished using the criterion of the ground in which they were 
made or the criterion of the materials from which they were built.

In the first case we can distinguish graves dug in a soft surface, such 
as earth or clay, and graves that were cut in rock. In vast majority of cases, 
beneath burial mounds we are dealing with the first type. Tombs carved 
in rocks only occurred at a later period in the necropolis of Pantikapaion 
(Tsvetaeva 1957, 244).

By the criterion of their construction, tombs beneath kurgans can be 
classified according to the following division:

– earthen graves (pit, niche or small chamber tombs), 
– cist graves (built of terracotta tiles, dried bricks or stone slabs), 
– stone-built chamber tombs. 
Within these groups there are obviously many types and variations.
The first group includes both graves dug in the soft ground and carved 

in rocks. Its determinant is that no additional material was used for their 
construction, except of a built partition wall in the entrance to the burial 
chamber. This group includes simple pit graves, niche graves as well as 
small chamber tombs1.

The graves dug in the ground were dominating on necropoleis of  
the ancient cities of the North-Pontic area in the 6th and 5th centuries BC 
(Kryzhitskii 1993, 75). They were used for both cremation and inhumation 
rite, although marked by a clear predominance of the first of them. It is 
believed that the custom of cremation was ‘imported’ here by Greek colonists 
(Tsvetaeva 1951, 75; Kastanaian 1959, 274; Shelov 1961, 83-85). 

Beneath burial mounds we can distinguish several types of earthen 
graves containing the cremations. The first and also the most popular 
of them is a simple pit grave. This type of grave appeared on all of  
the ancient necropoleis of the northern Black Sea coast. These were usually 
small, rectangular pits dug in the ground. Their sizes were about 0,5-1m  
in length and width and similar depth. Burning the body of the deceased was 
usually done on a small, separate square. After the ceremonies, the ashes  
of the deceased were put into an urn, which was then inserted into a nearby 
pit. the whole place was covered with a small earthen mound.

Several examples of this type of graves were discovered on the Berezan 
Island (OAK 1904, 41-49; OAK 1907, 66-75). They are also among the oldest 

1 They appear in bibliography in Russian under the name of ‘catacomb graves’.
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ancient burials beneath kurgans on the northern Black Sea coast (OAK 1904, 
45-46; OAK 1907, 74). Some difficulties concern only the issue whether  
the graves were indeed those for which the tumuli were raised. In the available 
reports there is no information on this topic, however, some analogies may 
be used here to chronologically identical and slightly earlier burials from  
the area of Greece and Asia Minor, where some well-known cremation 
burials covered with earthen mounds are dated for that period (Houby-
Nielsen 1995, 142), and the first colonists of Berezan with no doubt knew 
this type of the rite.

One example of the pit grave for the cremation, covered with the burial 
mound, is known from the Fanagoria necropolis. Unfortunately, in this 
case we do not know the dating (OAK 1874, XX). In the kurgan ‘Bolshaya 
Bliznitsa’ (OAK 1864, vI; OAK 1865, Iv-v, 9; Rostovtsev 1913, 11-14, 
15-20; OAK 1868, vI; OAK 1882-1888, XXXvIII-XXXIX) two graves of 
this type, even though chronologically among the earliest, seem not to be  
the ones for which the huge burial mound had been built.

The site which contains the largest amount of cremation burials placed  
in ordinary pit graves and covered by barrows is the necropolis of Nymphaion. 
There are five examples of this type known from here, which certainly we 
can regard as primary burials beneath earthen mounds. Three of them are 
dated back to the classical period, including one from the 5th century BC 
(Grach 1999, 176) and two from the turn of the 5th and 4th centuries BC 
(OAK 1867, XvI; OAK 1876, XII; Silanteva 1959, 97-98). The next two 
are of unknown dating (OAK 1876, XI-XII, OAK 1880; Silanteva 1959, 98).  
It is clear, however, that similarly as in the necropolis of Berezan, this type 
of burial is one of the earliest, which again allows us to connect it with  
the first Greek colonists and their burial customs.

Three pit graves with cremations beneath burial mounds, were discovered 
in the necropolis of Pantikapaion. And again, one of them is dated to  
the 5th century BC (OAK 1891, 28; Blavatskii 1946, 168-169), which means 
the earliest stage of the necropolis. The second is dated for somewhat later, 
to the 3rd century BC (Tsvetaeva 1957, 237), and the third is of unknown 
dating (Bich 1959, 298-308).

As indicated from the examples cited above, cremations burials in simple 
pit graves beneath burial mounds appeared on the discussed necropoleis right 
at the beginning of their use. With no doubt this custom has been ‘imported’ 
by Greek colonists from their home cities. With time, this type of burial was 
replaced by more advanced forms of graves.
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As noted above, simple pit graves with the inhumation rite beneath 
burial mounds appeared somewhat less frequently. In these cases the pits dug  
in the ground were slightly larger. Their length reached up to 2m, width 
about 0.8m and depth ranging from 1 to 2m. Most of them were oriented on 
an east-west direction, sometimes with minor deviations, which is explained 
by difficulties in determining the exact direction (Aleksandrowicz 1981, 
278) or by season during which the grave was being dug, depending on the 
position of the sun (Farmakovskii 1903, 17).

The earliest burials of this type, dating to the 7th-6th century BC, were 
discovered in the necropolis of Berezan (OAK 1904, 41-49; OAK 1905,  
35-38; OAK 1910, 111-116), though again in this case we cannot state 
with absolute certainty whether they were primary burials in the barrows.  
The situation is somewhat different in the tumuli necropolis of Fanagoria. It 
seems that in case of four barrows built up to the northeast of stanitsa Sennoi 
we are dealing with pit graves, in which inhumation burials were placed 
and then small earthen mounds were built over them. Unfortunately we do 
not know the chronology of these burials (OAK 1874, XX). In necropolis  
of Nikonion, beneath the burial mound no. 2, dated to the mid-4th  
century BC, there were several graves of this type, however, similarly as 
in the case of the necropolis on Berezan Island, we don’t know which of  
the burials was the one for which the kurgan was built (Zaginailo et al. 1973, 
281).

And again, the most certain examples were discovered at the barrow-
necropolis of Nymphaion. Three of them have been clearly dug as  
the primary graves beneath burial mounds. Their dating – 1) 5th century BC 
(Lutsenko 1870, 55; Chernenko 1970, 198), 2) 1st century AD (OAK 1876, 
XX; Silanteva 1959, 100), 3)  no data (OAK 1878-1879; Silanteva 1959, 100) 
– allows us to suppose that this type of burial was in use during the entire 
history of the Nymphaion necropolis. In the case of the barrow 12/1876 
we do not know which of the graves found beneath it was the primary, and 
which was the secondary one (OAK 1876, XIII; Silanteva 1959, 98-100).

A very interesting burial of this type was discovered in the necropolis 
of Olbia (OAK 1912, 31-33). It is dated to the 4th century BC, similarly as 
other oldest known burials beneath kurgans in Olbia (Kozub 1974, 155). 
Those, however, were large stone-built tombs. It seems that the mound could 
be regarded as a continuation of the tradition of erecting earthen mounds 
over the graves of simple types in Olbia necropolis. Earlier barrows are not 
known so far, although the probability of their usage is very high (Machowski 
2010, 121).
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Two tumuli over simple pit graves with inhumations were also found  
in the ancient necropolis of Pantikapaion. Unfortunately, in one case we 
do not know whether it was the primary burial and also, in neither case we 
know the dating of these burials (OAK 1862, vIII, XIv).

Inhumations in simple pit graves beneath burial mounds were popular  
at the necropolis of Tanais (Kazakova and Kamenetskii 1970, 82-87). But 
even here, because of incomplete excavated mounds, we are not sure whether 
they are primary, or just secondary burials. The latter interpretation suggests 
a relatively late dating – to the period of 2nd-3rd century AD (Kazakova and 
Kamenetskii 1970, 87).

The second type of the simple grave beneath burial mounds was pit-grave 
covered with stone slabs. It was undoubtedly some form of development  
of the type described above, although this development has been made  
in the Bronze Age rather than in the ancient times. In this type of grave there 
were no cremations beneath the barrows.

Such grave was discovered in the barrow near dzhemte village on 
the necropolis of Gorgippia. It is dated to the turn of the 4th-3rd centuries 
BC (Kruglikova 1977, 68). Unfortunately, we are not certain whether  
it was the primary burial of that barrow. Similar situation was in the case of 
‘Ploskii’ kurgan on the necropolis of Hermonassa (OAK 1882-1888 (1885), 
LXXXv) and one of the kurgans lying to the southwest from the Artiukhov 
khutor on the necropolis of Kepoi (OAK 1880, X-XI). Here we also have  
pit-graves covered with stone slabs beneath burial mounds, but without any 
chronological references. Four pit-graves covered with stone slabs were 
found under kurgan located in the vicinity of Mount Mithrydates, south  
of the road to Feodosiya, at the necropolis of Pantikapaion. Their dating is 
relatively late, for the 1st century BC to 1st century AD (Tunkina 2002, 556), 
and the published reports do not give the ground to decide if any of them 
could be considered as the one for which the barrow was built. A similar 
situation relates to the barrow to the south of the Tatar Mosque and one 
on the territory of Glinishche village (also on the Pantikapion necropolis) 
where three and two tombs of this type have been found (OAK 1862, XII; 
DBK 1, LX).

Another type of grave, similar to one described above, is a pit-grave 
covered with terracotta tiles. This type was also used only for skeletal burials 
(inhumations). There are only two such examples beneath burial mounds, 
one at the necropolis of Gorgippia (Kruglikova 1977, 67) and the second 
at the necropolis of Kepoi (OAK 1880, X-XI). Unfortunately, in both cases 
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excavations gave no answer to the question which of the burials founded 
under these burial mounds can be considered as primary.

In addition to the above examples we are aware of yet another type  
of pit-grave appearing beneath burial mounds. These are pit-graves covered 
or lined with wood. A single example of that kind of grave occurred beneath 
kurgan of ‘Malaia Bliznitsa’ at the necropolis of Fanagoria (OAK 1882-1888, 
part 1885). Also at the necropolis of Hermonassa there is an example of  
a pit-grave lined with wood (beneath mentioned above kurgan ‘Ploskii’), 
here unfortunately with no chronological indicators (OAK 1882-1888, 
Report 1885, LXXXv). However, we don’t know if exactly above those 
tombs burial mounds were built, because none of the examples gives any 
ground to such statement. 

Two further types of graves dug in the ground beneath tumuli on 
necropoleis of ancient cities of the North Black Sea area are a niche and  
a small chamber tomb.

Niche tombs beneath burial mounds were discovered on the necropolis 
of Nikonion and Tanais. In the case of the kurgan no. 1 at the necropolis of 
Nikonion, the earthen mound has undoubtedly been erected over the niche 
grave, in which a skeletal burial (inhumation) dated to the 4th century BC 
was placed (Zaginailo et al. 1973, 281). The excavations in Kurgan no. 2 
did not give the answer which of the graves (pit and niche) was the primary 
burial. Only the analogy with the burial mound no. 1 may suggest that such 
burial was made in one of the niche graves. A similar situation is in the case 
of the necropolis at Tanais. Here also only kurgan no. 14 gives the ground 
for stating that its earthen mound was built exactly above the niche grave, 
in this case dated back to the 2nd-3rd centuries AD (Arseneva 1974, 156). 
Other examples, mainly due to incomplete excavations of barrows, do not 
give such a possibility.

Small chamber tombs dug beneath burial mounds are known from 
the necropoleis of Fanagoria (OAK 1865, vI-vII), Olbia (OAK 1906, 47; 
Kozub 1974, 146; Parovich-Peshikan 1974, 189), Pantikapaion (OAK 1862, 
IX; Bich 1959, 313) and Tanais (Kazakova and Kamenetskii 1970, 81-83). 
In every such grave skeletal burials (inhumations) were placed. In several 
cases (Olbia, Tanais), it has been determined that these tombs consisted  
of dromos and a proper burial chamber. In other cases, available reports do 
not give grounds for such conclusions.
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In the case of the kurgan ‘Ostryi’ in Fanagoria necropolis and barrows 
no. 3 and no. 7 in necropolis of Tanais we cannot determine whether  
the earthen mounds were built only for these graves. This suggestion can 
be raised in relation to two barrows at Olbia necropolis: a kurgan excavated 
in 1905, dated to the 3rd century BC (Parovich-Peshikan 1974, 189) and  
a kurgan excavated in 1906, dated back to 4th century BC (Kozub 1974, 146). 
As mentioned above, burial mounds were also built above earthen chamber 
tombs in Pantikapaion necropolis. In this case, however, their chronology has 
not been specified. Exceptional due to the wooden casing was the chamber 
tomb beneath the kurgan on Pantikapaion necropolis, located opposite to  
the city park, on the right side of the road to Feodosiya, excavated in 1862 
(OAK 1862, IX). Available examples show that small earthen chamber tombs 
were one of the first types of graves over which the burial mounds were 
built, and that they were used for a relatively short time.

Another group of tombs found beneath burial mounds on ancient 
necropoleis of the North-Pontic area were cist-tombs built of terracotta tiles. 
Tombs of this type were not common.

So far, only over a dozen of this type of graves have been discovered 
under the barrows. Only six of them can be considered as burials over 
which certainly a burial mound was built. Three of them are located in  
the necropolis of Fanagoria (OAK 1874, XvIII-XX). All these were 
inhumations. Unfortunately, none of these tombs, similarly as graves of this 
type beneath the burial mound on necropolis of Pantikapaion (OAK 1862, 
vII-vIII), has been dated. 

A similar type of grave was found at the barrow necropolis of Kepoi 
(OAK 1880, XII-XIII). It also contains a skeletal burial and has not been 
well defined chronologically. A somewhat different structure was caused  
by the use of wooden beams as a cover instead of the standard tiles.

The only dated tomb of this type over which the mound was formed 
was discovered on Nymphaion necropolis (kurgan 15/1876). Similarly as  
the examples described above, it contained inhumation burial and the time 
of its foundation was set in the 4th century BC (OAK 1876, XIII; Silanteva 
1959, 103). On the necropolis of Nymphaion there was another grave  
of this type (kurgan 11/1878), dating from the turn of the 5th and 4th centuries 
BC (OAK 1878-1879; Silanteva 1959, 103), however, in this case it is not 
entirely clear whether it was the tomb over which the burial mound was 
erected.
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Similar doubts concern the cist-graves with terracotta tiles located 
beneath: 1) two famous barrows with figural vases on Fanagoria necropolis 
(Gerc 1898, 66-67; OAK 1869, v-vI), dated to the 5th and the turn of  
the 5th and 4th centuries BC (Rostovtsev 1925, 269), 2) one of the barrows on 
Gorgippia necropolis (Kruglikova 1977, 67), 3) four barrows on Pantikapaion 
necropolis (Ashik 1848, 44-45, 55; OAK 1875; DBK 1, LX). Graves from 
Pantikapaion barrows, excavated by Ashik in 1838/1841 (next to the road  
to Novyi Karantin) and in 1846 (near the Ashoretti Mill), were exceptional 
as they contained cremation burials. 

Judging by the three dated examples, the cist-grave with terracotta tiles 
was a type of tomb which appeared relatively early and later was replaced 
by the type of cist grave built of stone slabs.

very similar to above described was a type of the cist tomb built  
of dried bricks. Only two examples of this type were found beneath barrows 
on ancient necropoleis of North-Pontic area. Both come from the necropolis 
of Nymphaion. Both, without a doubt, also were emerged as the primary 
burials, over which the burial mounds were built – kurgan 32/1876 (OAK 
1876, XX) and 1A/1878 (OAK 1878-1879). The first one dates back  
to the 5th century BC (Silanteva 1959, 107), and the second to the turn  
of the 5th and 4th centuries BC (Silanteva 1959, 103). It demonstrates 
the convergence with dating of cist-graves built from terracotta tiles. 
Unfortunately, in both cases the studies gave no answer to the question 
whether these burials were inhumations (most probably) or cremations. It is 
quite sure that as described above, this type of tombs also was replaced later 
by cist-tombs built of stone slabs.

In the 5th century BC on ancient necropoleis in North-Pontic area, began 
to appear variety types of stone tombs. Stone tombs of the following types 
are familiar to us: 

– cist-graves with a flat roof,
– cist-graves with a pitched roof,
– chamber tombs with stepped vaults (ledged),
– chamber tombs with the barrel vault.
The main material for the construction of these types of tombs was 

limestone. The erection of the stone tombs beneath burial mounds undoubtedly 
required greater skills, effort, as well as much better labor organization than 
in case of simple graves dug in the ground. To do it, qualified stonemasons  
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as well as a large number of stones were needed, what caused the need  
of the proper supply. 

Blocks of limestone used for the construction of the tombs were formed 
mostly in large flat slabs. The lower rows of the tomb walls were placed 
alternately one above another, creating a chessboard layout. For building 
stone tombs linking mortar was not being used, hence the accuracy of  
the stone slabs had to be almost perfect.

Cist-graves with flat roofs, discovered beneath burial mounds, were 
built from limestone slabs. Only in few cases these graves were covered 
with terracotta tiles or wooden beams. at the area under consideration 
more than 50 such tombs have been discovered. About 35 of them can be 
regarded as graves over which the barrows were built. 17 of them are located  
in the tumulus necropolis of Nymphaion. The graves contained inhumations 
[Barrow no. 1, excavated by Biller (Lutsenko 1870, 54; Chernenko 1970, 
198; vickers 2002, 7-8), 17/1876, 20/1876, 24/1876, 31/1876, 37/1876 
(OAK 1876, XIII-XX), 2/1878, 1/1879 (OAK 1878-1879)] or urns with  
the ashes of the deceased [1/1876 (OAK 1876, XvI), 9/1978 (Grach 1999, 
178)]. The type of burial in the remaining seven graves has not been 
determined [1/1876, 3/1876, 5/1876, 36/1876 (OAK 1876, X, XX), 1B/1878, 
2/1879, 11/1879 (OAK 1878-1879)]. All the stone cist-tombs beneath 
burial mounds in Nymphaion are being dated relatively early, for a period  
of the 5th and 4th centuries BC (Silanteva 1959, 97, 99-100, 105-106; 
Chernenko 1970, 198; Grach 1999, 178).

We are dealing with a similar situation in case of the Pantikapaion 
necropolis. Here we can distinguish 13 examples of cist-graves for which 
the barrows were built. Among them, nine contained inhumations (Ashik 
1848, 48; OAK 1859, 20; OAK 1862, vIII-IX, XI-XII; OAK 1875; Shkorpil, 
1913, 57-67; Tsvetaeva 1957, 237; Kunin and Kunina 1962, 283-284), three 
cremations (DBK 1, LXII; OAK 1862, vI; Kunin and Kunina 1962, 282) 
and in one case the type of burial was not specified (Shkorpil 1913, 37-
40). Cremations were dated to the 4th century BC (DBK 1, LXII; Kunin 
and Kunina 1962, 282), whereas inhumations both for the period of  
4th-3rd centuries BC as well as for the 1st century AD (Rostovtsev 1925, 
197; Tsvetaeva 1957, 237; Kunin and Kunina 1962, 284, 288). Distinctive 
stone cist-tombs were found beneath the barrow on Cape Ak-Burun (OAK 
1875) and the barrow to the west of kurgan ‘Ostryi’ (OAK 1862, vI).  
In the first case the tomb was covered with terracotta tiles, in the second with 
wooden beams.
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The other five mounds built up over the stone cist-graves were 
found on the necropolis of Fanagoria (Ashik 1848, 21; Gerc 1898, 24), 
Gorgippia (Kruglikova 1977, 68), Hermonassa (OAK 1868, X-XII) and 
Tanais (Leontev 1854, 497; Shelov 1961, 29-30). These tombs contained, 
similarly as described above, both cremation burials (Gorgippia) as well as 
inhumations (Fanagoria, Hermonassa). The types of burials beneath barrows 
in Tanais were not specified. The dating of these burials also is not similar.  
The example from Fanagoria dates back to the 4th-3rd centuries BC 
(Sokolskii 1969, 42), the one from Harmonassa to the 4th century BC (OAK 
1868, X-XII) and from Tanais to the first two centuries AD (Shelov 1961, 
30). The characteristic feature of tombs beneath the kurgan in Fanagoria and 
one in Tanais (Shelov 1961, 29) was their cover, which consisted of wooden 
beams.

In case of over a dozen stone cist-graves which are under the barrows 
we are not sure if there were primary burials. Their chronology and funeral 
rites, however, do not differ from the examples described above. These are 
both inhumations and cremations, and their chronological span extends from 
the 5th to the 3rd century BC. 

Stone cist-tombs with gable roof, beneath barrows, were found only  
at the necropolis of Olbia (OAK 1904, 34-41; Papanova 1985, 78-85; Papanova 
2006, 114-118). These were large, stone structures, whose walls consisted  
of two or three rows of carefully worked stone slabs, exactly matched to each 
other, without mortar connecting (Fig. 1). Covering of these graves were 
consisted of two rows of stone slabs set closely side-by-side and forming 
a sort of gable roof. To prevent slabs of the roof to slide, a special groove 
was being cut in upper slabs forming the walls, in which slabs of the roof 
were put into. The floor in graves of this type can be earthen or lined with 
another stone slabs. Both examples of this type, for which the barrows were  
 

Fig. 1. Olbia. Section of barrow excavated by Farmakovskii in 1904. 
Reproduced from OAK 1904, Ris. 49
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constructed, are dated in Olbia to the 4th century BC (Parovich-Peshikan 
1974, 175; Papanova 1985, 83; Papanova 2006, 115).

In contrast to the stone cist-graves, one should mention the under-
barrow stone chamber tombs, like those covered with gable roof. A feature 

Fig. 2. Olbia. Plan and sections of stone chamber tomb under the barrow excavated 
by Farmakovskii in 1913. Reproduced from Parovich-Peshikan 1974, Ris. 56

distinguishing them was dromos, which led to the burial chamber (Fig. 2). 
Two examples of this type of tomb, over which the mounds were built, are 
known, both on the necropolis of Olbia (OAK 1911, 21-24; OAK 1913, 43-48). 
These tombs also date back to the Hellenistic period – 4th-3rd centuries BC  
(Parovich-Peshikan 1974, 172-173). All stone tombs covered with a gable 
roof in the necropolis of Olbia contained inhumations burials, unfortunately, 
completely looted in antiquity.

In the late 5th and 4th centuries BC earthen mounds were built over  
a new type of tomb – a stone chamber tomb covered with stepped vault.  
In the 4th and the first half of the 3rd century BC it was the dominant type  
of under-barrow grave at ancient necropoleis in Bosporan Kingdom 
(Tsvetaeva 1957, 233).
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Tombs of this type are not similar in its architecture. Among them there 
are examples with a very long dromos, whose length far exceeds the length 
of the burial chamber – e.g. in Royal Kurgan at Pantikapaion necropolis 
(Ashik 1848, 28; OAK 1865, IX; Gaidukevich 1981, 33-40) (Fig. 3), as 
well as the examples with a short dromos – e.g. in Kurgan Kul-Oba, also  
at Pantikapaion (DBK 1, XvII-XXvII; DBK 2, 142-143; Ashik 1848, 31) 
and in some cases even completely without dromos – e.g. in the kurgan  
at the Juz-Oba Range, excavated in 1940 (Gaidukevich 1981, 47). 

There are also differences in the plan of the burial chambers – they were 
built in a square or rectangle plan. In one example the chamber was build 
on a circular plan – in Golden Kurgan at necropolis of Pantikapaion (DBK 
1, LII, CXX-CXXvI; Dubrux 1858, 28-33; Gaidukevich 1981, 23-25)  
(Fig. 4). These tombs most often had a single chamber, rarely two successive 
burial chambers (OAK 1860, Iv; OAK 1861, vI) (Fig. 5). All stone chamber 
tombs with stepped vaulting were built of carefully hewn blocks, without 
using mortar. The vault rested on two longitudinal walls, sometimes (rarely) 

Fig. 3. Pantikapaion. Sections and plan of stone chamber tomb under Royal Kurgan. 
Reproduced from Gaidukevich 1981, Ris. 10
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Fig. 4. Pantikapaion. Sections and plan of stone chamber tomb under Golden Kurgan. 
Reproduced from Gaidukevich 1981, Ris. 5

on three or in the most perfect chamber tombs on the four sides [e.g. in  
the Melek-Chesmenski Kurgan (OAK 1859, 21-25; OAK 1862, III-Iv) and 
the above mentioned Kul-Oba Kurgan].

The stone chamber tombs were usually the primary and the main burials 
in the barrows. Beneath their burial mounds other types of tombs were placed 
as secondary, additional burials. In some cases, however, the stone chamber 
tomb was a secondary burial, dug and built into an existing burial mound.

Nowadays it is very difficult to establish the interrelation between 
the main burial and secondary burials, mainly because the burial mounds 
were often poorly studied and prepared descriptions were very general. 
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It is noticeable, however, that the main burial chamber was much more 
monumental, richer and built with much more care.

It remains a controversial issue whether stone chamber tombs were 
borrowed from outside of North Black Sea area in the fully developed form, 
or that structure developed at the local ground.

E. Minns raised the question whether Scythian wooden chamber tombs 
could serve as the prototype of Bosporan chamber tombs with stepped vaults 
(Minns 1913, 194). Blavatskii (1946; 1955, 78) adopted this thesis, and 
thought that Bosporan stone chamber tombs developed exclusively from 
native traditions. The only exception, according to him, was the circular 
grave chamber in the Golden Kurgan, whose resemblance to the Thracian 
domed graves Blavatskii could not deny. The main prototype of Bosporan 
chamber tombs were supposed to be according to this theory, the graves of 
the Kuban area, covered with wooden structures resembling the tent.

According to some opinions (Gaidukevich 1971, 283), the development 
of Bosporan chamber tombs with stepped vault probably influenced  

Fig. 5. Pantikapaion. Plan and sections of the chamber tomb no. 48 
in the ridge of Juz-Oba. Reproduced from Karasev 1955, Ris. 26
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the tradition of building the rectangular in plan cist-tombs, which has 
developed in North Black Sea area before adapting from other regions  
the stone chamber tombs. The construction of the stepped vault, borrowed 
from Thrace or Asia Minor, was in the North-Pontic area somehow imposed 
on a rectangular burial chamber.

Tholos tombs were also built in the 5th and 4th centuries BC in Thrace 
for the native aristocracy (venedikov 1974, 58-75). The 4th century BC 
tholos tomb discovered in Kirk Kilisse in southern Thrace (Hasluck 1910-
1911, 76-79), is, for example, an interesting analogy to the central tomb  
of the Golden Kurgan in Pantikapaion.

Some archaeologists belived that the thracian tholos tombs directly 
related to the Mycenaean tradition, which in Thrace continued to  
the classical times (Kaufman 1947, 25). Others pointed to the existence of 
some 400-years gap between the youngest Aegean tholos tombs of Thessaly 
and Crete (9th/8th century BC) and the oldest Thracian tombs (Gaidukevich 
1981, 282). But considering the fact that the construction of monumental 
tholos tombs was persistent in 7th and 6th centuries BC in Etruria and Asia 
Minor, one must admit that the ancient skills of building seen as a whole 
preserved the traditions of the Mycenaean tholos tomb buildings until  
the Classical age.

It is highly probable that the experience in construction of the Thracian 
tholos tombs was used in the construction of the first Bosporan chamber 
tombs with the stepped vault in the 4th century BC (Gaidukevich 1981,  
282-283). Cultural links between Bospor and Thrace existed without  
a doubt. In Asia Minor – another area culturally influenced by Bosporan 
architecture – chamber tombs with a stepped vault were also known 
(Tsetskhladze 1998, 73-75), but without such a close analogy to Bosporan 
funerary architecture as Thrace.

Stone chamber tombs covered with stepped vaults, especially such  
as those in Golden and Royal Kurgans, testify to a highly developed technique 
of building, which required a lot of experience in the construction of such 
structures. While on the local ground is not possible to trace the evolution,  
it is reasonable to suppose that at one time earlier outside the North-Pontic 
area this type of tomb went its own way of development (Tsetskhladze 
1998, 80). Therefore, on ancient necropoleis in North-Pontic area almost 
immediately appeared tombs very sophisticated in both technical excellence 
and harmony of the art form.

In the North-Pontic area there are no known under-barrow stone 
chamber tombs dating from earlier than the end of the 5th century BC.  



142 W. Machowski

In the 4th century BC this type of tombs under the burial mounds, primarily  
in the necropoleis of Bosporan Kingdom, became a very popular form  
of burial rite among the aristocracy. This was related to the rapid increase 
of wealth among the ruling class of Bosporan Kingdom, which gave  
the possibility of gathering big financial means for building monumental 
chamber tombs beneath burial mound. 

Stone chamber tombs with stepped vaults are divided due to  
the construction of vaults into three groups:

– with steps rising up from two sides,
– with steps rising from three sides,
– with steps rising from all four sides.
The last type, due to structural reasons, is the most complicated and 

architecturally most impressive.
The most popular was the first type, much less often appeared the type 

with steps ascending from all four sides and the intermediate type – with steps 
on three sides – was extremely rare. Examples of the first type, inter alia, 
were the tombs beneath the ‘Bolshaya Bliznitsa’ barrow on the Fanagoria 
necropolis (OAK 1864, vI; OAK 1865, Iv-v). 

The second group of tombs, with steps rising from three sides, as 
mentioned earlier, is known to us from a very limited number of monuments. 
They were discovered only in the tombs no. 48 (OAK 1860, Iv; OAK 1861, 
vI) and no. 50 (OAK 1859; Grinevich 1952, 141), in the ridge of Juz-Oba  
on Pantikapaion necropolis. 

Greatest examples of the third group are the intact tomb beneath kurgan 
Kul-Oba, the tomb beneath the Melek-Chesmenski Barrow (OAK 1859,  
21-25; OAK 1862, III-Iv), both with the pyramidal roof consisting of seven 
steps, and the tomb beneath the First Tarasovski Barrow on Gorgippia 
necropolis (OAK 1882-1888, raport 1883-1884, XXIX-XXX; Rostovtsev 
1913, 109-111), where the vault consisted of six steps.

Two completely exceptional stepped vaults – both in terms of the form 
and the technique of making – belong to tombs of the Golden and Royal 
Kurgans in Pantikapaion necropolis. 

J. A. Savostina (1986, 92-98) divided tombs of this type based on  
the quite peculiar criterion: the presence of dromos and the vestibule 
preceding the burial chamber. She distinguished group of tombs without 
dromos, which included, inter alia, the above-mentioned tomb no. 50 on 
Juz-Oba ridge and the tomb under kurgan excavated by I. P. Kivokurcev 
in 1940 (Gaidukevich 1981, 47), also in the ridge of Juz-Oba. The second 
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group formed the burial structures consisting of a dromos and proper burial 
chamber. Here are the most wonderful examples of the tombs beneath  
the Kul-Oba, Golden and Royal Kurgans in the necropolis of Pantikapaion.  
the third group came into the most complex burial complexes consisting 
of the dromos, the vestibule and the appropriate burial chamber. Classic 
examples of this group are the tombs in the First and Third Tarasovski Barrows 
(Fig. 6) on the necropolis of Gorgippia (OAK 1882-1888, report 1883-1884, 
XXIX-XXX; Rostovtsev 1913, 109-111). Savostina also included in this 
group tombs which did not have the vestibule, but two or even three burial 
chambers. An example of such a complex is tomb no. 48 in the ridge of  
Juz-oba (OAK 1860, Iv; OAK 1861, vI).

To sum up, one should state that chamber tombs covered with  
the stepped vault appeared on necropoleis of ancient cities of North-Pontic 
area suddenly, in the fully developed form. Their origins and development 
must be sought in Thrace and Asia Minor, from where undoubtedly came 

Fig. 6. Gorgippia. Plan and sections of the chamber tomb 
under the Third Tarosovski Barrow. Reproduced from Karasev 1955, Ris. 24
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architects and craftsmen who build the first tombs of this type on North-
Pontic necropoleis. Different variants of the tombs are not indicative  
of development or degradation but rather of the wealth and taste of  
the owner and skills of the builders. The development can only be indicating for  
the transition to another type of stone tomb chamber – one covered with  
a barrel vault.

This type of tomb appeared on necropoleis of ancient cities at North-
Pontic area in the late 4th century BC. As an intermediate type could be 
regarded tombs with stepped vaults in which the protruding steps have been 
cut, creating a virtual vault. Probably the oldest sepulchral complex in which 
the barrel vault was used was tomb no. 47 in the necropolis of Juz-Oba ridge 
(Fig. 7), dating to the second half of the 4th century BC (OAK 1860, III-Iv; 
OAK 1861). This tomb belonged to the so-called mixed group, where one 
of the elements of the complex (in this case dromos) still has a ‘cut’ stepped 
vault, while the second (burial chamber) had the correct vault.

Chamber tombs with the barrel vault were built throughout  
the Hellenistic and Roman period. Their walls and vaults have been often 
plastered and covered with paintings, as occurred for example in tombs beneath 
burial mound on the Mount vasiurin on Fanagoria necropolis (OAK 1868, 

Fig. 7. Pantikapaion. Plan and sections  
of the chamber tomb no. 47 in the ridge 

of Juz-Oba. 
Reproduced from Karasev 1955, Ris. 27

XIII-Xv) (Fig. 8). All stone tombs of 
the first centuries AD were built without 
the use of mortar, with a carefully 
worked limestone slabs and blocks.  
The complexes were sunk into bedrock 
and covered with low burial mounds. 
Chambers had a square form and size 
within the limits of 2-3.5 to 3-4m. 
The floor in most cases was earthen. 
The chambers were preceded by small 
dromoi. Burial chambers in many cases 
had niches, in which wooden coffins  
or sarcophagi were inserted. Great 
tombs of this type are beneath the kurgan  



145Graves beneath barrows...

