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Over 90 wall paintings executed in the al secco technique have already been discov-
ered by a team, directed by Dr Stefan Jakobielski, from the Polish Centre of Archaeology
of Warsaw University, excavating since the 1991/1992 season at the site of a Christian
monastery on Kom H in Dongola.1  The murals decorated practically all the walls of the
monastery rooms.2  Situated in most cases more than 1.5 m above the floor, they constitute
a series of figures representing Christ, the Virgin Mary, angels and saints, as well as scenes
of the Old and New Testament, not to mention bishops and members of the royal court. All
of the murals were executed in the late period in Nubian wall painting (second half of the
11th–14th century). To judge by the iconographic repertoire, it seems that the choice of
particular representations was not subordinated to some recognised idea of interior deco-
ration, and with the exception of wall paintings in rooms relevant to the liturgy, the repre-
sentations are frequently purely votive, commissioned either by the monastery’s donors or
by those wishing to earn the grace of God in such a way at least. Numerous images of
donors appearing next to the main subject further corroborate this view.

In terms of artistic quality the paintings are quite varied, starting with primitive and
simplified sketches and drawings, and ending in compositions of the highest class, giving
us an idea of the advancement of Nubian art of the period. The initial dating to the late
period, quite general and imprecise, has been narrowed down thanks to accumulated ar-
chaeological, architectural and epigraphical evidence. More chronological criteria have
appeared and a varied iconography has made comparative studies tenable. In the light of
these facts, it became possible to isolate two principal groups of paintings, which may
apparently be dated to the earlier stage of the late period in Nubian painting, that is, the
second half of the 11th century and a later one, from the 12th century on. In a number of
cases within these categories, it may be a single painter’s workshop or even conceivably
a single painter that we are dealing with. The activity of these workshops is initially con-
nected with the times when bishop Georgios,3 the archbishop of Dongola, was perhaps the
archmandrite of the monastery and most surely its spiritual father (archistilites).4

As evidenced by the architectural studies of the North Western Annex to the monastery
that has been cleared so far, the building was subjected to some rebuilding. This appears to

1 Cf. Subsequent reports from the excavations: S. JAKOBIELSKI, PAM V–X, 1994–1999; ID., The Monastery
in Old Dongola: Excavation of the Western Annexe 1995–1997, African Reports I, 1998, pp. 55–62.

2 M. MARTENS-CZARNECKA, New Mural Paintings from Old Dongola, in: Actes de la VIIIe Conférence Inter-
nationale des Études Nubiennes, CRIPEL 17, 2, pp. 211–225; EAD., Mural Paintings from Old Dongola, Afri-
can Reports I, 1998, pp. 95–114; EAD., Wall Paintings from the Monastery on Kom H at Old Dongola, in:
Ägypten und Nubien in spätantiker und christlicher Zeit, Akten  des 6. Internationalen Koptologenkongresses
Münster, 20.–26. Juli 1996, Band 1, Wiesbaden 1999, pp. 273–284; EAD., Wall Paintings Discovered in Old
Dongola, in: Dongola – Studien. 35 Jahre polnischer Forschungen in der makurischen Metropole (Nubien),
Bibliotheca nubica et aethiopica 7 (eds S. JAKOBIELSKI, P.O. SCHOLZ), [= Wall Paintings], Warszawa 2001, pp. 253–
283; Ead., Nubian King – a painting from the Monastery in Dongola, op. cit., pp 283–300.

3 S. JAKOBIELSKI, Das Kloster der Heiligen Dreifaltigkeit. Bauphasen des nordwertlichen Anbaus, in: Don-
gola – Studien, pp. 141–168.

4 Cf. A. £AJTAR, Greek Inscriptions from the Monastery on Kom H in Old Dongola, in: The Spirituality of
Ancient Monasticism. Acts of the International Colloquium, Cracow–Tyniec 1995, pp. 50–51, 54; cf. also latest
contribution of A. £AJTAR, Georgios, Archbishop of Dongola (1030–1113) at the 7th Nubiological Conference
in Gdañsk–Gniew, 23–25.06.2000.
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1. Old Dongola, part of the North-West Annex of the Monastery. Display of wall paintings with Inventory Numbers.
(Elaborated by the author according to the plan drawn by P. Czarnecki).
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have been a continuous process,5 however, the main phases can be observed. The first
rebuilding may have taken place in the times of Georgios (he seems to have provided the
inspiration for this undertaking); the second stage came undoubtedly after Georgios’ death.
It was then that a burial crypt was constructed for this bishop under one of the rooms and
the interior was arranged to commemorate his person. At this time also the new painted
decoration appears, successively enriched by new representations.

