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K azimierz Michalowski, Warsaw

Faras, Seventeen Years after the Discovery*

As was so aptly expressed by Georg Gerster!, the historian, journ.alist and photo-
grapher, in one of his articles in the daily press, ?:he name of a prac.tlcally unheard of
up to then little village in northern Sudan, which was fated to disappear after the
waters of the Nile had been harnessed by the Assuan Dam, was to become thanks to
our discovery, the synonym for certain type of art in the Qevelopmel'lt .of Nubi'ar.x cul-
ture, or in other words, one which was to be associated with the artistic creativity of
Nubia of the Christian Period. ' .

Gerster’s opinion was to be confirmed in entir'ety, for bhe. dlscovery. in Faras was
not only the greatest and most effective event in t.he Nubian campaign perform‘ed
under the patronage of UNESCO in the nineteensixties, but also brought t%xe materlal
among which the most important were the excellently prese.rvclad mur?.l paintings and
inscriptions which possess great historical value f01.‘ thg Christian Perxod:

This does not, however, mean that the discoveries in Faras were confined to these
two categories of objects, since apart from the above mentioned, there should also
be included some remarkably interesting architecture, as the Cathedral itself with its
relief interior decoration, superimposed monastic buildings as also t'he reliefs and
inscriptions dating from the times of the XVIIIth and XIX.th Egyptian Dynasties,
reliefs from the Late Meroitic or the so-called X-Group times, and also an abun-
dance of pottery from variolis periods (among whlch not only vessgls and fragments
of vessels, but also other ceramic objects such as window grilles, niches etc.) as well
as decorated objects of wood, iron, bronze, glass objects and fragments of cloth tot-
alling a rich yield of discoveries. PO e 4

As finds were made, these were announced in reports from individual cam-
paigns of excavations in the journal Kush? as well as in final reports published in
the Faras series®. These rich discoveries inspired the first attempts at elabora-
ting synthesis performed in the first place by the participants in the Faras exca-
vations4. : T

After the concluding of field work and the final divisioning of the most important
finds between the Sudan National Museum and the National Museum in Warsaw, more
detailed studies were initiated which resulted in the appearance of the first mono-
graphic works®. The object of our relativel}f guick publications was to provide as full
as possible documentations for the use of interested scholars so that these could, in
turn, express their own opinion.

So then, in this way the problem of Faras soon became of interest to a wider circle
of scholars and the wall paintings from Faras were be quickly‘included into encyclo-
paedias and monumental works on this subject 6.

After the completion of excavations in 1964, the antiquities were transported to
Khartoum and Warsaw. This occured at practically the last moment when the waters
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were already rising; for in the October of 1964, Faras was inundated by the waters
of the Nile.

After the first publications which made available to the scientific world the docu-
mentation of the Faras excavations, the collections of salvaged antiquities assembled
in Warsaw and in Khartoum, were subjected to specialistic studies by other scho-
lars who were at that time attracted by the actuality of Nubian problems.

A considerable role in the developing of studies on the Faras finds was played by
the Villa Hiigel Foundation in Essen, which in connection with the exhibition of
Coptic Art7, had already in 1963, organized a special session at which and for the
first time, the problem of the development of the style of the Faras paintings was
presented and discussed (Michalowski 1964b). It was indisputably due to the then
director of the Villa Hiigel, Professor Carl Hundhausen, that the general interest in
our discoveries in Faras greatly increased.

When in connection with the 20th anniversary of ICOM we organized the first
exhibition of part of the restored murals together with some reliefs and architectonic
decorations8, Carl Hundhausen, who came to Warsaw with other several European
museum directors for this event, initiated an international exhibition of the Faras
antiquities which were later presented in several European cities: Berlin, Essen, the
Hague, Zurich and Vienna?.

In connection with the exhibition of the Faras antiquities held in the Villa Hiigel
in Essen, in September of 1969 this Foundation organized a second conference then
exclusively devoted to the Nubian problem 10, which was attended by 25 of the most
outstanding at that time, specialists in Nubian history among which there were egyp-
tologists, archaeologists, specialists in Byzantine art and Arabic scholars. Obviously,
the leading problem dealt with at this conference, was the one connected with our
discoveries in Faras. Here were involved not only the murals in themselves, but the
conclusions to be drawn from the abundance of inseriptions found there. At this
conference many scholars submitted papers concerning the problems of Faras and
clarifying selected problems from other scholarly points of view than the Polish
onell,

Of great help in the understanding of the position of Nubia and the value of the
documents found by us were the materials from three other archaeological sites which
were read at the conference: Abdallah Nirqil? excavation of the Dutch A. Klasens,
Italian excavations at Sonqi Tino by S. Donadoni!? and the other Polish site — Old
Dongola 14. They produced many analogies to some of the architectural elements
from Faras and against the background of these new excavations, the role of Faras
as the artistic centre of Nubian painting was indisputably confirmed 15.