Fig. 9. Olbia. Section and plan of the chamber tomb under the Barrow  
of Heuresebios and Arete. Reproduced from Kryzhitskii 1994, Ris. 1

Fig. 8. Fanagoria. Plan and sections of the chamber tomb under the barrow  
on the Mount vasiurin. Reproduced from Koshelenko et al. 1984, Tab. XCv: 7-9

of Zeus and the kurgan of Heuresebios and Arete (Fig. 9) in the necropolis 
of Olbia (Farmakovskii 1902, 1-20; OAK 1902, 14-25; Farmakovskii 1906, 
7-110), dating to the 2nd century AD (Kryzhitskii 1993, 203).
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The domed-mouTh unGuenTAriA 
from cyPruS

Abstract: Unguentaria are small ceramic bottles, usually without 
handles. In the Hellenistic period (323-30 BC) they were commonly 
produced in the whole Mediterranean Basin. Hellenistic unguentaria occur 
in various local types, as each geographical region produced forms typical 
for itself. This article presents one specific type of these vessels – domed- 
mouth unguentaria. For the first time the domed mouth unguentaria were 
distinguished as a separate category by John W. Hayes during his work  
on the pottery from the House of Dionysos in Nea Paphos, Cyprus. 

Keywords: Unguentaria; Hellenistic Cyprus; Nea Paphos; domed-
mouth unguentaria

Unguentaria, also known as balsamaria, are small ceramic containers 
which in the antiquity were used for storing perfumes, oils, spices and other 
substances usually kept in small quantities (Fig. 1). It is generally accepted 
that unguentaria were produced from as early as the late 4th century till 
the late 1st century BC, when they were replaced by their glass equivalents 
(Anderson-Stojanović 1987, 105-106). 

Unguentaria were manufactured and used in the whole of  
the Mediterranean. However, these vessels did not seem to have played  
an important role in trade, as opposed to, for example, transport amphorae. 
Production refuse and fragments of unguentaria are found in kilns located 
in many distant places, which suggests that the role of unguentaria was 
regional. Within such a broad regionalization of production, a whole range 
of types and subtypes can be defined. Some of them occur only on one site, 
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some on a few sites located close 
to each other and some within 
a certain region or an island. 
However, despite this multitude 
and diversity of unguentaria,  
it is possible to distinguish certain 
characteristic types which are 
repeatedly found in many different 
places and in various chronological 
contexts. this group includes 
the so-called ‘Aegean Series’  
or grey unguentaria produced  
in Athens (Rotroff 2006, 140) and 
the domed-mouth unguentaria, 
the origin of which has not been 
completely traced yet and which 
are the topic of this article. 

For the first time the domed- 
-mouth unguentaria were distin-
guished as a separate category 
and named by John Hayes 

during his work on the pottery from the House of Dionysos in Nea Paphos, 
Cyprus (Hayes 1991, 68-69). Subsequently, the group was analyzed by 
Dotterweich. However, the researcher focused on the specimens from 
Knidos, not from Cyprus, and published the results of his investigation  
in a monograph titled Unguentarien mit kuppelförmiger Mündung aus 
Knidos (1999). Dotterweich’s work not only provides a very useful 
background for comparison, but also thoroughly describes the unguentaria 
from Knidos and contains much information about findings of this kind  
of vessels from the eastern part of the Mediterranean, especially from 
Cyprus. Dotterweich presents also his assumptions regarding the function  
of the domed-mouth unguentaria (see below). He considers their  
morphological properties and chronology. Moreover, what is equally 
important, he suggests Knidos or other place in Caria as the production 
site. 

The domed-mouth unguentarium has a bulging body with clearly marked, 
sloping shoulders and a substantial conical foot (Fig. 2). There also exists 
a group of exceptionally large vessels measuring in some cases more than 
30cm in height. The largest specimen is 37cm high. Standard dimensions 

Fig. 1. Three main types of ceramic 
unguentaria: 

1 – rounded, 2 – fusiform, 3 – boulbous, 
after Papuci-Władyka E., Sztuka starożytnej 

Grecji, Fig. 325. Warsaw, Krakow 2001
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range between 15 and 20cm. These 
unguentaria were made of light-brown 
or buff clay with black, red and white 
inclusions. 

the domed-mouth unguentaria are 
named after their most characteristic 
feature that occurs in every specimen 
assigned to this group – a mouth which 
resembles a little dome (Fig. 3). It is 
very likely that this dome-like mouth 
had a practical function. If we consider 
that the second most characteristic 
feature of these vessels is their funnel-
like neck and if we assume that they 
were mainly used to store oils, such  
a domed mouth might have facilitated 
proper dosing. A broad neck let  
the air in, while a narrowing mouth 
ensured that only the desired portion 
of the substance was poured out of  
the container. the domed mouth might 
have been also related to the unusual, 
as compared to other unguentaria, size 
of these vessels. Experiments carried 
out on domed-mouth unguentaria 
with the application of oils and 
water yielded satisfactory results.  
The curved, narrowing mouth stopped 
and concentrated the substance being 
poured out of the unguentarium and 
subsequently drove it gently in a little 
stream up to the edge of the mouth, 
where the liquid began to drop leaving 
no stains on the outer walls of the vessel 
(Dotterweich 1999, 41). Conical corks 
which would have matched a regular 
open mouth would not have worked 
with the type of unguentaria discussed 
here. Dotterweich (1999, 41) believes 

Fig. 2. Domed-mouth unguentarium, 
after Dotterweich 1999, 

Fig. 8, Kat. No. 22

Fig. 3. Details of domed-mouth 
unguentarium, 

after Hayes 1991, Fig. 1: 16
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that in order to prevent any excessive leakage, the domed-mouth unguentaria 
were coated inside with a special lining (i.e. leather), which extended up to 
the mouth, where it was tied up. 

Another characteristic feature of the domed-mouth unguentaria is  
the presence of a slip. The slip covered the vessels inside and partially also 
outside on their upper parts (mostly the neck). The slip was meant to seal 
the containers. 

The domed-mouth unguentaria have been documented only in  
the eastern parts of the Mediterranean. Many specimens have been unearthed 
in Alexandria, Tell Dor, Rhodes, Crete, Delos, Athens, Corinth and Thasos 
(Hayes 1991, 68; Dotterweich 1999, 14-15, 25-29; Rotroff 2006, 157). 
One unguentarium was found at the necropolis in Tomis, on the Romanian 
coast of the Black Sea (Papuci-Władyka 1995, 67; Dotterweich 1999, 30; 
Rotroff 2006, 158). However, they are most numerous in Cyprus (mainly 
Nea Paphos) and the area of Knidos. 

The present article analyzes the domed-mouth unguentaria from Cyprus1. 
all the published domed-mouth unguentaria which were available to  
the author were analyzed. Altogether 47 vessels from seven sites in Cyprus 
were catalogued (Fig. 4).

The earliest known domed-mouth unguentaria come from the necropolis 
in Marion in the northwest region of Cyprus. Three tombs in the necropolis 
yielded six specimens. Two fragments of domed-mouth unguentaria were also 
found during excavations near Palaipaphos. More vessels were unearthed in 
tombs in Ktima, Pegeia (Peyia) and Karpasha. However, the greatest number 
of domed-mouth unguentaria comes from the House of Dionysus in Nea 
Paphos. 18 (27%) out of the 67 inventoried unguentaria from the House are 
of the kind discussed in the present paper. They were found in deposits dated 
from around 180-160 BC to the late 2nd century BC. Such precise dating was 
possible thanks to well-dated coins also present in the deposits (Hayes 1991, 
68; Dotterweich 1999, 16). However, Polish excavations also conducted 
in the area occupied by villas yielded even earlier specimens. One of  
the fragments from the North-West House was dated to the first half  
of the 3rd century BC (Papuci-Władyka 1995, 67). This early dating of  
the domed-mouth unguentaria is confirmed by other findings from Cyprus.  
A good example is provided by a vessel from a Hellenistic tomb in Ormidhia, 

1 This analysis was done in my unpublished MA thesis: E. Marzec, Hellenistyczne  
unguentaria z Cypru [Hellenistic Unguentaria from Cyprus], Jagiellonian University, 
Krakow 2010, under the supervision of Professor E. Papuci-Władyka; see also: Marzec, 
forthcoming.
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dated to the 3rd century BC (Flourentzos 1990, 171-172 dated the tomb to  
the Hellenistic I period: 325-150 BC; Papuci-Władyka 1995, 59 and 67 
postulated the 3rd century BC). Therefore, according to the present knowledge 
it can be concluded that the domed-mouth unguentaria were produced from 
the 3rd to the early 1st century BC (Papuci-Władyka 1995, 67). 

The examination and analysis of the domed-mouth unguentaria have 
led to interesting conclusions. the researchers who specialize in the matter 
differ as to the place of origin of these vessels. The fundamental question is 
whether the domed-mouth unguentaria originated in Cyprus or elsewhere. 
John Hayes who was the first one to distinguish them as a separate group 
believed them to be Cypriot. Papuci-Władyka (1995) also supports this 
view. So does Κögler (2005), who analyzed specimens from Knidos and 
suggested Cyprus as their probable production site. The author of the present 
paper believes that in fact it was Nea Paphos that was the main production 
site. This hypothesis is corroborated by some evidence. It must be noted 
that 29 (55%) out of the 53 specimens ascribed to this type come from Nea 
Paphos. What is more, the remaining specimens do not come from a single 
location but from various sites (Fig. 4). Also the paste which the domed- 

Fig. 4. Distribution of domed-mouth unguentaria on Cyprus, 
according to archaeological sites
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mouth unguentaria are made of appears to be of Paphian origin, which again 
points to Nea Paphos as the productions site. 

The occurrence of the domed-mouth unguentaria in Knidos and in other 
Mediterranean sites can be satisfactorily explained. If certain morphological 
properties of the domed-mouth unguentaria are considered, such as their size 
and the width of the walls, it becomes obvious that these vessels were much 
more durable than the ‘average’ balsamaria and as such they were suitable 
as storage containers in long-distance trade (it is worth observing that no 
specimen of considerable size has been found in a tomb). For example, they 
might have been used for transporting Cypriot export products (probably 
perfumes). The presence of domed-mouth unguentaria in Knidos might 
also indicate close trade relations between the two regions, a fact supported  
by other pottery findings (i.e. amphorae). 

Another interesting conclusion that emerges from the analysis of  
the gathered material is that the domed-mouth unguentaria occur mostly  
in settlements sites (Fig. 5). Out of the 42 specimens the origin of which has 
been identified (additionally there are five more which remain unidentifiable), 
28 (66,6%) were found in urban sites (most of them in Nea Paphos – see 
above). It must be observed that the high proportion of the domed-mouth 
unguentaria coming from settlement contexts is unusual if compared to other 
types of unguentaria. It indicates that the domed-mouth unguentaria were 
not funeral vessels, but containers of daily domestic use, at least in Cyprus. 
Furthermore, the study of the morphological and technological properties 
of other types of unguentaria suggests that these were not used in daily 
life. The porosity of the walls did not allow any substance to be stored for  
a longer time. Some unguentaria were even completely solid and as such they 

Fig. 5. Distribution of domed-mouth unguentaria on Cyprus, according to type of sites
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obviously could not perform any practical function (Agia Napa, Hadjisavvas 
1997, 128: 7, 137: 3, 143: 3,4). The solid pieces are mostly found in tombs 
in contrast to the domed-mouth unguentaria, which rarely constituted part 
of funerary gifts. As it has been mentioned above, certain properties of  
the domed-mouth unguentaria, such as their general high quality, the good 
quality of the clay used for production, the size of the vessels and the presence 
of the inner slip, which prevented the stored substance from soaking through 
the walls, confirm the hypothesis that these vessels performed a different 
function than other unguentaria – they were mostly used in daily life, not  
in funeral rites.

the data presented above shows that the domed-mouth unguentaria are 
unusual among other types of unguentaria. However, not every question 
regarding them has been answered yet. The researchers still differ as to  
the place of origin of these vessels. Nonetheless, the analysis of the specimens 
from Cyprus allowed the author of the present paper to suggest Nea Paphos 
as the production site. It can be expected that further investigation (including 
clay analyses) should eventually solve this important issue. 
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The miSSinG link? 
iconoGrAPhy And liTerAry leGend 
of AleXAnder The GreAT

 Abstract: The objective of this paper is to ask questions to what 
extent the study of images and imagery can become a tool for the historian 
and philologist, helping them to trace lost textual traditions by exploring 
the frame of mind and ways of expression of a given time as shown by  
the evidence of visual arts. The greatest flaw of modern Classical Studies 
seems to be their lack of cooperation between disciplines; this paper intends 
to show the assets of using the tools of various scholarly fields in order  
to shed more light on topics which transgress the boundaries of each of them. 
The case of Alexander’s iconography and the tradition of the Alexander 
Romance seems a good starting point for such studies. Presented here are 
the preliminary remarks on the subject, which ought to be treated in depth  
in their numerous aspects1.

Keywords: Hellenism; portrait, iconography; Alexander the Great; 
Alexander Romance

There are few historical characters that would be as widely known  
as Alexander of Macedon, and at the same time remain so obscure, mysterious 

1 I tackle in more detail the topic of Oriental elements in Alexander’s iconography in other 
place, see: Fulińska 2011. 

Eius igitur Alexandri multa sublimia facinora  
et praeclara edita fatigaberis admirando uel belli 
ausa uel domi prouisa.

  Apuleius, Florida 7
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and surrounded by legends. ‘There is no one over whom historians have 
been more numerous and less harmonious’2, as one of the ancient authors 
observed. Nonetheless, the scarcity of both textual and archaeological 
sources from the lifetime of the conqueror is surprising, especially in the light 
of what is known about the importance of royal ephemera and chronicles 
during the Eastern campaign, and about the significance of Alexander’s 
figure in the Hellenistic age and in Roman times. Alexander served  
the Roman writers as example of both excess (tryphe) and temperance,  
of a good ruler and tyrannos, and while writing their biographical, moral 
or historical texts, authors such as Plutarch, Arrian, Curtius Rufus, but also 
Diodorus, Livy or Lucan, modelled their Alexanders on the writings of  
the king’s contemporaries and successors, all of which are now lost, apart from 
excerpts and citations. There is, therefore, a large gap between the lifetime  
of the great Macedonian and the earliest known extensive accounts of his 
deeds (1st century BC and the Augustan age), as well as there is one between 
the time when allegedly also his legend began to form (which would be at 
the time of the Successors, in particular at the Alexandrian court of Ptolemy), 
and the earliest preserved recensions of the Alexander Romance (3rd century 
AD). The historians themselves leave traces which allow modern scholars 
to assess their sources; for instance Arrian states very often that he relates 
events according to Ptolemy or Aristobulus as the most reliable sources, 
but he also goes as far as admitting that he includes pieces of information 
even though they are absent from his favourite sources – as in the case  
of the Amazon queen episode (Arr. Anab. 7.13), i.e. one of the favourite topics 
of Alexander legends. Philologists in turn can deduce tentative conclusions 
about the original shape of the Romance from the later redactions, especially 
that the late antique versions seem to preserve a good ratio of the original 
elements3. Also ancient historians allow for tracing the legendary tradition; 
when arrian (Anab. 7.27) states that ‘One writer has not even shrunk from 
the statement that Alexander, perceiving that he could not survive, went  
to throw himself into the Euphrates, so that he might disappear from  
the world and leave behind the tradition more credible to posterity that his 
birth was of the gods and that to the gods he passed’, he clearly quotes sources 
close to what we know as the Pseudo-Callisthenes (cf. Baynham 1995, 5),  

2 Arrian, Anabasis, Preface. All quotations from Arrian after the edition: Anabasis Alexandri 
1-2, transl. by E. Iliff Robson, London 1966.
3 A thorough and dependable overview of these is given by Stoneman (1991, 8-17), and 
most remarks on this particular topic in this paper are based on this study.
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where similar accounts about events surrounding Alexander’s death were 
very popular.

Archaeological sources for Alexander’s campaigns are also far scarcer 
than might be expected from one of the greatest military endeavours  
of antiquity, which also resulted in major political and cultural shifts  
in the ancient world. It was, however, the cultural change brought about  
by Hellenism, which produced the image and romanticized legend of 
Alexander, and allowed for his representations in the guise of gods and  
in forms so far reserved for the divinities.

Iconography of Alexander is a topic with long scholarly tradition,  
and at the same time a terra incognita to some extent. After the optimistic 
19th century-style approach (e.g. Schreiber 1903 and Bernouilli 1905 
for the early monographies; the Alexander section in Suhr and Robinson 
1931, and up to Bieber 1964; traces of this approach can be found in  
the iconographic part of Olbrycht 2004, 282-326) a reaction came, which 
can be epitomized by Ridgway’s (2001, 109) hypercritical statement: 
‘Because Alexander has loomed so large and heroic in all these historical 
[i.e. 19th and early 20th centuries – AF] studies, and therefore in our own 
perception, we have wanted to recognize Alexander in a whole range  
of representations (...) that bear only superficial resemblance to the features 
of the man as we know him from contemporary evidence’. Attempts  
at monographic studies have been abandoned in recent years, possibly  
because the chronological and stylistic approaches were compromised due 
to the lack of original works and also to the aforementioned old-school 
optimism, which saw Alexander’s portraiture in every sculpture that showed 
any similarity to the Lysippean model imagined after the descriptions in 
Plutarch (De Alex. fort. 2.2; Alex. 4). What is currently being published has 
in a major part the character of contributions, while a broader approach to  
the reception of Alexander in antiquity usually concentrates on detailed 
topics such as the political heritage in the Hellenistic and roman times4, 
mostly negative image in Roman literature (Spencer 2002), or propagandistic 

4 Literature on this particular aspect of reception is quite extensive, but since it is only 
distantly related to the topic of the present paper, a list of major works ought to be sufficient 
here: D. Michel, Alexander als Vorbild für Pompeius, Caesar und Marcus Antonius. 
Archäologische Untersuchungen, Brussels 1967; O. Weippert, Alexander-imitatio und 
römische Politik in republikanischer Zeit, Augsburg 1972; C. Bohm, Imitatio Alexandri 
im Hellenismus. Untersuchungen zum politischen Nachwirken Alexanders des Grossen  
in hoch- und späthellenistischen Monarchien, Munich 1989; B. Tisé, Imperialismo romano 
e imitatio Alexandri. Due studi di storia politica, Galatina 2002; A. Kühnen, Die imitatio 
Alexandri in der römischen Politik (1. Jh. v. Chr.-3. Jh. n. Chr.), Münster 2008.
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exploitation by the Hellenistic monarchies (Stewart 1993). The Alexander 
Romance and Alexander’s legend in general have been recently receiving 
increasingly thorough attention from the scholars (Stoneman 2008; Amitay 
2010; Ogden 2011) but modern scholarship still lacks a suitable methodology 
to deal with the full corpus of alleged images of the Macedonian conqueror 
and their relationship with Hellenistic and Roman cultural frame.

The most important question to pose in this context is whether there really 
is a corpus of ‘extant portraits’, to quote Bernouilli’s classical title. Hardly 
any of the preserved sculptures can be dated to Alexander’s lifetime, and  
a vast majority of these attributed to 4th century sculptors on stylistic grounds 
are in all likelihood either Hellenistic or Roman copies. For the purpose  
of this paper, however, the lifetime portraiture is of less importance, and  
the Hellenistic imagery poses more complex problems than the identification 
of possible copies of lifetime portraits.

The Hellenistic Alexander is the god Alexander in the first place, and  
as such is in most cases represented with the attributes or in the guise  
of various divinities; the most obvious examples being the early coins  
of Ptolemy and Seleucus, showing Alexander in the elephant scalp to allude 
to his Dionysiac apotheosis, and the ram horns on the coins of Lysimachus 
(cf. Mørkholm 1991 63 and 71-72; Houghton and Lorber 2002, 6-7; Dahmen 
2007, 9-17) Coins, in general, form the most reliable group of images: even 
if not in physiognomic terms, then for certain in the issuers’ and engravers’ 
intention of showing the deified Alexander. The same applies to a number 
of gems, in particular the ones that repeat coin types, but also probably  
to the so-called Neisos gem from the Hermitage (inv. no. ZH 609), which 
presents the full figure of deified Alexander: naked and with the attributes of 
Zeus – the Aegis and the thunderbolt. Sculpted portraits in round are more 
problematic, because their context is less clear; a vast majority of coins 
and gems can be safely placed within the court and elite culture or political 
propaganda (Plantzos 1999, 42), even though dating in the case of gems 
often remains dubious, while the interpretation of the original meaning and 
placing of sculptures can be ambiguous.

Most identifications have been based, therefore, either on the analogies 
to alleged lifetime portrait copies or similarities to coin images, with special 
attention given to the most prominent features such as the anastole, the upward 
glance and inclined head. All these are consistent with the aforementioned 
description given by Plutarch, but one must bear in mind that the royal 
portraiture, and in particular that of Alexander, had become a model for  
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representation of idealized young men in the Hellenistic age, replacing  
the even more generic athlete types of the 5th and early 4th centuries BC.

Apart from the coins, the only inscribed likeness is the Azara Herm from 
the Louvre (inv. no. Ma 436), which gives the information so characteristic 
for the Roman portrait busts of famous people: ΑΛΕΞΑΝΔΡΟΣ ΦΙΛΙΠΠΟΥ, 
and despite its poor condition is quite unanimously considered to be  
a good replica of the original described as ‘Alexander with the lance’ by 
Lysippus. Because of the identifying inscription it has become, together with  
the Lysimachus coins, the reference point for Alexander’s physiognomy. 
Nonetheless, the portrait’s features corroborate the description given  
by Plutarch in only one aspect, the anastole; the herm lacks the upward 
glance and the turn of head, unlike many small bronzes regarded as copies  
of the work by Lysippus. Goukowsky (1978, 63) suggests that the ‘Alexander 
with the lance’ was executed by the sculptor only after the Indian campaign. 
This chronology is based mostly on the anecdote about the disagreement 
between the sculptor and Apelles in regard of the king’s attributes (Plut. De 
Is. et Os. 24), which makes a weak argument, but it is worth our attention 
because the context of possibly planned deification would make the upward 
glance one of its main characteristics. Moreover, the absence of the two 
features listed by Plutarch can hardly be explained by the hermaic shape 
of the sculpture: other busts (e.g. the ‘Capitoline’ Alexander-Helios) are 
shaped in accordance with these characteristics. Pollitt (1986, 21), however, 
goes as far as stating that ‘even if the inscription did not exist, the portrait 
would probably be safely identifiable as Alexander because of the way  
the hair above the center of the forehead stands straight up’. This stance seems 
slightly exaggerated: the form of the anastole on the inscribed sculpture  
is repeated on many marble, bronze and terracotta heads (for instance  
a whole showcase in the Etruscan section of the vatican Museums; exhibit 
No. 13758 is described as: ‘Head from the statue of a youth. The accurate 
details and rendering of the hair, combined with local accents, recall the type 
of Alexander the Great’s portrait.’), which are not necessarily associated 
with Alexander himself, and it is hard to say whether without the inscription  
the Azara Herm would stand out so prominently as the possible physiognomic 
portrait, given its expression of ‘tiredness’, especially when compared to  
the youthful, idealized representations, even on the coins of Lysimachus.

The popularity of the idealized Alexander as model for youthful male 
representations in the Hellenistic age makes the attempts at identification  
of many specimens almost futile; one has, of course, other tools handy, such  
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as the analysis of style, but the controversy around two sculptures regarded 
for decades as undoubted Alexanders: the ‘Alexander Rondanini’ and  
the ‘Alexander Schwarzenberg’ (Munich Glyptotek, inv. nos GL 298 
and GL 559, resp.; cf. von Schwarzenberg 1967; von den Hoff 1997; 
Lorenz 2001), shows to what extent the problem of Roman copies and 
their individual execution on one hand overshadows the research, and  
on the other is continually being neglected. The most important recent 
argument against alexander rondanini and its attribution to either leochares  
or Euphranor, expressed by Ridgway (2001, 115-116: ‘To me, the head 
looks remarkably vacant, cold, and classicizing, and not particularly close 
to that of the Belvedere Apollo, to which it has been compared. Nor does 
the body look especially individualized.’), does not take into account  
the possibility that it might be a classicized version of a far more dynamic 
and expressive original, and the opinion is based on subjective judgment,  
to an extent similar as of the criticized early scholars.

Physiognomic approach fails even more in the case of representations 
with attributes of deities and heroes. A fine example is the discussion over  
the Boston Heracles head (Museum of Fine Arts, inv. no. 52.1741), which  
is a subject of popular doubt nowadays (Ridgway 2001, 119; Stewart 1993, 
282), even though half a century ago it was considered an Alexander (Bieber 
1964, Tab. XX: 39a-b, after Sjöqvist 1953), while a similar head from Athens 
(National Archaeological Museum, inv. no. 366) does not provoke as much 
argument (for detailed bibliography see: Kaltsas 2002, 272). The method of 
comparative stylistic analysis is very feeble in this case, and has never actually 
been properly approached, so it would appear that it is the dubious provenance 
of the Boston head from Sparta which makes the main argument against  
the identification, while the certain finding place of the Athens head gives  
it more credulity. Ironically, provenance may indeed form a decisive 
argument for or against identification; it is obvious that there are places 
where a monument to Alexander would be more likely present than  
in others, and Sparta hardly makes a good example of the former. One must, 
however, bear in mind the aforementioned spreading of Alexander model 
and its influence on generic representations, as well as on representations  
of divinities and heroes he was associated with. The place of finding or origin 
can act as evidence in favour or against the intent of representing Alexander, 
but the similarity of a given work of art to the model should not be denied  
or neglected in scholarship, even if it pertains to a different topic.
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textual evidence about the monuments should be the natural other 
source for the research, but it is very scarce, and, as it has been mentioned 
before, dated at best to two hundred years after Alexander. Therefore,  
in order to reconstruct the Hellenistic image of the conqueror as presented 
in various media, one must try to fill the gap between the earliest preserved 
accounts and Alexander’s lifetime with pieces found in various places: 
quotations in the (mostly Roman) authors whose texts survived to our times, 
development of various themes in literature (together with the forming  
of the Romance), and preserved iconographic testimonials. The latter should 
probably comprise the spreading of the generic image, and a wide study 
would be welcome on the subject, because its range and scope may add 
considerably to the sociology of the phenomenon. Numerous findings  
of small bronzes, reflections of the Lysippean type, in Roman context, 
seem to corroborate both the widespread popularity of the image as well 
as the ethos, and an interesting commentary to Pliny’s (NH 7.57) statement 
about the three court artists (Lysippus for bronzes, Apelles for paintings 
and Pyrgoteles for engravings), is found in Apuleius (Flor. 7): ‘If any other 
than these three ... should be discovered to have set his hand to reproduce 
the sacred image of the king, he should be punished as severely as though 
he had committed sacrilege. This order struck such fear into all men that 
Alexander alone of mankind was always like his portraits, and that every 
statue, painting, or bronze revealed the same fierce martial vigour, the same 
great and glorious genius, the same fresh and youthful beauty, the same 
fair forehead with its back-streaming hair.’5 this passage and its context 
demand a more in-deep study, beyond the scope of the present paper, but it is 
worth noting here that the conviction that all ‘Alexander-type’ images could  
be indeed Alexanders existed in antiquity.

Another important context is the role that Alexander began to play  
in the Hellenistic religious syncretism inherited by the Romans, by becoming 
a connective element for various deities. This would on one hand result 
in the Severan image of the Macedonian conqueror as the Cosmocrator,  
a universal ‘king and god’ figure (the idea as such is Hellenistic in its origins, 
see: Goukowsky 1978, 149-165), and on the other hand possibly influence 
the monotheistic ideas unifying Apollo, Dionysus and Helios/Sol or Mithras, 
as well as other divinities (Macr. Sat. 1.18; cf. Martin 1987, 91-98; see also: 
Amitay 2010, 128-129). Interestingly enough, the latter notion is not absent 
from the Romance: in the earliest version, the 3rd century BC Recensio  
α (1.6), we read that after the night on which Nectanebo visited her, ‘[Olympias] 

5 The Apologia and Florida of Apuleius of Madaura, transl. by H. E. Butler, Oxford 1909.
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rejoiced to be embraced by the serpent, Ammon, Heracles and all-divine 
Dionysus’6. It is worth noting, too, that in art the development of this kind  
of syncretism can be observed since the Hellenistic age.

Alexander’s posthumous apotheosis presents two main trends:  
the association with Zeus or Zeus/Ammon as the highest divinity, and  
the identification with various deities or heroes, the majority of them being 
sons of Zeus (Heracles, Dionysus, Apollo, Helios). In the first case we 
may assume that Alexander is regarded as the son of Zeus as well, which 
puts him on the very same level (‘generation’) as the other gods, with  
the possible exception of Helios, who originally had been regarded as one  
of the younger Titans, son of Hyperion and Theia, but then, at least since 
Homer’s time, whose importance in the Hellenic pantheon had been 
decreasing, and who by the Hellenistic age was essentially associated with 
Apollo (even if the name Helios, meaning simply the Sun, was still in use; 
cf. Letta 1988, 593), especially in the context of the Asiatic cults of divinities 
such as Men or Mithras.

The Hellenistic age sees very little of Alexander in the spirit of Lysippus’ 
choice, according to the mentioned before anecdote from Plutarch’s Moralia 
– as the human king whose claim to greatness and glory are his military 
achievements, in contrast to Apelles’ idea to represent Alexander with  
the thunderbolt of Zeus (the only mention of possible lifetime likeness with  
a divine attribute). Even if the argument between the two court artists 
had been made up by the biographer, it would still show two possible 
interpretations of Alexander’s legacy and legend: a possibly larger than life 
human ruler of enormous charisma and impact on the world, or the divine 
or semi-divine personage, sibling of the Olympians and greatest heroes.  
The evidence given by archaeological sources seems to point out quite 
clearly that the latter model was prevalent: a majority of 3rd-1st century BC 
images show Alexander with divine attributes rather than with just the lance, 
the symbol of his earthly power.

The shape of the Alexander Romance as it is known from the 3rd 
century AD onwards, as well as the fragments of various Hellenistic texts 
as quoted or partially preserved, show that literature and history share  
a good deal of common material. Also the contextual evidence adds 
to the point: the growing popularity of miraculous stories about India  
(the Romance incorporates the apocryphal [Alexander’s] Letter to Aristotle 
on India), as well as various anecdotes originating probably as early as  

6 Translation by D. J. A. Ross (1963, 18) after the edition: W. Kroll, Historia Alexandri 
Magni (Pseudo-Callisthenes) 1: Recensio vetusta, Berlin.
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the 3rd century BC: the Last Will possibly connected in its origins with 
the king’s actual dealings with the Rhodians (Heckel 1988, 2-3; Stoneman 
1991, 12), the famous anecdote about Onesicritus telling about Alexander’s 
exploits at the court of Lysimachus (Plut. Alex. 46), and the general agreement  
of later writers that many of the sources they used were hardly reliable  
(cf. for instance the aforementioned comments by Arrian on his sources and 
detailed discussions on their credulity, as well as comparisons of content). 
It may also be worth noting that the same authors who label some of their 
predecessors’ stories ‘fabrications’ or ‘fictions’ (πλάσματα; Strab. 15.1.9 
about the inventions of the ‘flatterers of Alexander’; in 15.1.57 he says that 
Megasthenes is ‘going beyond all bounds to the realm of myth’7) do not 
hesitate to include episodes that form the matter of romance, rather than 
history, in their accounts (e.g. the miraculous events surrounding Alexander’s 
birth and the meeting with the Amazon queen). However, since it is very hard 
from our point of view to discern which of such notions were plausible and 
probable for the ancient reader, one should not jump to hasty conclusions 
about the frame of mind of the authors.

Some aspects of the legend seem to be more attractive for art than for 
literature and the other way round. For instance, apotheosis as such is hardly 
present in the literary tradition, even though comparisons of Alexander  
to various deities appear in Greek and Latin texts. The pretence at divinity  
or emulation of the gods and heroes may be, however, regarded as a negative 
trait, especially in the Roman tradition (e.g. Sen. Ben. 7.3.1; val. Max. 9.5). 
A question which should be asked in regard to the representations  
of divine attributes in art is whether they symbolize a union or identification  
(i.e. syncretism) of Alexander with the gods or just a comparison: art  
is bound to represent ideas in a far more compact way than literature, hence 
there is no way in which, lacking direct textual reference, we may distinguish 
between the intentions. The character of the deification of the Hellenistic 
rulers, as well as literary mentions of the ‘god Alexander’, seem to point  
at syncretism rather than comparison, also the ages long tradition  
of identifying various oriental deities with their Hellenic counterparts  
(the interpretatio Graeca) corroborates the suggestion. the more interesting 
in this context is the silence of the known redactions of the Romance  
on the subject of Alexander’s posthumous apotheosis, while his alleged 
divine ancestry is widely exploited.

The discrepancy between the popularity of various specific topics 
between Hellenistic art and the 3rd century AD version of the literary legend,  

7 The Geography of Strabo 7, transl. by H. L. Jones, London 1930.
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as well as their possible relationship, might also constitute a tool for a better 
understanding of the early reception of Alexander’s figure, if thoroughly 
studied and properly interpreted. For instance, while the narrative elements 
of the history/romance are absent from Hellenistic and early Imperial art, 
they do appear in late antiquity, as shown by the example of the ‘nativity’ 
motif, whose earliest known execution in art is the Baalbek mosaic8, which 
presents similarities to contemporary scenes showing the birth of Achilles 
(cf. the mosaic from the villa of Theseus in Paphos: Daszewski 1972, 208-
217). Also other legendary topoi, very popular in the 3rd century-onward 
recensions of Alexander’s mythologized biography, find their place in the art 
of the period; a good example is the legend concerning Alexander’s divine 
origins. While in the Hellenistic art the main attribute pointing at the king’s 
descent from Zeus and at the Siwah revelation are the ‘horns of Ammon’ 
on the Lysimachus coins but also on rare renditions in sculpture in round, 
such as the Copenhagen head (Nationalmuseet, inv. no. P 378), the Severan 
and Late Imperial periods exploit the motif of Olympias and the serpent 
on the 3rd century Macedonian ‘Koinon’ agonistic issues, and on the 4th-
5th century contorniates (Dahmen 2007, 31, Pl. 23.1-2 and 37-38, Pl. 28.4 
resp.). The conception of Alexander by a god or his representative is present 
in both the historians (Plut. Alex. 2) and in the early versions of the Romance, 
in the story of Nectanebo (Ps.-Call., rec. γ, 1.10)9. the serpent crawling  
up Olympias’ arm is also shown on the Baalbek nativity mosaic.