We are currently dealing with the paintings that were executed in the lifetime of Georgios.
They were concentrated chiefly in the central part of the North Western  monastery annex
(Fig.1), where there is a wide passage leading from south to north (rooms 22, 23 and 24)
reaching at an angle the long chapel (room 13) which is oriented east-west. Doorways led
from the passage to other rooms, including one more chapel on the eastern side (room 29).
Most of the paintings decorating the walls of these rooms, reveal similar characteristics
with regard to the iconographic repertory, as well as to secondary stylistic features.

The funerary stela of bishop Georgios (Fig. 2) found in the rooms 2 above the burial
crypt,6 mentions all his titles, ranks and merits, indicates the duration of his Episcopal

5 Cf. S. JAKOBIELSKI, Old Dongola. Excavations 1998, PAM X, 1999, pp.144–145; ID., African Reports I,
1998, pp. 55–58.

6 Cf. S. JAKOBIELSKI, Old Dongola 1993, PAM V, 1994, pp. 118–122, Fig. 3A; ID., Old Dongola. Excava-
tions 1998, ID., Old Dongola. Kom H, PAM IX, 1998, p. 167; ID., Old Dongola. Excavations 1998, PAM X,
1999, p. 143; ID., Monastery of the Holy Trinity at Old Dongola – a short archaeological report, in: The Spiri-
tuality of Ancient Monasticism, Acts of the International Colloquium, Cracow–Tyniec 1995, pp. 40–43; also
£AJTAR, cf. note 4; B. ̄URAWSKI, The Cemeteries of Old Dongola, in: Actes de la VIIe Conférence International
des Études Nubienne, CRIPEL 17, 2, 1997, p. 123.

2. Stele of Archbishop Georgios. (Phot. W. Chmiel).
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office (50 years), finally, provides information on his age (82 years), giving his year of
death as 1113.

In chapel 29 there is a monumental composition, which covers not only the entire east-
ern wall, but flows over onto the adjacent northern and southern walls. The painting is
made up of two parts divided by a 13 cm band with an inscription written on it in black ink
(Fig. 3). The text is in Coptic and is preceded by the sign of a cross. It mentions Georgios
as achpresbyter and archistillos.7  Hence, it is the dedication formula of the painting, which
must have been commissioned by Georgios himself, not yet a bishop in those times, as the
rank of archpresbyter precedes that of bishop. Taking into account the data from the funerary
stela, namely, the year of death given as 1113 and the fifty year duration of his office, we
find that Georgios must have become a bishop in 1064. The painting is consequently to be
dated to the middle of the 11th century. Assuming the correctness of this reasoning, we
would be dealing for the first time with a monastery painting that is dated with some pre-
cision, based naturally on assumptions of an epigraphical nature. This may be the reason
for a certain difference in execution, although there are many indications for linking this
mural with a group, which I will discuss in detail in this paper.

As mentioned above already, the composition8  (Fig. 3 and 4) is made up of two inde-
pendent parts separated with an inscribed band. In the upper part there is a bust of Christ
depicted en face. Below the inscription there is a monumental figure standing to the front
– an archangel (Fig. 4). The central part of the painting has been damaged extensively, but
it is still possible to recognise a richly robed, dark-faced figure once protected by the arch-
angel. The outer polystaurion robe is decorated with crosses that touch at the end of the
branches, divided by a kind of ornamental monogram adored by birds. A figure that is
much smaller than the archangel, he is shown also en face. The left hand of the archangel
rests on the shoulders of the figure in a gesture of protection. On either side of the archan-
gel, on the neighbouring chapel walls, two groups of the apostles were shown, six in each.
Particular rows of figures are put into rectangular frames, which appear to constitute an
extension of the archangel’s wings, contoured like the wings (Fig. 5). This composition
may testify to the painter’s conception of placing the apostles under the archangel’s pro-
tection. Perhaps he had wanted to underscore in this original manner the double protec-
tion, that the Nubian enjoyed from the archangel and from the apostles, and additionally
also Christ, who is situated in the top part of the representation. It cannot be excluded that
it was Georgios himself, who was represented here. As the one to dedicate the painting, he
may have commissioned his portrait to be painted as part of it as well.

