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Map of the Middle Nile.
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Introduction
Let us start with a remark that might be
helpful for a better understanding of the
terminology used; the channel that once
separated Tanqasi Island from the riverain
part of the Banganarti village was always
very narrow and was negotiable on foot at
low Nile. Therefore, throughout most of the
year, Tanqasi Island was in fact part of the
right bank. Such a situation had an impact
upon the local place-names both in the past
and the present. The riverain portion of the
right bank opposite the island (Banganarti
including) was called “Tanqasi esh-Sharq”
(i.e. Eastern Tanqasi) or simply “Tanqasi”.

thirteenth/fourteenth century inscriptions in
Banganarti as an equivalent for “Dongola”.
The toponym (written Tongol) was recorded
by Burckhardt in 1813. Budge in 1896 knew
it as Tunkul. Reinisch’s informant in the
1870s also knew the ruins of Old Dongola
under the name Túngul. Significantly, in the
local traditions recorded by the latter in
1875/76 Túngul is associated with the noun
wai, that denoted “distant past time,
antiquity, ancient times”.

Bird’s eye view of Banganarti during excavation
of 2003 ( Raphaelion stands among the sands in
the central part); in the background the green fields
on Tanqasi Island.

Aerial view of the site and its environs (taken in
February 2003).

Needless to say, the modern application of
the toponym “Tanqasi” to the area around
Banganarti is justifiable now as it was in the
past. In all likelihood, the stela of hegemon
Thodorou, said to have been found in
Tanqasi, originated from the cemetery
outside the enclosure at Banganarti or from
one of the graves located east of the St
Raphael Church I ( = Lower Church), where
the epitaph of another hegemon (Markos)
was also discovered in 2003.
It is uncertain as to whether the placename
“Tanqasi” could be in some way associated
with the name “Tungul” used in

The semantic roots of this placename seemed
(to Renisch) to be related to the noun tungil
(“bow as a weapon”) or tungur being an
archaic term for a bow (hardly known in this
sense now). It may be noted here that Nubia
was always known to its Egyptian neighbour
as Ta-sety, i.e. “the land of the bow”.
The toponym Tungul survived in the
placename “Tumbol” (or “Tombol” that was
applied to the island downriver where the
mekk of Dongola withdrew under pressure
from the Shaiqiyya. Later on, Tombol (or
“Tanbal”) became the hereditary title of the
local rulers (mukuk) who reigned over the
district stretching from ed-Deiga to Argo.
The mekk of Tungul long retained a sort
supremacy among other mukuk in the region
until the “capital” moved to Benni in the
seventeenth/eighteenth century.
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The Upper Church’s unique decoration
comprising portraits of the rulers and
dignitaries, with no portrait of either an
ecclesiastic or a monk, provides another
indication that the church was not a
monasterial church. It was, rather, a royal
foundation that continued the duties of its
predecessor (St Raphael Church I) as a
pilgrimage centre.

Oblique aerial photograph of the Raphaelion
(Upper Church) during the field work of 2003.

After the 2010 season it became fairly certain
that Banganarti, at least in the seventheleventh centuries, was a fortified enclosure
rather than a monastic compound. The
excavations hitherto carried out did not
reveal anything to substantate the
identification as a monastery. The imposing
granaries and communal open air “kitchen
space” were probably intended to cater for
the crowds of pilgrims who visited the site,
especially after the St Raphael Church II ( =
Upper Church = Raphaelion II) was built c.
1071 (cf. infra). A monastic character can be
attributed, however, to the extra muros
enclosure built against the eastern section of
the girdle wall. The cross-shaped pier placed
centrally in the biggest room
of the
compound could in fact have supported a
table rather than the roof. This enclosure
could have housed a small monastic
community serving the pilgrimage centre
from the eleventh century onwards. The
evidence, to some extent, answers the doubts
as to whether the Khandak inscription
defines Joannes as a monk or contains a
reference to the monastery of (B)enganarti.

Aerial ( kite) photograph of the central kom at
Banganarti taken in 1998 (prior to excavations).

Banganarti on the Nile.
Banganarti (in Old Nubian “Island of the
Locust”) is sited in the southernmost part of
the “S-bend” drawn by the Nile in the
Saharan sands between the Fifth and Third
Cataract. The village is located on the right
bank
of
the
Nile
(N18º10'00.4''
E30º47'04.8''), 7.5 km, as the crow flies,
upriver from the fortified upper city of Old
Dongola. It is known among the local
population also under the name Tanqasi eshSharq or Sinada (cf. supra).
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record in seventy years) and was
consequently abandoned by its inhabitants.

The panoramic view of the river bank between Old
Dongola and Banganarti as seen from the plane
flying (in February 2003) upriver above the Nile.
Computer montage of two aerial photographs.

The kom that buries the sequence of five
superimposed churches stands within the
sandy border area separating the modern
village from the (now sanded up) northern
channel of the Nile, that previously separated
Tanqasi Island from the right bank of the
river. It was locally known a kom es-Sinada
(Arab. “hill of Sinada”), kanissa (“church”)
or jebel en-nassara (“hill of the Christians”).

Banganarti in 2008. The ruins of the abandoned village are
seen along the southern wall of the enclosure (in the middle
part of the photographed area, behind the enclosure among
the palm wells).

Banganarti, as the name suggest, might have
been an island in the past although other
evidence is lacking. Aerial photographs
taken by the Sudan Survey Department in
1954 and later show the strip of vegetation
that marked the course of the Nile
palaeochannel.