The complete absence of such topics in Hellenistic art, as well as 
the lack of narrative representations, can point in two directions. One seems 
obvious, but may be misleading, and first and foremost is improvable unless 
new textual sources are found: that in the early period of the formation of  
the Romance such subjects simply did not exist, at least in the ‘official’ 
version of the legend (which would in turn raise the question about their origin  

8 Ross (1963) argues that the preserved mosaic was part a larger cycle illustrating Alexander’s 
early life episodes from Pseudo-Callisthenes, which in turn became the model for medieval 
illustrations of the Romance.
9 This legend spawned in the modern times yet another cultural myth, concerning the burial 
of Alexander: according to  local Arab tradition an alabaster sarcophagus from Alexandria 
was considered to have belonged to the king, the deciphering of the hieroglyphic inscription, 
however, identified it with Nectanebo II, which in turn produced a scholarly dispute 
(scholarly myth, one would like to say) about the possibility that Alexander had been 
buried in his legendary father’s tomb, otherwise known to be empty (for the bibliography of  
the argument see: Nawotka 2004, 518-519).
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in the historic writings10). The other can be better argued from the point 
of view of history of art. It would appear that one of the changes that art 
underwent during the centuries that divide the Hellenistic age and the late 
Roman empire is the gradual substitution of syncretic, concise thinking with 
the need of episodic narration, which in time became more and more equipped 
with inscriptions that would allow the viewers to understand the complexity 
of the presented images. In the Hellenistic time, with its overwhelming 
tendency towards erudition and elite culture (Bulloch 1989, 1-4; Hunter 2007, 
479-481), the very concept was to include as much meaning and allusions  
as possible in a work of literature or art, and the deciphering of these 
meanings was one of the objectives of reception. This tendency continued into  
the time of the Second Sophistic (c. 50-230 AD), but by the mid-3rd and  
4th centuries AD this ability was lost for a majority of the general public,  
hence especially in the case of less known myths, their artistic representations 
had to become more explicit – or inscribed – to make them understandable. 
This tendency may also account for the inclusion of narrative topics into art: 
they conveyed the story which was to be told in an easier, more comprehensible 
manner than the epitomizing, ‘contracted’ representations characteristic for 
the earlier periods. In other words: for the Hellenistic viewer Alexander with 
the ram horns or in Dionysus’ disguise could be enough to convey a broad 
range of associations whose explanation may have been found in the early 
texts on the same topic.

To show an example of such thinking in literature, one may point at  
a work outside the Romance tradition itself, but crucial for the understanding 
of Hellenistic ways of imagining monarchy and its origins, as well as 
Alexander’s place in the forming of the Ptolemaic dynasty, i.e. Theocritus’ 
Idyll. XvII, the Encomium of Ptolemy Philadelphus. In the second 
passage of this poem (13-33) a scene on Mount Olympus is described, 
in which Alexander is presented together with Heracles as sons of Zeus, 
while Ptolemy Soter (the addressee’s father) is equalled with them in  
the encomiastic way. This excerpt is hardly an ekphrasis but seems to deserve 
an in-depth analysis from the point of view of its possible connections with 
contemporary iconography. For the purpose of the present paper it is enough 
to say that it is possible to derive certain ideas about how Alexander may 
have been portrayed in the early Hellenistic time from this fragment, and 

10 Many of them seem to originate in Egypt (the descent from Nectanebo is paralleled  
by the descent from Darius in the Persian versions of the Romance), and Jasnow (1997, 
96) suggests that Demotic heroic tales might contain elements of the Alexander legend,  
but the discussion on the subject lies beyond the scope of the present study.
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our knowledge of the actual portraiture corroborates the assumptions which 
the text allows to make (e.g. the representations with the attributes of young 
Heracles and as the son of Zeus/Ammon).

It is impossible to draw any decisive conclusions about the possible shape 
of the text of the early Alexander Romance, of the memoirs of Ptolemy or 
of the royal ephemera, which probably formed an important source for both  
the historical and legendary accounts, from the shape of Alexander’s 
portraiture in art. If, however, we combine various textual testimonies 
predating the known versions of the Romance, such as the semi-legendary 
material associated with the time of the Diadochs (the Onesicritus story  
in Plutarch, numerous anecdotes quoted in the writings of Polyaenus, Lucian, 
Claudius Elian, etc.), the mentions of Alexander’s attributes in poetry 
(Theocritus, Posidippus), the later quotations about Dionysiac celebrations 
in Alexandria in which the statues of both Alexander and Ptolemy Soter 
were decorated with ivy wreaths (Ath. 201D), with the evident presence  
of allusions to legendary and mythologized exploits, especially in the East,  
in extant art, it becomes clear that plastic arts and literature formed two 
elements of one mental universe. Sculptures and coins show that the main 
direction of thinking about Alexander and perceiving his life and achievements 
in art was towards heroization and deification, i.e. magnification of his deeds 
beyond human measure. Direct accounts of deification as such are not very 
popular in literary context, even though Stewart (1993, 10) argues quite 
convincingly that the topic must have been present in the history written 
by Callisthenes during the expedition; divine or at least semi-divine status 
is also quite directly implied by the recurring motif of Alexander’s descent 
from Zeus or Zeus/Ammon. At the same time a tendency may be observed 
of continuing and embellishing the events in literature and historiography; 
good examples are the narratives of the ‘miracles of India’. Stories about 
strange and wonderful animals or peoples were present in the accounts  
of early travellers to the East: allegedly already in the Periplus of Scylax  
of Caryanda, dating to the 5th century BC, whose known version, however, the 
Pseudo-Scylax, comes down from the 4th or 3rd century BC, and Ctesias of 
Cnidus (late 5th century BC). It was, however, Megasthenes, the ambassador 
of Seleucus Nicator to the court of Chandragupta Maurya in the early  
3rd century BC, who formed the basic corpus of Indian mirabilia, which  
in turn became the source for various descriptions known since the Hellenistic 
times and later, especially in the Middle Ages, in the texts derived from  
the Hellenistic Physiologus, and also found their way to the various versions 
of the Alexander Romance.
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Since the transmission of such motifs is well attested, it may be assumed 
that other elements of the Romance came down to the 3rd century AD the same 
way from various sources of earlier concepts of the legend. The association 
of Alexander with solar deities led to the idea of Alexander Cosmocrator 
in Severan art, as well as in the late ancient, Byzantine and early medieval 
recensions of the Romance11. A close and thorough study of other aspects  
of the image of Alexander in the Hellenistic times in comparison with extant 
textual sources may therefore shed some light on what elements of the legend 
of the great Macedonian as preserved in art were important for the frame  
of mind of the Hellenistic audience, and possibly imprints of some of these 
may be found in the text of the Romance, which in turn may help to reconstruct 
the hypothetical shape of the early stages of the textual tradition.

Richard Stoneman (1991, 8-10) describes the formation of the Romance 
as a ‘gradual process’ and ‘accretion’, Elizabeth Baynham (1995, 13) 
concludes her survey of the relationship between historical and legendary 
accounts with the statement that ‘the “real” Alexander seems to retreat 
further and further into the overlapping layers of “historical” and “romantic” 
traditions’ – a statement that complements the opinion expressed by Arrian, 
and quoted at the beginning of this paper. It is not unlikely that also art 
reflected or transformed, and therefore preserved, some of the elements and 
aspects that contributed to the creation of the Pseudo-Callisthenes, otherwise 
absent from literary sources. In the chronology of the coming into being  
of the Alexander Romance as we know it, three phases can be discerned:  
1) the Hellenistic and early Imperial time, from which we have only traces 
in other works of literature, and a quite extensive body of works of art;  
2) 3rd-4th centuries AD, when the earliest recensions of the Pseudo-
Callisthenes tradition emerge, while Alexander-related art shows clear 
similarities in topics and motifs exploited; 3) Byzantine and Middle Ages 
period, when the manuscripts and incunabula are often richly illustrated, 
new episodes are inserted into the earlier version, and the anachronistic 
paintings that accompany the text are directly connected with it.

In the present paper I tried to show that further study of the iconography 
of Alexander, and possibly also of his successors, emulators and types 
inspired by his likeness, may add to our knowledge of the first period: even 
if it does not provide tools to reconstruct the texts, it offers significant insight 

11 It is worth mentioning that the Cosmocrator notion gained popularity in such a specific 
environment as the Jewish versions of the legend of Alexander; on the subject see:  
van Bekkum 1992, 3-6.
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into frame of mind of people whose cultural activities shaped the legend  
of the greatest king and conqueror of antiquity. I would also argue that much 
as contributions to identification and chronology as well as publications 
of new findings are always welcome, a new approach to Alexander’s 
iconography should concentrate on topics, as well as their spreading and 
influence, rather than attempt at traditional monographic studies, which are 
bound to be flawed by dubious chronologies and uncertain attributions.
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old PerSiAn YAUNA TAKABARA 
And mAcedoniAn ΚΑΥΣΙΑ

Abstract: The following paper is devoted to the question of the etymology 
of the Old Macedonian name of ‘hat’ – καυσία as a possible Old Iranian 
(Scythian) influence upon the Balkanic culture. 

Keywords: Yanā takabarā; kausia; Macedonian language; Iranian-
Balkanic connections

In historical-comparative linguistics and in other scientific disciplines, 
e.g. history, archeology, etc. the regions of ancient Balkans take a special 
position, which could also confirm the specific linguistic and cultural position 
of the Balkan Peninsula as ‘a mixing zone’ since the antiquity till the modern 
period. The geomorphologic opening of the Balkans towards central Europe 
in the north and towards the Mediterranean area in the south entails that 
since prehistoric times various economic and cultural roads have led through 
these regions. Also the linguistic variety of this area existing in all epochs 
became no obstacle for contacts between many cultures – this picture has not 
changed much till today1. 

Unfortunately, in case of ancient Balkan languages most of them still 
remain unexplored (especially due to their unsatisfactory attestation), they 
are therefore conventionally classified as so called fragmentary attested 
languages (Germ. Rest- und Trümmersprachen), with the formal distinction 
between the two relating to the relationship between the use of an idiom 

1 Both ethnical and linguistic variety of the Balkans has been already noted in antiquity,  
cf. e.g. classical description by Strabon Geogr. 7.5.1.        
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and its material evidence2. Firstly it is the fragmentary documentation 
which is the main obstacle of their systematic interpretation, because our 
knowledge is based only on ancient information, glosses or onomastic 
material. Additionally, other problems appear while attempting to arrange 
the fragmentary languages according to the criteria of linguistic relationship 
into suitable language groups3. A classic example of such a problem is  
the discussion on the ancient Macedonian language and the Macedonian 
identity, namely, whether it should be interpreted as a separate language  
or rather as a Greek dialect4. 

Unfortunately, after the publication of defixio on plaque of lead from 
Pella in 1993 and after an edition and commentary of the document in REG 
in 1995 (Dubois) our knowledge of Macedonian has not been much extended 
(cf. REG 108 (1995); SEG 43 [1993], No. 434; cf. also Hajnal 2003, 124; 
Sowa 2006, 115f). 

The literary evidence can of course hardly be used as a proof of  
the Greekness of Macedonian speech (or against it), it yields, however,  
the information on close proximity of customs and traditions between 
some Greek (Doric) tribes and the inhabitants of the north. Due to the lack  
of other epigraphic evidence we have to interpret the glosses as the only sort 
of testimony of the vernacular speech of this region. It seems, however, that 
during their investigation one has to take into account also other problems, 
e.g. the Greek and Macedonian ‘realia’, onomastical material, or historical 
data (testimonia). The following paper illustrates only one of such problems: 
the question of possible value of the foreign, non-Greek information  
in explaining old Macedonian vocabulary.

The Old Persian documents of the Achaemenid period record  
the European peoples who were at that date (6th century BC) subjects to  
the Great King5. One of these peoples are described as Yana takabarā 

2 See: Matzinger (2006, 1904) who wrotes: ʻDie Trümmersprachen sind als solche  
zu verstehen, die zur Zeit ihrer Dokumentation in vollem Gebrauch waren, deren Zeugnisse 
aber kein kohärentes Bild ihrer Grammatik und ihres Lexikons gestatten. Als Restsprachen 
sind hingegen die Sprachen aufzufassen, die zum Zeitpunkt ihrer Niederschrift nicht mehr 
in vollständigem Gebrauch warenʼ.
3 For the problem of proper criteria, which can be used while grouping related languages 
(especially common morphological innovations), cf. Clackson 1994, 11-27; Klingenschmitt 
1994, 235ff; Klingenschmitt 2005, 119-132.
4 Cf. Brixhe and Panayotou 1994; Brixhe 1997; Sowa 2006.
5 Cf. the Persian royal titulature as e.g. in DB (Bisitun, cf. Schmitt 2009, 36f) §1 adam 
Dārayava.uš, xšāyaiya vazka, xšāyaiya xšāyaiyanām, xšāyaiya Pārsa, xšāyaiya 
dahyūnām ‘I am Darius, the great king, king of kings, king in Persia, king in lands’. 
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meaning ‘Ionians whose head-dress is like a shield’, cf. DNa 29. DSm 
10f, A3Pb 26: iyam Yana takabarā ‘this is the Ionian, (sg) petasos-
wearer’ (Schmitt 2009, 199)6. The Persians, like the other eastern peoples  
of antiquity, are known to have applied the term ‘Ionians’ to all Greeks;  
on the other hand the head-dress resembling a shield has been rightly 
recognized as that of depicted on Macedonian coins. According to Fol and 
Hammond (1988, 247): ‘The Greek-speaking people with shield-like hats 
were the Macedones, renowned for wearing the sun-hat. The Greek-speaking 
citizens of the colonial city states on the seaboard were not mentioned; nor 
did they wear sun-hats’. It seems, however, that such a hypothesis meets 
with several difficulties one of which being the lack of clear distinction  
in dress in Old Persian reliefs between several nationalities, cf. e.g. DNa 
relief (Naqš-e-Rostam) (Fig.1).

In this case Yanā (No. 23 Ionian), Yanā takabarā (No. 26 petasos-
wearing Ionian) and Skudra (No. 25 Thracian) all wear hats, but not big 
petasos, more like Macedonian καυσία known from Classical sources. 
Generally the description of different nationalities in Persian inscriptions 
are not precise, cf. different names applied to Ionians, e.g. ‘Ionians, those  

6 For general description of the Persian ideological picture of the empire and the subject 
nations as well as their iconographic manifestation cf. Walser 1966; Briant 1996, 184-196.

Fig. 1. A detail from a Tomb of Darius 1 in Naqš-e-Rostam (DNa). 
Reproduced from Walser 1966, Falltafel I
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of the sea’ (Yanā taya drayahyā, cf. e.g. DSe §4) and ‘Ionians with petasos’ 
(Yanā takabarā), but also ‘Ionians across the sea’ (Yanā taya paradraya, 
cf. e.g. DSe §4), which according to the general view could be applied either 
to the mainland Greeks or to the Cypriots. If we compare the description  
of Scythians and other nomadic Iranian tribes, we may conclude that also  
in this case the description is highly imprecise, cf. e.g. name Sakā which may 
appear as either tigraxaodā (‘with pointed caps’) or haumavargā (‘drinking? 
praising? haoma’), but also as sakā paradraya ‘Saka across the sea’ which 
may either point to the European Scythians (neighbouring to Thracia)  
or more probably to the Scythians on the northern shores of the Black 
Sea (cf. No. 24 in Fig. 1). In such a case maybe also Yanā paradraya 
could well be interpreted as the Ionians in Black-Sea colonies, the identity  
of Yanā takabarā remains obscure, one might however think of 
Ἑλληνοσκύθαι (or Ἕλληνες Σκύθαι) as known from the Herodotus (4.17.1). 
Of course the evidence from Persian epigraphical sources bears in fact 
nothing to the problem of the Macedonian identity. Macedonian state did 
not play any important role within the administrative system of the Persian 
Empire. The real emergence of the Macedonian power starts first after  
the defeat of Persians by the Greeks. 

On the other hand, the use of a special hat, or cap, called καυσία has been 
quoted traditionally as typical for ancient Macedonians, a proper feature  
of Macedonian dress, quite different from the Greek one, though the use 
of hats in Greece (πίλος, πέτασος) in different forms was very popular  
in antiquity. 

Kαυσία ‘Macedonian hat’ it is one of those elements, which could belong 
to the third group of Macedonian glosses, namely to the forms which do not 
seem to have any connection to the attested Greek material (cf. typology  
of attested forms in Sowa 2006). It seems, however, that the attestations for 
καυσία are relatively late, most prominent being the testimony of Pollux from 
Naucratis (2nd century BC) and his Onomastikon (10.162) with a reference 
to Menander, cf. ‘ἡ δὲ καυσία πίλος μακεδονικός παρὰ Μενάνδρῳ, ὡς τιάρα 
Περσικός’ (Bethe 1931, 238)7, cf. also entries in Suda Κ 1139: ‘Καυσία: 
εἶδος πίλου βαρβαρικοῦ ἐπὶ τῆς κεφαλῆς. Καυσίη, ἡ τὸ πάροιθεν Μακηδόσιν 
εὔκολον ὅπλον καὶ σκέπας ἐν νιφετῷ καὶ κόρυς ἐν πολέμῳ’ (with a quotation 
form Antipatros from Thessalonike Anth. Pal. 6.335)8. 

7 ‘kausia: a Macedonian cap in Menander, as tiara a Persian one’.
8 ‘kausia: a form of barbarian cap on head’ ‘once the kausia, the light armour of Macedonians 
– during snow a cap, during a war – a helmet.’
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There are also other testimonies for using caps in Macedonia, as  
e.g. literary work of Arrian (Anab. 7.22.2) or Eustathius in his Commentary 
to Ilias (388.18-21) ‘καὶ τῷ καυσία, ἥτις ἦν κάλυμμα κεφαλῆς Μακεδονικὸν 
ἐκ πίλου, ὡς τιάρα σκέπουσά τε ἀπὸ καύσωνος’9, and so on (cf. the listed 
attestations in ancient and Byzantine sources in Janssen 2007, 29-38). 

Its specific status could be supported by the existence of the so called 
καυσία διαδηματοφόρος, the symbol of power of Macedonian kings. 
according to Etymologicum Magnum  the name of this cap should be 
connected with Greek notion of heat, e.g. ‘καυσία: δία τὸ πρός καῦμα εἶναι 
ἐπιτήδειον’10, which is of course a clear example of popular etymology due 
to the existence of Greek word καῦμα (καῦσος) ‘heat’. Popular character  
of this explanation has been already noticed by Hoffmann (1906, 58). 
Kalléris (1976, 2054) sees here rather the reference to the material  
of which καυσία was made (which in fact was either felt or skin, for detailed 
discussion on production of καυσία, see: dissertation by Janssen 2007) – in 
this case it should be κάσσον, κάσον, κάσα, or κασῆς all meaning ‘thick 
garment’, cf. Hsch. K 986 ‘κάσσον• ἱμάτιον, παχὺ καὶ τραχὺ περιβόλαιον’11, 
Hsch. Κ 957 ‘κάσα• οἰκία, καλύβη, οἴκησις παρὰ ʽΡωμαίοις. <οἱ δὲ δέρμα>12 
or Hdn. (De prosodia catholica 3/1, 63, 9f) ‘τὸ δέ κασῆς τὸ πιλωτὸν ἱμάτιον 
περισπᾶται’13. Kalléris notes also the fact that in Greece the names of hats 
were often accompanied by adjective, cf. πίλος, a general term for ‘cap, hat’ 
and its different sorts as for example μακεδονικός, ἀρκαδικός, λακωνικός, 
ἰλλυρικός, etc. 

Of course the proper etymology of καυσία remains obscure. It may be 
asked, whether the use of cap by Macedonians and other Balkan tribes could 
be interpreted as an influence of the Scythian culture. The use of pointed caps, 
in opposition to broad hats of Thessalian provenance, the use of belts and 
trousers is a distinctive feature of Greek artistic works applying to Scythians. 
In many cases, however, these artistic representations seem to be based  
on different traditions, believed to represent Scythians (or Kimmerians), 
with trousers and caps, but more probably yielding the picture of some 
European Balkan tribe, very probably of Thracian origin, if we may judge 
from depicted armour (Minns 1965, 53). It is of course nothing unexpected 

9 ‘The kausia is a Macedonian headgear made of felt, as tiara, it protects against  
the sun-heat.’ 
10 ‘kausia: is useful for the heat.’ 
11 ‘kasson: a garment, thick and rough cover.’ 
12 ‘kasa: house, hut, small house according to Romans. <they call a skin so>.’ 
13 ‘kasēs: a felt garment (with circumflex).’
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– we have material evidence which attests to the strong Scythian influence 
upon neighbouring areas in Pontic region. That’s why we cannot exclude also  
the possibility that the use of καυσία could be actually an Iranian influence 
upon the Macedonian dress, which came the whole way from Black Sea 
steppes to the Balkans through the Thracian filter. In this case one would 
think of a connection between καυσία and the famous Iranian word *xauda, 
cf. YAv. xaoda, OP. °xauda as the second member of compound tigra-xauda 
being the epitheton of Saka. xauda < IE *kedh- ‘hide’ should be related then 
to Greek κεύθω ‘hide, Germ. verbergen’, Aor. κύθε (cf. also nasal present  
in Parth. -gwnd-, Sogd. ´´-gwnd in other meaning ‘to cap, to cover’, LIv2 
319). Interestingly, Greek lacks the nominal derivatives of this stem,  
cf. only two compounds κευθωγηνής ‘born in secret’ or κευθωνύμος ‘with 
a secret name’. καυσία seems pretty much to be an -o- formation (Proto-
Greek *ketho-) which had to exist next to *kedho-, or as in xauda to its 
feminine counterpart. Such coexistence of o-stems next to -o- derivatives 
is quite normal in Greek, cf. the examples of feminine abstracts in -ίη next 
to o-stems, e.g. ξενίη to ξένος, ἀγγελίη to ἄγγελος, μαρτυρίη to μάρτυρος, 
σκοπίη to σκοπός (cf. also Slav. suša ‘dry period’ < *sucha next to adj. suchŭ 
‘dry’), being originally a sort of collectives to the -o adjectives (for model 
see: Risch 19742, 116). We might assume then the existence of *ketho- 
derivative in Proto-Greek, the semantic development could be ‘something 
to cover’ > ‘covering, cap’. The /a/ vocalism of attested καυσία instead  
of expected ** κευσία, could be the dialectal feature of Macedonian, /s/ from 
[th] would be noteworthy, if not only due to the lexicographical tradition  
of rendering some unfamiliar sound. 

Of course we might ask as well whether καυσία could be directly borrowed 
from Iranian (Scythian) dialects. It seems in light of our documentation 
that Greek rendered sometimes Iranian spirant /x/ as <κ>, in most cases 
however one finds Greek <χ>, cf. Gr. τυκτά ‘centenary meal in remembrance  
of acquiring the throne by the Persian king’ apparently from Ir. *tuxta 
(verbal adjective to not directly attested *taug-, cf. Modern Persian tōxtan 
(Germ. büssen), cf. also Arm. towžem/towžim in the same meaning, as well 
as Sogdian twz Brust 2005, 655-657), or λάκκος ‘red material, red dress’  
to oIndic lakṣa, Iranian (only modern) raxš ‘thunder, mixture of red and 
white’ (Brust 2005, 382-385), or the orthography of the Name Βάκτρα 
in the place of OP baxtri (opposite situation in case of Haxamaniš and 
Ἀχαιμένης).

Of course we cannot say much about the possible phonetic shape  
of Scythian equivalent of Av. °xaoda, or OP xauda due to our almost complete 
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ignorance of the Scythian language (cf. the description in Mayrhofer 2006; 
Schmitt 1989, 92f). If, however, καυσία should be considered an Iranian 
loanword, one has to assume the existence of two variants, one in -ā and 
apparently an -o- derivative already in Iranian. Kausia should be then 
referred to sort of *xauδo- or alike, for which however we lack the direct 
evidence. the arm. i-stem xoyr (-i) ‘mitre, diadem, bonnet’ which is generally 
considered to be a Parthian loanword (Gippert 1993, 330f; Olsen 1999, 885) 
and by Hübschmann (19622, 160 xoir Germ. ‘Kopfbund’, ‘Kopfschmuck’) 
referred to not attested Modern Persian xōi (next to attested xōd) cannot be  
of any help here, while the i-stem inflection in case of xoyr is secondary. 
there is a general principle that the Iranian loanwords in armenian have 
the same inflection as the original forms. The phonetics of xoyr with -oy- 
< *-au- (as in oP xauda) points to quite ancient status of the loan-word, 
which is why we could assume the a-stem for Armenian form as well.  
It seems however, that the basis for Arm. -i inflection is to be looked for on  
the Armenian side. The different fluctuations in inflection are very often 
attested in Armenian nominal morphology, one thinks of analogical levellings 
due to the existence of synonymes and antonymes, cf. Arm. tag ‘crown’ 
which is also attested with i-stem inflection. 

Next to such possibilities of interpretation of the form, one may 
think also of the connection to the way of preparing the καυσία, which is 
actually modelling felt by making it warm (in such case the connection  
to Gr. καίω, καύω, would seem at least semantically plausible), or even to  
the IE adj. *k’ouk-, cf. Germanic *hauha ‘high’, cf. Goth. hauhs, hauhis 
‘high’ (for attestations Heidermanns 1993, 285f), or the name of Germanic 
tribe Chauci (Cauchi, as in Tac. Germ. 35) which seems to mean something 
like ‘tall, big’ (cf. also OHG poetic name Hūgones for the Ingaevonic Franks, 
anglo-Sax. Hūgas, or OHG Hūgdetrich as ‘Frankish Dietrich’ in opposite 
to ostrogothic Theodoric, cf. Much 19673, 55, 407). In such a case καυσία 
would also be -o- derivate *k’ouk-o- the semantic motivation however  
is not quite clear, one would have to assume the opposition between a pointed 
(καυσία) and a wide (πέτασος) hat. 
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lASA ed iconoGrAfiA 
delle fiGure femminili AlATe 
Su Alcuni monumenTi eTruSchi

Abstract: The paper is concerned with Lasa, a personage of  
the Etruscan pantheon, represented as a winged woman. Presented are 
interpretations of this figure as connected with the underworld demons, 
as a ‘servant’ of the goddess of love – Turan, and as a powerful Etruscan 
goddess. A table gathers artefacts on which, apart from the winged female 
figure appears also the name ‘Lasa’ (12 bronze mirrors and a gold finger 
ring from Todi). Four of them are described in detail, and confronted with 
various interpretations of the figure in question. Also the epithets of Lasa 
(Vecu/Vecuvia, Achununa, Racuneta, Sithmica and Thimrae) are explained. 
The paper attempts at answering the question whether the name Lasa can 
be used for all winged female figures in Etruscan art. Particular attention 
is given to mirrors belonging to the so-called Lasa Group, as well as Red-
figure vases (e.g. Funnel Group and Clusium Group). Comparison of  
the nameless figures to Lasa allowed for the following conclusions:  
1) the name Lasa should not be applied to any winged female figure, it would 
be more suitable to introduce the term ‘Pseudo-Lasa’; 2) the meaning of 
the winged female figure usually remains unclear, but it should probably be 
treated as connected with the world of women. The paper emphasizes that 
the figure of Lasa continues to raise questions, and her role in the Etruscan 
religion remains disputable. 

Keywords: Lasa; Etruscan religion; Etruscan mirrors; winged female 
figure
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Una dea, uno spirito, un genio, una ninfa – tali sono le espressioni usate 
per descrivere lasa che si possono trovare nella letteratura relativa alla 
religione etrusca. Nel Dizionario illustrato della civiltà etrusca (Cristofani 
1985) sotto la voce Lasa si legge, che è una divinità che porta un tipico 
nome etrusco e che non trova rappresentazioni corrispondenti nella religione 
sia greca che romana (Krauskopf 1985, 148). Di solito si considera Lasa  
un personaggio non molto importante del pantheon etrusco, non attribuendole 
un ruolo valido. Forse per tale motivo gli archeologi si servono del suo nome 
per descrivere tante figure femminili alate, frequenti su molti monumenti. 
Loro appaiono nelle scene mitologiche, funerarie, quotidiane o come 
personaggi isolati. Per via della mancanza di adeguate iscrizioni non si può 
certamente accertare la loro identità ed identificarle con una dea concreta. 
Eppure varrebbe la pena di riflettere sul significato di quelle immagini  
e sopratutto di trovare una risposta alla domada: possiamo legare quelle 
figure con il nome di Lasa e se sì – in quale caso?

Le raffigurazioni di Lasa cominciarono ad apparire nell’arte 
etrusca nel Iv secolo a.C., contemporaneamente al momento in cui  
gli artigiani tirreni inclusero nel loro repertorio decorativo gli altri due dèmoni 
caratteristici – Charun e vanth (Bonfante 1986, 267). Gli studiosi, basandosi 
sulle scene degli specchi incisi di bronzo, dove accanto a un personaggio 
c’era il nome di Lasa, determinarono la sua iconografia. Si concordò che 
Lasa veniva rappresentata sia come una donna giovane, con le ali distese 
o piegate, sia come una donna aptera, di solito con vestiti ricchi o nuda, 
spesso con le tipiche, piene scarpe etrusche. Inoltre, Lasa veniva dipinta 
come una elegantona che oltre a una bella pettinatura, talvolta coperta  
da sakkos, spesso porta i gioielli: un diadema, una collana, dei braccialetti. 
In più tiene vari oggetti, considerati i suoi attributi che di solito sono:  
un alabastron, un ago per togliere i capelli o un discerniculum – un applicatore 
d’osso per i profumi, un nastro, un ramoscello e una collana con bullae. 
tutti i summenzionati attributi indicano la connessione tra lasa e il mundus 
muliebris (de Marinis 1961, 488; Simon 1984, 160-161; Krauskopf 1985, 
148; Jannot 2005, 174). Allora, chi è Lasa? La più semplice spiegazione, 
creata nella seconda parte del XIX. secolo, lega Lasa con i demoni infernali. 
Le sue origini sarebbero quindi comuni con vanth, un’altra dea, effigiata 
pure come una figura femminile alata. In tale modo nacque la convinzione 
dell’esistenza della Lasa funeraria, la cui immagine si vedeva nelle urne, 
nei sarcofaghi o sulle pareti delle tombe (Rallo 1974, 13; Pfiffig 1998, 323). 
Camporeale (2004, 146) usa il nome di Lasa per descrivere tutti i personaggi 
che indossano una tunica corta con delle bretelle incrociate sul petto e che 
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portano in mano una torcia. Un vestito simile, la torcia nonché i serpenti 
avvolti intorno alle bracia oppure ai capelli sono senza dubbio gli attributi  
di vanth. Si deve convenire però che questo demone femminile in confronto 
alla bella Lasa sembra un poco orrendo ed è facile distinguerli al primo 
sguardo. Oggi, secondo un parere unanime degli studiosi, si crede che  
le rappresentazioni delle alate figure demoniache femminili sui sarcofaghi 
siano piutostto un ritratto di vanth e che invece Lasa (effigiata accanto  
su uno specchio descritto sotto) non abbia tratti che permettano di legarla 
con il mondo dei morti (de Marinis 1961, 488; Pfiffig 1998, 323).

Parallelamente a questa teoria sorse la convinzione di un legame di Lasa 
con la dea dell’amore, Turan, la versione etrusca della greca Afrodite. Lasa, 
che spesso viene rappresentata nelle scene con amanti, dovrebbe essere 
una delle “servanti” oppure “accompagnatrici” della dea, come le Horai,  
le Grazie o le Ninfe (Rallo 1974, 14; Simon 1984, 160-161; Pfiffig 1998, 
32; Bonfante e Swaddling 2006, 75; Simon 2006, 60). Diversi personaggi  
fanno parte del corteo di Turan, portando in mano oggetti da toeletta  
o le girlande. Hanno un significato puramente decorativo, e nonostante che 
di solito siano anepigrafi, conosciamo i nomi di alcuni di loro. Le figure 
femminili sono: Zipna, Munthc/Munthuch, Mean, Alpan, Thalna. Talvolta 
accompagna  la dea anche un giovane maschio alato – acvistr che tiene 
un nastro (Krauskopf 1985, 148; Pfiffig 1998, 337; Jannot 2005, 150-151;  
Thomson de Grummond 2006a, 172). La maggioranza degli spiriti 
sopraelencati sono incisi al bordo dello specchio conservato nell’Ermitage, 
a Sankt Pietroburgo (inv. ES:4322) (Thomson de Grummond 2006a, 98). 
vale ricordare che Lasa, collegata con Turan, potrebbe personalizzare 
l’armonia (Simon 2006, 57), e considerando che spesso fu rappresentata 
sugli specchi come una elegantona, con degli oggetti del mondo femminile, 
Lasa potrebbe anche simboleggiare la bellezza (Simon 1984, 160-161; Jannot 
2005, 174). Dall’altra parte, guardando le immagini di tanti altri spiriti che 
accompagnano Turan, se non fossero stati sottoscritti, potrebbero essere stati 
scambiati con Lasa il cui più grande valore potrebbe forse essere quello 
della divinità ornatrix (Thomson de Grummond 2006a, 172). Se invece si 
ammettesse, che lei fosse una dea del destino (Richardson 1986, 228) oppure 
avesse qualche ruolo profetico (Thomson de Grummond 2006a, 172), allora 
diventerebbe più potente delle “accompagnatrici” di Turan e non farebbe 
parte della semplice cerchia afrodisiaca. 