The walls of the passage mentioned above, which consists of two spaces separated by
an arch (rooms 23 and 22), were decorated with votive representations painted in different
periods. Some of these are presumably earlier than others. Only the earlier ones are con-
sidered in this paper.

7 S. JAKOBIELSKI, Old Dongola. Excavations 1996. Kom H. Site NW, PAM VIII,  1997, p. 163.
8 M. MARTENS-CZARNECKA, The Attempt do Define the Functions of Selected Rooms at the Monastery in

Old Dongola, African Reports I, 1998, pp. 81–88; EAD., Wall Paintings, pp. 262–264.
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3. Fragment of the paining Inv. No. P.46/NW29,
chapel 29, eastern wall. (Phot. by the author).

4. Archangel with a donator. Painting Inv.
No. P.46/NW29, chapel 29, eastern wall.
(Phot. by the author).
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On the western wall there are two monumental representations of the archangel Michael
accompanied by the figures of donors9  set against the background of folded wings. The
archangels in frontal position are dressed in rich loroi ornamented with broad gold bands
set with pearls and jewels. The wings are decorated with stylised peacock-feather and
double-eye motifs10 (Fig. 6).

On the opposite, eastern wall of the passage (room 22), the scene of the Nativity11 has
been shown (Fig. 7). The characters were taken from the Apocrypha.12 The Virgin Mary is
positioned in the center, above her the crip with the Child in it, an ox and donkey looking
on. On either side the archangels, the shepherds on the left, a thoughtful Joseph leaning on
his hand and the three Magi on horseback, below Salome in proskynesis. On the left side
of the composition the figure of the prophet Isaiah has been painted (Fig. 8); his presence
next to the Nativity scene is explained by his Old Testament prophecy of the birth of Christ

9 M. MARTENS-CZARNECKA, Murals Paintings from Old Dongola, African Reports I, 1998, pp. 104, 107;
EAD., Wall Paintings, p. 262.

10 In Nubia, such a decoration of wings is common for representation of Archangel Michael. Those motifs
could take different forms, more or less stylised depending on individual painter.

11 MARTENS-CZARNECKA, Wall Paintings, p. 266.
12 Cf. Pseudo Math., 6: 1–2; 9:2; 8:4; Evangelium Jacobi, 10:1–2; 11:1; 12:1.

5. Group of Apostles – fragment of the painting Inv No. P.46/NW29, chapel 29, southern wall.
(Phot. T. Jakobielski).
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6. Preserved part of the representation of Archangel Michael with the donor archpresbyter  Marianos. Painting Inv.
No. P.39/NW22), passage, room 22, western wall. (Phot. by the author).

(Isa, 7: 14, 15, 11, 6, 9). The two soldiers painted in the upper part of the representation,
above the Child lying in the crip, are shown running with bare swords. They are most
likely a symbolic reference to the scene of the Massacre of the Innocents.

The room designated as 24 makes the extremity of the passage separated as its other
sections with a wide arch. The walls of the room 24 and both sides of the entrance arcade
were decorated with murals, which were undoubtedly a homogeneous group of represen-
tations, all made at the same time. In a few cases the upper parts of the representations
extended onto the vault. On the eastern side of the arcade there was a standing figure of
the Archangel Michael. The mural is in very poor condition with only the outline of the
figure being preserved, along with some fragments of robes, part of a wing and traces of a
crown. On the opposite western side, an enthroned Virgin Mary and Child were depicted.
This painting is also in poor condition, but the iconography is obvious and some of the
details are clear as well. The Virgin Mary sits on an ornamental throne. The Child Jesus
sits on her left arm. The head of the Virgin is turned to the left, shown in three-fourths. The
right hand is raised with the palm of the hand turned to the viewer. Immediately next to the
sitting Virgin, a mere 30 cm from the corner, but already on the western wall of room 24,
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7. Nativity scene. Painting Inv.
No. P.41/NW22, passage, room
22, eastern wall.
(Phot. W. Chmiel).

8. Preserved part of the prophet Isa-
iah representation. Fragment of
Nativity scene. Painting Inv. No.
P.41A/NW22, passage, room 22,
eastern wall. (Drawing by the
author).
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a Virgin of the Hodigitria type was painted, this time in standing position, viewed en face
(Fig. 9).