The enclosure at Banganarti in 2011. Aerial (kite)
photograph.

The first extra muros Banganarti village was
settled in the eighteenth/nineteenth century
outside the southern wall of the enclosure
during the last period of Shaiqiyya
dominance in Dar Dongola. It was devastated
by the record flood of 1946 (the highest on

Fragment of the modern map of the Sudan showing the
environs of Banganarti.
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Aerial photograph of Banganarti in 1954 (height:
3810 m, lens focal length: 15 cm).

During the record floods of 1946, 1988 and
1994 the Nile entered the palaeochannel
inflicting heavy damages on the houses that
were built along its course.

Banganarti site on an oblique photograph taken
from the plane in February 2003.

After the 1988 record flood, when the
northern channel separating Tanqasi from the
mainland was sanded up and the island was
definitely incorporated into the right bank the
tendency to apply the name of the island to
the neighbouring right bank (i.e. to the
Banganarti/Sinada/Tanqasi area) was considerably strengthened.

Plan of the site made after the 2011/2012 season.
The area of Hammur Abbasiya and Banganarti.
The post-Meroitic tumuli are seen in the lower, left
part of the photograph (among the houses).

Aerial (kite) photo
showing Tanqasi
Island and the Nile
with the small Baros
Island in the far
background.

Nine and half kilometres upstream from
Banganarti, on the same bank of the Nile
there lies the sister site of Selib. It contains
also a sequence of five churches within a
rectangular enclosure, and a saqiya.
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The enclosure peribolos) at Selib seen on the aerial
(kite) photograph taken in 2012.

The ethnic mosaic, modern inhabitants of
Banganarti and its neighbourhood.

The next church downriver from Banganarti
is located less than seven kilometres away,
within an eroded enclosure which adjoins the
abandoned village of Old Dongola on the
south.

The total length of the Dongola Reach, as
measured along the river, is c. 240 km. It
extends from the foot of the Fourth Cataract
to the head of the Third Cataract being
subdivided into: Dar Mahas, Dar Dongola
and Dar Shaiqiyya.

Aerial view of the upriver outskirts of the
abandoned village of Old Dongola, with the
enclosure wall and the kom that buries the
foundations of the early Church.

The area where Dongolawi dialect is spoken
has shrunk steadily since the collapse of the
Christian kingdom at the expense of Arabic
brought by Arab migrants coming mainly
from the east and north-east.

Banganarti (upper, left) on a satellite image
showing also the islands of Tanqasi and Baros.

The settlement at Banganarti was always
economically dependent on the island of
Tanqasi, one of the biggest and most fertile
islands in the Middle Nile region. Although
it was under permanent threat of the sand
dunes coming from the north, there were also
fields and palm groves on the right riverbank
around the site.

7
The discovery and aftermath.
2001
In February 2001 I took the decision to make
a trial pit, prior to planned excavations,
within the central kom of Banganarti. Surface
cleaning and analysis of aerial (kite)
photographs taken in 1998 revealed a
fortified enclosure composed of mud brick
curtain walls about 3 m. thick, provided with
circular towers and the tower-gate opening to
the south. The curtain walls were made of
enormous brick ranging between 48 and 50
cm. in length.

The apostles right from the king in Chapel 3, soon
after unearthing.

Two apostles left from the king in Chapel 3, soon
after discovery.

Banganarti on the twelfth of February 2001, the
moment after the discovery of the first royal
portrait.

The first trial pit dug on the eastern slope of
the kom exposed the apsis curvature and a
fragment of a small, painted pilaster
scratched with Greek graffiti.
The central apse of the church.
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Since the place was locally known as kom elkanisa, that is ‘mound of the church’ we
expected to find a religious structure there.
The thick scatter of red brick fragments and
lime plaster with a small amount of potsherds
lent substance to this assumption. It soon
appeared that it was the right decision. By
noon we had the pleasure of looking into the
olive brown face of a Nubian king painted on
a concave wall that emerged from the sand,
unfortunately in a lamentable state of
preservation.
The monarch was depicted holding a horned
helmet surmounted by a cross in his left hand
and a golden (rendered in yellow) scepter in
the shape of a columnar shaft crowned with
capital on which a figure of Christ was
shown seated, in the right hand.

Behind the figure there was a cross attached
to the capital.

Ink copy of the middle section of the king’s
portrait (with the regalia).

Next day when the trench was widened it
become clear that the ruler was shown under
the protection of an archangel handing the
king a chapel-shaped object painted yellow.
The colouring and details suggested that the
gold original had the front side glazed and
studded with jewels. The cross finial was
much higher than the dome to which it was
attached. All in all it much more resembled a
chapel reliquary than the model of a church.
On both sides of the king there were apostles,
nimbed and crowned , some of them holding
either scroll or book in the left hand.

Upper part of the anonymous Nubian king from
Chapel 3.

Notably, Christ was depicted in quite an
unusual position: with face and torso turned
to the spectator, and lower body in profile.

Chapel 3, the king and two apostles on his right,
after conservation.
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Ink copy of the decoration of the eastern (semicircular) wall of Chapel 3

Those closest to the ruler were the apostle
brothers: Andrew with straggly hair (to the
right of the king) and Peter with a key (on
the left). They supported the elbows of the
king in a manner that the pagan deities held
up the Kushite monarchs (as e.g. on the relief
representing king Tanyidamani from the
Boston Museum of Fine Arts (No. 23.736)
and in the coronation scene on the column in
the Great Enclosure in Musawwarat es-Sufra.