Turan non fu l’unica dea che Lasa accompagnò. Lei apparve più volte con 
Menrva (Athena) o con il più importante fra gli dei – Tinia, corrispondente  
a Zeus (de Marinis 1961, 488; Krauskopf 1985, 148). Nell’ultimo caso 
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Thomson de Grummond (2006a, 169) suppone che Lasa sia stata una ninfa 
perché il re del cielo veniva circondato dai genii e dalle ninfe. Ciononostante 
alcuni scienziati sono propensi a credere che lasa abbia avuto un grande ruolo 
e la legano con Tinia. Questa è la terza delle interpretazioni del significato  
di Lasa come una delle più grande dee del pantheon etrusco. Enking crede che 
lei sia stata protettrice dell’amore matrimoniale e dea del destino, più potente 
anche di Turan (cf. de Marinis 1961, 489). Altri studiosi le attribuiscono una 
funzione dell’oracolo, tentando di chiamarla una figlia di Tinia. In tale senso 
largo potrebbe essere unita con la dea romana, Fortuna Primigenia (Rallo 
1974, 14-15; Richardson 1986, 228; Pfiffig 1998, 273).

tutte le soprammenzionate teorie si basano su alcuni monumenti  
su cui senza dubbio fu  rappresentata Lasa. Dei suoi ritratti che portano  
il suo nome, ne conosciamo 12 sugli specchi, creati tra il Iv e il III secolo a.C. 
ed anche uno su un anello sigillo d’oro, trovato nella tomba di Todi (Rallo 
1974, 41-42; Krauskopf 1985, 148). La parola Lasl fu incisa anche sulla 
parte destra del fegato pecorino di bronzo, scoperto nel 1877 a Settimana  
di Grossolengo, oggi conservato nel Museo Civico a Piacenza. Lasl è capito 
come il genetivus del nome di Lasa e questa scritta è posizionata vicino  
ai nomi di Tinia, Fufluns e Lethn (de Marinis 1961, 448-449; Rallo 1974, 41-
42; Simon 1984, 160-161; Krauskopf 1985, 148; Pfiffig 1998, 127; Jannot 
2005, 174; Bonfante e Swaddling 2006, 75; Thomson de Grummond 2006a, 
169). Proprio questo monumento dove per Lasa era stato previsto il posto tra 
le divinità etrusche di notevole importanza, suscitò l’ipotesi che Lasa fosse 
valsa molto più degli spiriti della cerchia di Turan (de Marinis 1961, 489; 
Rallo 1974, 62).

Soltanto i 12 sopracitati specchi e l’anello d’oro di Todi ci trasmettono 
informazioni come gli antichi percepissero la figura di Lasa. Sono  
i monumenti, dove al lato del ritratto si vede inciso il nome di Lasa. La tavola 
(Fig. 1) presenta con quali personaggi ed oggetti veniva effigiata Lasa.

Fra i menzionati specchi, continua a suscitare numerose discussioni 
l’esemplare conservato nel British Museum (Fig. 2: 1). Le sue origini sono 
sconosciute (Rallo 1974, 18; Jannot 2005, 174-175), però considerando  
il motivo dell’edera sul bordo dello specchio, si pone l’ipotesi che sia 
stato creato dall’officina vulcente (Bonfante e Swaddling 2006, 26, 75).  
La scena incisa ha il tipico carattere etrusco: l’artista accostò due personaggi 
della mitologia greca, Aiace (a destra) ed Anfiarao (a sinistra), identificati 
grazie alle iscrizioni. Nelle storie mitologiche greche non venivano mai 
presentati insieme, allora la loro combinazione sullo specchio è unica.  
Gli eroi sono rappresentati durante un momento di riposo oppure di riflessione, 
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monumento schema di 
ritratto

Attributi Iscrizioni Altri 
personaggi

lo specchio 
del British Museum, 
350-325 a.C.

alata, chitone 
lungo

rotolo lasa;
aivas, 
hamφiare

Aivas (Aiace), 
Hamfiare 
(Anfiarao)

lo specchio 
della Collezione 
Castellani, Amburgo
325-330 a.C.

nuda, scarpe e 
diadema

lasa;
tinia, maris

Tinia (Zeus),
Maris

lo specchio 
da Perugia, Museo 
Nazionale di Perugia,
325-300 a.C.

chitone lungo lasa;
turan, atunis

turan 
(Afrodite),
atunis 
(Adone)

lo specchio 
da Montefiascone, 
Museo archeologico 
Nazionale, Napoli,
325-300 a.C

alata, 
seminuda; 
come figura 
maschile (?)

lancia lasa sitmica;
a ar m aϑa 
arn
turan, atunis

turan 
(Afrodite),
atunis 

lo specchio 
da Chiusi,
Museo archeologico 
Nazionale, Firenze,
310-300 a.C.

seminuda, 
gioielli, come 
figura maschile 
(?)

scettro lasa;
tinϑun, ϑesan, 
memrun

Thesan (Eos), 
tinthun 
(Titone)
Memrun 
(Memnone)

lo specchio 
da Perugia,
Museo archeologico 
Nazionale, Firenze,
305-295 a.C.

alata, nuda, 
collana di 
perle

lasa aχununa;
atunis

atunis

lo specchio 
da Castel d’Asso,
Collezione 
Bazzichelli, 
c. 300 a.C.

alata, nuda, 
gioielli

collana lasa;
turan, atunis, 
menrva, 
amuce

Turan, Atune, 
Menrva 
(Athena), 
apollo

lo specchio 
del Museo di Villa 
Giulia, Roma,
300-275 a.C.

alata, nel 
chitone corto

ramoscello (?) lasa vecu;
menrva

Menrva

lo specchio 
della Collezione 
Garovaglio, Museo 
Civico, Como
300-275 a.C.

alata, chitone 
lungo

alabastron, 
discerniculum

lasa;
elinai

Elena, 
probabilmente 
Menelao
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accanto a loro invece sono appoggiati gli scudi. Li separa, stante al centro, 
una figura femminile alata che tiene in mano il rotolo su cui sono ripetuti  
i nomi etruschi dei due eroi: Aivas e Hamphiare, assieme al nome della donna 
– Lasa. Non solo la contaminazione dei miti greci sorprende qui gli studiosi, 
ma altrettanto il ritratto di Lasa che è straordinario e assomiglia piuttosto 
a vanth, l’etrusco demone della morte (de Marinis 1961, 489; Krauskopf 
1985, 148; Richardson 1986, 227-228; Haynes 2000, 274; Jannot 2005, 8; 
Bonfante 2006, 21; Bonfante e Swaddling 2006, 26-27, 75; Thomson de 
Grummond 2006a, 168, 172). In tale caso Lasa viene interpretata come  
la divinità che legge nel rotolo ad eroi il loro destino, cioè la morte che  
si avvicina. L’ipotesi è conforme all’etrusca convinzione dell’inevitabilità  

monumento schema di 
ritratto

Attributi Iscrizioni Altri 
personaggi

lo specchio 
da vetulonia, 
Collezione Stefani,
Museo archeologico 
Nazionale, Firenze,
c. 250 a.C.

alata, chitone 
lungo, sandali, 
gioielli; al 
di soto del 
pavimento 
mezzo busto 
di lasa

lancia lasa; lasa 
vecuvi[a];
aχle, tinia, 
tura

Tinia, Turan, 
achle 
(Achille)

lo specchio 
dal territorio 
chiusano, Collezione 
von Hessen,
250-225 a.C

nuda con 
mantello 
attorno il 
braccio, 
gioielli

scettro la[s]a;
turan, 
atuni[s]

Turan, Atunis, 
due figure 
anepigrafe

lo specchio 
da vulci, Cabinet 
des Medailles, Parigi,
230-200 a.C.

rappresentata 
due volte, 
nuda ed alata, 
gioielli

due volte con 
alabastron e 
discerniculum

lasa ϑimrae;
lasa 
racuneta; 
turan, hercle, 
epiur, tinia, 
ϑalna, 
aevas mean, 
elχsntre, 
elinai, menle, 
aχmemrun

Turan, Hercle, 
Epiur, Tinia, 
Thalna; Aiace 
Alessandro, 
Mean, 
Agamennone, 
Elena, 
Menelao

L’anello sigillo d’oro 
da Todi, Museo di 
villa Giulia, Roma, 
300-285 a.C.

nuda lo specchio ed 
oggetto non 
identificabile

lasa vecuvia l’altra figura 
femminile

Fig. 1. Tavola dei reperti con l’iscrizione Lasa. 
Basando su Rallo 1974; Thomson de Grummond 2006a
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del destino e dell’invariabilità della volontà degli dei (Bonfante e Swaddling 
2006, 26-27). Il rotolo che Lasa porta in mano, lo si può associare con  
il passaggio all’aldilà perché talvolta lo si vede nelle mani dei defunti, 
come per esempio nel caso di Laris Pulenas sul cosidetto “sarcofago del 
Magistrato” di Tarquinia (Bonfante 2006, 23). Lo specchio, decritto sopra, 
è l’unico oggetto antico che in qualche senso lega la persona di Lasa con 
i demoni infernali. Si tende a supporre che l’artista abbia sbagliato i nomi 
delle figure e invece della parola Vanth, abbia inciso Lasa, ma una tale 
supposizione non pare probabile: altrettanto bene si può ipotizzare che lasa 
legga qualcosa di diverso che nulla abbia a che fare con il destino della 
morte (Rallo 1974, 50). In tal caso l’eccezionale Lasa potrebbe essere una 
dea profetica, vaticinante il futuro e una tale ipotesi trova conferme negli 
altri reperti, descritti sotto.

Un altro specchio che alimenta i dubbi sul carattere di lasa  
è lo specchio trovato a Chiusi e conservato nel Museo Archeologico 
Nazionale di Firenze (inv. 638, Fig. 2: 2). Sulla parte decorativa si vedono 
4 persone con gli epigrafi di Lasa, Tinthun, Thesan, Memrun; Lasa si trova 
a destra. La sua faccia è realizzata di tre quarti, il torso è nudo e il mantello 
avvolge personaggio dalle braccia, attraverso le anche, arrivando fino alle 
caviglie. Appoggia la mano destra alla collana, mentre nella sinistra porta 
uno scettro. Il torso è scoperto, sembra piuttosto maschile che femminile 
e i cappelli corti possono suggerire che sia un ritratto d’uomo. Dall’altra 
parte invece le delicate fattezze del viso e un braccialetto indicano che  
si tratta di una donna, specialmente che la figura stante accanto della nuda 
Thesan è anche  priva di carattere anatomico femminile (Rallo 1974, 25-27; 
Pfiffig 1998, 259). In maniera simile fu incisa Lasa Sitmica sullo specchio 
di Montefiascone (Fig. 2: 3), custodito nel Museo Archeologico di Napoli. 
La figura appena menzionata ha lo sguardo diretto verso la dea Turan che  
si trova al centro e verso Atunis che è seduto sull’alzare del tereno (Rallo 
1974, 23-25; Bonfante e Swaddling 2006, 75; Thomson de Grummond 
2006a, 161, 171). Anche se l’artigiano avesse voluto rappresentare Lasa come  
un maschio, questo non sarebbe stato l’unico “sbaglio” degli artisti etruschi. 
Conosciamo diversi monumenti su cui i personaggi sono presentati sotto  
un altro sesso: esiste lo specchio con il nome di Eros che chiaramente effigia 
una figura femminile, invece la parola Psyche descrive un uomo (de Marinis 
1961, 488-489). Su uno degli specchi etruschi il profeta Tiresia appare come 
una donna giovane, anche la dea Artimi (la greca Artemide) fu rappresentata 
almeno due volte come un maschio (Bonfante e Swaddling 2006, 32-33;  
Thomson de Grummond 2006b, 21). Per alcuni studiosi gli interventi  
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del genere sembrano semplici errori degli artisti antichi (de Marinis 1961, 
488-489), però pare più probabile che nella religione etrusca il cambiamento 
del sesso, soprattutto fra gli spiriti oppure fra gli dei minori (come Lasa 
Sitmica, Achvizr o Thalna), non fosse raro. Loro furono rappresentati sia 
come giovani uomini che donne (Bonfante e Swaddling 2006, 50, 71).

Raramente Lasa viene rappresentata non nello sfondo e non come  
una persona del secondo piano. Un’eccezione può costituire la scena 

Fig. 2. Gli specchi di bronzo con rappresentaione di Lasa: 
1 – di British Museum. Da: Haynes 2000, 274; 

2 – di Chiusi. Da: Thomson de Grummond 2006a, 169; 
3 – di Montefiascone. Da: Thomson de Grummond 2006a, 166; 

4 – del Museo di villa Giulia. Da: Rallo 1974, tav. XIX
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raffigurata sullo specchio dalla provenienza ignota che fa parte della 
collezione del Museo di villa Giulia di Roma (Fig. 2: 4). È probabile  
che in questo caso Lasa svolga un ruolo importante ed è appunto in base  
allo specchio romano che si tenta di formulare alcune ipotesi sulla sua 
funzione nella religione etrusca (de Marinis 1961, 488). Lo specchio 
rappresenta Lasa stante, alata, vestita di una tunica corta fissata sulle spalle 
e fasciata in vita. È descritta come Lasa Vecu, davanti a lei sulla roccia 
siede Menrva. La dea è armata di tutto punto: porta una lancia, sulla testa ha  
un elmo con lungo cimiero, sul petto tiene l’egida con il gorgoneion al centro. 
Il significato della scena non è chiaro: forse Lasa riceve un ordine dalla 
dea, ma si può anche trattare di una scena di chiacchierata fra due persone, 
molto diffusa a partire dalla fine del Iv secolo a.C. (Rallo 1974, 32-33).  
Gli studiosi non concordano su quale oggetto Lasa tenga nella mano sinistra. 
Di solito si suppone che si tratti di una pianta, interpretata come l’herba 
Vicia, legata con il simbolo della vittoria (Pfiffig 1998, 132; Thomson  
de Grummond 2006a, 29-30; Thomson de Grummond 2006b, 31-33). Coloro 
che vogliono vedere nella persona di Lasa una divinità più importante delle 
figure della cerchia di Turan, sono convinti che lei porti un piccolo fulmine. 
Nella mitologia etrusca non solo Tinia (Zeus) aveva il diritto di lanciare  
i fulmini, ma quel dono era anche uno dei privilegi di Menrva. Se si  
è propensi a credere che nell’effigie siamo testimoni del momento in cui Lasa 
ottiene una missione dalla dea, allora possiamo anche supporre che Menrva 
abbia regalato a lei un piccolo fulmine. L’ipotesi che riconosce in Lasa una 
dea importante, abbastanza potente per lanciare i fulmini, è consona alla 
teoria che collega Lasa con Tinia, con cui lei è raffigurata due volte.

vale la pena di notare che Lasa è descritta anche con il suppletivo epiteto. 
Non si sa se fosse il suo nome proprio e la parola Lasa significasse la ninfa 
o il tipo di divinità, oppure fosse solo il suo soprannome che testimoniava 
una concreta funzione. Sull’ultimo dei citati specchi lei appare come Lasa 
Vecu, il termine Vecuvia accanto al nome leggiamo anche sull’anello aureo 
di Todi e sullo specchio di vetulonia. Una delle più diffuse spiegazioni del 
significato degli epiteti li lega con i nomi delle famiglie etrusche. In tale 
modo l’epiteto Vecuvia fa pensare a una famiglia del territorio di Chiusi, 
Moltepulciano ed Orvieto (Rallo 1974, 61; Bonfante 1986, 267; Pfiffig 1998, 
279; Jannot 2005, 174-175). Per tanti studiosi invece il nesso tra i soprannomi 
(specialmente Vecu) e le singole famiglie non è molto convincente (Rallo 
1974, 63; Thomson de Grummond 2006a, 171). Più spesso si identifica 
Lasa Vecu con vegoia o Begoia, conosciuta dalle rappresentazioni artistiche  
e dalle fonti romane. vegoia era una profetrice che rivelava il sapere occulto 
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a un etrusco di Clusium, Arruns Velthymnus. Le sue istruzioni furono redatte 
nei cosidetti Libri Vegoici, in cui si trovavano informazioni sulla creazione 
del mondo e sul significato dei fulmini (Pfiffig 1998, 133, 279; Thomson 
de Grummond 2006a, 29-30; Thomson de Grummond 2006b, 30). Quindi 
torna l’ipotesi che Lasa fosse una divinità legata con l’arte dell’indovino 
nonché con le capacità di scoprire le intenzioni degli dei e predire il destino. 
tale carattere potrebbe avere lasa presentata sul gia menzionato specchio 
del British Museum, leggente il misterioso rotolo ad Aiace ed Anfiarao. 
Cercando una conferma per quella teoria, gli studiosi presero l’anello  
di Todi in un attento esame. Su quel reperto si vede Lasa Vecuvia nuda, 
stante, raffigurata accanto  a un altro, anepigrafo spirito (?). Lasa si sta 
guardando allo specchio e quel gesto potrebbe avere molto in comune con  
il desiderio di scoprire il futuro. vale la pena di menzionare ora che  
gli Etruschi abbastanza spesso incisero sugli specchi le scene divinatorie, 
con i profeti. Tutto ciò permette di supporre che nel mondo etrusco  
lo specchio potesse essere l’oggetto usato durante l’arte dell’indovino. Nella 
cultura greca e romana tale rito si chiamava katoptromanteia. Non è escluso 
che le donne che si guardano allo specchio nelle scene raffigurate nei vari 
oggetti antichi, seguano proprio quel rito invece di fare toeletta (Thomson 
de Grummond 2006a, 29-30; Thomson de Grummond 2006b, 31-33).

Gli altri epiteti con i quali veniva chiamata Lasa sono: Achununa/
Achnuna, Racuneta, Sitmica e Thimrae. Il primo può indicare una nota 
famiglia di Perugia il cui nome conosciamo dalla necropoli del Palazzone. 
Forse Lasa Achnuna era una protettrice di quella gens. Se partiamo  
dal presupposto che Lasa poteva essere una ninfa, un’altra ipotesi che ne 
deriva è la seguente: alcune famiglie etrusche, usando come il cognome 
l’epiteto di Lasa, volevano trarre le proprie origini dal personaggio divino  
o semidivino. le parole Sitmica e Racuneta vengono interpretate come forme 
che derivano da nomi di persone o degli dei. L’ultimo epiteto – Thmirae 
rinvia al dio greco, Apollo Thymbraios (Rallo 1974, 61, 65; Pfiffig 1998, 
277-279; Jannot 2005, 174; Thomson de Grummond 2006a, 167, 171).

Rallo (1974, 47-58), considerando i sopracitati monumenti, crede che 
Lasa di solito sia rappresentata come una donna giovane, accompagnata 
dalle copie di Turan con Adone, Elena con Menelao o Thesan con Tinthun. 
Tuttavia il suo tratto distintivo non è il vestito, la vediamo effigiata sia 
nuda o seminuda (con un mantello), sia nelle tuniche di lunghezza diversa. 
Non è sempre alata, porta anche gli attributi diversi. Un alabastron  
e un discerniculum non sembrano i suoi oggetti tipici, li porta tanto spesso 
quanto una lancia o uno scettro. Inoltre, l’alabastron lo si vede molto 
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frequentemente nelle mani delle figure della cerchia di Turan, i loro nomi 
non sono uguali con gli epiteti di Lasa. Rallo, prendendo in considerazione 
tutte quelle informazioni, afferma che non si possono evidenziare i tratti 
peculiari di Lasa in modo tale da potere identificare con lei tutte le figure 
femminili alate, anepigrafe. Nonostante tutte le sue preziose e persuasive 
osservazioni, si continua a descrivere con il nome di Lasa quasi tutte  
le figure femminili alate. Più frequentemente ciò accade nel caso delle scene 
raffigurate sui numerosi specchi, fatti nel tardo periodo della civiltà etrusca, 
il tempo che corrisponde all’età ellenistica, anche alla ceramica a figure 
rosse del tempo precedente, cioè del Iv secolo a.C. 

La figura femminile alata veniva rappresentata sugli specchi in varie 
occasioni e secondo gli assomiglia a un ninfa greca (Bonfante 1986, 267; 
Camporeale 2004, 122). Fra gli specchi di bronzo, derivati dall’epoca 
ellenistica, si possono distinguere i due gruppi che destano problemi. Il primo 
si chiama il “Gruppo dei Dioscuri”, l’altro è il “Gruppo di Lasa” (Ambrosini 
1998, 63). Nel secondo appartengono gli specchi su cui fu incisa una figura 
femminile alata da sola o in coppia. Nonostante che gli specchi di solito 
siano privi di iscrizioni, la figura ivi incisa viene denominata Lasa. Eppure 
si è consapevoli del fatto che il termine Lasa in tale caso non è adeguato, ma 
visto che non è stata proposta un’altra interpretazione, allora forse sarebbe 
più giusto usare il termine “Pseudo-Lasa”. Presumibilmente la figura  
del genere aveva solamente il significato decorativo (Ambrosini 1998, 63). 
Gli specchi del “Gruppo di Lasa” sono databili al periodo tra il Iv e il II secolo 
a.C. e generalmente sono piuttosto primitivi, di poco valore artistico. 

Sui primi specchi, creati sul finire del Iv o all’inizio del III secolo a.C., 
come nel caso degli esemplari del Museum of Art and Archaeology, 
University of Missouri (Fig. 3: 1) oppure del Royal Ontario Museum  
di Toronto, si può vedere una figura femminile alata che è nuda, calzata, ornata 
con i gioielli, con un alabastron e un discerniculum nelle mani (Bonfante 
1986, 266; Thomson de Grummond 2006a, 170). Col passare del tempo  
la figura dello spirito alato diventava sempre più schematica – le collane  
di perle si semplificavano ai singoli tratti e una simile riduzione avveniva  
nel disegno delle scarpe (Fig. 3: 2). Su alcuni specchi la “Pseudo-Lasa” 
porta un copricapo che assomiglia a un berretto frigio: lo possiamo scrogere, 
per esempio, sui tre specchi del Museo Guarnacci di volterra (inv. 887, 
895, 896) (Cateni 1988, 89). Nell’area volterranea furono trovati anche  
gli specchi, comprati nel 1902 da Guido Maccianti e attualmente conservati 
nel Staatliche Museen di Berlino (inv. M.I. 10341, M.I. 10342, M.I. 10343, 
M.I. 10344, M.I. 10345, M.I. 10346). Su uno di loro (Fig. 3: 3, inw. M.I. 
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10344) invece di una figura femminile alata fu inciso un maschio alato, anche 
nel berretto frigio (CSE 1986, 49-51). Sono convinta che, a causa degli oggetti 
portati da questi personaggi (di solito un alabastron e un discerniculum), 
si debba piuttosto interpretarli come spiriti della cerchia di turan. tra  
le accompagnatrici della dea spuntano spesso tante figure femminili, però 
conosciamo anche la persona di acvistr che era un uomo alato.

Due particolari specchi del “Gruppo di Lasa” sono descritti da Ambrosini 
(1998, 63-94). Tutti e due furono rinvenuti nelle tombe vicino a Civita 
Castellana e oggi sono conservati nel Museo Archeologico dell’Argo Falisco 
di Corchiano (inv. 6131, 6577). Sulla parte decorativa furono rappresentate 
in maniera molto schematica figure femminili alate, nude che tengono  
un alabastron in mano. In basso a sinistra l’artigiano fece la testa di profilo 
il cui significato è difficile da decifrare. È probabile che le figure abbiano 
avuto connessioni con la funzione dello specchio, allora il ritratto sarebbe  
il riflesso della testa di “Pseudo-Lasa”, stante accanto. Oppure tale testa 
doveva forse rinviare a una convinzione comune che la testa fosse sede 
dell’anima e per tale motivo fu rappresentata sugli oggetti a destinazione 
sepolcrale. la testa può essere interpretata anche come testa di uno dei 
Dioscuri o di Orfeo il cui culto fu congiunto con l’arte di profettizare per 
cui gli Etruschi talvolta usavano gli specchi (Ambrosini 1998, 70-76).  
Se ammettiamo che la figura femminile incisa sullo specchio sia Lasa, al suo 
lato si trova la testa di Orfeo, dunque torna l’ interpretazione di Lasa come 
di una profetrice. Tuttavia si deve sottolineare che i menzionati specchi sono 
soltanto due particolari esemplari di tale tipo. Sugli altri reperti del “Gruppo 

Fig. 3. Gli specchi di bronzo con rappresentazione schematica della figura femminile 
alata: 1 – del Museum of Art and Archaeology, University of Missouri (Columbia). 

Da: Thomson de Grummond 2006, 170; 2 – del Museum Guarnacci di volterra, 
inv. 887. Da: Cateni 1988, 91. 3 – del Staatliche Museen di Berlino. da: CSE, 197
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di Lasa” di solito si vede solamente una figura alata che tiene oggetti del 
mundus muliebris. Credo che in base a quelle informazioni sia meglio 
legare le summenzionate figure alate con Turan e descriverle come “Pseudo-
Lasa”.

Il motivo della figura femminile alata fu spesso usato dagli etruschi 
pittori vascolari. Tale disegno, lo si vede sui vasi a figure rosse di forme 
diverse, fatti in vari centri di produzione. Nel confronto con i ritratti degli 
specchi si nota che i tipi della rappresentazione sono più numerosi. di solito 
le figure femminili alate erano disegnate nell’ abito leggero o nude, con 
tanti gioielli, con le scarpe preziose e con gli oggetti da toeletta fra le mani:  
le lastre, gli alabastri e gli applicatori per i profumi. Del Chiaro (1974b, 12-13)  
le considera equivalenti femminili di Eroti e le chiama Lase, nel plurale. Gli 
altri archeologi usano in tale contesto anche la parola “Lasa”, malgrado che 
nei più vecchi cataloghi si possa trovare il nome greco Nike (Trendall 1955, 
243-244), invece le figure femminili alate che tengono un’arma in mano 
vengono chiamate “Nereidi”, il che fa pensare all’armamento di Achille  
(de Puma 2000, 43-44). Oltre all’associazione di quelle figure con 
Tetide, non esistono fondamenti per chiamarli in tale modo, tanto più che 
sarebbe difficile immaginare le dee marine con le ali. Non si usa piuttosto  
il nome di Lasa per descrivere le figure femminili volanti che tengono nelle 
mani le ghirlande: gli si da un nome con il termine greco Nike (de Marinis 
1961, 488; del Chiaro 1974b, 12-13). In tanti casi la terminologia delle 
menzionate figure femminili non è eguale: può fungere da esempio un cratere 
a calice di Louvre (inv. CP 1082) che secondo Jovilet (1984, 92) fa parte  
del “Gruppo di Funnel”che è il gruppo di ceramica databile alla seconda metà  
del Iv secolo a.C., probabilmente creato nell’officina di Tarqunia. Il vaso 
di louvre risale al c. 330 anno a.C.; su entrambe le parti il pittore dipinse 
una figura femminile alata, vestita di tunica lunga. In testa porta una corona  
di foglie e un simile oggetto tiene in una mano, mentre nell’ altra solleva  
il nastro. Cristofani (1987, 325) atribuisce il vaso al Pittore di Berkley 
(fu autore di alcuni esempi del “Gruppo di Funnel”) e crede che la figura 
rappresenti vanth, invece secondo Jovilet (1984,92) si tratta di Nike. Nella 
mia opinione la migliore soluzione sarebbe quella di introdurre qui il termine 
“Pseudo-Lasa”, analogicamente a quanto proposto nel caso degli specchi. 

Tra i vasi di grandi dimensioni, decorati con la figura femminile alata, 
rientrano innanzitutto i vasi del “Gruppo di Funnel”. Su quella ceramica si 
vede effigiato un personaggio con i vari attributi, ma di solito con il nastro. 
Se si conocordasse che la decorazione della parte a avesse legami con 
l’immagine della parte B, allora la figura femminile alata apparirebbe sia 
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con i satiri (per esempio gli stamnoi del “Gruppo di Funnel” del Pittore  
di Würzburg 817, Pennsylvania University Museum a Philadelphia, inv. MS 
400 oppure uno stamnos di Amburgo, Museum für Kunst und Gewerbe,  
inv. 1917.661), sia con gli Eroti e con delle donne (per esempio uno stamnos  
del Museo di villa Giulia, attribuito al Pittore Sambon, del Gruppo Caeretan 
Figured o un cratere a calice di Tarquinia, inv. RC 6817) (del Chiaro 1974a, 
28; del Chiaro 1974b, 16, 32, 34; Pianu 1980, 67-68). Bisogna sottolineare 
che la maggioranza di quelle figure sono vestite di tuniche e sono presentate 
in maniera diversa da ritratti sui vasi di piccole dimensioni. 

Tra i vasi di piccole dimensioni specialmente interesanti sono gli askoi  
a forma di papera: tale forma della ceramica e modo di decorazione sono 
tipici per le officine etrusche. Tanti di loro appartengono al cosidetto 
“Gruppo di Clusium”, nel quale si distinguono sottogruppi: fra gli altri  
gli askoi con la figura femminile alata dipinta all’ altezza delle ali della 
papera (Harari 1980, 139). Come esempio di tale tipo si possono indicare 
i due reperti derivati da Spina, dalla tomba 224 in valle Trebba (Fig. 4, 
inv. 1558) e dalla tomba 126C in valle Pega. Sul vaso della tomba 224  
su ambedue i lati, sullo sfondo del piumaggio della papera, fu dipinta una nuda 
figura femminile alata. Lei ha una bella pettinatura e i ricchi gioielli. Il vaso 
si data alla fine del Iv secolo a.C. e presumibilmente fu creato dall’officina 
di Chiusi, anche se le altre attribuzioni rinviano all’ officina di volterra  
o di Orvieto (Alfieri 1979, 131-132). Il più vicino a questo esemplare,  
dal punto di vista dell’aspetto decorativo, è un askos conservato nel Louvre  
(inv. H 100) che Harari (1980, 52-53) attribiusce allo stesso pittore, chiamato 

Fig. 4. L’askos a forma di papera, dalla Tomba 224 di Spina (valle Trebba), 
Museo Archeologico di Ferrara (da: Aurigemma 1960, tav. 162)



199Lasa ed iconografia delle figure femminili...

il Pittore della Papera di Louvre (Alfieri e Arias 1955, 22; Alfieri e Arias 
1960, 79; Aurigemma 1960, 132; EVP, 119; Alfieri 1979, 131-132). Mangani 
(1993, 123) è convinto che i due vasi non fossero fatti dallo stesso maestro, 
ma solo dalla stessa officina a cui ascrive anche il secondo askos di Spina.  
Il vaso di valle Trebba è datato similmente, però è meno accurato (Alfieri  
e Arias 1960, 177). In tutti e due i casi i personaggi dipinti tengono in mano  
un alabastron, esattamente così come sugli specchi, tuttavia sono rappresentati 
durante il volo.

vale la pena di prestare attenzione al significato dell’alabastron  
e del discerniculum nel mondo etrusco. È un fatto comunemente noto 
che i Tirreni diedero importanza all’unzione e alla profumazione dei 
loro corpi (de Marinis 1961, 488; Bonfante e Swaddling 2006, 75; 
Thomson de Grummond 2006a, 171; Thomson de Grummond 2006b, 29).  
Un alabastron ed altri oggetti utili per applicare i profumi, ma anche  
lo specchio, la melagrana ed alcuni gesti specifici sono considerati simboli 
del matrimonio (Säufland 1983, 83-91; Thomson 2006a, 169). Lo specchio 
simboleggiava il momento importantissimo della toeletta nella vita 
della donna, cioè il momento preparatorio per il matrimonio. Dall’altra 
parte la reciproca unzione degli sposi poteva essere un riflesso del loro 
amore. Negli sepolcreti delle donne spesso si trovano sia gli specchi che  
gli alabastri. Probabilmente gli Etruschi credevano che con tali oggetti  
la donna potesse prepararsi per la seconda unione con il marito nell’aldilà.  
La simbolicità collegata con l’amore matrimoniale è specialmente visibile 
sui sarcofaghi (Säufland 1983, 83-91). Considerato tutto ciò, nel caso del 
significato dell’alabastron e dell’unzione si crede unanimente di poterli 
interpretare come simboli dell’amore, invece il ruolo delle figure femminili 
alate non è chiaro. Mettere il segno di uguaglianza tra lei e Lasa in tanti casi 
desta dubbi come la domanda sulla funzione che svolgeva la figura di Lasa 
nei miti etruschi (Jannot 2005, 150-151). Nell’arte Lasa, se accompagna 
qualcuno, è il personaggio del secondo piano. Non è un’importante 
protagonista della scena, il che rende ancor più difficile l’interpretazione del 
suo significato. La sua funzione nella religione etrusca è discutibile. Tuttavia 
questo personaggio non sparì con gli Etruschi, ma (similmente come gli Eroti 
e vanth) servì come modello per gli angeli cristiani (Jannot 2005, 182).
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PieTAS in The ProPAGAndA 
of SeXTuS PomPey

Abstract: Sextus Pompey, the son of Pompey the Great, as an active 
player during the civil war (45-35 BC) minted several issues (RRC 477, 478, 
479, 483, 511). He used them not only to pay his troops and followers but 
also to promote himself. To do that he started to propagate his exceptional 
piety – pietas. At first, he was doing that by emphasizing his devotion to his 
famous father (pietas erga patrem). Then, he introduced also other meanings 
of pietas – adversus deos and erga patriam. Sextus promoted the concept  
in many various ways – using monetary legends, symbols, personifications 
and allegories. Such a consistency in his propaganda was very unusual for 
the previous Republican coinage. Thus, it was a key step toward the monetary 
propaganda we know from the later, imperial coinage. 

Keywords: Sextus Pompey; Pietas; Roman coins; Roman propaganda

‘Who doesn’t desire his father’s death?’ – asks Ivan Fyodorovich, one 
of Dostoyevsky’s Karamazov brothers. The book by Russian novelist is one 
of the best embodiment of Freudian Oedipus’ complex in literature. Modern 
psychology agrees – with the exception of a bunch of orthodox Freudians – 
that the problem is much more elaborate than the creator of psychoanalysis 
shaped it. Nonetheless it exists and fires our imagination. The more so, 
because a parricide is considered to be one of the most hideous crimes. 
Thus, a filial love and esteem toward parents has always been acknowledged  
as a major virtue. Not only Moses and Muhammad were instructed by their 
gods to preach their peoples – paraphrasing the ten Commandments – to 
honour their fathers and their mothers, but it seems that such guidelines 
were present in every culture throughout the history. Ancient Rome was 



204 K. Kopij

no exception. For Romans Pietas was one of the most important virtues.  
The virtue and – in the same time – a goddess personified not only right 
relations between people, especially related ones (pietas erga parentes and 
pietas erga liberos) but also attitude toward gods (pietas erga/adversus deos) 
and love of one’s country (pietas erga patriam). What is very important 
Romans payed their attention not so much to feelings – like in modern 
times – but to sense of duty1 (Lee 1979, 17-23). This attitude toward pietas 
was taken into account even in Roman law. What is interesting, it focused 
not only on dependence of children on parents or pater familias but also  
on the duties of parents toward their offspring. Since the end of the Republic 
parents have been obliged by law to leave to their children at least part  
of their estate (Schultz and Ernst 1992, 160; Saller 1996, 110). 