On the eastern wall of the room, opposite the Virgin described above, one sees a monu-
mental figure dressed in purple robes. Neither the top nor the bottom of the painting sur-
vives, but judging by the presence of a pearl lined book held in the figure’s left hand, it
may be considered a representation of Christ painted as a pendant for the figure of the
Virgin on the opposite side. The arrangement of the folds of the cloak on the left side
indicates that Christ’s right hand was probably raised in blessing. In the immediate vicin-

9. The Virgin. Painting Inv. No. P.64/NW24, room 24,
western wall. (Phot. by the author).
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ity of Christ, a monumental image of the Archangel Michael was painted (Fig. 10). It
would seem that the painting of the archangel is earlier, as Christ’s robe on the left side
was partly superimposed on the angel’s wing. The archangel is depicted en face, standing
astride. His wings are folded on either side.

On the northern wall of room 24, there were two representations. They were also simi-
larly painted next to each other, but were of lesser size. One of these three was an image of
the Archangel Michael. The painting is in very poor condition, practically nothing sur-
vives but the outline of the figure with part of the right wing. However, judging by the
preserved details, the figure of the archangel paralleled that depicted on the east wall. To
the left of the archangel and immediately next to it, a painted image of Saint Menas had

10. Archangel Michael. Painting Inv. No. P.61/NW24, room 24, eastern wall.
(Drawing by the author).
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been executed (Fig. 11). The name is mentioned in the legend above his head. Menas is
shown as a warrior. He is standing en face posed as a Victor. His head in a crown and
surrounded with a nimbus. In his upraised right hand he holds a spear, in his left raised to
his chest, a round shield. The bottom part of the representation has not been preserved.

An incisive analysis of the paintings indicates beyond all doubt, that the decoration of
room 24, which is so filled with paintings, was executed all at once. A comparison of
specific iconographic elements of the interior decoration with the above described paint-
ings from the other sections of the passage lying more to the south (rooms 23 and 22),
confirm their common chronology. The iconography of the discussed paintings is typical
on the face of it and it causes no problems with the interpretation.

The most popular type of representation is a richly dressed archangel standing en face,
a crown on his head (cf. Fig. 10). It is noteworthy that Nubian painters had a predilection
for monumental compositions. The images of the archangels in particular appear to take
up practically the entire height of the wall. Their feet are just above the floor and the
figures extend far onto the vault.

St. Menas as a warrior is represented as one of three types of images of this saint. The
other two are Menas on horseback and Menas in civil dress between two camels, as de-

11. St Menas. Painting Inv. No. P.63/NW24, room 24, northern wall.
(Phot. by the author).
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picted on the so-called ampullae of St. Menas.13 Most often, however, the saint is depicted
as an orant. Here, Menas has been shown with a spear in one hand and a shield in the other
(cf. Fig. 11). As the bottom part of the painting has not been preserved, the presence of
camels on either side of the saint cannot be excluded.

Both the images of the Virgin belong to the Hodigitria type. Christ sits on her left arm.
Yet it is the rule in such compositions that the right hand of the Virgin is held out toward
the Child. On both the paintings here discussed, the right hand of the Virgin is bent at the
elbow and turned with the palm out to the viewer (cf. Fig. 9). This gesture,14 which is
characteristic for the imperial apotheosis of the Sol Invictus Imperator type was trans-
ferred from Imperial to Christian art. Christ as Sol Invictus15 took over the gesture when
becoming Sol Salutis; Leroy16 believes that this gesture then became a mark of protection,
as well as salvation. As indicated by many representations of the Virgin Mary, whenever
She takes over the role of protectress, She is shown with her hand turned toward the viewer.
Three paintings from the cathedral at Faras17 and from Abdallan-Irqi,18 and, of course,
those from Dongola, testify to the popularity of this iconography in Nubian painting.