During this conference in Essen, for the first time the necessity of integrating the
problems of the history, archaeology, language, art and the material culture of Nubia
into a separate scientific discipline — Nubiology was clearly defined. This was fully
confirmed during the next conference of Nubiologists held in Warsaw in June 1972 on
the occasion of the opening of the Department of Nubian art in the Warsaw National
Museum.

At that time not only were there many valuable papers submitted 16, but the decision
to establish the Society for Nubian Studies (Michalowski 1975) was also made. The
materials from this conference appeared in print as the first publication of this Society.

Alongside the international conferences devoted to Nubian problems in which Faras
always played an important part, there should also be mentioned the many detailed
studies and even larger syntheses which in the course of these years have been elab-
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orated by individual centers. Obviously, these are headed by the Warsaw centre
which no doubt was stimulated by the fact that this has at its disposal the antiquities
in the National Museum and documentation collected in the Research Centre for
Mediterranean Archaeology of the Polish Academy of Sciences and also the fact that
throughout these years the Society had its headquarters in Warsaw17. Of a special
note are the works written here, some of which have already appeared in print.
Among the latter should be mentioned Jakobielski’s ““A History of the Bishopric of
Pakhoras” (1972), which was based on Coptic and Greek inscriptions. The latter
inscriptions were later published separately by J. Kubinska18. A separate difficult
problem are the hieroglyphic texts found in Faras on the blocks re-used for building
the cathedral and the inscriptions from the so-called Hathor Rock and other sacral
edifices in Faras. With these can also be included the inscriptions on minor objects
such as scarabs, ushabti etc. The most important among these were, quite naturally,
the inscriptions on the Pharaonic blocks dating from the New Kingdom. As was
proved by J. Karkowski, most of these blocks originated from the times of Tuthmosis
ITT and Hatshepsut, and derived from the architraves and walls of the temple at
Buhen where they had been cut into smaller pieces before being transported to Faras
as building material 19 during the Christian Period.

Apart from the historic 20, topographic ! problems and the elaboration of discovered
texts?2, the Warsaw centre began to specialize on iconography?® and already at the
conference held in Essen, Warsaw had been appointed the task of undertaking work
on a dictionary of Nubian iconography and the tentative entries for this by T. Gol-
gowski had been presented at the Warsaw conference of 1972. It may be said that
considerable progress has been achieved since the time of the first studies on the wall
paintings from Faras (Michalowski 1967). Studies concerning, for instance, an analysis
of the facial features of the persons in the paintings?4 or of the decorations on the
robes have led to the defining accurately the character of the style and to the differ-
entiating of individual artists, while further work led to the establishing of the con-
tents of the paintings, on one hand, the symbolics of these representations and on
the other, to the specification of individual iconographical attributes and elements 2
as well as the connections with paintings of neighbouring countries2. Work on the
ornamentation in frescoes from Faras resulted in establishing new criteria for the
chronological development of this painting and in consequence, for the whole Nubian
painting, for as was revealed in the work of M. Martens-Czarnecka, the manner of
arranging individual geometrical motifs like lines, stripes, circles, nets, dots etc., in
appropriate ornaments had according to the period, its own distinctive peculiarities 27.

It was just these detailed studies that made possible the identification of the repre-
sentations of saints like the anchorite Mela ?® and the warrior saints appearing on the
pillars in the southern aisle of the Cathedral, as being Saint Mercurios and Saint Theo-
dore Stratelatos2). Other work was devoted to the representationsin individual paint-
ings and their iconographical values® while a number of works dealt with the style
of the paintings in their chronological development 31,

Apart from the above-mentioned, there appeared articles on pamtmg techniques
which were based on the experience acquired in the course of conservation work on
the frescoes32.

Here, it would be worth recalling the anthropological and paleopathological ana-
lyses of the skeletal remains found in Faras®. The Warsaw group also undertook
detailed studies on the ceramics. Here were concerned not only vessels34 for which
the basis was Adam’s chronology %, but also such objects as pottery window grilles36.
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It would also be worth mentioning that studies were also carried out on other objects
made of bone, bronze, wood and stone?37.

As far as the complex of architecture discovered in Faras is concerned, the position
is different, for this has not been conclusively elaborated up to now. The general
description and particular stages of building the Cathedral were discussed in the first
publication dealing with the history of this edifice (Michalowski 1967). Whereas in
later elaborations, the Faras Cathedral was analysed above all from the point of view
of the peculiarity of the plan and spatial arrangement of its interior in works concern-
ing the church architecture of Nubia3. On the other hand, individual architectonic
elements of decoration like capitals, lintels and jambs were dealt with in detail 4. The
Faras Baptistry was elaborated in detail by W. Godlewski against the background of
all other Nubian baptistries4l.