Aeneas Pius and Caritas Romana

One of the most important figure in Roman mythology – Aeneas was 
not only the founding father of Rome but also was praised as a symbol  
of pietas. He was pious because he had put sense of duty over his feelings  
of tenderness and compassion and had left Dido (verg. Aen. 4.393-396).  
The pre-virgilian legend of Aeneas tells that he fought Greeks in the battle  
of Troy so fiercely that they allowed him not only to go free but also to 
take something he treasured the most (cf. Dion. Hal., I, 46). He chose his 
father. This amazed Greeks even more so that they allowed him to take 
one thing more. This time he chose statues of gods. The Greeks were 
so stirred they restored all his possessions and gave him an equipped 
ship to set sail (Lee 1979, 17). Thus, he fought for his homeland (pietas 
erga patriam), he wanted to rescue his father (pietas erga parentem) 
and to take with him statues of his city’s gods (pietas adversus deos). 
No surprise he became one of the most common allegories of piety  
in Roman art (Mikocki 1997, 155). Images of Aeneas appear also on coins. 
For the first time Trojan hero was depicted on denarius by Marcus Herennius2. 
Unfortunately I am not the first who noticed that the generally binding view 
that the coin shows one of the Catanean brothers might be wrong (Evans 
1992, 37-39). Many scholars argue that the lack of the cista containing  

1 As Lee (1979, 20) expressed it poetically: ‘Pietas is rather a rock of stability to be clung  
to in the midst of an emotional storm’.
2 Dated usually for 109/108 BC (Crawford 1974, 317), but there are also more careful 
estimations that place its minting within 20 years between this date and 91 BC (Evans  
1992, 38).
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the household gods is the proof against Aeneas. Yet it is not a vital part of  
the iconography of the hero and he is often depicted without it. Moreover, 
it is hard to believe that it he has not become popular until virgil’s Aeneid 
(Evans 1992, 37-39). Later Aeneas appears also on the coins of Caesar (RRC 
458) dated to 47/46 BC, coins of the triumvirs (RRC 494/3a) and many 
imperial emissions.

What seems to be peculiar, the establishment of Pietas’ cult had nothing 
to do with legends about the Trojan hero. Instead, as a base we can find  
a popular Hellenistic myth about Mikon/Cimon and his daughter Pero.  
The father was sentenced to death by starvation but saved from it by his 
daughter, who fed him with her own breasts (Festus 228L). This tale known 
as Caritas Romana was a common theme of painting – Roman as well as 
modern – or in terracotta. In Roman tradition the myth is sometimes slightly 
modified and the father is replaced by the mother of the heroine (Plin. NH 
7.36.121; val. Max. 5.4.7; Saller 1996, 106).

The first temple of Pietas in rome was erected in 181 BC on the Forum 
Holitorium. It was built by M’ Acilius Glabrio, who fulfilled his father’s vow  
taken ten years earlier during the battle of Thermopylae (Liv. 40.34.4-6;  
val. Max. 2.5.1; Fears 1981a, 740-742; Fears 1981b, 835, 864, 880; Mikocki 
1997, 105). It was placed near the so-called columna lactaria, where poor 
children could be provided with milk (Paulus ex Fest. 1051). It seems 
that it was a place of some kind of charity for the poor. Romans linked  
the name of the column with the legend of Cimon and Pero and by doing so 
they explained the location of the temple of Pietas (Richardson 1992, 290; 
Mikocki 1997, 106).

A pinch of theory3

When we speak of the propaganda of Sextus Pompey – including the part 
that exploited Pietas – we are limited almost exclusively to coinage study. 
Thus, it is appropriate to say a couple of words about coins as a medium  
of propaganda. Essentially all propaganda theorists took note of the Ancient 
Rome – especially the Roman Empire – as a major point in the development 
of propaganda (Sztumski 1990, 15-16; Thomson 2001, 154-165, 171-172).  
However, we have to keep in mind that the sole term comes from  
the 17th century (Sztumski 1990, 13). 

3 Even though – to quote R. A. Heinlein – ‘never worry about theory as long as the machinery 
does what it’s supposed to do’. 
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Coins seem to be a perfect agent of propaganda since they circulate 
incessantly from one hand to another. Double so in the society with no 
modern mass-media. It appears that Roman elite knew that perfectly well. 
A good proof of that are the diverse and simultaneously very suggestive 
depictions which are understandable even without the need for reading  
the inscriptions (Mikocki 1997, 9; Kluczek 2009, 13). Frequently, 
iconography may be linked to the situation on the political stage or military 
events of the time. This makes an argument about coins as a medium  
of propaganda more plausible. Of course both purposes and target groups 
of broadcasts transmitted by coins could had been changing – and most 
probably did – depending on the political situation. The most interesting 
– in context of these deliberations – is the so-called imperatorial coinage. 
It consists of the issues minted by the authority of military commanders  
in order to pay – first of all – their soldiers. The second target group might had 
been – at least in some cases – local aristocracy. Through them coins found 
their way to the hands of common people. Thus, the iconography of those 
issues concentrated on self-advertisement of commanders and emphasizing 
their exceptional virtues. 

One has to remember that the form of this particular medium: coins 
imposed limitations on contents being transmitted. Because of that  
a particular language was introduced. It resolved mostly to symbols, signs, 
slogans and allegories (Mikocki 1997, 11). From the one hand they seem 
to be very easy to decipher, since the coins were meant for a wide range 
of recipients (Mikocki 1997, 6). On the other hand, processes leading  
to the formation of monetary depictions are not always entirely clear to us. 
Furthermore, their symbolism often induces ambiguity (Kluczek 2009, 17). 
Therefore we have to be extremely careful interpreting them and display 
skepticism while dealing with modern interpretations, especially as there  
is always a possibility of deformation of a broadcast and reading it against 
the sender’s intentions (Kunisz 1993, 55-58).

The serpent that did sting thy father’s life now wears his crown4

Around September 29, 48 BC Pompey the Great was slain by a treacherous 
sword on the shores of Egypt near Alexandria (vell. Pat. 2.53.3; Plut. Pomp. 

4 W. Shakespear Hamlet, act I, scene 5.
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79.4; Plut. Camill. 19.7; Plut. Mor. 717D)5. He left behind two sons, Gnaeus 
and Sextus. Both of them were just about to enter the political life of Roman 
republic6. It is no surprise that the lack of political background of their own 
led them to use his father’s legacy and his famous name. 

In 48 BC an uprising against the governor of Spanish provinces appointed 
by Caesar broke out. Rebels pleaded for help from the commanders of  
the Pompeian forces in Africa. Metellus Scipio and Cato the Younger 
decided to send there the older son of Pompey – Gnaeus the Younger. Not 
long after the disembarkment, probably in late 47 BC, he captured several 
Spanish cities. Most were occupied peacefully. Only few resisted and were 
brought under control by force. One of them became his new headquarter, 
Carthago Nova, that surrendered after a short siege (Hadas 1966, 42; Tsirkin 
1981, 99; Amela valverde 1990-1991, 186; Amela valverde 2000a, 13; 
Amela valverde 2000b, 361-370; Amela valverde 2002, 113-114, 214-215). 
Such an overwhelming success was possible thanks to the name of Pompey 
the Great, who was very popular on the Iberian Peninsula. This popularity 
was a result of the long presence of the gens Pompeia in Spanish provinces  
(see: Amela valverde 2002). But being popular would not help Gnaeus  
the Younger if he did not have money. It is impossible to tell when exactly 
he started to mint his coins, but we can safely assume that it did not take him 
long to do that after he had gotten the southern Spain under control (Beltrán 
Martínez 1949, 249; Sydenham 1952, 173-174; Buttrey 1960a, 75; Grant 
1969, 22; Crawford 1974, 480; Amela valverde 1990-1991, 187-188; Amela 
valverde 2000a, 13-14).

The first coins he issued were denarii minted with the collaboration  
of Marcus Minatius Sabinus (RRC 470, Fig. 1). On the obverse we can see 
a portrait of Pompey the Great. By depicting his father Gnaeus the Younger 
might have shown his filial piety. There is no doubt that both Gnaeus and 
later Sextus used the name of their father to win the support of soldiers 
and local aristocracy, and consequently the support of elites in Rome. Also 
Pietas as a watchword before the battle of Munda (App. B Civ. 104.430-
431) is a clue showing that filial piety was important not only to Sextus but 
also to Gnaeus before him. Despite the fact that this kind of information may  
5 various authors give us different dates. velleius Paterculus claims that Pompey was 
killed the day before his 59 birthday and Plutarch gives three possibilities (in The Life  
of Pompey: the day after the birthday; in The Life of Camillus and Symposiacs: on the birthday;  
in Symposiacs he also mentions the day before. Other authors who wrote about Pompey’s 
death (Dio. 42.5.2; App. B Civ. 2.86.363) did not specify the date.
6 Gnaeus was probably born c. 75 BCand Sextus c. 68 BC (Hadas 1966, 3-9; Morawiecki 
1989, 60).
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have just an anecdotal value, they also can show the more general tendencies 
in the propaganda. 

In the meantime, the Pompeians in Africa prepared themselves for 
the fight with Caesar under the command of Metellus Scipio and Cato  
the Younger. Among them was a younger brother of Gnaeus – Sextus 
Pompey. We know nothing about his activity at that time, but he probably 
participated in the battle of Thapsus that took place on the April 6, 46 BC 
(B. Afr. 94-96; liv. Per. 114; Plut. Caes. 53.3, 54.1; Plut. Cat. Min. 58.7, 70; 
Flor. 2.13.68-72; App. B Civ. 2.100; Dio Cass. 43.8.4, 9.5, 12.2-3; Eutrop. 
6.23; Oros. 6.16.4-6). Sextus was lucky enough to escape from the crushing 
defeat. With the company of among others Titus Labienus he was able  
to reach Spain (Dio Cass. 43.30.4), where he immediately entered on 
the duties of commander of the garrison of Corduba (B. Hisp. 3.1). It is 
there where the news of his brother’s defeat at Munda in the March 17, 
45 BC reached him. He left the city soon after and went north, where he 
hid himself among the Lacetanii (Strabo 3.4.10; Dio Cass. 45.10.1) and 
then the Celtiberians (Flor. 2.13.87). During the time he spent there he 
started recruiting new forces and engaged in guerrilla warfare at once (App.  
B Civ. 4.83; Dio Cass. 45.10.2). Shortly afterwards he moved to the south 
and captured several cities, like his brother had done. But it was the death  
of Caesar that gave him a true free hand (Dio Cass. 45.10.3). Probably around 
the time of his return to the south he started to mint his own coins (Hadas 
1966, 42-44, 49-52; Amela valverde 2001, 13-17, 23-25; Lowe 2002, 13-17; 
Amela valverde 2002, 44-45, 52-53). 

In contrast to Gnaeus’ coinage, we have no difficulties with identifying 
Pietas on Sextus’ coins. First of all, on the first denarii he has struck there is 
a personification of the goddess (RRC 477, Fig. 2). The moneyer specified 
the recognition by placing a legend PIETAS on the reverse (Buttrey 
1960b, 85-90; Seaby 1967, 104-105; Banti and Simonetti 1972, 237-240; 
Crawford 1974, 486; Amela valverde 2000a, 106). Thus, we have no doubt 
that behind the feminine figure with a sceptre and a palm branch there is  
the personification of Pietas. as long as a sceptre was a common attribute 
of the goddess (Mikocki 1997, 107), a palm branch is rather unexpected. 
In this case one should probably interpret it as a symbol of victory gained 
by intercession of Pietas. Sextus was chosen by the divinity due to his 
exceptional piety (Buttrey 1960b, 84-85; Morawiecki 1989, 85-86). A palm 
branch might be a reference to Gnaeus’ coins struck with collaboration 
with Marcus Poblicius7. Interestingly, there are some similarities between  

7 RRC 469.
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the figure of Pietas on Sextus’ issue and the one on his brother’s coins. 
Despite them, the attributes that accompany the other one – javelins and 
a small round shield called caetra – make it clear that most probably it is 
a personification of Spanish provinces that we are dealing with. Perhaps, 
though, it was a model Sextus used for his Pietas. Drawing design from 
Gnaeus’ coinage would not be so strange inasmuch Sextus probably used 
recut dies of his brothers’ to mint at least some of his issues (Buttrey 1960b, 
85-86).

The piety of Sextus was emphasized not only by putting a depiction 
of Pietas on the reverse but also by placing a portrayal of his father on  
the obverse. Moreover, at least in case of some of dies the nickname Pius was 
added to his name (Buttrey 1960b, 90; Crawford 1974, 94, 739; Morawiecki 
1983, 62-64; Morawiecki 1989, 71, 78-79; Amela valverde 2000c, 109, 
113). By adopting this by-name Sextus modeled himself upon Quintus 
Caecilius Metellus (cos. 80). For Metellus it was a reward for persistent 
attempts to recall his father from an exile (Cic. Red. Sen. 15.37, 10.25;  
Cic. Red. Pop. 3; vell. 2.15.3-4). The nickname was used also by his son  
by adoption (and Pompey’s last father-in-law for that matter) Metellus 
Scipio, which is confirmed by the coins he minted during the civil war  
(RRC 459; RRC 460).

Fig. 1. Silver denarius 
of Pompey the Younger 

and M. Minatius Sabinus 
(RRC 470/1) © The Trustees 

of the British Museum 
scale 2:1

Fig. 2. Silver denarius  
of Sextus Pompey 

(RRC 477/1a) 
© the trustees 

of the British Museum 
scale 2:1
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It is worth mentioning that the inhabitants of the Iberian Peninsula held 
charismatic leaders in high esteem (val. Max. 2.6.11) and leastwise to some 
extent they believed in heredity of leadership qualities. Thus, emphasizing 
Sextus’ devotion to his father was directed not only to Romans but also  
to less Romanized people of Spain (Buttrey 1960b, 90; Morawiecki 1983, 
62-64; Morawiecki 1989, 71, 77-78; Amela valverde 2000c, 109, 113).

It is not excluded that one can detect the symbolism referring to Pietas 
also in the bronze coinage of Sextus. Although it is highly speculative,  
on the obverse of some of the Asses minted with Marcus Eppius (RRC 478, 
Fig. 3) beside the depiction of Janus an altar is to be seen. An altar can 
be treated as a common symbol of Pietas and piety as being indispensable 
during offerings (Mikocki 1997, 138-139). In this case Sextus might have 
stressed his pietas erga/adversus deos. Of course in the same time he refers 
to piety more openly by putting on the obverse his by-name. 

The moneyer used a similar procedure in the case of another Spanish 
bronze issue of Sextus (RRC 479, Fig. 4) where he also placed the nickname 
Pius. These coins were probably minted later than the previous ones, after 
the victory over Asinius Polio (Dio Cass. 45.10.3-5; Laffranchi 1917, 22; 
Grant 1969, 22; Crawford 1974, 487; Morawiecki 1989, 71; Lowe 2002, 
78-79). Just as before, a depiction of Janus appeared on the obverse. This 
time, though, the facial features of the god changed a lot and became similar  
to those of Pompey the Great. Some scholars reckon that just one of two 
faces shows us Sextus’ father and the other belongs to his brother. Regardless 
of the intentions of the moneyer on that matter, he undoubtedly intended  
to emphasize his devotion to his father (and perhaps his brother too). Thus he 
stressed his pietas. Simultaneously Sextus’ first major military successes – 
that had found their reflection in imperatorial acclamation – are a proof that 

Fig. 3. Copper alloy As of Sextus Pompey and Marcus Eppius 
(RRC 478) © The Trustees of the British Museum 

scale 1:1
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due to his exceptional piety he is a worthy heir of his father’s (Morawiecki 
1989, 71; Amela valverde 1990-1991, 190; Lowe 2002, 79).

After the death of Caesar the Senate ordered Marcus Lepidus,  
the governor of Narbonese Gaul and Spain, to initiate negotiations with 
Sextus. As a result, the warfare ceased and Pompey’s son started to prepare 
himself to leave the Peninsula (App. B Civ. 3.4; Dio Cass. 45.10.6). He 
probably planned to sail to Rome, but in the end of 44 BC he decided  
to move to Massilia (app. B Civ. 4.84.352). Inhabitants of the city were 
known for their sympathies with Pompey8. They even closed the gates  
to Caesar during the Civil War (Caes. B. Civ. 1.34-36). Massalia was a good 
spot to watch the progress of the situation in Rome. In that time Italy was  
a kaleidoscope of events. The city of Massiliots was probably the place where 
Sextus minted another emission of denarii (RRC 483, Fig. 5), this time with 
the cooperation of Quintus Nasidius9 (Hadas 1966, 58-72; Rivet 1988, 75; 
Morawiecki 1989, 65-69; Amela valverde 2005, 8-12; Lowe 2002, 71-72).

On the obverse of these coins we find a portrait of Pompey the Great 
with the legend NEPTvNI. Once more Sextus emphasized his filial 
piety. In the same time he did not hesitate to link his father with Neptune.  
In this case it is extremely difficult to decode the intentions of the moneyer 
regarding the nature of the connection between Pompey the Great and the 
god. Nonetheless, in the same time he showed pietas erga deos and pietas 
erga parentem (Morawiecki 1989, 90-96).

As the result of the negotiations with Senate’s factions Sextus was 
granted, most probably in March of 43 BC, the title of praefectus classis 

8 More about sympathy for Pompey in Massalia: DeWitt 1940, 606; Ebel 1975, 369-370; 
Amela valverde 2002, 61-62.
9 More about Q. Sicinius: Smith 1867, 1142; Lowe 2002, 76; Morawiecki 1989, 96.

Fig. 4. Copper alloy As of Sextus Pompey 
(RRC 479) © The Trustees of the British Museum 

scale 1:1
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et orae maritimae (vell. Pat. 2.73.1; App. B Civ. 3.4.11, 4.84.352-353; Dio 
Cass. 46.40.3). Soon after that Cicero put forward the proposal to incorporate 
him to the collegium of augurs (Cic. Phil. 13.12). The critical event took 
place on August 19, 43 BC when Octavian was appointed consul. One  
of his first steps was the passing of the lex Pedia. In accordance to that law all 
Caesar’s assassins were sentenced to death in absentia. among them there 
was Sextus, despite the fact that he had nothing to do with the plot against 
the dictator (Dio Cass. 46.48.4). Shortly afterwards Mark Antony came  
to an agreement with Octavian and along with Marcus Lepidus they established 
the so-called Second Triumvirate. The name of Sextus was present on  
a proscription list the triumvirs announced (Dio Cass. 48.17.1-3). Probably 
this was the moment when Pompey gave up the plan to move to Rome and 
decided to go to Sicily10. The island was a perfect choice. Its location allowed 
him to take maximal advantage of his considerable fleet.

Immediately after stiffening on the island Sextus started to mint new 
coins (RRC 511/3, Fig. 6). Once more, for the last time, he decorated  
the obverse with the image of his father, emphasizing his filial piety.  
The portrait is accompanied with a jug and a lituus, two priestly tools and 

10  More about the link between the Pompeii and Sicily see: Badian 1958, 270-271, 280-282; 
Hadas 1966, 71-72; Lo Dico 2000.

Fig. 5. Silver denarius 
of Quintus Nasidius 
and Sextus Pompey 

(RRC 483/2) © The Trustees 
of the British Museum 

scale 2:1

Fig. 6. Silver denarius 
of Sextus Pompey 

(RRC 511/3) © The Trustees 
of the British Museum 

scale 2:1
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symbols of augurate. By adding them Sextus not only stressed his rights 
to the augural office (Cic. Phil. 13.12) but also emphasized his pietas 
adversus deos in a way. After all, an augur was responsible for interpretation 
of auspices conducted before every important decision was made. Such  
a knowledge of the will of the gods and taking actions in accordance with 
it – or at least maintaining to do so – are one of the best expression of piety. 
Thus, at least partially, one should interpret the presence of the priestly tools 
as a symbol of pietas (Hadas 1966, 65; Morawiecki 1989, 68-69).

However, what I find extremely interesting about this coin is its reverse. 
First of all, there is a figure of Neptune on the foreground, just in the middle 
of the disc. The pose of the god suggests that we are dealing with a monetary 
representation of a sculpture. The lord of water and the sea holds his right 
foot on the prow of a ship. Thus it bears some resemblance to the so-called 
Lateran Poseidon (Bernhard 1974, 364-366). The difference is that instead  
of keeping a trident in his hand on Sextus’ coins Neptune carries an aplustre11. 
The appearance of Neptune is not only a clear proof of the particular devotion 
to the god but also of Sextus’ piety toward gods. Written sources confirm this 
special bond he was trying to make with marine deities. Florus (2.18.3) tells 
us that: ‘In return for all these successes he made a sacrifice of a hundred 
bulls with gilded horns at Pelorum and flung a living horse with an offering 
of gold into the straits as gifts to Neptune, in order to induce the ruler of  
the sea to allow him to reign in his domain’. Cassius Dio (48.48.5) and Appian 
(B Civ. 5.100.416) report similar events. The later mentions also sacrifices  
to the Sea12 itself. What is more, we have a trace that suggests that Neptune 
was commonly associated with Sextus at Rome (Dio Cass. 48.31.5).

The figure of the god is flanked by two men carrying two persons 
each. They are generally identified with the so-called Catanean brothers – 
characters from well-known Sicilian myth (Paus. 10.28.4; Lycurg. Leoc. 95-
96; Arist. Mund. 6.400a-b) – who happened to be one of the most common 
allegory of pietas erga parentes (Mikocki 1997, 109-112; Zanker 1999, 
49). However, this time Sextus probably tried to emphasize something 
more than just his devotion to Pompey the Great. Besides being a reminder  
of the victory over the fleet of Octavian led by Salvidienus Rufus (Liv. Per. 
123; App. B Civ. 4.85.358-86.326; Dio Cass. 48.18.1-3; Zanker 1999, 48-
49), it was a reminiscence of the help that Sextus offered to proscribed by 
triumvirs (app. B Civ. 4.36.149-153). In this case it might had been rather 
pietas erga patres than erga parentes, since it was related to members  

11 An ornamental appendage of wood at the ship’s stern.
12 Probably identical with the Greek goddess Θάλασσα (Morawiecki 1989, 100).
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of upper classes – especially senatorial – as the ‘fathers’. Thus, in the same 
time, it may have intermingled with pietas erga patriam. rescuing senators 
can easily be considered as an act of the devotion toward fatherland. After 
all, at least in his opinion, by doing this he objected the tyrants and showed 
his loyalty toward the ideals of the Republic – especially Libertas – that 
triumvirs were opposed to. 

Another interesting reference to Pietas – pietas erga patriam to be 
concrete – is to be found on the obverse of gold issue minted in Sicily 
(RRC 511/1, Fig. 7). The portrait of Sextus himself that decorates this side  
of the disc is wrapped within an oak wreath. Thus the general presented 
himself as conferred with corona civica. It was an honour traditionally granted  
to a soldier who saved a life of a fellow Roman citizen in the heat  
of a battle (Plin. NH 16.3.7; Gell. NA. 5.6.11), although under the influence  
of a Greek thought it started to develop a new meaning and became a symbol 
of rescuing not only individuals but also – maybe even first and foremost –  
the whole community (Morawiecki 1989, 73). Cicero was the first to be 
granted such an honour (Gell. NA. 5.6.15; Cic. Pis. 6; compare to Plut. 
Cic. 23.5). Later Caesar was presented with an oak wreath as a saviour  
of the Republic (App. B Civ. 2.106.441). The symbol appeared also on  
the coins of Brutus (RRC 506/1). However, Sextus probably referred to  
the event passed on by Dio Cassius (47.14.3). In accordance with his ‘Roman 
History’, not long after the creation of the triumvirate and the announcement 
of the proscribed list in Senate appeared a proposal of granting oak wreaths 
to the triumvirs for saving the Republic. No wonder that Sextus, who 
actually rescued some of the proscribed, considered himself worthy of such 
an honour (Morawiecki 1989, 73-75). 

Pietas is also present on the reverse of the golden issue. It is expressed 
by the portraits of Pompey the Great and Pompey the Younger that appeared 
there. By the side of the head of Sextus’ father a lituus was put, whereas 
near the one of his brother there was a tripod. A lituus, as we already know, 
was the symbol of augurate. While a tripod symbolized the most probably 
Gnaeus’ membership in the brotherhood of XV viri sacris faciundis that 
was responsible for the cult of Apollo. In this manner Sextus emphasized 
the links between the Pompeii and the gods, and therefore their pietas erga 
deos. The depiction of the reverse creates an inseparable whole with that 
of the obverse. Such a combined picture shows the unity of the family and 
Sextus as a political successor of both his father and his brother. Thus, he 
emphasized his pietas erga patrem et fratrem once again (Morawiecki 1989, 
73, 75-78).
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On the rest of the coins struck by Sextus (RRC 511/2a-c, 4a-d) pietas 
erga parentem is expressed only in the legend as a Pius part of his name 
(Crawford 1974, 520-521). If we reject the opinion that Neptune on  
the obverses of these coins is to be identified with Sextus himself, it would 
in the same time symbolize pietas erga deos. 

conclusion

This short review of the coinage of Sextus Pompey shows clearly that 
pietas was one of the main theme in his propaganda; perhaps even the most 
important one. It started rather innocently with the attempts to gather followers 
using the popularity of Pompey the Great. Yet it went so well that shortly 
afterward Sextus adopted the by-name of Pius to emphasize his devotion  
to his father. Not long after this father-focused version of piety was widened 
to include other meanings of pietas – adversus deos and erga patriam.  
He has never quit this concept in his propaganda, just slightly shifted to brag 
more about his naval victories. 

To promote his piety Sextus used all methods of showing such concepts  
on coins. Firs t  of  a l l ,  he mentioned it in the monetary legends,  either 
as a disambiguation of the personification on his first denarii (RRC 477) 
by writing PIETAS, or by putting his by-name PIvS (all issues except 
RRC 483). Secondly, he used the symbols  such as the portraits of his 
father (RRC 477; RRC 479; RRC 483; RRC 511/1; RRC 511/3) and brother  
(RRC 479?; RRC 511/1) – pietas erga parentem et fratrem, an oak wreath (RRC 
511/1) – pietas erga patriam – an altar (RRC 478), the priestly tools (RRC 

Fig. 7. Aureus of Sextus Pompey (RRC 511/1) 
© The Trustees of the British Museum

scale 2:1
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511/1; RRC 511/3), the depictions of gods (RRC 478; RRC 479; RRC 511/2; 
RRC 511/4) or just the attributes of deities (RRC 483) – pietas erga deos.  
Thirdly, he placed the personif icat ion of Pietas herself (RRC 477). And 
finally, for thly, he used an al legory by putting Catanean brothers on the 
reverse of the first Sicilian mint (RRC 511/3) – pietas erga parentes, but in 
this case probably also pietas erga patriam.

This shows how proficient Sextus Pompey – or someone from his circle 
– was in using propaganda in general. What is important to see is the level 
of consistency of the propaganda absent in the previous, Republican period 
before the outbreak of the civil war. Thus, it was an important step leading 
in the direction of imperial propaganda. 
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DEVICTA BRITTANIA. 
frAGmenT of A romAn 
Sword ScAbbArd in krAkow

Abstract: The collection of the Princes Czartoryski Museum includes 
a gilded silver relief plaque, which was originally a part of a weapon. Its 
decoration is divided into two zones, the upper with a representation of  
a kneeling captive and Victoria writing on a shield, the lower showing Mars 
with a trophy; the two zones are separated by a frieze with a tripod flanked 
by antithetic griffins. Due to the context of the find, 19th-century publications 
erroneously described it as a phalera or a helmet cheek-piece, despite 
the controversies relating to the shape of the object. Based on the latest 
catalogues of the preserved fragments of Roman scabbard decorations, it 
was possible to identify the item correctly and date it.

Keywords: Relief decoration of sword scabbard; Mainz type sword;  
Pompeii type sword; Victoria;  Mars; kneeling captive; Britain; Claudian 
period; Pula; Princes Czartoryski collection

The Gołuchów collection of Princess Izabela Działyńska née Czartoryska 
included an object that found its way to the Princes Czartoryski Museum 
in Krakow shortly before the Second World War (inv. no. MNK XI-1052, 
Fig. 1). It was published in the catalogue of the Princess’ collection under 
number 132 as ‘Mentonnière de casque, en agent repoussé, ciselé et doré’ 
and the description was accompanied by an illustration of excellent quality: 
‘Elle se divise en trois registres, couvertes de figurines de forte saillie. Dans 
le haut, une victoire ailée, le buste à découvert, soutient de sa main gauche 
un bouclier rond, qui est placé sur un tronc de palmier, et y trace la légende 
dEVIC(ta) BRITTA(nia). Derrière elle s’agenouille un Breton captif,  
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Fig. 1. Fragment of scabbard chape, Princes Czartoryski 
Foundation deposited with the National Museum in Krakow, 

length 12.3cm. Photo M. Studnicki
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les bras liés derriére le dos. Le prisonnier est de taille moyenne, mais 
solidement bâti; il porte la barbe courte et des moustaches et n’a pour costume 
que des braies serrées à la ceinture, le buste restant à découvert. Devant 
lui gît un bouclier ovale (épisème: fleuron allongé), et derrière les ailes  
de la victoire est suspendu un bouclier hexagonal à décor semblable. Dans  
le bas, on voit le dieu Mars, portant une lance et un trophèe. Imberde, casqué 
et armé de jambières (à decor floral), il a pour vêtement une chlamyde, nouée 
autour des reins, ouverte sur le devant et soulevée par l’air, car il marche  
à pas précipités. Le trophée, dont il est chargé, se compose d’une cuirasse 
en plaques mobiles, d’un casque breton et de deux boucliers, différents  
de forme et d’ornementation. Ces deux sujets sont séparés par une frise 
étroite, représentant un trépied entre deux griffons. Bordure de lignes 
ondulées et ponctuées.’ (Froehner 1897, 136ff, Pl. XII: 94). 

The plaque in question is 12.3cm long, 5.3cm wide at the broadest point 
and 4cm wide at the upper edge. The edge of the top section is cut along  
the border framing the representation so as to form seven semicircular 
projections with holes. The surface of the plaque is almost completely 
gilded, except for the naked portions of the figures’ bodies, the shields and 
both griffins. 

The alleged ‘mentonnière’ was found in 1874 at Pula on the Istrian 
peninsula, in one of the quarries of the so-called Colle dell’Arena opened  
to obtain material by the local builder of roads and public buildings. A hoard 
of damaged silver objects discovered at that time was sold by the lucky finder 
at the price of the metal (Gregorutti 1877, 155). He kept the plaque with  
a winged figure per una immagine sacra and hung it in his bedroom, where it 
was spotted by the person who purchased the object for Dr Carlo Gregorutti 
together with several silver plaques and appliqués, which had probably been 
found at the same time. They included two jet pendants with a representation 
of Medusa and two chalcedony phalerae depicting faces, one of which was  
a child’s face. On account of the shape of the silver plaque, Gregorutti (1877, 
160) in his publication considered its possible function as a phalera, referring 
to the funerary relief representations of legionnaires. Due to the composition 
of the finds, Feugère (1993, 67) also adopted this interpretation more than 
a century later, assuming that they had been suspended on straps together 
to form the decoration of a centurion’s armour, with a central silver plaque 
surrounded by other phalerae. Ultimately, Gregorutti (1877, 169) incorrectly 
identified the plaque as a cheek-piece of a helmet made in connection with 
the military operations conducted by Septimius Severus in the years 210-
211 AD. This dating was based on the style of decoration and the form  
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of the shield inscription, erroneously deciphered as ‘The victoria Brittanica’ 
– ‘Brittania’ spelled with a double ‘t’ appears on the coins of Commodus. 
Evans (1886, 441) in his lecture guardedly referred to the object as  
‘a military decoration’, concurring with the idea that it was part of a set 
of military medals. This author then discussed the various readings of 
the inscription and proposed the version Devicta Brittania. He used  
an analogy of the phrase devicta Iudea on the coins of vespasian, a reference 
to the victory won in AD 71, written by victoria on a shield hung on the trunk 
of a palm tree. The weeping figure of Judaea is seated under the tree. A similar 
form of inscription, e.g. Sarmatia devicta and Alamania devicta, predominates 
in the Constantine period. However, the form of the ‘Brittania’ inscription  
is not conclusive for the dating. The version with a double ‘t’ is an alternation 
occurring, for example, in the philosophical dialogue De Natura Deorum 
(2.88.1) written in 45 BC by the Roman orator Cicero. 

Considering the form of the plaque, the decoration could be a part of  
a pugio scabbard. But it is much smaller in size than the dagger, which was 
typically over 20cm long. The miniature size of the relief suggests that it was 
made for a child of a wealthy family or was part of a statue made of perishable 
materials such as wood or ivory (Künzl 2008, 88f). As for the dimensions 
of the surviving scabbard chapes of Mainz type swords – measuring, for 
example, 11.5 x 8cm (Künzl 1996, 458 M35), 13.7 x 6cm (Künzl 1996, 
458 M35), and 11 x 5.7cm (Künzl 1996, 458 M35) – they resemble those  
of the Pula plaque. Its decoration arranged in bands also relates to the one 
used on the scabbards. Roman swords from the 1st century BC fall into two 
groups, an earlier one known as the Mainz type and the later Pompeii variety, 
based on well-dated scabbard decorations from the region of Germania and  
the Bay of Naples (Künzl 1996, 389ff). The first type is attested towards  
the end of the 1st century BC. Decorative motifs, executed in opus interrasile 
and in relief, comprise more than forty subjects, among which victoria, 
trophaeum, figures of prisoners, and griffins predominate. They belong  
to the class of political representations reflecting the aspirations to secure and 
strengthen the position of the Roman ruler which emerged in the Augustan 
period. 