The same secondary stylistic features are present in this group of murals. It is sufficient
to compare the manner in which the archangels’ wings are depicted, for example in the
images of archangels in rooms 22, 23 and 24 (cf. Figs. 6, 10 and 13); the ornamental
motifs and the colours. An exceedingly characteristic element is the purple or red ring
around the wings with the black outline highlighted with a white line on the inside. The
same arrangement of double eyes above peacock feathers attracts attention, as does the
drawing of the feathers, their colours – with purple or red for the outlines and black to
mark the shafts. The feathers are green on the inside, the centres red. The stylised feather-
ing of the inner edges of the wings is treated in the same way. The same green or red
“collars” around the neck, attract attention in the robes of the archangels from rooms 22,
24 and the chapel 13; the same kind of decorative elements and jewel ornaments can be
seen on their loroi, these being identical with the robe of the prophet Isaiah from the Na-
tivity scene (cf. Figs. 6, 9 and 8). For the sake of variety the artist paints these elements red
or purple. The dalmatics of the archangels and the cloak of Isaiah are decorated with simi-
lar bands that are green and others that are composed of fine red lines on a yellow–orange
background. Furthermore, since the top part of the monumental wings of the archangel
from room 22 has not been preserved, we may conclude based on the surviving decoration

13 Menas the Miracle Maker, Saint, in: The Coptic Encyclopedia 2 (ed. AZIZ S. ATIYA ), New York 1991,
pp. 534–535.

14 H.P.L. ORANGE, Sol Invictus Imperator. Ein Beitrag zur Apotheose, Symbolae Osloenses XIV, 1935,
pp. 86–114.

15 J. MIZIO£EK, Sol Verus. Studia nad Ikonografi¹ Chrystusa w sztuce pierwszego tysi¹clecia, Wroc³aw,
Warszawa, Kraków 1991, pp. 12–34.

16 J. LEROY, Les Peintures de couvents du désert d’Esna, Le Caire 1975, pp. 38–41.
17 K. MICHA£OWSKI, Faras. Wall Paintings in the collection of the National Museum in Warsaw, Warsaw

1974, No. 3, pp. 82–85; No. 5, pp. 88–91; No. 60, p. 259.
18 P. VAN MOORSEL, J. JACQUET, H. SCHNEIDER, The Central Church of Abdallah Nirqi, Leiden 1975, Pl. 88,

pp. 106–107.
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of the wing of the archangel from the northern wall of room 24 that these pairs of wings
could have been decorated with an identical fish-scale motif reserved from the rest of the
wing with a distinct hatched line (cf. Fig. 10). We can also believe that the same painter
that executed the Virgin from the Nativity scene (cf. Fig. 7) also painted the Hodigitria
from room 24 (Inv. No. P.58/NW24). Not only the general character of the figures proofs
it but also the decorative elements in the form of white crosses with dots in the corners of
the branches. We can also find a scale motif decorating the bottom edge of a bedspread on
the Virgin’s bed, which is analogous to the  decoration of  the upper parts of  archangels’
wings on paintings from room 24.

12. Archangel Michael with the Holy Trinity. Painting Inv. No. P.65/NW13,
chapel 13, eastern wall. (Phot. T. Jakobielski).
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On the northern side, there is a rectangular room (13) that is set at right angles to the
already discussed passage. As indicated by the most recent field campaign of research,
this room was undoubtedly a long chapel with an east west orientation. This is evidenced
not only by the painted decoration program,19 but also by the remains of an altar screen
and a step pulpit attached to the south wall. The eastern wall of this chapel was taken up
by a monumental representation of the Archangel Michael shown frontally, in a loros and
crown on his head, holding in his right hand a cross topped staff and a patena in the left
hand (Fig. 12). Above the archangel’s nimbus there is a representation of the Holy Trinity
depicted in keeping with Nubian iconography as three identical figures.20 Inscriptions were
placed in the bottom part of the whole composition, in the empty spaces between the fi-
gure of the archangel and his wings. They comprised a prayer to the archangel as a media-
tor for the salvation of the souls and an invocation to him as king of the angels and the
bishop of heavenly Jerusalem.21

19 Cf. M. MARTENS-CZARNECKA, New Paintings Discovered During last Campaign 2000 in the Monastery in
Old Dongola, African Reports II, (in print).

20 In Nubian painting, the iconography of the Persons of the Holy Trinity is always identical to the icono-
graphy of representations of Christ.

21 The texts are being studied by A. £ajtar.

13. Archangel Michael. Painting Inv. No P.74/NW13, chapel 13, southern wall. (Drawing by the author).
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On the southern wall of the chapel, in its upper part just next to the archangel, there
appears a representation of a Holy Martyr followed by the Virgin Mary. At a distance from
the Virgin a painting of the Holy Trinity was executed in the form of a standing Christ
with three heads. The robes are typical of Christ – a pallium and tunic with clavi, the right
hand raised in blessing, the left holding the Gospels. A bearded face was repeated three
times in identical form.