King Taniydamani on the stela from the
Boston Museum of Fine Arts.

It soon appeared that the scene with the king,
archangel and Twelve Apostles discovered
on the twelfth of February was repeated, in
each of the seven chapels in the eastern part
of building. Some murals were found overpainted. A second decorative layer and heavy
remodelling of the interior was done e.g. in
the central chapel (Chapel 4). The stylistic
difference between the two layers of
paintings suggested a considerable span of
time.

Section N-S ( partly reconstructed) through the
Upper Church at Banganarti.

The excavations revealed that the building
discovered in Banganarti in February 2001

10
had no parallel in Nubia and elsewhere. Its
perfectly symmetrical layout, two staircases
and eighteen square rooms around a central
“tetrapylon” makes it an architectural hapax.
The porticoes are a point of similarity with
the Church A at Soba East and a handful of
Armenian churches. However, the only
structure that we might consider to be an
analogy is the martyrium of St Philip in
Hierapolis (today’s Pammukale) in Turkey.
However, all the architectural similarities
that might have influenced the builders of
Banganarti church were at least three
hundred years older (!). The high standard of
its red-brick masonry and the quality of its
murals mark the Banganarti church amongst
the masterpieces of Nubian art and
architecture.

In 2001 the works focused on the eastern
and south-western part of the church. Since
no restorer was on the team, excavation were
promptly brought to a halt ( after the upper
parts of more murals emerged). A sondage to
floor level was dug in the south-western
corner where no paintings were on the walls.
By the end of the season the general layout
of
the
church
was
provisionally
reconstructed.

3D reconstruction of the Upper Church at
Banganarti.
Left, plan of the Philippeion in Hierapolis
(Pammukale); right, plan of the Raphaelion in
Banganarti.

Banganarti church, fragments exposed during the
2001 fieldwork

The Early Christian complex of Banganarti
almost touches the Post-Meroitic/Transitional Period tumuli field of Hammur
Abbasiya. Was this accidental, or were some
early monasteries (or fortified settlements)
associated with the conversion of ‘X-Group’
nomads to Christianity?

Hammur
Abbasiya
cemetery on
an aerial (kite)
photographs
that were later
assembled
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together on computer.

It must be stressed that excavation in four of
the 52 tumuli at Hammur Abbasiya revealed
very Early Christian burials inside these
tumuli, near their pagan forebearers. Last but
not least, the same huge mud bricks used in
the would-be monastery curtain walls also
were found in the blocking of the burial
chamber in Tumulus 4 there.

to the church.

2002
Next year excavation was mostly motivated
by the lamentable state of the murals and
inscriptions found in great abundance in the
eastern part of the church. A powerful team
of restorers headed by Ms Ewa Parandowska
was brought to the scene.
Middle part of Banganarti church, in 2002.

Ms Ewa Parandowska and Mr Cristobal CalaforraRzepka at work in the Upper Church at
Banganarti.

Surface cleaning and trial pits effected in
2002 allowed the layout of the church to be
reconstructed in detail. Its basic unit is a
square chapel, and the entire interior space
between its central four dome supports and
its outer walls was arranged into a set of 18
chapels and chapel-like rooms. The portico
brought to light during the 2001 season along
the western wall was also found along the
southern and northern walls.

The western portico of the Upper Church at Banganarti.

Upper part of the arched (northern) entrance

Fieldwork of 2002 has revealed a rather
repetitive iconographical programme for the
eastern chapels, all terminating in apses.
Each consists of a royal portrait depicting a
standing ruler clad in full-blown regalia with
royal purses, robes of honour etc.
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Eucharistic chalice and paten from the Upper
Church.

An intact jar spotted in the southern
pastoforium was found with numerous oil
lamps that also were abundant throughout the
entire eastern part of the church. They mostly
date to the latest period of its liturgical use.

Chapel 4, artist at work (copying of the murals).

The royal portraits found, the top quality
masonry, exquisite planning and masterly
execution of the church undoubtedly
suggested a royal milieu. The plethora of
graffiti, on the other hand, proved that the
site was used as a pilgrimage centre of
utmost importance.
The cultural layer at Banganarti was found to
be 8 m. thick. It spans the entire period from
the introduction of Christianity into Nubia
until the decline and fall of the Christian
kingdom
of
Makuria
into
the
sixteenth/seventeenth century. The church
was reconstructed and rebuilt several times
following a series of natural disasters, caused
by the unstable ground that is the Nile
alluvium below.
Excavations in the easternmost spaces
brought to light a rich collection of ceramics.
An intact chalice and paten set was recovered
in the north-eastern corner space, here
labelled prothesis for the sake of
convenience.

The 2002 excavations yielded a rich
epigraphic crop. This includes inscriptions
on the church walls, an altar mensa (or rather
top of a bricked altar, was found
incorporated into the late pavement in the
prothesis) with painted inscription of
liturgical character and several inscribed
pottery fragments. Visitors’ graffiti were
inscribed on the walls by the hundreds,
mostly by local scribes on behalf of illiterate
visitors, then covered with a lime wash and
scratched again.

Front side of the altar(?). Red bricks bonded with
mud, plastered with lime mortar and covered with
a painted inscription
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1.
2.