Among the preserved fragments of the decoration of Mainz type swords, 
the closest analogue is a gladius dated to the reign of Tiberius, found at  
the town of Ptuj (ancient Poetovio) in Pannonia where vespasian was elected 
emperor in AD 69 by the Legion XIII Gemina (Künzl 1996, 416; 455).  
The surviving piece is divided into two fields, one with a representation of 



223Devicta Brittania. Fragment of...

two flying victorias holding a clipeus, the other with the Dioscuri, which 
are separated by zones with griffins flanking a krater. This composition, 
including – in the case of the Pula relief – a tripod between the animals, is one 
of the motifs popularized in the Augustan period with reference to Apollo’s 
special role in the context of political propaganda. The god’s protection 
over Octavian during the battle of Actium contributed to the growth of his 
cult and popularity of motifs associated with him in the fine arts. Griffins, 
included in the sphere of Apollo since the Greek period, flanked a tripod  
on the doorframes of a Palatine temple, which symbolized prophetic power, 
pietas and the advent of a new era under Augustus. In the context of Apollo’s 
protection in the battle with Mark Antony, the deity’s attributes also connoted 
triumph and were connected with the sphere of Mars and victoria. 

In the decoration of Mainz type gladii, Mars Ultor appears relatively 
seldom. The striding god on the Köln fragment (Künzl 1996, 416; 459), dated 
uncertainly to the early reign of Tiberius, is a unique representation because 
of a star motif on the god’s shield, which refers to the conquest of Macedonia 
during the Republic or alludes to the fact the soldiers saw in Germanicus 
a new Alexander the Great (Miks 2007, 251). The dancing movement  
of Mars victor is associated with the traditional form of his worship, dance 
in armour, and attested in the depictions on the aurei and denarii from  
the time of Augustus (Miks 2007, 272). A similar representation of Romulus 
as a victor carrying the trophaeum and spear was placed in the exedra  
of the portico of the Forum of Augustus. The statue, although not preserved, 
has been reproduced in mural painting (Pompei IX, 13,5). In accordance 
with the myth, the Fasti Triumphales began with Romulus’ name, since he 
was the first triumphator who, after defeating Acron, the king of Caenina, 
dedicated the spolia opima at the temple of Iovis Feretrius. 

The Trojan myth and the story of Romulus formed the basis for 
constructing the Roman genealogy and legitimizing Augustus’ rule. 
Representations of Mars were added to the repertoire of conventional motifs 
symbolizing triumph, valour and abundance. These values also characterized 
the image of victoria with a shield. 

Honorific shields inscribed with virtues or achievements had been  
a common votive offering made to the gods to express gratitude for success 
in battle from the Archaic period. In the 3rd century BC this custom became 
popular in Rome, where inscriptions were produced on traditional round 
shields that were no longer used at the time, taking on a new, representative 
aspect. Of fundamental significance in this regard was the inscription 
glorifying victory (Hölscher 1967, 98ff). It was announced by Nike, 
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who appears as writing on the coins of Mallos and Heracleia Pontica in  
the 4th century BC (Hölscher 1967, 100). The depiction of victoria writing 
on a shield refers to the statue of Aphrodite of Capua of the late 4th century 
BC, looking at her reflection in the shield of Ares (Hölscher 2004, 61).  
The representation of Aphrodite with a shield and the motif of the writing 
victoria were combined in the Hellenistic period, when the statuary prototype 
for the later victoria of Brescia was most probably created. There is a close 
analogy here with the representation on gemmae dated to the late Republic 
(Hölscher 1967, 123), where the goddess rests the clipeus on her left high 
in such a way that it is shown at an angle. A modification intended to show 
the entire shield was to hang it on a palm tree or a trophaeum, which also 
made the inscription legible. This motif was introduced on coins in the reign 
of vitellius marking the end of the wars that followed Nero’s death, and  
on the coinage of vespasian, in the latter case together with a personification 
of the defeated Judaea sitting under the palm (Ostrowski 1985, 74f).  
A former commander of the Legion II Augusta, which fought in Britain 
during the reign of Claudius (Tac. Ag. 13; Suet. Vesp. 4), vespasian owed 
his election to the military, so the victory in the Jewish war significantly 
helped to legitimize his rule. As a result, coins and scabbards of Pompeii 
types swords were commonly decorated with motifs symbolic of triumph, 
including victoria writing on a shield suspended from a palm tree. this tree 
was introduced into the iconography as a characteristic feature of the Judean 
landscape. The advantages of peace and stability, which reigned briefly  
in the Imperium Romanum under vespasian, were treated almost like  
the success and prosperity given to Rome by Octavian Augustus. 

As for the Pula object, the words written by victoria on the shield, 
DEvIC/BRITT, should be read as Devicta Brittania. the inscription most 
likely refers to Claudius’s triumph over Britain in AD 44, though it might 
also relate to Nero’s military campaign culminating in the victory over 
Boudica, queen of the Iceni tribe, in AD 61 (Cary and Scullard 1992, 113ff). 
Between these two events, the Roman forces in Britain fought constant 
battles to expand the territory under their control. Reference to the conquest 
of Britain was made on Claudius’s coins through the representation of  
an triumphal arch inscribed with the words ‘De Britann’ on the architrave 
or of the emperor riding on a quadriga with the inscription ‘De Britannis’ 
situated below. 

The scene in the upper section of the Pula plaque is completed with  
a kneeling captive, his hands tied on his back, behind whom are hexagonal  
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shields forming part of the trophaeum. The motif of a kneeling prisoner 
shown facing left en trois quarts appeared in the decoration of sword 
scabbards after the suppression of Julius Sacrovir’s Gallic uprising 
in AD 21, was used in the Claudian period and perhaps still in the time  
of the Flavian dynasty (Miks 2007, 253, 761, Taf. 28: A790). It also appeared 
as a support at statuae loricatae (Stemmer 1978, 33) and on the cuirasses 
of statues from the Augustan era onward (Stemmer 1978, 23). the closest 
analogue is a sculpture in the vatican collection, dating from the Claudian 
period, with the added portrait head of Lucius verus. Its cuirass depicts  
a bearded barbarian wearing long trousers and a cloak over his shoulders as 
he kneels on the right knee at a trophaeum, turning his head away (Stemmer 
1978, 61).

The few early instances of Pompeii swords were decorated using 
the technique of repoussé similarly to Mainz type scabbards. They are 
transitional forms, dating probably from the final years of Tiberius’ rule  
or the early reign of Claudius, indicative of the changes in the shape of 
the scabbards and the system of decoration. The surviving objects include 
two plaques with a pattern of decorative motifs similar to that of the Pula 
item. The triangular lower part of a bronze and originally gilded covering 
from the Munich collection (Miks 2007, 814, Taf. 193: B100,59) is occupied 
by a hunting scene, above it runs a frieze with an olive or laurel garland, 
and the rounded upper part with mounting holes is filled with an openwork 
representation of a wild cat. On the second bronze plaque, from Great Saint 
Bernard in Switzerland, two dogs attack a boar, above them is a band with 
a dog and a lion placed antithetic, while the top semicircular part features 
a griffin facing right (Miks 2007, 819, Taf. 193: B 114,4). These fragments 
also have similar dimensions: they are 13.8cm and 13.1cm long as well as 
7.6cm and 5.8cm wide respectively. 

Apart from floral and animal designs, the decoration on the scabbards  
of Pompeii type swords relates, as in the case of the Mainz variety, to political 
propaganda through the use of such figures as victoria, Mars and barbarian 
captives; Apollonian motifs also continued to be used, such as antithetical 
griffins (Miks 2007, 265). In this way, military symbolism was combined 
with mythological images that expressed the desire for order and security 
guaranteed by divine protection. In terms of style, the figures are not of high 
artistic quality. But the second half of the 1st century AD was characterized 
by stylization and a gradual flattening of the relief, eventually superseded 
by the decoration of the Pompeii type scabbards made in openwork or  
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by engraving. Single figures with attributes or groups of two figures are  
the dominant representations in individual fields. This pattern became 
popular under the influence of the simplified symbols used on coins. 

The representations on the silver plaque from Pula are gilded, which 
indicates the owner’s status and confirms that the object was made around 
the mid-1st century AD. The surviving pieces of scabbards for Mainz type 
swords (Künzl 1996, 453ff) include just a small number of silver and gilded 
decorations. There are unique finds such as silver scabbard elements inlaid 
with agate and a garnet intaglio held at the Kulturgeschichtliches Museum 
in Osnabrück (Künzl 1996, 459) as well as an iron and silver scabbard slide 
from the collection of the Narodni Muzej in Ljubljana (Künzl 1996, 458). 
Most of the pieces were made of bronze or iron and brass as the colour  
of the metals gave them the desired look of gold and silver, which was also 
imitated by tinning the surface. Weapons made of noble metals are mentioned 
in the sources. They were used by Caesar’s soldiers (Suet. Iul. 67.2) and 
praetorians (Herodian 2.13.9). 

The place where the Krakow fragment of a sword scabbard was found 
is not helpful in determining the weapon’s history. Roman troops were 
stationed in Istria from 178-177 BC in order to secure the state’s northern 
borders and the sea routes on the Adriatic. Pula became a Roman colony 
under Julius Caesar. Its original name is mentioned in Pliny (NH 3.129) 
‘… colonia Pola, quae nunc Pietas Iulia…’. The city centre on the hill 
coincided with the site of the Illyrian castelliere, while below a decumanus 
separated the pars interior from the pars superior. The forum was located by 
the coast. The Republican buildings in it were replaced in the 1st century 
AD with two temples of similar plan and dimensions. On the western side 
of the Capitol, which has not been preserved, a temple of Augustus and Dea 
Roma was erected while the emperor was still alive; on the eastern side,  
a temple of Pietas was constructed in the first quarter of the 1st century AD 
(Letzner 2005, 36ff). The amphitheatre where the plaque was found, one  
of the best-preserved structures in present-day Pula and one of the largest 
in the Imperium Romanum, was built to the northeast of the ancient city, 
close by the via Flavia (Letzner 2005, 58ff). After the fall of the Empire, 
the Roman buildings were used as a quarry and the area of ancient Pola 
was occupied by later constructions. The first excavations and restoration 
works inside the amphitheatre were conducted by the architect Pietro Nobile  
in the first half of the 19th century. Despite the actions taken, the area was 
used by the local population as a pasture until 1875, when it was fenced to 
prevent entry into the arena.
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In summary, the fragment of decoration found at Pula was most probably 
a part of a scabbard for a Pompeii type sword and was made after Claudius’ 
campaign in Britain. The sword may have belonged to a commander who 
took part in those military operations, as indicated by the material – gilded 
silver – which is not common among the surviving parts of the scabbards. 
The British victory was so important that it may have been included  
in the new system of decorative motifs used in the Flavian era with reference 
to the defeat of Judaea. In view of the change of the decorating technique 
from repoussé to engraving or incising which occurred in the early Claudian 
period, and considering the inscription, one can assume that the Krakow 
plaque was made after AD 44 or, at the latest, during the reign of vespasian. 
Together with the moving legions or a soldier settled in Istria, it found its 
way to Pola, where it survived among the rubble in the amphitheatre’s arena 
until 1874 to become a unique example of the figural-symbolic decoration 
of the scabbards of Roman swords. 
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romAn coinS from berenike1

Abstract: The Graeco-Roman Red Sea port of Berenike has been  
a place of archaeological excavations since 1994. The studies have proved 
that it had been a centre of commercial contact between the Roman Empire 
and Persian Gulf, Arabia, Sri Lanka and India. Coin finds from the site can, 
in a way, reflect these contacts, even though the trade had supposedly been 
conducted by barter.

Keywords: Berenike in Egypt; Roman coins from Berenike; Roman 
Egypt; Alexandrian Coinage; Roman Berenike; coin finds; Roman trade

Background

Ptolemy II Philadelphus founded the Red Sea port of Berenike in  
c. 275 BC and named it after his mother (Plin. NH 6.33.168). Berenike 
lies c. 825km south of Suez, south of Ras (Cape) Banas, and about 260km  
east of Aswan. The site was discovered in 1818 by G. B. Belzoni 
(Meredith 1957, 56). From 1994 until 2001 excavations were conducted  
by an American-Dutch team under the aegis of the University of Delaware, 
Leiden University and the University of California at Los Angeles.

Archaeological and literary evidence indicates that the emporium was 
occupied until sometime before the middle of the 6th century AD (Sidebotham 
and Wendrich 1998a, 86). The main trade routes connected Berenike with  
the Mediterranean basin, south Arabia, coastal sub-Saharan Africa and south 

1 I would like to thank Prof. Steven E. Sidebotham from the University of Delaware  
for allowing me to use the materials presented in this paper. 
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Asia. Imported goods, both for commercial and personal use by residents  
of the port, included a wide array of botanical products (Cappers 2006) and 
manufactured goods (Sidebotham and Wendrich 1995; Sidebotham and 
Wendrich 1996; Sidebotham and Wendrich 1998a; Sidebotham and Wendrich 
1998b; Sidebotham and Wendrich 1999; Sidebotham and Wendrich 2000; 
Sidebotham and Wendrich 2001-2002; Sidebotham and Wendrich 2007). 
during the Ptolemaic period there had been limited commercial relations 
between Egypt and southern Arabia and south Asia. Much of this contact 
was likely by sea via Berenike; most Ptolemaic activity at Berenike in this 
period involved procuring elephants for use by the military.

The volume of this trade grew dramatically in the early Roman period and 
the nature and variety of products involved in this commerce also increased 
(Yehya 1993, 55-56; Sidebotham and Wendrich 1995; Sidebotham and 
Wendrich 1996; Sidebotham and Wendrich 1998a; Sidebotham and Wendrich 
1998b; Sidebotham and Wendrich 1999; Sidebotham and Wendrich 2000; 
Sidebotham and Wendrich 2001-2002; Sidebotham and Wendrich 2007). 
Evidence of at least 12 written languages, the faunal corpus and ceramic 
evidence suggests the presence at Berenike of people from a wide variety 
of ethnic backgrounds including Egyptians, Greeks, people from throughout 
the Mediterranean basin in the Roman era, Palmyrenes, others from the Near 
East, south Asia and perhaps from southern Arabia. There is also evidence  
of the presence of a desert dwelling population at the port, which seems to 
have increased dramatically in late Roman times. Whether these latter people 
can be identified as Blemmyes is uncertain (Sidebotham and Wendrich 2001-
2002, 27-29; Barnard 2008, 18).

coins

The 1994-2000 excavations documented more than 500 coins. The poor 
state of preservation of almost half of the coins due to the highly saline nature 
of the soil precludes their identification. In the majority of cases these coins 
were found in excavated contexts, though a fair number were surface finds. 
The table (Fig. 1) indicates that a high percentage of the identifiable coins 
is Roman, prior to the Diocletianic reform of AD 296. Until that date only 
coins minted in Alexandria could circulate in Egypt. Therefore, tetradrachms,  
as well as oboloi and their fractions dominate the pre-296 AD corpus of coins. 
The lack of coins minted outside Egypt from the first three centuries AD  
may be somewhat surprising, since Berenike had been an ‘international’ 
port through which regular issue Roman coins (especially aurei and denarii) 
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would have passed en route to southern arabia and India. Such valuable 
regular Roman issue gold and silver coins likely passed through the port 
under tight security.

Excavations recorded only two non-Roman coins: one Axumite issue  
of King Aphilas (c. 270/290-before 330 AD)2, and a silver coin of  
Rudrasena III (AD 348-390) from the dynasty of Khsatrapas of Western 
India3. Such a small corpus of imported coins suggests that the long-distance 
trade via Berenike comprised more barter than purchase (Young 2001, 85; 
Sidebotham and Wendrich 2007, 202).

augustus introduced some changes in the Ptolemaic organization  
of the Egyptian province to maximize the use of sea route, changes in trade 
and military/political contacts appeared as well as. He founded a military 
camp in Coptos, deployed soldiers to repair cisterns on the route leading 
to Myos Hormos and Berenike, and established a strategos in charge  
of collecting the taxes from ports. Military supervision of the roads leading 
from Coptos along the coast, and maybe also on the Red Sea were the 
responsibility of the Praefectus Montis Berenicides, at least in the 1st and 2nd 
centuries AD. Berenike’s first period of prosperity spanned the 1st and into  
the 2nd centuries AD; the majority of the identifiable coins from Berenike 
come from this period, especially between the reigns of Augustus (27 BC- 
AD 14) and the Flavian emperors (AD 69-96) (Sidebotham et al. 2008, 171).

Throughout most of the Roman Empire the 3rd century AD witnessed 
unstable economic conditions. this resulted in a steep decline in commerce 

2 BE09 4615-C-114.
3 BE00 5649-C-115.

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999/2000 total
Ptolemaic 1 5 - 1 1  5 13 (2%)
1st century Ad 4 18 2 6 1 9 40 (8%)
1st/2nd century AD 14 2 3 1 20 (4%)
1st/2nd/3rd century AD 1 64 12 4 5 5 91 (17%)
3rd/4th century AD 1 (?) 2 1 2 6 (1%)
4th century AD 20 3 14 11 8 21 78 (15%)
4th/5th century AD 3 17 3 5 6 1 35 (7%)
unidentified/other 21 11 24 22 68 99 245 (46%)

totAl 65 120 57 52 90 143

Fig. 1. Dating of the coins found in Berenike during the excavations of 1994-2000
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passing through the port. The increase of prices due to inflation and 
devaluation of money, as well as the decline of population and loss of 
agricultural production caused the town’s economic slowdown and stagnation 
of the port, which lasted for about one and a half centuries. Almost complete 
lack of coins dating from the turn of 3rd/4th century AD corresponds  
to the results of excavations on the site corroborating the crisis conditions 
prevailing in the port at that time (Sidebotham and Wendrich 2000, 415).

After Diocletian’s reform in AD 296 coins with mint marks, especially 
from the eastern part of the empire, appear in Berenike4. Apart from 
Alexandrian mint, coins struck at Antioch, Constantinople, Cyzicus and 
Nicomedia also appear; few identifiable western mints occur (Aquileia) 
(Fig. 2). Unfortunately, the small corpus of mint marks prevents more than  
cursory analysis of Berenike’s contacts with other parts of the empire based 
on numismatic evidence alone.

4 Season 1994 – three coins bore mint mark; season 1995 – four coins bore mint mark; 
season 1996 – two coins bore mint mark; season 1997 – two coins bore mint mark; season 
1988 – none of the coins preserved mint marks; season 1999/2000 – two coins bore mint 
mark.
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House of Constantius
(324-346 AD) 1

Helena (?) 1

constantius ii
(337-361 AD) 2 1

Gratian
(367-383 AD) 1

theodosius i
(379-395 AD) 1

Arcadius
(383-408 AD) 1 1

valentinian ii
(375-392 AD) 1

Second half-late 4th century AD 2 1

Fig. 2. Provenance and dating of the coins from after the AD 296 reform
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The political stabilization of the empire by the mid-4th century AD 
gave Berenike a new lease on life. Archaeological evidence complements  
the numismatic for this period lasting until the late 4th century AD indicating 
that this was an era of great prosperity at the emporium.

The port was inhabited until about first half of the 6th century AD 
(Sidebotham and Wendrich 1998b, 453), although the latest coins found 
in Berenike date not later than the 5th century AD. Likely 4th and early 
5th century AD issues continued to circulate at Berenike throughout  
the remainder of the 5th and into the 6th century AD. The city’s significance 
must have decreased due to the decline of international trade, until its 
complete abandonment by the residents. 

Berenike with Myos Hormos were two most important harbours  
of the Red Sea, the destination of trade routes of Eastern Desert leading from 
Coptos and Apollinopolis Magna. During the Early Roman Empire Berenike 
is believed to have been the pre-eminent port, as it took less time to sail  
to Berenike then to Myos Hormos, even if it’s longer land distance to Coptos. 
This was due, in part, to prevailing wind patterns in the Red Sea. North  
of about 20° North latitude winds are mostly northerly, and it was difficult 
to sail against them for many ancient ships (Young 2001, 44). The amount 
of coins found during the first seven seasons did not necessarily reflect  
the commercial importance of Berenike. As mentioned previously, this may 
be due to the trade being conducted by barter. Further studies are essential 
for understanding Berenike’s trade and international contacts5.
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The culT of heroeS 
reflecTed on moSAic PAvemenTS

Abstract: Figural mosaics pavements were one of the most significant 
elements of interior decoration in antique private buildings. It is certain 
that parallel to their decorative function they were deeply associated with  
the social and religious life of members of household. This is why  
the mosaics representations set within their architectural and social context 
could become an extremely important evidence for changing interests and 
beliefs in the ancient word. Founded by private people and used in private 
houses, mosaics reflect the vision of world which is quite different from 
the official religious propaganda. Unfortunately, only few representations 
known from mosaics are strictly related to private cult practices. The mosaic 
with a scene of sacrifice from Saint-Romain-en-Gal and from Ostia, some 
mosaic panels from Roman Villa in Casale and a mysterious composition 
from Amisos can be treated as exceptions. They give us some ideas about 
private cult practices in Greco-Roman world and tell us about hopes of their 
founders.

Keywords: Roman mosaic pavements; private cult practices; cult  
of heroes; Achilles; Hercules; Roman Villa in Casale; Piazza Armerina 

Figural mosaics pavements were one of the most significant elements 
of interior decoration in antique buildings. Moreover, they compromise  
the most abundant preserved evidence of interior decoration just because  
of surviving in a great number, while their corresponding wall ornamentation 
and ceiling decoration have largely vanished. The majority of mosaics come 
from private houses. They were introduced in the late 5th century BC as  
a sign of growing luxury, and despite their wide diffusion pavement mosaics 
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never have lost their label as a mark of high living standard. In public 
buildings their use was limited. Mosaics are rarely found in temples, where 
paving with slabs of marble or with opus sectile was normally used. Also 
seldom they were used in semi-public settings. We can find them, however, 
in smaller religious buildings of less conventional form. The varied and 
complex designs depicted in figural mosaics primary have decorative 
function, but a mythological theme appearing on a mosaic floor has more than 
only an aesthetic function. As it has been demonstrated by S. Muth (2008) 
in her book, a mosaic in the Roman villa had not only purely decorative 
meaning but also was deeply associated with the social and religious life  
of members of household. This is why the mosaic representations set within 
their architectural and social context could become an extremely important 
evidence for changing interests, tastes and beliefs in the ancient word. 

Mosaic pavements and the cult of Olympian goods

Unfortunately, only few representations known from mosaics are strictly 
related to the private cult practices. The mosaic with a scene of sacrifice 
from Saint-Romain-en-Gal (Lafaye 1891, 189) and the panel known  
as Piccola caccia (Converso 1985, 33) from Roman villa in Casale in Piazza 
Armerina can be treated as exceptions (Fig. 1). Even if there are hundreds 
of known representations, as in case of god Dionysus, references to cult 
practices visible in mosaics, especially references to mystery practices, 
can be treated only as a hypothesis. Allusions to Dionysian mysteries are  
of course visible in a few North African and Palestinian1 mosaics, but most  
of the scenes do not imply such profound level (Hanoune 1986, 149-164). 
They often confirm, however, the god’s role as a deity of fertility, by  
the presence of the personifications of the Seasons in association with 
him (Parrish 1984, 43-45). Such a strong underlining of a specific role on  
the mosaic pavements is not only characteristic for Olympian goods, but it 
also well visible in the heroic representations.

the cult of heroes

The worship of heroes represents one of the most fascinating phenomena 
of Greek religion. They were the essence of the society from which they 
came. The iconographical schemes of representation of cult practices devoted  
to the heroes and to the Olympian gods seem not to differ at all. As it has been 

1 For example: the mosaic from Gerasa, Palestine.
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Pl. 1. 1-2 – Roman villa in Casale: the mosaic decoration of central apse. 
Photos by the author
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PLATE 2

Pl. 2. 1-2 – Roman villa in Casale: the mosaic decoration of triclinium left apse. 
Photos by the author
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underlined by Guy Heedren (1991, 323), the most fundamental difference 
between hero worship and divine worship in ancient Greece and rome lied 
in the geographic limits of the two types of cult. While a hero-cult was most 
often restricted to this particular locality, the worship of an Olympian god 
was usually widespread. Moreover, we can notice references to cult practices  
in mosaics, where the hero in a particular representation is treated as a god.  
The process of deification of heroes is a well-known element of Greco-Roman 
religion. In that context, another representation from Casale is extremely 
important. The Roman villa del Casale was built between AD 330 and 3602  
but its maximal grandeur occurred during the 4th and 5th centuries AD, at  
the end of which it disappeared under mudflows (Halloway 2000, 169).  
The mosaic decoration of triclinium consists of four main themes. The central 
section  is dedicated to the Twelve Labours of Heracles, in the left apse we 
can see a so-called apotheosis of the hero, a battle of the giants in the central 
one (Pl.1) and the story of Ambrosia in the right apse3. The left apse (Pl. 2) is 
crucial for the whole mosaic. At the entrance to the apse there is a panel with two 
scenes of metamorphosis. To the left Daphne is changing into a laurel tree and  
to the right Cyparissus is turning into a cypress, mad from grief after killing his 
favorite stag. The apse itself depicts the coronation of Hercules in Olympus. 

2 The villa is also dated for a period of the first Tetrarch; see for example Polzer 1973, with 
related bibliography; about villa see also note 10 below. 
3 I would like to express my gratitude to Mr. Gudo Meli – il Dirigente del Servizio Parco 
archeologico della Villa romana de Casale e delle aree archeologiche di Piazza armerina 
e dei Comuni limitrofi for his kind permission for photographing mosaics of villa del 
Casale.

Fig. 1. A scene of sacrifice from 1 – Saint-Romain-en-Gal and 2 – the panel known 
as Piccola caccia (Roman villa in Casale). Drawing M. Czarnowicz
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Hercules is standing in the middle, holding the hand of his friend Iolaus, 
portrayed on the left. To the right, a person (almost completely vanished)  
is holding out his right hand and is about to place a laurel wreath on Hercules’ 
head. It is almost certain that the figure represented Zeus (Converso 1985, 
54-58). The representation of Hercules’ glorification, presented with the story 
about the divine wine ambrosia and in the context of his deeds, underline 
that he was accepted by the gods as their equal both in power and worship.

The mosaic from Casale gives us therefore a direct evidence of possibility 
of a divine cult of the hero. 

From the literary accounts we know that a divine cult was also 
associated with another great Greek hero – Achilles. According to the ancient 
sources, he was worshipped at many places in the ancient world, including  
the territories of Lakonia (Paus. 10.13.5; 3.25.4), Astypalaia in the Cyclades 
(Cic. Nat. D. 3.45), Tanagra (Plut. Mor. 299C-300A), and Kroton (Paus. 
3.19.11-13) in South Italy, as well as Troad, where his tomb was located. 
Unfortunately, our knowledge about the character of these sacral practices  
is extremely limited (Boedeker et al. 2001, 168) nor we have any 
iconographical data, except perhaps only one. 

Amisos mosaic and a representation of sacrifice known from Ostia

More than 50 years ago at the south border of Black Sea in the area 
of Tormoran hill, which can be identified as the ancient Amisos, a mosaic 
representing achilles and his mother thetis bringing him a new armour 
has been uncovered. Today the mosaic is being exhibited at the main hall 
of Samsun Archaeology Museum with the inventory number 1/2-1959. 
Unfortunately, due to the fact that the mosaic was discovered accidentally 
during the works connected with NATO radar system, we know almost 
nothing about its archaeological context. It is clear, however, that it must 
had been located in a Roman villa (Sahin 2005, 423; Ochał-Czarnowicz 
2011, 269). The colours and shapes of tesserae, as well as the arrangement 
of the panel borders, give us evidence that it was constructed at the same 
time as the famous mosaics from Zeugma, well dated for the first half  
of the 3rd century AD4. It is probable that it was rearranged during the late 
5th century AD. The composition measures seven meters by eight meters, 
which gives 56 square meters (Sahin 2005, 423), and was richly decorated 
with geometric patterns, including a bichrome dotted triple filet with wave 

4 Especially mosaics from La maison de Pasiphae et d’Icare, see: Abadie-Reynal 2002,  
746-763.
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patterns and a shaded three-strand guilloche on a dotted ground (Balmelle  
et al. 1985, Pls 2a, 101b and 72e respectively) in a figural section of mosaic, 
and a honeycomb pattern of tangent squares forming an equilateral triangle 
(Balmelle et al. 1985, Pl. 205c; Balmelle et al. 2002, Pl. 418a), as a border. 
The central mythological theme – bringing new armour to a hero – is 
known in the Greek art since the 5th century BC. We can find it for example  
on an Attic red figure neck-amphora attributed to Hermonax (Carpenter  
et al. 1989, 248 no. 487.55 ) and on the Olynthus mosaic (Robertson 1946,  
Pl. 3). In the Amisos mosaic a nude Achilles, holding a mantle and with  
a spear in his left arm, was portrayed. The name of the hero is inscribed 
above his head. Behind Achilles Thetis, identified by an inscription, is 
seated on a rock. In her left hand she is holding a short sword (Sahin 2005, 
413-414) while Achilles’ helmet is placed on the rock (Erciyas 2005, 67).  
The face of Thetis is full of meditation or even sadness, and the pose in which 
she is portrayed had been inspired by the funerary exempla from the late  
5th century BC. Four corner panels with busts of the Seasons surround  
the central section of the mosaic. The spaces between panels with Seasons 
are filled with four panels with Nereids riding on fantastic animals:  
a hippocamp, a triton, a dragon and a panther-headed sea monster (Ochał-
Czarnowicz 2011, 269). Below the above mentioned panels there is another, 
rectangular panel with a scene of sacrifice. It is surrounded by six geometrical 
compositions, but does not have a geometric border (Fig. 2). Unfortunately, 
the large central section of this panel is missing. It is clear, however, that 
in this mosaic panel the proprietor of the villa is represented in a moment 
of making a bull sacrifice with the help of a victimarius5. on the right side 
stands a man – the proprietor. He is portrayed en face, wearing a short tunic 
and a mantle falling over his left arm. He is holding a patera in his right 
hand, while in his left hand he holds an olive branch. Next to him there  
is a victimarius with the axe held above the head. His body is portrayed  
in profile, but he looks towards the spectator (Fig. 3). This man seems to be 
ready to perform the sacrifice of a white bull, which is depicted with tied 
legs (Sahin 2005, 419-420; Ochał-Czarnowicz 2011, 270). 

A similar representation of sacrifice is known from the Caserma dei 
vigili in Ostia. The vigiles – fire-fighters in Ostia belonged to the Roman 
cohorts. The building was erected during the reign of Domitian (AD 81-96) 
(Zevi 1970, 24) and completely rebuilt during the end of reign of Hadrian  
(AD 132-137) (Becatti 1961, 60). At the opposite site of the main entrance 
of the building, in the west end of the courtyard was an Augusteum – a large 

5 For others examples of bull’s sacrifice see: Brendel 1930, 196-226.
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shrine dedicated to the cult of the Emperors. It consisted of a rectangular 
‘cella’ (1168 x 660cm) and ‘pronaos’ (968 x 410cm), which was added in  
the Severian period. In the cella on the top of the podium two marble altars 
and three marble bases for small statues, perhaps made of silver, were placed. 
They are dedicated to, from left to right, Marcus Aurelius, Septimius Severus, 
Lucius verus, and Antoninus Pius. The dedication to Septimius Severus  
is written over an erased text. Originally there probably was a dedication  
to Commodus, who was a subject to the damnatio memoriae after his death 
(varner 2004, 8). The altars and statues were faced towards the pronaos, 
where a large black-and-white mosaic (Fig. 4) depicting three phases  
of the sacrifice (immolatio bovum) was discovered. To the left are represented: 
a dead bull and a man with an axe. In the center, a man is leading the bull  
to an altar with a burning fire. To the left of the altar stands a junior priest 
with a long axe, to the right there are two more men. One is playing a double 
flute and another one carries a patera. The right part of the mosaic is very 
similar to the left one: we can see a victimarius with an axe and a bull 
(Becatti 1961, 61-62). Both the arrangement of space and the special function  
of shrine give us the evidence that bull sacrifice, such completely and literally 
presented on mosaic, refers to the Emperors’ cult. The mosaic underlines  
the divine aspects of Emperors and indicates the essence of their cult.  
The panel with the scene of bull sacrifice is also crucial for the interpretation 

Fig. 2. Amisos mosaic: organisation and dimensions of the different panels. 
Drawing M. Czarnowicz based on Sahin 2005, Fig. 1
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of Amisos mosaic. Both composition and arrangement between the image 
of Achilles with Thetis and the representation of bull sacrifice (Fig. 2) allow 
us to think that these two scenes are associated with each other and closely 
related to the cult of Achilles (Daszewski 2005, 425; Ochał-Czarnowicz 
2011, 270). 

