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The beginning of the 7th century was an auspicious time for the kingdom of Makuria.
The northern territories of Nubia, that is, the former kingdom of Nobadia, had been
incorporated and close political and economic relations with Byzantine Egypt, governed
by the influential Niketas, had been established. The reign of Ioannes was a period of
intensive civilizational development stimulated by Byzantine influence. The fullest picture of these changes can be observed in Dongola, as much because of the importance of
the capital city of Makuria as because of the scope of archaeological research carried out
inside the town.
Intensive urban development can be traced in the palace of King Ioannes on the
citadel and inside the Dongolan monastery, but most fully this process can be seen in the
sacral architecture. The second half of the 6th and the beginning of the 7th century witnessed the founding of a number of different churches. Among these there was a basilica,
another basilica with transept, churches on a cruciform plan, which included the Old
Church, the commemorative Building X, the early church on Kom D, Church E and
the extremely important monastery church which now appears to have been Dongola’s
first domed basilica. The monastic church and the first five-aisled basilica EC.I, acting as
a cathedral [Fig. 1], were the most monumental sacral complexes in Dongola next to the
Palace of Ioannes on the Dongolan citadel.
The town’s rapid development was not interrupted even by the unexpected showing
up of Abdullahi abu Sarh at the walls of the citadel in 651. Not only did King Qalidurut
defend the citadel, but he also concluded with the new administration of Egypt a treaty,
the baqt, that prolonged the old political and commercial treaty with Byzantium. But
the international situation had changed and direct contacts with Byzantium had been reduced drastically. Even so, the kingdom was already sufficiently developed to take up the
Byzantine heritage and to redefine it creatively, best visible again in the sacral architecture and the murals painted on church walls. Dongola has also provided sound evidence
of technologies adopted in the Nubian kingdom, in tempera painting on lime and gypsum ground, architectural sculpture, glassmaking, iron-smelting and pottery manufacture, including mass production of amphorae for the purposes of a quickly developing
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Fig. 1. E
 C.I cathedral (Plan W. Godlewski,
M. Puszkarski, PCMA)

Fig. 3. M
 osaic in the sanctuary of the EC.II cathedral
(Photo W. Jerke, PCMA)
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Fig. 2. E
 C.II cathedral (Plan W. Godlewski,
M. Puszkarski, PCMA)
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Fig. 4. Church MC.II (Plan W. Godlewski, M. Puszkarski, PCMA)

Fig. 5. Mosaic in the northern aisle of the naos of the MC.II church (Photo W. Godlewski, PCMA)
Classica Orientalia

195

Włodzimierz Godlewski

viticulture and wine consumption. Traces of this can be recognized in the baqt, which
guaranteed deliveries of wine from Egypt. The royal court was interested in receiving imported wine, although the evidence from the area of the citadel and the Palace of Ioannes
in particular does not suggest mass deliveries on the same levels as at the turn of the 6th
century. Local wine production was already well developed.
One of the most surprising elements of the Byzantine tradition in Dongola is the
appearance in the second half of the 7th century of mosaic floors undoubtedly produced
in local workshops. Mosaics have been preserved in the interiors of two churches: the
new cathedral EC.II [Figs 2–3] and the rebuilt MC.II, which was a small three-aisled
basilica with a portico in the western façade [Figs 4–5]. These are the first and only mosaic floors recorded so far in the kingdom of Makuria.
The second cathedral in Dongola, EC.II, was established at the very beginning of
the second half of the 7th century. The episcopal church had to be rebuilt from damages
incurred during the siege of the citadel by the troops of Abdullahi abu Sarh. The wooden
roof of the five-aisled building either went up in flames or was damaged mechanically,
resulting in the collapse of the red-granite columns. The shattered shafts and damaged
capitals were removed from the interior of the cathedral and used in the construction
of a massive tower on the Nile side of the citadel, possibly securing the entrance to the
harbor. The new cathedral was built in a hurry, but following new trends in Byzantine
sacral architecture already present in Dongola’s monastery church. The interior of the
new cathedral was rebuilt in brick and the naos took on the form of a domed basilica
with the central dome supported on four massive pillars of baked brick. In this it differed from the monastery church where the dome stood on pillars raised of sandstone
blocks. The eastern and western ends of the episcopal church remained unchanged. The
sanctuary occupied the eastern end of the nave and was fitted with a table altar mounted
immediately in front of the synthronon which filled the apse. The pastophoria were
connected by a passage between the east wall of the church and the framing of the apse.
The southern pastophorium served as a baptistery, its function suggested by a cruciform
baptismal font built into the much bigger earlier baptismal basin of the EC.I cathedral.
The sanctuary [Fig. 6] was closed off with an altar screen furnished with stone cancelli. Their presence is suggested solely by openings in the pavement and the lower parts
of posts still mounted in some of these holes. The old stone pavement of the holy-ofholies of the first cathedral was covered with a new floor. It has been preserved mainly in
the eastern part of the sanctuary with evidence of repairs. The rebuilding of the church
in the 9th century affected the state of this mosaic floor. The domed basilica was replaced with a cruciform commemorative structure with triphoria closing off a central
square space on all four sides [Fig. 7]. The bases of the eastern triphorium were placed
inside the old sanctuary of EC.II.
The new floor in the sanctuary of the EC.II cathedral took on the form of a mosaic
featuring geometric motifs, originally alternately black and white rhombuses. This is especially well visible in the southern and northern parts of the floor which had never been
disturbed. The ornament in the space between the altar and the synthronon, which saw
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Fig. 6.