Immediately next to the Trinity, yet another image of the Archangel Michael was painted
(Fig. 13). Broad wings are decorated with the eyes and peacock feathers motifs. The standing
Michael is dressed in a richly decorated loros. In his right hand he holds a staff with a
cross on top, in his left a patena. A crown is fitted over the head, which is surrounded with
a nimbus. Further west a partly damaged painting of the Virgin Mary of the Hodigitria
type, has been preserved (Fig. 14). Fragments of the mural uncovered in the fill on the
floor of the room, have permitted a reconstruction of a large sized head of the Virgin and
the figure of Christ. The Virgin is sitting on a throne covered with a shawl. The upper part
of the representation faces the viewer, the bottom is in profile. The Child is shown in the
same way. Beside it there survives an unidentified standing figure, preserved only in the

14. The enthroned Virgin. Painting Inv. No. P.75/NW13, chapel 13, southern wall. (Drawing by the author).
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bottom part. Judging by the robes and the manner of depicting the folds, we may conclude
that it was a representation of an archangel. Thus, we would have here a typical icono-
graphic representation of the Virgin with an archangel. Next in line, is a fragmentarily
preserved painting of the Archangel Michael. The upper parts of wings decorated with
eyes and peacock feathers, part of a crown and the end of a staff topped with a cross are
sufficient to show, that the painting must have been one of the finer examples of the art of
painting at the monastery.

The northern wall from the west, in the upper part, was decorated with a representation
of the Virgin Hodigitria and Child followed by a Holy Warrior slaying a dragon, of which
some faint traces of a crown and the dragon’s claws have survived. A little lower down,

15. The archangel. Painting Inv. No. P.73/NW13, chapel 13, northern wall. (Phot. by the author).
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there is the image of an unidentified holy bishop with book in hand, and next to it, an
unidentified archangel (no peacock feathers in his wings) with a small figurine of the do-
nor painted next to the right wing. In his right hand the archangel is holding what is pre-
sumably a cross (upper part of the figure is lost), in his left a handkerchief with very
realistically rendered hemstitching (Fig. 15). Following the archangel with handkerchief
on the northern wall is a composition of the Holy Trinity framed in a medallion with the
Four Apocalyptic Living Creatures at the sides (Fig. 16). The Holy Trinity in the shape of
three figures with cruciform nimbuses appears from the clouds represented as yellow white
scales. Represented to the left was a donor in ecclesiastic robes with a book in his left
hand and a staff in his right.

The next painting is again an image of the Archangel Michael. It is very poorly pre-
served, the surface saline and washed away. Nonetheless, the motif of eyes and peacock
feathers on the wings is clearly visible, as are the red and yellow bands and rosettes deco-
rating the robe (Inv. No. P.70/NW13).

The murals were all executed in the upper parts of the walls, extending partly onto the
vault. Arranged quite tightly on the northern and southern wall surfaces, they make to-
gether with the monumental figure of the Archangel Michael from the eastern wall, a com-
pleted decoration of the chapel. They are characterised by a highly linear and flat treatment
of forms and an appealing green used for the ornaments of robes and attributes, also simi-
lar models for the designs and particular decorative motifs. All these features, starting
with the iconographic types and ending on secondary stylistic features, can be found in the
painted decoration of the passage of the monastery (rooms 22, 23, 24). The iconographic
repertoire of the representations in chapel 13 is different, yet there are no less than three
figures of the archangel Michael, each repeating the manner of painting and the decoration
of the loroi, dalmatics, wings, crowns and other attributes, that was characteristic of the
paintings in the passage (cf. Figs. 12, 10, 13, 6). It is not to be excluded that the same
painter that had executed the two representations of the Virgin in room 24 (cf. Fig. 9), may
have also painted the Hodigitria Virgin from the northern wall of the western end of
chapel 13 (Inv. No. P.36/NW13). The figures are practically identical, and the robes reveal
the same and quite unusual yellow clavi. Also noteworthy for its similarity is a small head
of Christ and the branches of a cross in his nimbus, decorated with red dots.