Achilles in the epos had to weigh death in battle, in which case his 
‘glory shall be everlasting’ (Homer Iliad 10.412), against a long life without 
glory. Glory and honor defined the hero, and therefore were the foundations  
of his every action and response. The goal was the immortal fame and every 
obstacle was to be erased from that way. In the epos Achilles had chosen 
glory, and his glory in ancient world was indeed exceptional in every single 
part of oikumene, but especially in the northern shore of the Black Sea6.  
The first archaeological evidences of special attention given to Achilles in that 
specific area are visible as early as in the second half of the 6th century BC. 
During the excavations in Bejkush settlement (Fig. 5: 3) several examples 
of Achilles – related graffiti were found (Hedreen 1991, 315). Also, to  

6 The author wrote more about this issue in other place, see: Ochał-Czarnowicz 2011. 

Fig. 3. Victimarius – representations from 1 – Commodus silver sestertius, 
2 – Amisos mosaic and 3 – Ostia Antica mosaic. Drawing M. Czarnowicz

Fig. 4. Mosaic from Caserma Ostia Antica. After J. Carcopino, 
La Mosaïque de la caserne des vigiles à Ostie. MEFRA 27 (1907), Pl. v
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the 6th century BC can be dated the first phase of the construction of  
the temple of Achilles on Leuke island (Okhotnikov and Ostroverkhov 1993, 
20-28; Okhotnikov and Ostroverkhov 2007, 543) (Fig. 5: 1). The border 
of the 5th century BC was the golden age for this temple7. The sanctuary 
enjoyed so vivid popularity that we can find references about it in works  
of many authors of that time, including Pindar (Nem. 4.48-50) and Euripides 
(Andr. 1260-1262). Ancient sources mention also an oracle functioning  
in the temple of Achilles and a place where ill people were being cured 
(Rusyaeva 2003, 3). Arrian (Perip. 32) reported that in Leuke island there was 
a xoanon, while Pausanias (3.19.11) mentioned that there was an Achilles’ 
cult statue (agalma). The temple of Achilles on Leuke island was not  
the only place in the Pontic area devoted to this hero. According to  
the testimony given by Arrian (Perip. 92) and Strabo (7.4.5, 11.2.6), 
within the borders of Kimmerian Bosphorus there was another temple of 
Achilles in Achilleion town (Fig. 5: 6), whereas in the area of Kinburn spit  
a cylindrical altar was found with the dedication to Achilles (Dubois 1996, 
105-106; Guzman 2004, 68). Certainly in the Roman Olbia (Fig. 5: 4) 
Achilles was venerated not only as a Pontarches but also as a god8 (Shelov-
Kovediaev 1990, 50). Dio Chrysostom wrote the most evident testimony 
for that. After his visit in the polis he noticed that Olbians knew the Iliad  
by heart (Or. 36. 14.) and used to honour Achilles as their god, as ‘they 
have actually established two temples for his worship, one of them on  
the island that bears his name’9. Taking into the considerations all evidences 
of the cult of Achilles mentioned above, there is no doubt that along the coast  
of the Black Sea he was perceived as one of the Greek gods. Moreover, 
arrian in his Periplus of the Euxine Sea (33-34) reported sacrifice of animals 
made for Achilles. In this context, the panel with sacrifice from the Amisos 
mosaic can be interpreted as one in which the proprietor of villa is represented  
in a moment of sacrificing a bull to the god Achilles. The representation 
of Thetis next to the hero on the main mosaic panel clearly indicates his 
divine nature. As in the case of Dionysian mosaics, four corner panels with 
bust of the seasons and four panels with Nereids riding on fantastic animals 
7 To the 5th century BC is dated inter alia the famous Attic lekythos with an inscription: 
‘Glaukos, son of Posideios, dedicated me to Achilles, lord of Leuke’, see: Pleket et al. 1980, 
869.
8 So far about 43 dedications to Achilles are known; of these, about 28 are dedicated  
to Pontarches: Solovyov 1999, 116.
9 Dio Chrysostom, 36 Borysthenitic Discourse, 429. In Dio Chrysostom 3: Discourses 31-
36 (Loeb Classical Library 358), transl. by J. W. Cohoon and H. Lamar Crosby, Harvard 
1971. 
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that surround the central section of the mosaic stress further his deity. 
The essence of the cult of Achilles lied in the variety of different aspects. 
Among others, the hero was connected with chthonic and water elements 
(Solovyov 1999, 116). Literary accounts of Leuke (e.g. Philostr. Her. 55-57) 
contain many episodes related to sailing. It is not surprising that Achilles, 
son of the Nereid Thetis and the lord of an island, was considered to be 
the divine protector of the sailors.

conclusions

Iconographical studies on the mythological scenes introduced  
in pavement mosaics should take into consideration the specific nature  
of this medium. On the one hand, the mosaics – a symbol of luxury – 
can be treated as a measure of Hellenization of the society, on the other 
hand, founded by private people and used in private houses, they reflect  
the vision of world and beliefs sometimes completely different from  
the official religious propaganda (Kondoleon 1994, 105-115). Unfortunately, 
the cultic scenes on mosaics are often analysed outside their social 
context, which results in many misunderstandings, especially in regard  
to representations of heroes, whose cult was in a much higher degree than 
the cult of Olympian goods connected with local traditions and the private 

Fig. 5. Settlements from North Black Sea Shore connected with the cult of Achilles. 
drawing M. Czarnowicz
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sphere. Meanwhile, the mosaics, if carefully looked into, can tell us about 
hopes of their founders. In case of the Roman villa in Casale, the latyfundium 
belonged to an official from the Constantine period10, so the glorification 
of Heracles can express the affection to the idea of apotheosis and to  
the old divine cult of emperors, so clearly underlined by the scenes of sacrifice 
in the mosaic in Ostia, whereas in the case of Amisos a representation  
of Achilles and a scene of bull sacrifice can be treated as a sailor prayer. Cult 
practices in the southern Black Sea are still poorly investigated. We know 
almost nothing about local believes and rituals, however, findings such  
as gold appliqués representing Thetis riding on hippocamp (Erciyas 2005, 
Fig. 50) give us strong evidence that the story of Achilles was also well 
known in the whole Pontic territory. 
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Abstract: In July 2011 the whole state of Peru celebrated 100th 
anniversary of the Inca city Machupicchu in the Department of Cusco. 
The preparations took a long time and involved the highest authorities  
of the Republic. Festivities, shows and fireworks that lighted up the sky over 
Cusco and Machupicchu on 7th July were only one part of the celebrations. 
In the background of the celebrations bitter questions were asked about 
what was it exactly that Peru celebrated? Archaeologists, journalists 
and residents of Cusco discredited achievements and working methods  
of American explorer Hiram Bingham, in the first place highlighting the role 
of Agustin Lizárraga – discoverer of Machupicchu from 1902. The debate 
that took place in the background of the anniversary celebrations was not 
limited only to the question who really deserves the honoured name of  
the discoverer. Some inhabitants of Cusco protested on Plaza de Armas 
against using the site of Machupicchu by some institutions from Lima that 
are driven only by financial profits. The anniversary has also been used 
by academic institutions to publicize the problem of inadequate protection  
of the Inca site and draw attention to threats, which brings excessive, 
uncontrolled tourism to Machupicchu.

 Keywords: Machupicchu; centenary; Peru; archaeology and 
politics
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2011: Year of the Centenary of Machupicchu to the World

Concerts, symposia, occasional publications, press articles, radio 
broadcasts and documentaries. Special stamps, medals, postcards, T-shirt 
and mug imprints. Special tours, exhibitions in museums, galleries and 
squares, shows and parades. In July 2011 the whole state of Peru celebrated 
the ‘Year of the Centenary of Machupicchu to the World’ – 100th anniversary  
of the Inca city in the Department of Cusco. 

The Supreme Commission for the organisation of the celebration was 
appointed by the President of Peru, Alan García Perez, already in December 
2010. The preparations took a long time and involved the highest authorities 
of the Republic, the Ministry of Culture, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
the municipal authorities of Lima and Cusco. The series of celebrations was 
opened by the international colloquium ‘Descubrimiento de Machupicchu’ 
[‘The Discovery of Machupicchu’] organised in Lima on 22nd and  
23rd June and the exhibition of the archival photographs of the Machupicchu 
site taken by Hiram Bingham in 1911-1915, provided by the National 
Geographic Society. At the same time in Cusco there was a special 
session under the auspices of the regional authorities and the Municipality  
of Cusco, honouring 30 people and institutions boasting contribution in  
the field of exploring, protecting and conserving the Machupicchu site. Luís 
Flores García – the mayor of Cusco – was deeply moved while opening 
the session in Casa de Convenciones: ‘It is a great day, we are happy, our 
gods, apus and Pachamama, talk to us and are pleased with this meeting’, 
he said in Quechua. The golden medals with rainbow ribbons symbolising 
the Tahuantinsuyu banner were given i.a. to academic scholars distinguished 
in exploring the history of Incas and Machupicchu: anthropologist Jorge 
Flores Ochoa, director of the Machupicchu Archaeological Park Fernando 
Astete victoria, historians víctor Angles vargas and Mariana Mould  
de Pease. Among the institutions, Universidad Nacional San Antonio Abad, 
Instituto Americano del Arte, Academia Mayor de la Lengua Quechua and 
the Municipality of Cusco were honoured. 

The celebrations of the 100th anniversary of Machupicchu were officially 
opened in Cusco on 7th July (Pl. 1: 1). The never-ending parade moved through  
the city’s main street towards Plaza de Armas and included representations 
from all the Department institutions, dancing groups and representatives  
of indígenas communities from the whole province (Pl. 2: 3). Photographs  
of Machupicchu, fauna and flora of the Urubamba valley and tourist attractions  
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of the whole Department of Cusco were exhibited on Plaza Regocijo,  
in Lambarri Park and along the Triunfo street. A concert of Cusco’s rockmen 
‘Machupicchu Rock’ was organised in the San Blas quarter, and Espinar Park 
witnessed a fashion show inspired by the Inca culture. The most important part 
of the celebration took place in the Inca city of Machupicchu. At 10:30 a.m.,  
with the president of Peru, Alan García Perez, and eminent guests from 
Lima and Cusco, a traditional Andean ceremony of ‘Tinkay’ was held.  
It included un pago a Pachamama – a sacrifice for the Mother Earth and 
for the gods of the Andean summits – apus. ‘Inca Pachacutec’ (starred by 
Nivardo Carrillo) with his court and the ‘chosen women’ acllas prayed and 
greeted the representatives of all four part of the past Inca Empire, cuatro 
suyos. He also delivered an invocation in Quechua honouring Machupicchu 
and the heritage of the great ancestors, the Incas. The ceremony was 
complemented by dances and reading of the poem Alturas de Machupicchu 
by Pablo Neruda, accompanied by Andean music. In the evening, in the main 
square of the Inca Machupicchu there was an exquisitely directed concert  
of light and sound, which was transmitted live to a great screen in front of  
the Cathedral in Plaza de Armas for the inhabitants of Cusco. The celebration 
ended with a three-day symposium organised by Cusco Universidad Nacional 
de San antonio abad in Centro de Convenciones. It included presentations 
of the results of archaeological explorations, anthropological and geological 
studies, as well as conservation works conducted for the last two decades  
in the Machupicchu Archaeological Park. 

 
Cheerful festivities, shows and fireworks that lighted up the sky over 

Cusco and Machupicchu on 7th July were only one part of the celebrations 
organised for the 100th anniversary of the explorations of the American 
expedition from Yale University led by Hiram Bingham. In the background 
of the celebrations, in press commentaries, in street talks and on wall posters 
bitter questions were asked what it exactly was that Peru celebrated, and 
what President alan García Perez was honouring with his presence. Was 
that a fiesta in honour of the false discovery of Machupicchu? Was that  
a celebration honouring the manipulated achievements of the ‘adventurer’ 
Hiram Bingham? Should the people of Cusco be happy about a century  
of open ignoring of the right of the nation of Peru to its own cultural heritage? 
Was it a celebration of  a century of miscommunication that may not have 
ended yet? 
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Discovery, investigations and political matters (1911-1915)

Hiram Bingham (1875-1956), an American historian, traveller and 
mountaineer, professor of Yale University and a delegate of the USA for 
the First Panamerican Scientific Congress in Santiago de Chile in 1908, 
encountered the Inca ruins for the first time in 1909, when he joined  
an exploration expedition in the vilcabamba province in the south of Peru, 
at the invitation of the prefect of the Apurimac province, Juan J. Nuñez. 
The walls of one of the recently discovered sites in Choqquequirau, roughly 
cleared of the vegetation, intrigued Bingham, although, as he himself 
admitted, archaeology and the history of the Incas were not in the centre  
of his interests. Probably that visit to Choqquequirau was the turning point 
in his career – he wished to explore the far parts of southern Peru in search 
of the other remains of Inca cities and to make the most significant find – 
the last capital city of the Incas, the legendary vilcabamba, where the Incas 
resisted the Spanish and which was the centre of power of the last four Inca 
rulers that fell as late as in 1572 (Bingham 1982 (1948), 94-97). 

The plans of the six-person scientific expedition organised by Hiram 
Bingham in 1911 under the auspices of Yale University met with great interest 
of the government of Peru and the local community in Cusco. President  
of Peru, Augusto B. Leguía, was interested in the progress of the works and 
offered the American scientists all available help, exempting from baggage 
duty and providing permanent military escort. This goodwill of the Peruvian 
authorities was probably the result of the pro-American official policy  
of the government of Augusto B. Leguía, who in close contacts with the USA 
sought to boost the chance for economic development and to strengthen the 
position of Peru internationally. Bingham was very diligent in his preparations 
for the expedition by studying Spanish documents from the period of early 
colonisation and looking for clues in chronicles and church archives. Back 
in 1909 in Lima he met a professor of history, Carlos Albert Romero, who 
showed him two maps from 1570s and pointed to significant passages  
in the massive chronicle written by an friar Augustinian, father Antonio de 
la Calancha, in 1639, which included information about sanctuaries and 
holy sites of the Incas. In 1911 Bingham visited the Geographic Society 
in Lima and purchased several maps of the region. One of them was  
a map of a distinguished Italian geographer, naturalist and traveller, Antonio 
Raimondi, who in 1860s led an expedition in the region of vilcabamba 
(Bingham 1982 (1948), 116-117). For a few weeks in 1911 Bingham 
also collected information in Cusco, where he met everyone who could 
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Pl. 1. 1 – Ceremonial parade in honor of Machupicchu, Cusco’s main square, July 2011. 

Photo by the author
2 – Posters with critical slogans placed by the ‘Colectivo el Muro’ group on the walls next 

to the Plaza de Armas. City center of Cusco, July 2011. Photo by the author
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Pl. 2. 1 – General view of the Inca Machupicchu city. Photo by the author
2 – Zig-zag road to Machupicchu, named after Hiram Bingham. Photo by the author
3 – Ceremonial parade in honor of Machupicchu, Cusco’s main square, July 2011. 

Photo by the author
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tell him about Inca sites in the Urubamba valley and in the vilcabamba 
region. The most valuable information was provided by the American rector  
of the Universidad Nacional de San Antonio Abad, Alberto Giesecke. He told 
Bingham about his horseback expedition down the Urubamba river that he 
had led a few months earlier. In the place called Mandor Pampa he had stayed 
by a sugarcane plantation rented by Melchor Arteaga. He had told the rector 
about ruins covered by jungle on one of the summits over Urubamba. As this 
was a rainy season, Giesecke had decided against climbing the steep slope 
and intended to come back there in a more favourable time. However, his 
duties had kept him in Cusco and he hadn’t decided to finish his expedition, 
but he suggested Bingham to examine that site. Bingham went to Mandor 
Pampa and met Arteaga. According to the renter, there were many Inca ruins 
in the vicinity, and the most impressive were atop the neighbouring summits 
of Huayna and Machu. After talking to Melchor Arteaga, Bingham wrote 
the name ‘Maccu Picchu’ in his diary, and, although he doubted the ruins 
would be the remains of the last capital of the Incas he was looking for,  
he decided to have a look at them and to make a photographic documentation 
of the site. On 24th July, with Arteaga (whom he paid one silver sol) and 
sergeant Fabian Carasco, he climbed the steep slope over the cliff, leaving 
the rumbling waters of the Urubamba behind. About noon he was standing 
at the main square of Machupicchu (Pl. 2: 1). For several hours he was 
photographing and describing Inca walls in his diary (Bingham 1913a, 709-
719; Bingham 1913b, 387-573; Bingham 1989, 3-14). 

In his later publications and interviews on the Inca site, Bingham 
claimed that it had made great impression on him from the start, and he 
was immediately aware of the significance of his discovery. However, 
his own account in the expedition log suggests otherwise – it seems that  
the American scientist looking for the impressive (as he thought) last capital 
of the Inca kings had been disappointed with his discovery on the Machu 
summit, and he had thought that stone walls covered with and destroyed 
by vegetation were too inconspicuous to be the legendary vilcabamba. His 
companions had had similar impressions, occupied with collecting fauna and 
flora samples or simply resting and putting the base in order. They also had 
not been interested in another Inca site, discovered during this expedition1. 
Professor Harry Ward Foote, a chemist and a botanist, had written under 

1 The same expedition of 1911 also discovered other important Inca sites, such as vitcos, 
sanctuary in Chuquipalta and Espiritu Pampa site, which today is considered the remains  
of the legendary last Inca capital, vilcabamba.
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24th July in his diary: ‘Spent the day above San Miguel collecting. Had  
an interesting time, and got a lot of staff, but no special things to note’ (Bingham 
1989, 18). Also, in the reports written for the Scientific Commission of Yale 
University after the 1911 expedition, Machupicchu had no significance 
and was listed as one of many Inca sites explored and documented during  
the expedition. In interviews, Bingham initially talked especially about 
climbing Coropuna summit (at the time thought to be the highest summit  
of the South America) and finding bones of Pleistocene fauna. In his materials 
prepared for Yale Corporation in order to organise another expedition to Peru, 
he defined its goal as: ‘to continue the investigations of the ruins discovered 
in the expedition of 1911’, not mentioning Machupicchu with one word  
as a special objective for exploration (Bingham 1989, 277; see commentary: 
López Lenci 2011, 148). 

In 1912 an agreement on cooperation between Yale University 
and National Geographic Society was reached, regulating another 
interdisciplinary scientific expedition by the name Yale Peruvian Expedition 
led by Hiram Bingham. Its goals were extensive archaeological explorations 
in the region of vilcabamba as well as topographic, geographic, ethnographic 
and botanical studies in the Department of Apurimac, around Parinacocha 
Lake and Nevado Coropuna. Yale Peruvian Expedition that commenced  
in the Spring of 1912 in the south of Peru was still accompanied by great 
interest and full support of the Peruvian government and the intellectual 
circles of Cusco. During the gala organised in the Central Hotel in Cusco 
to celebrate the American scientists, Hiram Bingham received a standing 
ovation, and Alberto Giesecke delivered a laudatory speech emphasising  
the significance of the Peruvian-American cooperation. The Rector appealed 
to solidarity, common and noble goals and ties between the community 
of scientists from Yale University and the University in Cusco. He also 
expressed readiness of the scientists from San Antonio Abad University to 
realise common interdisciplinary projects in the future. For his own part, 
Hiram Bingham assured that the expedition he had led had no commercial 
intentions or ‘treasure-seeking’ goals, and his and his companions’ 
explorations and studies are first of all to serve the Peruvian nation.  
He thanked for the support of the Peruvian side and for the acknowledgment 
on part of the academic circles, pointing out that he would be deeply satisfied 
if the Peruvian government secured and protected the archaeological 
sites his expedition had discovered from destruction (Bingham 1912, 2;  
El Comercio 1912a, 2; El Comercio 1912b, 2-3). For several months in 1912 
American scientists explored and studied the ruins of Machupicchu and  
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the Urubamba river basin, collecting extensive archaeological, ethnographic 
and botanic material, taking architectural measurements and preparing 
stratigraphic charts, documenting the every-day life of the sierra inhabitants 
and gathering information on their traditions, customs and beliefs. Bingham 
himself spent almost two weeks in Machupicchu, organising the works and 
making photographic documentation. Thanks to the support of the President  
of the USA, Howard Taft, the highest authorities of Peru also granted 
Bingham special permission to export archaeological and anthropological 
material collected while exploring the Inca sites (including Machupicchu). 
Historical objects were passed for exclusive disposition of Yale University 
and National Geographic Society under the agreement described as  
an ‘exception’ and ‘courtesy’ of the Peruvian government, which expressed 
its recognition for the merits of the American scientists (Resolución Suprema 
no. 1529, 31 October 1912 in: Mould de Pease 2003, 149-150; see also 
commentary: Salvatore 2003, 69-70).

In 1914 another American scientific expedition to Peru was organised, 
but Bingham noted with surprise that the atmosphere of exploration was 
not that of the previous years. It was the moment of tightening regulations 
concerning archaeological exploration, protection of Peruvian cultural 
heritage and especially exporting historic objects of material culture from 
Peru. It was also the time of significant changes in the intellectual circles 
of Peru. Peruvian archaeology was born, and the renaissance of indigenous 
culture was started. The axis of the new national-cultural policy of Peru was 
the idealised vision of the ‘golden era’ of the Inca civilisation. Also, the need 
to break the old system of submission of the Peruvian political and economic 
interests to foreign capital was more and more propagated, and the postulates 
of rejecting European and American values which so far dominated social 
and cultural life of Peru were formulated. The academic circles claimed 
it was the time of rejecting the American protectorate of Latin American 
republics; US policy became the main target of criticism and attacks.  
In the context of this specific mixture of nationalism, indigenism and Andaen 
messianism, the actions of the Peruvian Expedition of 1914-1915 under  
the auspices of the National Geographic Society and Yale University were  
no longer enjoying such support and approval of the public opinion in Cusco. 
the institutions that had earlier received Bingham and his companions with 
high honours, in 1914 viewed the work of American explorers through  
the prism of imperialism and aggressive domination of USA in Latin 
america. The Peruvian Expedition did not obtain the permission to explore 
the ruins of Machupicchu – the city that in the meantime became the symbol  
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of the nativistic ideology of incaísmo in Cusco. Hiram Bingham and  
the participants of his expedition could only explore the vicinity  
of Machupicchu, and were obliged to document and pass every discovery 
to the Peruvian institutions (Bingham 1916, 431-473; Bingham 1989, 
295-303). However, the public opinion concerning the presence and work  
of the American expedition was becoming more and more unfavourable. 
Within a few weeks Peruvian press (most of all El Sol and the Cusco edition of 
El Comercio) started publishing articles full of unambiguous, negative hints 
targeted at the foreign explorers. They described plundering ruins, illegal 
export (robbing) ‘Inca treasures’ under the cover of scientific explorations.  
The legality of the conducted explorations was questioned, and the American 
scientists were presented as a group of robbers (huaqueros) working for 
private collectors of pre-Columbian historical objects. Rumours about 
using local people for hard and unpaid work (a pure sign of imperialism!) 
were spread (El Sol 1914, 2; Matos Mar et al. 1981, 185-187; see also 
commentary: Bingham 1989, 304-313; Calvo Calvo 2002). There were also 
witnesses who claimed to have seen crates full of gold and high-quality  
pre-Columbian historical objects sent by the members of Bingham’s 
expedition from Cusco to the east, to Bolivia, so that they would avoid 
contacting Peruvian archaeological heritage protection services. When 
Bingham learnt from hearsay that the application concerning his arrest under 
the charges of the theft of national resources and illegal actions has being 
prepared in Lima, he decided to finish his works and in 1915 he left Peru  
in haste.

He returned to Peru as late as in 1948. He came at the invitation  
of the Peruvian government to take part in the grand opening of the road 
leading to Machupicchu that was named after him (Pl. 2: 2). This was also 
the year of his last publication concerning Machupicchu, The Lost City  
of the Incas. The Story of Machu Picchu and its Builders (Dell, Sloan and 
Pearce, New York 1948), in which he regarded himself unequivocally as  
the discoverer of the last capital of the Incas, legendary vilcabamba. 

Discovery or manipulation?

Machupicchu was in fact discovered by a native of Cusco, Agustín 
Lizárraga Ruiz, a land-owner from San Miguel, who in 1902 organised  
an expedition down the Urubamba valley and discovered stone walls 
overgrownby jungle while climbing one of the slopes of Machu summit.  
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The expedition included Enrique Palma Ruiz, the administrator of Collpani 
Hacienda (cousin of Lizárraga), manager of the above hacienda, Gabino 
Sánchez and a worker, Toribio Recharte. The expedition was sponsored by the 
owner of Collpani Hacienda, Justo Zenon Ochoa. The goal of the expedition was  
to find new areas for cultivation and for obtaining wood. Lizárraga walked 
around the whole site and realised that he had found an exceptional place. 
He decided to leave a mark of his visit and on one of the walls of a building 
with three windows he left a coal-made inscription: ‘Agustín Lizárraga  
14 de Julio-1902’ He did not inform the authorities in Cusco or in Lima 
about his discovery; he did not inform the press. One year later he sent to 
the ruins Toribio Recharte, who along with his family began growing corn, 
cassava, peppers and beans on the Inca terraces claimed back from the jungle. 
Four years later Lizárraga Ruiz sent another worker, Anacleto Alvarez, 
who also lived in the ruins with his family. In 1904 he also organised first 
‘tourist trip’ to the ruins for the members of Ochoa family and the workers  
of Collpani Hacienda. His discovery was known to all the inhabitants of San 
Miguel and Mandor Pampa. Ochoa family told their friends from haciendas  
in the Department of Cusco, from Lima, and even from Paris, about ruins 
covered by the jungle on Machu summit. Unfortunately, in 1912 Agustín 
Lizárraga drowned in the dangerous waters of the Urubamba.

This ‘true version of events’ that took place from more than 100 years ago 
was presented and described in 2011 by Peruvian newspapers, questioning 
the validity of organising ostentatious celebrations of the ‘100th anniversary 
of discovering Machu Picchu’ (Oscco Solórzano 2011, 4-5; Salcedo 2011,  
26-27). This ‘true story of discovering Machu Picchu’, according  
to journalists from Cusco was for years smothered with the aggressive 
marketing of Hiram Bingham himself, the ‘first foreign tourist’ in  
the Urubamba valley, and then by National Geographic Society, Yale 
University and American archaeologists. When in 1913 National Geographic 
Magazine gave a whole edition for publishing Bingham’s article and 
photographs from Machupicchu, the American ‘discoverer’ was rained 
upon with congratulations and nobody then asked the question if the version 
described by the American traveller was true. However, today’s public 
opinion and academic circles in Cusco asked the question of Hiram Bingham’s 
real achievements and work ethics as the discoverer of Machupicchu and  
the Inca culture scholar. An uncompromising revision of the established 
history was conducted, discrediting the achievements and the role of  
the American explorer, who manipulated facts to create his own legend  



256 M. Kania

(see commentary i.a.: Mould de Pease 2003, 54-57, 90-95; Mould de Pease 
2008, 18, 30). Special Supplement of La Primera published in Cusco for  
the celebrations read: 

‘Let the Peruvian nation remember that on 14th July 1902, almost  
in secret, one of the most important events not only for Cusco and Peru, 
but also for the whole world took place: the Inca city of Machu Picchu was 
discovered. 109 years after the extraordinary Discovery of Machu Picchu 
the history begins to acknowledge the significant contribution of Agustin 
Lizárraga Ruiz, a Peruvian’ (Oscco Solórzano 2011, 4). 

Cusco newspapers also mocked the term ‘scientific discovery of Machu 
Picchu’ assigned to the achievement of Hiram Bingham from 1911: 

‘In one night Bingham transformed from an ordinary history teacher 
into a scientist, and then, “scientifically”, he robbed Machu Picchu of its 
treasures. He became the discoverer, the explorer and the marketer of Machu 
Picchu and himself’ (Oscco Solórzano 2011, 5; see also: Salcedo 2011, 26).

The history of ‘discovering Machupicchu’ at the beginning of the 21st 
century was written anew. The results of the studies realised for the past 
few years in the archive in the USA (heritage of Hiram Bingham himself 
and the archives of Yale University and National Geographic Society) and 
Peru (documents stored in the National Library in Lima and the Municipal 
Library in Cusco) prove that before Hiram Bingham set up his camera  
on the main square of Machupicchu and took the world-famous photographs 
of Inca walls swallowed by jungle, the site had been known and mentioned 
in various documents, and it had been marked on many maps of what 
today is the Department of Cusco. The name Picchu, Piccho or Picho 
appears in documents from the colonial times (the earliest are from 1578, 
then from the 18th century – 1776 and 1782), and then more frequently  
in the 19th century. These are the references to divisions or purchases  
of lands below Ollantaytambo, in the Urubamba valley, and maps prepared 
by the travellers, sawmill and mine owners, wood traders. In 1865, Antonio 
Raimondi mentioned above marked a site called ‘Picchu’ on his map  
of the region of vilcabamba. In 1874 the site was marked on the map  
of a German engineer and sawmill owner, Herman Göring. In 1875 a French 
traveller and naturalist, Charles Wiener, explored the Urubamba valley 
and heard the natives talk about old Inca cities of ‘Huaina Picchu and 
Matcho Picchu’. He never reached them, but marked the mentioned place  
on the map included in Voyage au Pérou et Bolivie, published in 1880  
in Paris. In 1881 a place described as ‘huaca del Inca’ on the Machu 
summit was marked on the map by Augusto R. Berns, a sawmill owner and 
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antiquities trader, and in 1910 a paper The Land of the Incas by Sir Clements 
Markham was published, in which Inca ruins ‘Picchu’ are mentioned (Rowe 
1990, 139-154; Martorell 2000, 27f; Mould de Pease 2004, 173-177; Mould  
de Pease 2008, 18-43; Flores Ochoa 2011, 6-11). 

Bingham must have known the publications of Sir Clements Markham 
on the Inca and pre-Inca sites in the Urubamba valley and Apurimac, because 
when he led the expedition in Peru, he lively corresponded with Markham, 
who at the time was the president of the Royal Geographic Society in London. 
Although in the early publications (Inca Land from 1922 and Machu Picchu. 
The Citadel of the Incas from 1930) he referred to and mentioned maps and 
documents from the 16th, 18th and 19th centuries, in the following years  
he omitted or belittled the significance of the information and sources he used, 
created his own version of events and emphasized his role in discovering 
of ‘the mysterious city’. He also propagated his own version of what 
Machupicchu was in the pre-Hispanic times. The theory which Bingham 
propagated, that Machupicchu was at the same time the cradle of the Inca 
Empire, Tampu Tocco, and the last, lost capital of the Incas, vilcabamba, 
required a skilful and careful selection of sources, from which Bingham 
did not hesitate to remove inconvenient information that could question his 
interpretations and undermine the significance of his discovery. In his last 
publication The Lost City of the Incas from 1948 Bingham did not mention 
anything about help and information he received from many people in Peru 
and the Urubamba valley. He admitted to have the Raimondi’s map, but that 
map did not have any information on the Inca ruins in the Urubamba valley, 
below the city of Ollantaytambo or in the valley of vilcabamba. Despite 
frequent contacts with the academic circles in Cusco and many discussions 
with the rector of the local university, Alberto Giesecke, who encouraged 
him to lead the expedition in the right direction, in 1948 Bingham claimed: 
‘Professors from the University in Cusco did not know anything about 
the ruins in the lower part of the valley’ [of Urubamba] (Bingham 1982 
(1948), 117). Also Agustín Lizárraga successively disappeared from 
Bingham’s publications and interviews. Bingham realised he was not 
first to have reached the ruins already during his first visit there in 1911.  
On the wall of one of the Inca temples he found the inscription ‘Lizarraga 
1902’, and in his diary, under 25th July, he wrote: ‘Agustín Lizarraga is  
the discoverer of Machu Picchu, and he lives in the village of San Miguel  
we have passed on our way’ (Bingham 1913a, 714; Bingham 1989, 13,  
25-26). However, in his last publication concerning Machupicchu he removed 
all information on Lízarraga, and he never published the photographs showing 
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large parts of the city cleared of vegetation and not covered with ‘centuries-
old vegetation.’ The fact that discredits Bingham in the eyes of the people  
of Cusco as a real scientist is that he removed the name of Lízarraga not only 
from his own publications, but also from the stone block in Machu Picchu, 
thus erasing it from history (Bingham 1989, 277; López Lenci 2011, 149). 

It is puzzling why the American professor manipulated facts and 
changed the history. A great deal of information suggests that he wanted 
fame – his times were full of interesting, ground-breaking achievements 
and geographical discoveries, and Bingham wanted to write his name  
in history among the great travellers and discoverers. On his return from  
the 1911 expedition he published the results of his journey to Peru: first ascent  
to the Coropuna summit, finding bones of Pleistocene fauna and discovering 
new, unknown Inca sites. His first ascent to Coropuna was quickly questioned 
– a few months after Bingham’s return Mrs. Annie Peck, American explorer 
and alpinist claimed to have reached the summit before him, and placed there 
a yellow flag of the Suffrage League she belonged to. The bones brought  
by Bingham to the USA proved to be remnants of goods sold at a meat market 
in Cusco (Bingham 1989, 277; López Lenci 2011, 147-149). What remained 
were… the Inca ruins and a city on Machu summit unknown to anybody 
in the USA, ‘the lost city of the Incas’. As its discoverer, Hiram Bingham 
presented himself in the anniversary edition of the National Geographic 
Magazine in 1913, and in the following years he carefully created his image 
and his own legend of an explorer. 

machupicchu – a symbol of national pride and… ‘the goose that 
lays the golden eggs’ 

In an official Decree appointing the year 2011 as the ‘Year of the Centenary 
of Machu Picchu to the World’2, President Alan García Perez emphasised 
the significance of the site for the cultural heritage of the world, but mostly 
for the identity and national pride of the people of Peru. The celebrations 
organised in Cusco, however, did not go as smoothly and in as nice and 
solemn atmosphere as it was wished. The comments of Peruvian press 
from July 2011 included bitter accusations that Hiram Bingham is named  
the discoverer of Machupicchu only by coincidence. Peruvian historian 
Mariana Mould de Pease admitted that the only achievement of Bingham was 
publicising his ‘discovery’: thanks to his access to the media (international 

2 Decreto Supremo 116-2010-PCM, Normas Legales, in: El Peruano, 31 de diciembre 
2010.
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press) and due to his funds (financial support of Yale University, National 
Geographic Society, and... his billionaire wife, heiress of the fortune  
of the Tiffany’s) he was able to spread the word of his feat to the whole world 
(Mormontoy Peñalba 2011, 4). An anthropologist from Cusco, Jorgé Flores 
Ochoa (a far relative of the Collpani Hacienda owners) provided a different 
comment. He believes that speaking of a ‘discovery’ is a misunderstanding, 
because Machupicchu was known to the natives ‘since always’. The area 
of Machupicchu was repeatedly visited and well-known to the farmers 
growing vegetables (yucca, kamote, sugarcane, pumpkin, corn, potatoes)  
on the slopes of Machu and Huayna, hunters roaming the area in search 
of game and wood traders hired by the local haciendas and sawmills.  
The more weird and at the same time amusing for the local community was 
the declaration to the whole world that ‘some gringo’, who did not know 
the land and who was led by a local guide, discovered ‘a lost Inca city’ 
(Flores Ochoa 2011, 5-6, 11-12). Minister of Culture of Peru, Juan Ossio, 
in his interview during the celebrations made a softer and more conciliatory 
comment: ‘It is obvious that the local inhabitants knew the ruins for years,’ 
he admitted, ‘however, they were not appropriately educated. It was Bingham 
who published the photograph of Machupicchu in magazines available abroad 
and he himself published numerous articles and books concerning “the lost 
city of the Incas.” It was a joint effort, cooperation between the Peruvians 
and the Americans’ (Noticias Variadas 2011, 5). In this context, the matter 
of acknowledging Augustin Lizárraga as the discoverer of Machupicchu 
has returned. On 4th July, in Centro de Convenciones in Cusco, as part  
of the celebrations a book entitled Agustín Lizárraga. El gran descubridor 
de Machupicchu by an engineer from Cusco, Américo Rivas Tapia, was 
presented. The descendants of Agustín Lizárraga, invited to the meeting 
with the author, demanded an official acknowledgement of their ancestor 
as the discoverer of Machupicchu and retribution to his fame. Cusco press 
in an exalted tone called for honouring Agustín Lizárraga in the 109th 
anniversary for the ‘proper discovery’ of Machupicchu and placed him  
on the deserved Altar Sagrado de la Patria – the Holy Altar of the Homeland 
(Oscco Solórzano 2011, 5). Mario and Rómulo Lizárraga, the grandchildren 
of Agustín, admitted that the best form of compensation and honouring 
their grandfather would be to place a plaque commemorating him next  
to the plaques informing about the ‘scientific discovery of Machupicchu’  
by Hiram Bingham.