The inscriptions were divided by Adam
Łajtar into three main groups, onthe basis of
formal criteria:
Names of visitors, with no further text.
Inscriptions composed according to the
pattern: “I, so and so, have written (this).”

elaborate pulpit raised on four pillars, with
accompanying stairs unearthed in between.

Pulpit of the Upper Church.

3.

Short invocations to God, the Virgin Mary
and Archangels as well as prayers, which
often make use of quotations and adaptations
from the Holy Scriptures. To this group
belongs also an inscription of a definitely
literary character written in a good bookhand, not Nubian-type majuscules, on the
wall of a funerary chapel under Chapel 3.

During removal of constructional debris that
had accumulated in the central part of the
church, three floor levels of hastily laid
bricks and stone slabs were found. They
apparently correspond with the latest phases
of use of the church interior before the
central dome collapsed. The layer
immediately above the original pavement
had been laid in order to level the surface of
the original floor which had subsided at
several points due to differences in density
and stability of the deposits beneath. It was
soon discovered that the floor had subsided
where the substratum was composed of loose
constructional debris and sand, whereas it
stood well above still standing walls of an
unknown structure buried beneath.

2003
Field activity began with the removal of the
protective sand cover, then excavation
continued in the eastern part and before
shifting towards the west and north. Pari
passu, a sondage was begun outside the
church and later continued in the southern
part in order to section the entire kom along
its N-S axis. Excavation between the
northern dome supports brought to light an

Caved-in northern portal of the Upper Church.
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Central part of the Upper Church as revealed during the 2003 season.

In order to define the form and character of
this lower structure, a trial pit was dug
between the analogion and the row of eastern
chapels.The apsidal curvature that emerged
from the sondage left no doubt that below
was another church having an entirely
different layout. It was constructed of stone
and red bricks and plastered twice. On both
layers of plaster faint and fragile traces of
painted decoration were noted.

Sondage below Chapel 3.

Thus the earlier building was labeled a
Lower Church (St Raphael Church I). and
consequently the later church was termed the
Upper Church ( St Raphael Church II). The
Lower Church walls still stand to the height
of 350 cm., raised upon redbrick foundations
laid on clean sand.
The discovery of the Lower Church solved
some enigmas encountered while sondaging
beneath the pavement of the Upper Church
already in 2002. Firstly, the inscribed and
painted wall found buried beneath the
thresholds to the eastern chapels gained
justification; undoubtedly, it enclosed the
Lower Church at its eastern end, forming a
typical eastern passage behind the apsis.
The trial pit begun in 2002 in front of the
threshold to Chapel 3 was continued
northwards in 2003. It was duly halted when
the extension of the divider between Chapels
3 and 4 subsided and posed a threat to the
workers. Instead of continuing this sondage,
another one was opened inside Chapel 3
itself (with the aim of reaching the tomb
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supposedly beneath the chapel). The
sepulchre in question was reached after two
days of digging.

to infiltration of water, as indicated by the
presence of sand in the skull cavities. The
mud plastering of the vault and part of the
vault itself had collapsed.
Western Building and kilns
The biggest and most representative secular
edifice found so far in Banganarti is the
twelfth century Western Building that joins
the west wall of the Upper Church.

Section E-W through Chapel 3 and the grave
beneath.

It was provided with a half cylinder
superstructure whose flattened side walls
resembled a sarcophagus, raised on a
rectangular platform. Both superstructure and
platform were covered with a very hard layer
of lime plaster. The usual lamp niche and
stela on the western side of the grave
mastaba both were lacking. A blocked
entrance to the burial chamber was exposed
after cutting through the platform blocking
the entrance to the access shaft from above.
In the crypt, originally intended for a single
individual, the skeletons of two individuals
were found in typical Christian mode, with
their heads pointing west (i.e., towards the
entrance) and hands laid alongside the body.
That on the north side of the crypt likely was
buried elsewhere originally and later
transferred to the crypt under Chapel 3, after
the individual from the south side already
been interred. This hypothesis may explain
the inferior state of preservation of the
skeleton. The crypt was found soaked with
water that had penetrated the interior
innumerable times. Both bodies and their
shroud textiles were totally decomposed due

Aerial (kite) photograph of the Western Building
and the lime kilns ( in the lower section).
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In the southern riverward part of the
enclosure, next to the Western Building, two
lime kilns were found. They differ slightly in
their method of construction, the bigger one
having a stoke-hole opening in its northern
wall, whereas the smaller kiln having no
stoke-hole at all. This second kiln was
apparently loaded from above and the
burning process could not be aided by the
draft effect produced by wind. The burning
process in the Banganarti kilns identifies
them as intermittent kilns, which were fully
loaded with charcoal and after 3-5 days of
firing were totally unloaded. Despite the poor
raw material that contained much
magnesium, the lime burnt in Banganarti
kilns was of an unexpectedly high quality, so
that when mixed with huge amounts of ramla
hishna (i.e., thick, coarse-grained sand) and
crushed ceramics, it stood well against the
harshness of the Nubian climate.

of slaked lime still sticks to the walls of both
basins. The lime, applied sparingly in the
Lower Church and in the first phase of the
Upper Church, was used lavishly in the
second and third phases of the Upper
Church.
Apart from the wall plaster, it was used for
moulding the window grilles.