The most relevant analogy, and not just in terms of iconographic meaning, is consti-
tuted by two monumental compositions decorating the eastern walls of chapels 13 and 29
(cf. Figs. 4 and 12). Both represent the archangels, protected by Christ himself in chapel
29 and by the Holy Trinity in chapel 13. Both are votive representations as indicated by
the figures of donors. Both were presumably accompanied by groups of the apostles.22

Finally, both compositions represent the register kind of painting that was typical of Nubian

22 Cf. M. MARTENS-CZARNECKA, New Paintings Discovered During last Campaign 2000 in the Monastery in
Old Dongola, African Reports II, (in print).
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16. The Trinity with a bishop as a donor. Painting Inv. No. P.71/NW13, chapel 13, northern wall. (Phot. by the author).

church apse decoration.23 As for the execution, the same painter’s technique is apparent,
the delicate drawing, the thin lines, and foremost the purple band outlining the contour of
the wings. Furthermore, the archangel Michael from chapel 13 has wings decorated with
the same kind of peacock feathers that ornamented the wings of the archangel from the
northern wall of the chapel 13 (Inv. No. P.70/NW13) and from the western wall of the
room 23 (Inv. No. P.45/NW23). In these cases the peacock feathers are drawn with a red
feathered line, and fitted with just a single pair of eyes at the top. A green “collar” can be
seen around the neck, as in the case of the archangel from room 24 and St. Menas. The
loros is decorated with the same characteristic bejewelled bands.

All the above observations concerning the paintings on the walls of the central part of
the North Western Annex to the Monastery, namely, the passage (rooms 22, 23 and 24)

23 It is enough to cf. the decoration of the apse of Faras Cathedral, cf. K. MICHA£OWSKI, Faras. Die Kathe-
drale aus dem Wüstensand, Zürich 1967, pp. 119–123.
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and chapels 13 and 29, indicate that these rooms must have been decorated in the same
period. Subjects of those paintings and also presence of donors indicate that the paintings
were of a votive nature, painted on order, as the majority of paintings in the monastery.
Apart from representations on the eastern walls of the chapels, no predetermined icono-
graphic programme connected with purpose of the rooms, can be observed here.  Paintings
were created successively, which resulted in certain differences in the way they were painted.
However, unquestionable uniformity of iconographic details and the same stylistic trends24

indicate that all paintings under consideration, originate from the second half of the 11th
century, i.e. from the period after rebuilding of the North West Annexe ordered by bishop
Georgios (the above conclusion is based on data from the stele of Georgios). Among those
paintings, compositions of archangels on the eastern walls of the chapels 29 and 13 seem
to be the earliest of them all, which is indicated by the dedication of Georgios as an
archpresbyter. Accumulation of these murals in chapel 13 and in the monastery passage
proves, that once the decision to execute new paintings in this area was made, the work
started most probably on the northern side. The walls of chapel 13 and room 24 were
painted and then the walls of the northern part of the passage were filled successively.
Further sections of the passage walls and other rooms in the monastery were decorated at
a much later date. This also refers to the paintings, which complemented the program of
chapel 13 at a later date (composition of apostles and Balaam’s story).

 In the second half of the 11th century new trends appear in Nubian painting.25 New
iconographic types were being created, including the most popular scenes of protection, of
the Holy Trinity represented either as three figures or busts of Christ, or else as a single
figure of Christ with three heads. Of the latter, images in an ornamental tondo surrounded
by the Apocalyptic Living Creatures are most numerous. Examples of this iconography
are also represented in the case of the discussed paintings. However, since this iconogra-
phy exists throughout the late period of Nubian painting, it can not constitute a decisive
criterion with regard to a more precise dating within the period. In this respect, secondary
stylistic features observable in the manner of depicting particular sections of the picture
are decisive, as are also the robe decoration and attributes, the colouring, finally, the spe-
cific manner that is characteristic of a given master or workshop.

24 Dedications for the three paintings (Nativity and Archangel Michael with Marianos from room 22 – Inv.
Nos. P.41/NW22, P.39/NW22 and Archangel Michael from room 24 – Inv. No. P.59/NW24) are of the same
formula. I would like to thank Dr S. Jakobielski for this observation.

25 Cf. M. MARTENS-CZARNECKA, Late Christian Painting in Nubia, Études Nubiennes, Conférence de Genève,
Actes du VIIe Congrès International des Études Nubiennes, 3 septembre, 1990 I, Genève, 1992, pp. 307–316.