Attempts at belittling the achievements of the expedition led by  
the American scientist cannot change the fact that it were the 1911-1915 
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expeditions and the Bingham’ articles in the National Geographic and 
Harper’s Monthly magazines from 1913 and 1916 that electrified the 
public opinion and ‘discovered’ Machupicchu beyond the borders of Peru.  
It should be noted that before Hiram Bingham no explorer (among 
historians, archaeologists or anthropologists) had reached the ruins, had 
made photographic documentation, had described and measured them. After 
1915, when the third expedition was over, Hiram Bingham himself as well 
as the participants of the explorations published the results of their work, 
wrote books, lectured at conferences – in short, the site made its appearance 
in the scientific circles of the whole world. And that was in fact the ‘scientific 
discovery’ of Machupicchu.

the debate on Machupicchu that dominated press commentaries 
and took place in the background of the anniversary celebrations was 
not limited only to the question who really deserves the honoured name  
of the discoverer, and whether the celebrations of July 2011 should  
in fact have taken place. Some inhabitants of Cusco belonging to the group 
‘Colectivo el Muro’ protested on Plaza de Armas against using the site 
of Machupicchu by some institutions from Lima that are driven only by 
financial profits resulting from the development of tourism and advertising 
Machupicchu in the world. Questions about who actually benefits from 
tourist boom in the Department of Cusco in southern Peru have been 
asked for nearly two decades. Questions are not unfounded, because most  
of the income from tourism feeds the finances of travel agencies in Lima  
or agencies abroad of Peru. ‘100 años del saqueo’ [A hundred years 
robbing]; ‘100 años de la prostitución de la cultura andina’ [A hundred years  
of prostitution of the Andean culture]; ‘Que el turismo no viva de tu pobreza’ 
[Don’t let tourism be nourished by your poverty] – these are only some  
of the slogans the frustrated Cusqueños placed on the walls of the university 
auditorium (Pl. 1: 2; see also commentary: Zúniga 2011, 3). The posters 
remained there only for one day, but they led to a discussion in press,  
in which a doubt was voiced whether the seventh new wonder of the world,  
the title granted to Machupicchu on 7th July 2007, is appropriately protected. 
The event from 1911 was promoted by modern tourist agencies and 
international press, as the 100th anniversary of Hiram Bingham’s explorations 
was to draw masses of tourists to Peru, and most of all to Cusco. The masses 
that, according to Peruvian archaeologists and anthropologists, are a serious 
threat for Machupicchu. Academic circles used the attention of international 
public opinion directed towards Cusco and officially accused Peruvian 
administration that it treats the Inca site as a cash cow (Merino 2011, 2).  
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The critics pointed out the constant lack of appropriate strategy for protecting 
and conserving the Machupicchu Archaeological Park and inadequate 
protection against destruction and exploitation by the still growing, 
uncontrollable tourism, although Machupicchu since 1983 is located  
on the prestigious UNESCO List of cultural world heritage sites. Luís 
Guillermo Lumbreras, the eminent Peruvian archaeologist has also  
emphasized that Machupicchu is a holy place, a sanctuary (Santuario 
Histórico), and, therefore, there should be appropriate rules regarding 
visiting it and making it available for tourists, defined by the cooperation 
between professionals protecting heritage of the Inca civilisation for 
future generations and the heirs to this civilisation (the inhabitants of  
the Department of Cusco), and not by politicians from Lima (Merino 2011, 3). 
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Abstract: In years 1918-1939 attempts of creating and shaping 
new scientific periodicals, adjusted to the actual conditions and needs  
of developing scientific disciplines, were based on their own tradition as 
well as on foreign standards. The form of these publications was developing 
in close relation to the progress of various administrative forms of science, 
mainly of learned societies. In the given period we can also notice model and 
structural transformations within scientific magazines and their increasing 
specialization, together with the search for new solutions in promoting abroad 
the achievements of Polish research and in reaching with this information 
to foreign readers. Polish scientists, aware of fact that the national science 
could not develop in isolation from changes and transformations of  
the world science, were seeking for new ways of spreading research 
information in order to make them more widespread.
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After 1918 in reborn after the partitions Poland the concept of keeping 
a close contact with the world science by means of scientific periodicals 
was applied in two ways: by publishing articles of foreign researchers and 
scientific reviews on works of foreign authors, and by publishing texts or  
at least abstracts of Polish authors in the so called congress languages. This 
method was mainly used in periodicals on science, medicine and biology,  
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which was an obvious result of the universality and popularity of this scope 
of research, but it was present as well in the scope of humanistic and social 
studies (see: Wrona 2005).

The role of periodicals had numerous aspects, mainly as a specific form 
of shaping a scientific reflection, its theoretical and methodological ground, 
as well as documenting various forms of scientific, organizational and 
professional activity of scholars, integrating scientific circles and allowing 
the theorists and practitioners to work together. 

The above mentioned remarks can be fully applied to the group  
of periodical representing the antiquity in a broad meaning of this word, 
regardless whether they related to classical philology or to archaeology 
and prehistory, although the first ones would dominate. The difficulty  
in this matter, however, lies in creating a common platform which would 
allow for unifying them, and by that for choosing the subject of research. 
Thus, the presentation of Polish scientific output in the scope of national 
periodicals of the period 1918-1939 dedicated to antiquity needs to be 
performed in two independent aspects, as the history of periodicals dedicated  
to classical philology and to archaeology and prehistory. This matter is even 
more important due to the fact that press and publishing related subjects 
appear only at the margin of research on the history of these two scientific 
disciplines (Hammer 1948; Kostrzewski 1949; Gąssowski 1970; Stolpiak 
1984; Abramowicz 1991; Plezia 1993; Zinkow 2010, 129-138).

Let us move now to the main scope of our article, keeping in mind 
the characteristics of titles representing classical philology and relating  
to archaeology in its broader sense. This subject will, however, require  
a certain explanation and additional information. In a close relation to  
the development of classical philology, in the administrative and 
organizational aspect in the period 1918-1939 there was an increase  
in the number of periodicals, which was one of important signs of its 
development. In the researched period in Poland four titles were being 
published, of various character and intention, three of which were representing 
the circles of Lviv. Undoubtedly the specialty of Lviv was classical philology, 
studied within the walls of John Casimir University as well as present in 
works of the Polish Philological Society (Dorobek naukowy lwowskich szkół 
wyższych; Łanowski and Szastyńska-Siemion 1999; Draus 2007; Królczyk 
2007). This subject was also studied by Ryszard Ganszyniec (Gansiniec), 
to whom the city owes the fact of its becoming an important scientific and 
publishing centre, whose influence spread also to other countries (Budzyński 
1997, 9-15; Starnawski 1997a; Starnawski 1997b, 1, 35-55).
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This variety was visible mainly in the choice of readers. For scientists 
and researchers there was Eos (1894 /vol. 1-1939 /vol. 40), a periodical of 
the Polish Philological Society, held in high esteem by foreign scientific 
circles. This was confirmed by the words of Jerzy Kowalski in the article 
dedicated to the creator of the Society and the first editor, Ludwik Ćwikliński, 
published in a post-war volume: Thanks to the existence of the Society and 
to its publications we are known to the world (Kowalski 1940/46, 2).

In 1918 the volume 23 of this periodical was published, edited by Tadeusz 
Sinko, who was responsible for the Greek part and Polish-Latin studies, and 
Jan Sajdak, the editor of the Latin part of the volume. The next three volumes 
(25-27) were prepared to print by R. Ganszyniec, T. Sinko and Tadeusz 
Zieliński, and after the resignation of T. Sinko the other two edited volumes 
28-35, in years 1925-1934. The editing and publishing process as a whole 
was supervised by the editing board consisting of T. Zieliński, Stanisław 
Witkowski, Jan Szczepański, Seweryn Hammer, Gustaw Przychocki, Jan 
Oko, Wincenty Ogrodziński and Alfred Buse. The last two parts of the 40th 
(the last before the war) volume were edited by Jerzy Kowalski.

Eos in the given period went through several transformation of its 
layout and contents. Until 1923 it consisted of the following parts: classical 
philology, humanities (Polish-Latin studies) and reviews, reports and notes. 
In 1924 (vol. 27) the Polish-Latin studies were replaced by miscelanea and 
varia took place of reports (vol. 28). The texts were published in Latin and 
French, and the reviews and reports were published in the Polish language 
version. In the 30th volume (1927) further changes were introduced, Eos 
became a periodical dedicated solely to studies on classical world, and the 
editing board ceased publishing works on Polish humanities and reports. 

Recalling the transformation of research and organization of classical 
philology, Ryszard Ganszyniec wrote: ‘Since 1924 I have been taking steps 
to eliminate from “Eos” the diversity of languages and content. Eos has 
been transformed into an international magazine, published in Latin and 
French, the works on the Polish and Latin culture had been removed and 
in 1927 – at the time of creating Kwartalnik Klasyczny – the reporting part 
has disappeared as well, so since that time Eos has only been publishing 
original philological research, and this in a foreign language’ (Ganszyniec 
1931, 493).

More radical transformation took place in 1935 (vol. 36), when Eos 
gained the sub-title Kwartalnik klasyczny, organ Polskiego Towarzystwa  
Filologicznego [Classical Quarterly, organ of the Polish Philological  
Society]. The editing board informed the readers about this step, adding: ‘From 



G. Wrona266

now on, all members of  
the Society will be receiv-
ing four volumes a year 
of the journal titled Eos. 
Kwartalnik klasyczny. Only 
articles written in latin or 
French language will be 
accepted to print’ (from  
the editor: 1935, 3). The core 
of the periodical consisted 
of scientific and didactic 
dissertations, supported by 
the informative and report-
ing part, which presented 
reviews, chronicles and po-
lemics. As the result, sci-
entific dissertations were  
enriched by articles on 
methodology and didactics 
of teaching of classical lan-
guages. this situation did 
not change until 1938 (vol. 
39), whereas the last pre-war 
volume 40 (1939) was pub-

lished under the previous title and included articles, reviews and obituaries.
Processing the aforementioned internal transformations in Eos brought 

at some stage together the fate of two periodicals. The other one was  
Kwartalnik Klasyczny [Classical Quarterly] 1927 (vol. 1)-1934 (vol. 8), 
brought to life, as it has been already mentioned, by R. Ganszyniec. The quar-
terly was mainly addressed to teachers – philologists, and its main aim was  
to inform on the progress of classical philology in Poland and abroad,  
the directions of progress and improvement of teaching methods. The editors: 
R. Ganszyniec, and since 1931 also Jan Szczepański, interchangeably defined 
the scope of interest of this magazine: ‘Kwartalnik Klasyczny is not based on 
foreign examples. Externally, it is distinguished by containing illustrations, 
which until that time were only used in magazines on archaeology and history  
of art, internally by the part of research information based on Bursians  
Berichte, albeit in a more convenient form, with the didactic aspect broader 
than anywhere else. Everything has been done to ensure a philologist will 
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find in one magazine all 
he had needed to seek for  
in various publications to 
keep pace with the develop-
ment of science and teach-
ing methods.’ (Kwartalnik 
Klasyczny 1927, z. 1).

This quotation, if some- 
what too long, reflects per-
fectly not only the inten-
tions of the creators and 
editors, but also one of im-
portant directions of work of  
the members of Polish Phil-
ological Society, which was  
to fight the marginalization 
of classical education and 
removing Greek language 
from school curricula, as  
well as to work towards  
increasing the quality of ed-
ucation. their attempts were 
caused by the need to oppose 
the intent of the creators of 
new ministerial projects (Golias 1927, 1, 16-25; Zieliński 1927, 2, 6-10; 
Pilch 1928, 1, 32-38; Kowalski 1928, 1, 45-57; Łęski 1932, 3/4, 249-266; 
Schnayder 1934, 3, 177-186; see also: Axer 1999, 107). It was rightly stated 
that ‘by Kwartalnik Klasyczny the Management Board presented teachers of  
philology with a guide and support in their difficult and arduous work’  
(Ganszyniec 1928, 99). The program of the periodical included methodology 
and didactics of philological sciences as well as research reviews, bibliography  
and a chronicle of significant events within the philological circles.  
The hardship of work of an editor and publisher is documented by the words 
of the editor: ‘From many sides there have been demands from the editor 
board to change the main program: some suggested a significant expansion  
of the chronicle, others advised restricting solely to didactics, some  
demanded a broader bibliography and others wanted more reports instead 
of didactics and bibliography. I decided to remain with the primary idea,  
trying to achieve some balance between different parts, of which the most  



G. Wrona268

important is the didactics. 
But I am flexible in regard to  
the size of the magazine: in-
deed, I myself have exceeded 
the primary project, and still 
was not able to fit in even 
half of the prepared materials,  
especially in the bibliographi-
cal part. the most urgent need 
is to print the prepared review 
of periodicals’ (Ganszyniec 
1928, 1, 101). The constant 
attempts of the editor towards 
improving the layout of the 
periodical were present also 
in his further editorial chal-
lenges. 

In 1935 in Lviv a new  
title was brought to life: 
Przegląd Klasyczny [Clas-
sical Revue] (1935 /vol. 1- 
1939 /vol. 5), in its character,  
structure and layout similar 
to Kwartalnik. It certainly  

was keeping its traditions alive. Creating this periodical was also 
the result of attempts of R. Ganszyniec, who took over the function  
of the main editor and regretted the fact that the Polish Philological Society 
closed the only informative and didactic periodical – Kwartalnik Klasyczny 
(Kronika Przegląd Klasyczny 1935, 1, 63). The magazine was managed by 
an editorial committee, with competences distributed as follow: Edmund 
Bulanda (archaeology), Bogumił Jasinowski (history of philosophy), Jan 
Safarewicz (language studies), Kazimierz Zakrzewski (ancient history) and 
R. Ganszyniec (classical philology). The periodical, published by Filomata, 
presented in fact articles on methodology and didactics of classical philology, 
as well as remarks on antique culture. An important factor in the structure of 
the periodical were the broad bibliographic charts, including the bibliography 
of methodology of teaching of classical philology and the bibliography of 
ancient history. The content of Przegląd also included translations, analyses  
of selected Polish and foreign periodicals, and a chronicle. 
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It seems fitting in 
this place to mention  
the work of Gabriela Pianko, 
Bibliografia “Eos” i innych 
wydawnictw Polskiego To-
warzystwa Filologicznego 
1894-1959 [Bibliography 
of “Eos” and other publica-
tions of the Polish Philo-
logical Society 1894-1959], 
published as a supplement  
to the 50th volume of Eos 
(Pianko 1959/60). Using  
the statements of this author 
regarding the classification 
of texts, it is possible to point 
out the main scope of interest 
of the editorial board, as well 
as to confirm the implemen-
tation of prepared program 
concepts of these periodicals. 
The list of subjects is long: 
profiles of Greek and Latin 
authors; history and theory 
of literature; mythography; language studies, metrics, rhythmic, prosody, 
music and singing, history of texts, paleography, papyrology; archaeology,  
prehistory, epigraphic, numismatics, political, social and economical  
history; religion and mythology; law; philosophy; science, technical studies,  
craftsmanship, sports; classical studies and influences, classical philology 
in Poland; biographies, bibliographies, obituaries, commemorative books, 
teaching, methodology and textbooks. 

The broad scope of subjects of published texts proves that  
the aforementioned periodicals have become magazines dedicated not 
only to classical philologists, but to also to researchers of antiquity studies  
as a whole. The author used in this statement the words of Sylwester 
Dworacki from the centenary of the title, admitting their universality, which 
allowed this opinion to be transferred to all works published by the Polish 
Philological Society (Dworacki 1999, 95). An important role was played in  
that matter by the bibliographical charts published in mentioned periodicals 
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(1928; 1929; 1930; 1931; 
Hahn 1930, 1, 85-88; 
Ganszyniec 1935, 4, 585; 
1936; 1937; Appel 1937, 4, 
453-456).

And one more remark, 
which will surely raise in-
terest due to the excep-
tionality of the event. In  
the 5th volume of Przegląd 
Klasyczny of 1936 an article  
titled Niesamowitości oś-
wiatowe [Incredibilities of  
education] had been banned 
(1936a). Taking over the 
periodical was based on  
the Article 127 of the Penal  
Code, as the prosecutor 
found traits of crime in  
the text, namely an insult 
towards school authorities. 
This was not in fact a typical 
reaction of the censorship 
board towards a scientific 

periodical, which makes it even more worthy of mention.
Classical philology was also represented by Minerwa (1922, no. 1-2), 

a monthly with scientific aspirations, published in Warsaw by Stanisław 
Zetowski. This periodical, with the sub-title ‘periodical dedicated to classical 
philology and Polish literature’, published solely texts of the editor himself. 
The articles were, however, only of a supplementary character, and their 
educative level did not meet with regard of the researchers and decided  
on the fate of the magazine. It is maybe worth mentioning that S. Zetowski 
made also an attempt to join in to the discussion on the reform of teaching 
classical philology in secondary schools and university courses. 

As it has been already mentioned, the second course of our considerations 
includes the subject of scientific periodicals on prehistory. It is, however, 
necessary to keep in mind the significant dissimilarity of this subject  
of research, caused by the scope of published dissertations. It is also 
necessary to relate to the concepts of archeology practices of the given 
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time. Not going too deep into this subject, as it would far exceed the subject  
of this paper, it is still necessary to point out the specific character of Polish 
archaeological studies, directed towards the prehistory of the territory  
of Poland. This fact was wonderfully explained by Barbara Stolpiak:  
‘The result of prehistory studies shaped in such specific conditions was  
an exceptional activity in gathering, preserving and cataloguing all kinds  
of national relics. Such collecting and gathering, done mainly by amateurs, 
but sometimes oscillating towards methodical research, was the response for 
the need of consolidating nation for finding a past of its own, from which  
it could take an uplifting example to make survival easier and raise the hope 
for a brighter future’ (Stolpiak 1984, 19). 

The organization and reorganization of Polish archaeological and 
prehistory studies in years 1918-1939 came hand in hand with attempts  
to create a modern periodical of a high scientific value. Among the five 
scientific archaeological magazines published in Poland in the period 1918-
1939, one of the oldest was Światowit (1899 /vol. 1-1936/37 /vol. 17),  
a yearbook published by the Archeological Museum of Erazm Majewski, 
operating at that time within the structures of the Warsaw Learned Society. 
In the given period, the head editor of the magazine restored in 1924 
was Włodzimierz Antoniewicz, who allowed it to reach a very high level  
of scientific quality. 

In 1920 the Presiding Board of the Governmental Society of Prehistoric 
Relics Conservators has started publishing in Warsaw their own periodical, 
dedicated to ‘methods and organization of scientific research in the subject 
of prehistory, conservation of prehistoric relics, museology, reports  
on the work of regional conservators and description of the excavations they 
performed’. This periodical, Wiadomości Archeologiczne [Archaelogical 
News] (1873 /vol. 1-1939 /vol. 15) was intended to become the central 
organ of all workers of prehistoric archaeology area in Poland. Its title and 
the continuity of volume numbering were referring to the periodical which 
had been published in years 1873-1882. In 1929, due to the dissolution  
of the Society of Conservators (1928), a change of the publisher took place: 
the quarterly was then taken over by the State Archaeological Museum 
and the head editor Włodzimierz Antoniewicz was replaced by Roman 
Jakimowicz. 

Przegląd Archeologiczny [Revue of Archaelogy], ‘periodical dedicated 
to prehistoric archaeology and medieval numismatics’ (1919/21 /vol. 
1-1937/39 /vol. l6), on the other hand, was connected with the Poznan 
circles. In the first year it was a publication of the Archeological Committee  
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of the Society of the Friends of Science in Poznan, since 1920 also of  
the Polish Prehistoric Society, and from 1925 onwards exclusively by  
the PPS. Its creation was meant to fill in the void caused by the gap  
in publishing Światowit.

Onsite research and the archaeology of specified regions of Poland was 
the subject of two periodicals: Rocznik Muzeum Wielkopolskiego w Poznaniu 
[Yearbook of the Poznan Museum] (1923 /vol. 1 ed. 1925-1928/29 /vol. 6 
ed. 1931) and Rocznik Archeologiczny [Archaeological Yearbook] (1937 /
vol. 1), published by the Archaeological Museum of the Stefan Batory 
University in Wilno. 

It must be stated, however, that in these journals there appeared also 
publications relating to the archaeology of the Mediterranean region, in form 
of dissertations, polemics, documentary reports, reviews and bibliographical 
charts. Such works were scarce, which is not surprising considering  
the program concepts of these magazines. 

To summarize, it is worth to mention that no dispute has been raised  
in this paper regarding the valuation of achievements of Polish philologists 
and archaeologists in the subject of ‘classical philology’, as the author 
does not feel entitled to do so. In the research and statements the historic-
press perspective has been applied, which allows for the formal description  
of the researched periodical and the presentation of its structure, content 
and function. This allowed to point out certain common guidelines and  
the diversity of form, content and intent, as well as to grasp their specific 
features and intended editorial policy. 
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The ‘eGyPTiAn houSe’, 
hAnS mAkArT And cleoPATrA 
from krAkow

Abstract: The paper provides information on the relief found in Krakow, 
referring to the painting by the Austrian artist Hans Makart: Cleopatra’s 
Nile Journey. It is an interesting variation on the Cleopatra motif in modern-
era art, and a contribution to the history of Orientalism and Egyptomania  
of the turn of the 20th century. Notes on Makart’s relations with Poland and 
his travel to Egypt are also included.

Keywords: Cleopatra; Cydnus; Hans Makart; Orientalism in Art; 
Egyptomania

In Studies in Ancient Art and Civilization 12 my article on the unusual 
premise, ‘The Egyptian House in Cracow’, was published (Zinkow 2008). 
The building in my opinion was one of the more interesting manifestations  
of the Egyptianizing style in European architecture. The Egyptian House 
(built in 1895) was thoroughly rebuilt c. 1929, therefore only the now-
archival architectural designs, two photographs (Fig. 1) and a few surviving 
details can provide material for research. 

The above-mentioned text does not provide any reference to one  
of the decorative, which was omitted in the designs, but had a potential  
of being added later, according to some accounts. It was not a strictly 
speaking Egyptianizing detail, although it did refer to the legacy of the ancient 
Egypt. In one of the lobbies of the house, a relief sized 84 x 234cm (94 x 
246cm with frameborder) was walled in, depicting the scene of Cleopatra’s 
travel in a river boat on Cydnus (Greek: Κύδνου, now: Berdan River, also  
called Tarsus River, Mersin Province, south Turkey) to meet Mark Antony  
(Fig. 2).
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The motif refers to Plutarch’s description in The Parallel Lives (Βίοι 
Παράλληλοι): 

‘Though she received many letters of summons both from Antony 
himself and from his friends, she so despised and laughed the man  
to scorn as to sail up the river Cydnus in a barge with gilded poop, its 
sails spread purple, its rowers urging it on with silver oars to the sound of  
the flute blended with pipes and lutes. She herself reclined beneath a canopy 
spangled with gold, adorned like venus in a painting, while boys like Loves 
in paintings stood on either side and fanned her. Likewise also the fairest  
of her serving-maidens, attired like Nereïds and Graces, were stationed, 
some at the rudder-sweeps and others at the reefing-ropes. Wondrous odours 
from countless incense-offerings diffused themselves along the river-banks. 
Of the inhabitants, some accompanied her on either bank of the river from 
its very mouth, while others went down from the city to behold the sight. 
The throng in the market-place gradually streamed away, until at last Antony 
himself, seated on his tribunal, was left alone. And a rumour spread on every 
hand that venus was come to revel with Bacchus for the good of Asia’. 
(Anthony, 26)1

1 Transl. by Bernadotte Perrin; Loeb Classical Library 9 (101), 1920, 194-195. 

Fig. 1. The Egyptian House in Krakow, about 1900. 
Author unknown. National Museum, Krakow, PIK 7492
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Despite the popularity of Cleopatra in culture and art of the modern age 
(Hughes-Hallett 1990; Walker and Higgs 2001), this motif was not widely 
exploited. William Shakespeare hints at it, describing Cleopatra’s boat  
in Domitius Enobarbus’ monologue in Antony and Cleopatra (2.2.225-258). 
In 1893 the French poet José Maria de Heredia referred to the episode in his 
sonnet The Cydnus [Le Cydnus]. Also, in modern-era painting one can find 
a small number of the motif’s adaptations, e.g., the Irishman Francis Danby, 
who created The Embarkation of Cleopatra on the Cydnus (1843); Lawrence 
(Lourens) Alma-Tadema, a Dutch painter living in victoria-age Britain –  
The Meeting of Antony and Cleopatra, 41 BC (1883); or the Frenchman 
Henri Pierre Picou – Cléopâtre et Antoine sur le Cydnus (1891). The motif 
was also employed by the Austrian Hans Makart (1840-1884). This historical 
and allegoric painter, popular at the end of the 19th century (Weixlgärtner 
1929; Mikula 1971; Mikula 1972; Frodl 1974; Schreiber 1990; Frodl 1998), 
created a momentous (189.5 x 506cm) 1875 Cleopatra’s Nile Journey  
[Die Nilfahrt der Kleopatra] (Fig. 3). Note that Makart changed the river 
Cydnus for the Nile.

One cannot fail to notice the Egyptian House relief to be – in terms 
other than size – almost a copy of the Hans Makart painting. As mentioned 
above, it is extremely difficult to identify its maker (there is no signature), 
and orderer of the relief. The relief is made in synthetic stone, therefore 
one cannot exclude a possibility that it is a cast form, although it also bears 
traces of sculpting work (chiseling?) in the not yet hardened material. 
There is an unconfirmed premise that the relief for a certain period (before  
the reconstruction) adorned the front of the building. Its artistic level, 
although it is by no means a masterpiece, also points out to a skillful sculptor 
(or, if it was a cast for, its maker). It also seems that this – artistic and plastic 
– variant of Makart’s composition is unique2, however, we do know whether  
the painting itself was copied (e.g. by Ernst Eichler, in smaller scale). The work 
was intended to be part of a larger composition Makart was commissioned 
to make. A few initial drafts of Die Nilfahrt by Makart himself are known, 
of much smaller size (Frodl 1974, 349-350). It is worth noticing that one of 
the small-sized copies of the painting decorated the interior of a cruise ship 
‘Cleopatra’, which sailed from Trieste to Alexandria between 1895 and 1911 
(Frodl 1974, 350).

Nothing is known on the possible Makart’s visit to Krakow, although  
at the time the city was within the direct zone of vienna’s influence – in both 

2 I would like to express my sincere thanks to Dr. Ralph Gleis (Kurator: Department Kunst, 
Wien Museum, vienna).
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political and cultural terms. However, the Austrian painter’s relations with 
Egypt and Egyptology should be brought up at this point, as well as ones 
with Poland.

As early as the beginning of the 18th, and more so throughout  
the 19th, century the so-called Orientalism was a fashionable trend in painting.  
The forerunners and leading representatives were French artists; however, 
Central Europe (Germany, Austria, Bohemia or Poland) also produced 
numerous painters of this genre (Mayr-Oehrig 1997; Haja and Wimmer 
2000; Frodl 2002; Kozak and Majda 2008). Some artists occasionally took 
up Oriental topics, for others it was dominant in their work. These looked for 
exotic inspirations, from landscapes to scenes of daily life (Lemaire 2008). 
Despite the mainstream Orientalist art, which was depicting the reality that 
was modern to the artists, also visions of the ancient East are included in this 
genre (e.g. of ancient Egypt or Mesopotamia). 

Especially Egypt as a destination or stage of a longer travel was, 
particularly in the last quarter of the 19th century, enjoying large popularity. 
It was a country that fascinated, for numerous reasons: it had the monuments 
of the ancient times to admire, and its specific climate made European doctors 
recommend their patients to go there. let us remember that in Central Europe 
the 1873 World Exposition in vienna (Weltausstellung) had an influence  
on the rise of popularity of the things Egyptian, since a magnificent Egyptian 
pavilion raised in the park of Prater became a tremendous success.

A Polish aristocrat living in vienna, Karol (Karl) Lanckoroński von 
Brzezie (1848-1933), was a connoisseur, admirer, collector and patron  
of art (Taborski 1969). He made several voyages to Asia, and in December 
1888 he set out on a world trip. His account of the travel (Rund um die Erde 
1888-1889. Geschautes und Gedachtes. Stuttgart 1891) used to constitute  
a popular read. Earlier, as a young man, he visited the Middle East including 
Egypt, several times. Ancient Egyptian art did particularly not affect him.  
In his collection in vienna there were a dozen or so of small Egyptian artifacts 
(Lanckoroński 1903, 10; Śliwa 2010, 170). However, he was interested  
in Orientalist painting. For example, in the ‘Palais Lanckoroński’ in vienna, 
there was an oil study by Delacroix of his famous Odalisque (Lanckoroński 
1903, 22) or one of Makart’s sketches, of an Arabic girl, made on their joint 
travel to Egypt (Lanckoroński 1903, 20).

The instigator and inspirer of the Egyptian travel of 1875/1876 most 
likely was Leopold Carl Müller, a painter fascinated by the Orient, who 
had prior visited Egypt on two occasions (1873/1874, 1874/1875). Müller 
managed to inspire Hans Makart, who was advised by his doctors to take 
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a longer rest (Frodl 2002), to join, and via Makart – also Lanckoroński. 
Other artists also joined in, including Adolf Gnauth, Carl Rudolf Huber, 
Franz Lenbach, and victor Tilgner. The details of the trip to Egypt can  
be found in Müller’s correspondence with his family and friends (Zemen 
2001) and the memoirs of the German journalist Christa del Negro (Christine 
von Thaler née Greiner, 1853-c. 1930). Nota bene, her Cairo diaries (where 
she spent three years) contain not only a Makart motive (del Negro 1929, 176-
195), but also an interesting polonicum: her friendship with the influential 
Sefer pasha (Władysław Kościelski), which helped del Negro’s stepfather  
to become Chief of the Police in Cairo (del Negro 1929, 148-155).

In artistic terms, the stay in Egypt did not have a major impact on Makart’s 
art. He did use the oriental scenery and colors, portraying e.g. Arabic dancers 
(one of the Arabic models, Zenahé, even wanted to go to vienna with Makart: 
del Negro 1929, 185), but his interest in Orient was rather superficial: ‘all 
these [Makart’s] women are more of vienna than Egypt’ (Heinzl 1984, 29). 
Makart made his most important ‘Egyptian’ paintings before going to Egypt 
between 1874 and 1875, besides the one of interest to us: Cleopatra’s Nile 
Journey (Cleopatra was here given the features of a vienna actress Charlotte 
Wolter), as well as An Egyptian Princess, Hunt on the Nile [Die Niljagd 
der Kleopatra] and The Death of Cleopatra [Der Tod der Kleopatra]. It is 
not exactly known, however, what did Makart paint on his way to Egypt.  
It is regarded that eight paintings were made during that time (Mikula 1972, 
229-230). 

Most of the stay in Cairo, the company lived in the palace of Musaffir 
Khan, where they set up their ateliers. It is possible that the khedive Isma’il’s 
grace displayed to the whole group had its reason in the great respect he felt 
for Hans Makart, whose fame reached as far as Cairo (Zemen 2001, 243: 
letter 156). 

The group also frequently socialized, much like the whole European 
diaspora in Cairo (del Negro 1929, 176-178, 187). Of course, they did make 
trips to see the monuments, including the Pyramids (del Negro 1929, 185-
186), and undoubtedly the travelers also made a trip to the Bulak museum  
to see the collection of ancient Egyptian art.

The finale of the Egyptian stay was to be a trip up the Nile, where, 
however, Lanckoroński went only with Makart (the remaining companions 
gave up the idea). Initially, they were supposed to take a dahabiya sale 
and take their time in visiting monuments along the river. However, they 
ended up on a routine Cook steamship trip, ending with visiting the Theban 
necropolis, Luxor and Karnak (del Negro 1929, 193).



282 L. Zinkow

Cleopatra’s Nile Journey by Makart became an ‘Egyptological’ 
sensation. A print was soon adorning one of the first pages of the widely read, 
and richly illustrated book on popular science by Georg Ebers (1837-1898),  
an Egyptopolgist and professor in Leipzig (Fischer 1993; Dawson, Uphill 
and Bierbrier 1995, 136): Ägypten in Bild und Wort dargestellt von unseren 
ersten Künstlern 1-2, 1879-1880 (English edition: Egypt. Descriptive, 
historical, and picturesque, transl. by Clara Bell. Cassell & Co. London and 
New York 1887) (Fig. 4). As an illustration, also other work of artists who 
accompanied Makart in Cairo were used (Huber, Gnauth). An engraved copy 
of Makart’s Cleopatra was also placed in the popular Cassell’s Illustrated 
Universal History by Edward Ollier (1890). 

Georg Ebers, apart from his scholarly work, was a novelist who employed 
ancient Egyptan themes (‘Professorenroman’). In one of his ‘Egyptian’ 
novels, Kleopatra (1894) he also placed this intriguing theme of the last 
Egyptian queen’s cruise on the river Cydnus3.

3 English edition: Cleopatra, Complete, transl. by Mary J. Safford. The Echo Library. 
Teddington 2007, e.g.: 69, 110, 232. 
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