Reconstructed fragments of the grilles.
Section through the Banganarti lime kilns

The residue of cracked calcite-like rock
mixed with charcoal left no doubt as to the
character of the Banganarti kilns. Similar
kilns (also a pair!) were found by the Gdansk
Archaeological Museum Expedition to the
Fourth Cataract region in Wadi Umm Rahau,
at the edge of the extensive Kerma settlement
site . The radiocarbon dating of the charcoal
found at the bottom of one of the kilns, and
in the kiln itself firmly placed both kilns
within the Meroitic period. Significantly, the
Wadi Umm Rahau and the Banganarti kilns
are almost identical in construction and the
material burnt in them. The lime burned in
the kilns was slaked in two basins set in the
two northernmost spaces of the Upper
Church portico. A two- three cm thick crust

Similar slake basins, also arranged inside a
church building were found in the church on
Kom E in el-Ghaddar . Since the place for the
process was chosen with some deliberation,
one must ask whether the reason behind
locating slake basins inside build¬ings and
keeping them there long after the actual
slaking process was completed drew from a
common and widespread belief that slaking
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lime cleans the air and protects the space
against malignant spirits, plague, etc.
The 2003 season brought to light new
iconographical and epigraphical materials.
Clearing the sand and debris in spaces
between the row of apses resulted in finding
the sepulchral slab of Markos the hegemon,
who died on the 2nd day of the month of
Phamenoth, in the year 502 of the era of
Diocletian (27 February, AD 786).

Old Nubian inscription in the eastern part of
the church.

Epitaph of hegemon Markos.

Its position in the filling above one of the
early tombs is strongly suggestive that the
stela in question once was fixed to the
superstructure of the grave below. It is worth
stressing at this point that a couple of days
later a superb portrait of a Nubian dignitary
(hegemon?) was found on the eastern wall in
Room 20 that counts among the most
important mural representations of the season
( cf infra) .
The inscriptions yield an ample bulk of new
information concerning the later history of
the Kingdom of Makuria. In particular, they
provide spectacular insight into late Nubian
society, church hierarchy and administrative
patterns.

The plethora of inscriptions and graffiti
found in 2003 confirmed the thesis that
Banganarti was one of the most important
pilgrimage centres in the Middle Nile valley.
It is hard to tell on the basis of archaeological
data only what the expectations of people
visiting this place were, and what curative
procedures were performed there. The faithhealing aspect of the place is to some extent
suggested by a splendid mural depicting two
standing figures of anargyroi saints, Cosmas
and Damianos.

St Damianos, a moment after discovery
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The magnificent portrait of St Damianos, a
saintly healer, survived on the western wall
of room 13. A portrait of his brother St
Cosmas was washed down by rainwater. The
brothers were also known under the Greek
name of anargyroi, that means “those who
take no silver for the medication”.
On the proverbial last day of excavation, an
interesting iconographical programme was
exposed in Room 21, below the scene
representing the apparition of Christ before
the Doubting Thomas. This composition,
unfortunately preserved only at its lowest
register, is remarkable as it represents the
only instance of legend in the painting
programme. Both protagonists of the
episode, |Jesus and Thomas, are identified by
inscription. Below this scene, two superb
inscriptions were painted in black and red in
Greek and Old Nubian.

Bird’s eye view of Raphaelion during excavation
of 2002 season.

In fulfillment of Phase 1 of the
reconstruction
project,
a
partial
reconstruction of walls and roofing in the
church’s eastern and north-western part with
corrugated iron was accomplished. The
entire eastern and southern parts of the
building were roofed, after their walls had
been raised to a height necessary to provide a
slope to direct rainwater to the west.
Some 200 sq. m. of corrugated iron roofing
was put above the site. In order to stabilize
the building, which had suffered at least two
building disasters due to wall subsidence, the
walls have been overbuilt and braced with a
welded frame constructed of iron pipes. This
frame prevents the walls from separating, a
threat most apparent for the northern wall.

Eastern wall of Room 21.

The whole interior of the Upper Church was
exposed in the 2003 season. A thorough
investigation of the foundations that had
begun in 2002 was completed and a
reconstruction schedule was designed.

Raphaelion partly covered by a corrugated iron
roof (with Western Building exposed).
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On the walls of the side rooms there were
portraits of high ranking lay officials; some
of them could even depict the hegemones.
The dignitary painted on the southern wall of
Room 20 wears a composite headgear
comprising a bucranion, surmounted by a
crescent fixed on the diadem

equestrian portrait of a Nubian ruler. The
scene is dramatic and not entirely clear.

Ink copy ( above) and photograph (below) of the
representation of King Paper mounted from Room 11.

It is probably a form of victory scene
although based on a different principle to the
regular scenes of trampling or spearing (or
both) an enemy. Paper in horned headgear is
shown grasping in his hands the end of a
lasso tightened around a rider in front of him
(a gazelle has been depicted lassoed in
similar manner by an unknown hunter using
a safarog, a weapon of the Beja tribesmen
used even today to hunt ostrich and gazelle).
Coloured ink copy of a high ranking dignitary
( hegemon ?) from Room 20..