Apart from the studies which were performed in the Warsaw centre, which has at its
disposal not only the original objects, but also the complete archaeological documen-
tation including photographs and drawings from excavations also the problem of
Faras has, during the last several years, become a subject of attraction to many scho-
lars concerned with the problem of Nubia. In the first place should be mentioned the
monograph by G. Vantini, who on the basis of our material, wrote an important study
on the significance of our discovery in Faras for the history of Christian Nubia 42.
This study is worthy of notice because the selection of Arabic sources on the history
of Nubia included in this work, was an incentive for him to elaborate an extensive
compendium of oriental sources which was published by the Society for Nubian
Studies43. : .

Alongside the serious studies on the interpretation of individual problems, which
began with the discovery in Faras, there are also pronouncements which disaccord
with scientific methods and which put forth absurd attempts at evaluating the
relics of Faras which now lies 40 metres below the surface of Lake Nasser and these
theories are therefore impossible to verify. Such a suggestion is to be found in the
work of the German architect, P. Grossmann, who even though is not personally
familiar with Faras, but is acquainted with it only through the publications of draw-
ings and plans, suggests a complete change in the chronology of the early buildings
in Faras44. Another attempt of this type is the interpretation of some of the inscrip-
tions from Faras published by F. Altheim and R. Stiehl4 in which the authors
propose a new reading of texts based on photographs of the texts which are herein
completely erroneously read and these errors concern even the shape of individual
letters. Furthermore, their reading contains dates which were not written in the
discussed inscriptions. The connecting of two independent inscriptions into one whole
which differ in the original as regards even the colours of the paint employed (red and
black), leads to erroneous supplementations in the chronology of bishops, whereas
other erroneously interpretated texts suggest changes in the chronology of the Faras
paintings. However, these errors were totally remedied during the Conference of
Nubiologists held.in Chantilly in 197546, _

Yet another unsuccessful interpretation was that attempted by M. Krause at the
symposium in Chantilly in which he stated that bishops Marianos and Mercurios of
the 11th century should be regarded as the true sons of bishop loannes47, however, in
this, the author had not taken into consideration the stele of Marianos discovered at
Qasr Ibrim48 on which it was stated that he had been sent from Cairo (and so, was
undoubtedly an Egyptian) and in accordance with the convention, depicted in his
portrait in Faras as light complexied, contrary to bishop Toannes (whose representa-
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tion was also to be found in the Faras Cathedral), and who was depicted as a Nubian.
So then Krause’s theory should be regarded as unacceptable.

The question of the introduction of the Melkite orthodox ritual into the Monophysite
cathedral in Faras at the turn of the 10th/11th centuries and during the time of Toannes’
episcopate had already been the subject of few controversial papers at the Conference
in Essen in 196949, The discussion on this subject is continuing up to the present in
spite of the fact that historical data mentioned by Vantini®® would seem to indicate
that such a change in the religious trend did actually occur.

An analysis of the wall paintings from Faras produced many valuable observations in
the works of such specialists as, for instance, K. Weitzmann or P. du Bourguet51.
Two important works by E.Dinkler: on the crosses from Faras written against a
background of Nubian painting5? and one dealing with a certain type of decorative
motifs and their iconographical meaning®* provided much interesting material on this
topic. A similar theme was also dealt with by P. van Moorsel54. The Faras wall pain-
tings aroused such great interest that a number of scholars who had not up to then
been involved in Nubiology made successful attempts at elaborating particular pro-
blems in this domain55.

The established chronological criteria for the Faras paintings were fully applied
in the studying of groups of wall paintings from other sites in Nubia in final publi-
cations of this material 6.

The conclusive elaboration of the group of paintings in the National Museum, War-
saw appeared in the form of a catalogue. However, the Khartoum group of wall
paintings is still waiting to be elaborated and work on this has already been initiated
by the Warsaw centre.

Among the recent publications which are syntheses on the subject of Nubia and
which take into account the results of the excavations in Faras are: the extensive
monograph on the material culture of the Sudan by I. Hofmann?, the history of
Nubia of the Pharaonic times by B. Trigger (1976) and also that by W.Y. Adams
(1977) which covers the Nubian history from prehistoric times up to the present.
In spite of some draw-backs, this work because of the extensive source material it
contains, which allows it to be regarded as a compendium of information on this
country, will for long remain a fundamental text-book for every scholar who isinterest-

ed in the culture of Nubia.?

* Illustrations see pls. I-VIIL
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