The sanctuary in the EC.II cathedral
(Drawing P.M. Gartkiewicz, PCMA)

Fig. 7. C
 ruciform Building, digital reconstruction of the interior, view from the west (W. Godlewski,
D. Zielińska)
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the heaviest traffic, is completely altered, the rhombuses barely discernible as not very
regular black lines in a white matrix. The state of preservation of this mosaic in the old
sanctuary of the cathedral is also dependent on the technique employed in its making.
The local craftsmen apparently had no opportunity to learn the craft outside Makuria.
Perhaps they had not even seen any real mosaics in churches in Egypt, Palestine and
other regions of Byzantium. Instead, they tried the best they could to rise to the expectations of the bishop of Dongola who wanted to have a Byzantine church not only in
architectural form, but also in its furnishings and decoration. The beginning of the 7th
century was not conducive to contacts with a world at war. Consequently, the craftsmen
had only local means and to satisfy the bishop’s artistic tastes, they used small rounded
pebbles from the nearby desert, approx. 10–15 x 20–30 mm, today often placed on
graves. The pebbles come in natural colors: light yellowish or beige and grayish-black.
The desert was also the source of natural beds of fossil lime, used as mortar to bond
the stone pillars in the monastic church and in preparation of the hard external plasters
in sacral and official buildings, as well as the interior plaster inside a small cruciform
structure raised in front of the southern facade of the royal palace at the beginning of
the second half of the 7th century. A similar mortar was used also in laying the mosaic
in the sanctuary of the cathedral. It was not strong mortar, hence the mosaic was easily
degraded and had to be repaired continuously.
The floor mosaic in church MC.II, a small basilica situated on the northern fringes
of Dongola, has been preserved mainly in the northern aisle. From the cathedral, however, there is no evidence of the mosaic appearing anywhere but in the sanctuary. It
seems therefore that it was laid only within the perimeter of the sanctuary.
The mosaic floors from Dongola are quite probably the sole examples of this technique of floor decoration in the sacral architecture of the kingdom of Makuria and were
made presumably only in the middle of the 7th century. They should be seen as proof
of the aspirations of local church elites. The Byzantine tradition in church architecture, sculpture and wall painting had been shaped in Makuria for more than a hundred
years from the time in the first half of the 6th century when the Kingdom converted
to Christianity. Dongola was home to well prepared craftsmen and artisans who passed
their skills from generation to generation. The process is well visible especially in Nubian
art of the 9th–10th century but also later.
The art of laying mosaics was a short-lived need, most probably of the bishop, but
since it had not been adopted as a technique at the turn of the 6th century, it had not
been learned and was not passed down to the next generations of craftsmen. The effect
of the work as seen in the EC.II cathedral and the MC.II church was not satisfying and
gave way to another form of paving which was technically easier and functionally more
practical. These were ceramic floors, made either of tiles or bricks, prevalent in Dongola’s
sacral architecture of the period.
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