Among the portraits of rulers and dignitaries
found on the interior walls of the Raphaelion
there is one that was scratched - not painted.
It was made on the wall in the northern
vestibule beneath the inscription that
introduced to the list of Dongolese kings the
King Paper a hitherto unknown petty ruler of
Dongola, probably a contemporary of King
Siti who left two graffiti attesting his visit to
Banganarti. Apart from the famed Silko
portrait from Kalabsha, this is the only

Giraffe (?) hunt with th use of a Beja “boomerang”
called safarog .
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Notably, the King Paper “portrait” is only
the second case of a Nubian ruler shown
mounted, the other being the famous
representation of basiliskos Silko from the
temple
of
Mandulis
at
Kalabsha.
Symbolically these two representations open
and close the Christian chapter of the history
of the Middle Nile.
On the walls of the Upper Church in
Banganarti about 1000 inscriptions were
found, these comprise half of the estimated
total that was written on its walls. Most were
in Greek, Old Nubian and a mixture of these
two languages.
The corpus of Banganarti texts flooded us
with a mass of information on topography,
social structure and history of the Middle
Nile in twelfth–fourteenth centuries.
Among the inscriptions cut in stone or
written on the walls was one epitaph of King
David, two stelae of the hegemones and a
sepulchral slab of Aberkios, epitropos, that is
a deputy – probably of a king; several
signatures of King Siti and many Christian
proskynemata of the prominent visitors to the
pilgrimage church were also found.

Stele of Aberkios, a
deputy (epitropos);
from the niche in the
eastern passage behind
the apse of the Lower
Church.

Strangely enough not even one Coptic
inscription was found among more than 1000
Greek and Nubian texts.

A malevolent curse written in Arabic on an animal
bone, found shallowly buried in on the main kom
in Banganarti.

Coloured ink copy of the Nubian
King David from Chapel 1.

Thanks to information found in The History
of the Patriarchs we could accurately state
the date that this church was built, or more
precisely, consecrated. The date of the early
1070s was fully corroborated by the ceramics
study, stratigraphy, iconography etc. The
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multitude of the graffiti and inscriptions
addressed to Raphael and the prominence of
the archangel’s figure among the wall
paintings strongly suggests that the Upper
Church in Banganarti was dedicated to him
(hence the name Raphaelion that was applied
to this building). Raphael was the archangel
responsible for human health. His name in
Hebrew means “God heals”. On the strength
of a biblical precedent in the story of Tobit,
in which Raphael was said to heal the blind
eyes of Tobit’s father, he was deemed
particularly effective in curing eye diseases.

Fragment of the western portico pier with deef Ali
representation.

Ali came to the well-known Christian
healing centre famous for its efficacy in
curing eye disease because he was blind.

Ceramic stamp
decorated with
a monogram
of Archangel
Raphael.

One of the “ophthalmological” patients who
came to Banganarti in the twelfth century (?)
was not Christian but Muslim. His “portrait”
signed deif Ali, that is in Arabic: Ali, the
guest or Derwish, was scratched on the
plastered wall in the western portico where
catechumens, and apparently also the
patients of different religions, were awaiting
their turn in the incubation roster. The
drawing shows him in profile with a short,
pastoral staff which he used to feel his way.
An Arabic graffito next to him identified him
as a visitor, more accurately "guest". No
doubt deef Ali was a Muslim who came to
the Christian sanctuary attracted by its
thaumathurgical renown. Visits of Muslims
and Jews in Christian pilgrimage centers are
well attested in the written sources.

Scratched portrait of blind Ali with walking stick
and pilgrim bag.

His illness is indirectly shown in the way he
was pictured on the wall, as a man apparently
lost in space feeling the way in front of him
by a crooked walking stick and with an
outstretched hand behind him. This is the
time-honored manner for representing the
blind. He was apparently a stranger in the
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Christian milieu of the well-known
pilgrimage centre and therefore was signed
as “guest” by a local Christian scribe who
rendered the Arabic language of the
inscription in Greek letters.
Another famous visitor to Banganarti was
Teita. We know that Teita was wealthy and
pious but we do not know whether he was
man or woman, because Old Nubian
language does not possess grammatical
gender. Teita, as his, or her, inscription says,
had three churches in the Middle Nile and
came to Banganarti to pay homage to St
Damianos on the day of the saint’s feast.
The Raphaelion was constructed in a peculiar
way to allow the crowds easy access to its
interior and unrestricted communication
inside. It had three entrances and two
staircases leading to the galleries. The focal
point, where the relics were probably kept,
was the analogion in the middle of the
church beneath the central dome.

Section N-S through the central part of the
Raphaelion with the analogion in the middle.

This was an octagonal pier-like structure
associated with a square cache below the
pavement.It made a masonry stand on which
icons, the Gospel Book and apparently also
reliquaries were placed for veneration by the
faithful .
In a corridor connecting two opposite
entrances in the southern and northern wall
were two pedestals on which the earthenware
patens for administering Communion under
both kinds by intinction were kept.

An earthenware paten from the Selib church.

As a patron saint of a healing resort, Raphael
was a particularly good choice. He was the
psychopompos present at the hour of man’s
death. In Christian literature he is the healing
doctor and patron of medicine and the angel
of strength and good health. The Hebrew
word repha’el was variously interpreted as
“God has healed”, “the medicine of God” or
simply “a cure”. Consequently, he has the
power to heal wounds and cure diseases, and
to make everybody strong. He figures
prominently in the exorcism texts as a
dispenser of the holy oil for healing as well.
In the account of the Martyrdom of Paêsi and
Thekla; after Paêsi declared himself a
Christian in front of the Governor and
suffered torture, Paul and his servants wept
over him. Raphael appeared and healed the
martyr. In Coptic magical texts he protects
against fever. In the vision of Enoch, he is
charged by God to bind Asael and to heal the
earth corrupted by the fallen angels (1 Enoch
32.6). In the story of Tobit, he helps Sarah
and Tobias (son of Tobit) in various ways
and finally cures Tobit’s blindness (11:7–
14). Being an instrument in the hands of
God, he is an Archangel who acts as God’s
intercessor and is associated with John the
Baptist. Raphael was particularly related to
kingship on the strength of the legend that

23
attributed to him the miraculous rescue of
Emperor Theodosios I at sea off Alexandria.
In general, sanctuaries dedicated to the
archangels were known for healing practices.
Among the multiple Michaelions of
Constantinople that existed as early as the
fifth century, the most important was the
Michaelion of Anaplous (Hestia) attested in
440, but which probably existed earlier. It
was situated north of the city on the rig ht
bank of the Bosphorus. It was one of the first
sanctuaries where incubation was practised.
Michaelions outside Constantinople were
also known and were almost invariably
connected with pilgrimage and incubation,
e.g. the Michaelion of Sosthenion, located to
the north of the Michaelion of Anaplous, and
the Michaelion built by Justinian near the
Arcadiana.
The pilgrims' behaviour in the Banganarti
sanctuary of Archangel Raphael was typical
for a healing resort. There are no signs of the
“ pious vandalism” that involved scraping off
the paint from the holy murals etc.
The archaeological evidence suggests that
pilgrims could have scraped the dust from
the walls next to the holy murals to take
home with them. A similar practice of taking
home dust or earth from Holy sites is well
attested in written sources.

Section N-S through the Upper and Lower Church.

Hollowings scraped by the pilgrims in the eastern
wall of the Lower Church at Banganarti.

Pilgrims were probably also sleeping in the
Raphaelion. This curative and prophetic
practice known as incubation could have
been supervised by an officer known as
koimarches, who left a couple of signatures
on the walls. The eighteen rooms around the
central nave were an ideal place for this.

3D reconstruction of the Raphaelion II.
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The Raphaelion flourished as one of the
most important pilgrimage centers on the
Middle Nile until the 15th century. It was
visited as a half ruined place of worship and
habitation for most of the next century as
well. The central dome barely survived the
record flood of 1362, when the Nile level
read at the Cairo Nilometer and recorded by
At-Taghribirdi (1411-1469) was 24 cubits,
but the stratigraphy within the church itself
and in the Western Building indicates that
squatters lived there probably up to the late
16th century. This coincides in time and
space with the evidence for the survival of a
Christian community on Tanqasi Island.

The curative aspect of the place was
reinforced by the presence of portraits of the
anargyroi, St St Cosmas and Damianos. The
available evidence does not indicate how the
healing was actually performed. Faith was no
doubt the main curative agent, but physical
contact with the relics kept on the analogion
might have been of importance as well.

The reconstruction of the edifice is based on
the still extant elements of the staircase and
the northern portico columns that have been
found where they fell. The original building
could not have been lower than these
columns. The portico is a diagnostic feature
of the Banganarti Raphaelion, apart from the
perfect symmetry, two staircases and a
central tetrapylon composed of four heartshaped
piers.

Coloured ink copy of the representations of
the anargyroi St St Cosmas and Damianos.

Raphaelion under excavation of the 2003 season.

In phase I, the building had three entrances:
two on the N-S axis and one in the western
façade. All provided easy and direct access
to the masonry analogion built at the focal
point of the church under the dome.
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Gazetteer of the best
murals in the Upper
Church ( Raphaelion II).

earlier layer visible in some areas of the
robes due to the washout.

Painting on the eastern wall of Chapel 1, soon after
discovery but before conservation.

Plan of the Upper Church (= St Raphael Church II
= Raphaelion II) with the interior spaces numbered.

Chapel 1, eastern (apse) wall.

The composition presents a ruler under the
patronage of an archangel, surrounded by
apostles. His portrait is painted over an
earlier image of another ruler (?). The king
painted later is dressed in rich robes of
honour, represented frontally, standing lower
than the apostles.
His overgarment is richly decorated with an
elaborate pattern composed of dotted
medallions with inner roundels infilled with
different colours (blue, violet, pink, white).
Either side of him are seen the lowermost
parts of a red veil. Faint traces of shoes
belonging to the later figure, painted with
deep ochre, are still visible.

A king (or high ranking civil
dignitary) under the patronage of an
archangel, surrounded by Apostles.
The composition is preserved only as high as
the knees of the Apostles and the loins of the
ruler. The mural to the left from the king is
almost entirely washed out. Earlier layers of
plaster are visible on the edges of the painted
area. The central part is overpainted, with the

Painting on the eastern wall of Chapel 1 after
conservation (with the apsis wall rebuilt).
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The man on the earlier layer was also
represented frontally, standing below the
other figures. He is clad in a rich over
garment decorated with blue medallions
edged with a yellow band with rosette
ornament. There are traces of decoration on
his yellow shoes.
The apostles are depicted frontally on the red
background outlined in black. They wear
white dresses and violet shoes, alternating
with white dresses with red potamoi and
black shoes. Their feet overlap.

Ink copy of the painted decoration on the eastern
wall of Chapel 1.

Chapel I, southern wall.
Nubian King David under the
patronage of the Holy Person(s)
emerging from clouds.
Most of the composition is intact, except for
the uppermost part. The mural represents a
Nubian ruler under the patronage of the Holy
Trinity (?) emerging from clouds. He is
depicted frontally, holding the sceptre in his
right hand whilst his left hand is raised to his
waist level. His royal girba streams down
from his right shoulder across his chest and
over his left forearm.
The visible parts of his body (neck, palms
and oversize feet) are a light brown colour.
He wears a white under vesture and an outer
robe richly decorated with a geometric
design of triangles in mirror image separated
by vertical rectangles.

The later representation visibly repeats the
earlier pattern, with only the decorative
scheme of the clothing being altered. This
likely was due to the necessity of replacing
the central figure with another one. The
‘new’ ruler was painted at a slightly smaller
scale than his predecessor on the underlying
layer.
Date: late eleventh/ twelfth century or later.

King David’s portrait on the southern wall of
Chapel 1.
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His sleeves are segmented, with wide light
green bands on the arms and cuffs. His
overgarment, covered with large medallions
decorated with bell-shaped elements, hangs
down from his right shoulder. His shoes are
light brown. He wears a ring on the middle
finger of his right hand and on the index
finger of his left hand. His very distinct
torque (maniakion) is light green.

Upper part of King David’s portrait in Chapel 1.

A small cross on a tapering shaft is seen on
his right, its arm extensions painted light
blue. A legend in Greek (with typical
dedicatory formula beginning with a cross) is
written above the cross. The white clouds
above his shoulders have a horizontal band
border below.
The palette is limited to yellow, blue, light
and dark brown, and sparse green (on his
collar, the strips of his sleeves, and one
rosette).
The poor state of preservation makes it
impossible to recognise the Holy Persons (or
Person) protecting the ruler. A similar
composition at Old Dongola suggests they
may be the Holy Trinity (in Nubia the three
repeated images of Christ).

Ink copy of King David’s portrait.

The Chapel1ruler is definitely darker than his
royal compatriots portrayed in other places in
the Raphaelion. He is not protected by an
archangel, as are the other kings. The title
basileus in abbreviated form is repeated at
least twice in the legend that accompanies
the portrait on the spectator's left ( cf infra) .
The king's left hand is hold empty with
outstretched thumb against the abdomen.
The rulers represented in the Banganarti
church are mostly unknown to us due to the
lack of accompanying legends, with the
exception of the king represented on the
southern wall of the Chapel 1. The partly
worn out inscription identifies him as King
David, who reigned in the mid-twelfth
century.
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He was an uncle (and predecessor) of King
Moses Georgios mentioned in the Qasr Ibrim
documents. Consequently his portrait in the
Banganarti church should be dated to around
the mid-twelfth century. Notably, he is
represented with dark brown skin in apparent
contradistinction to other kings depicted in
Banganarti that are olive brown. His grave
had to be somewhere in Banganarti because
his epitaph (?) was found in the nave of the
Upper Church (inserted into the pavement
between the ambo and the north-eastern
pier).

Chapel 2, eastern (apse) wall.
Nubian king under the patronage
of an archangel, surrounded by
Apostles.
Only the central section of the mural is
preserved, comprising the heads of the
Apostles, the bust of the ruler and the
relevant part of the archangel standing
behind him. The face and eyes of the
Apostles have been purposely mutilated. The
paint has been washed and has faded out in
some places.

Ambo in the Upper Church, the void space in the
pavement after the removal of the king David’s epitaph is
close to the pilaster attached to the north-eastern pier.

Date: twelfth century or later.

Anonymous Nubian king painted on the
eastern ( apse) wall of Chapel 2.

The composition represents a Nubian ruler
under the patronage of an archangel standing
behind him, surrounded by apostles and
probably a local saint as one ‘figure; has a
slightly darker face.
The apostles either side of the ruler place
their hands on his arms in a gesture of holy
patronage.
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Painted decoration of the eastern wall of Chapel 2.

The ruler is depicted frontally. His oblong
face is trimmed with sparse straight cut
beard. His hair is also cut short. The sceptre
he holds in his right hand is surmounted by a
small figure of Christ painted in blessing;
his body in profile, and his head in frontal
view. Behind Christ there is a cross figure.

Ink copy of the royal figure in Chapel 2.

The ruler holds a crown topped by a cross in
his left hand. A royal girba streams from his
right shoulder, across his chest and over his
left forearm. It is topped with a domed
chapel-like object ( reliquary ?) surmounted
by a cross.

The ruler is clad in robes of honour. The
visible upper part of the outer vesture is
yellow, patterned with a repetitive
multicoloured flower-like design densely
covering the entire garment. Decorative
horizontal bands segment the sleeves. He
also wears a light green torque ( maniakion).
The long dark reddish wings of the archangel
are visible either side of the ruler; they have
jagged edges. The archangel touches the
ruler’s left shoulder with the fingertips of his
left hand.
The Apostles are painted as looking forward.
The two immediately flanking the ruler also
are ‘embraced’ by the archangel’s wings. All
are haloed and bearded, with long
moustaches. Those still preserved wear white
dresses (robes and mantles) with dark red
clavi.

King’s “ portarait” in Chapel 2, after cleaning and
conservation.

The apostles’ crowns are low and poorly
decorated with sparse jewels. The halos are
yellow with black edge.
Most intriguing is the object held in the
ruler’s right hand. It is a scepter, but in a
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unique form (the only analogy is in the
neighbouring Chapel 3). It is rendered in
yellow paint suggestive of gold, and is
shaped as a column topped with a capital and
surmounted by a cross. The seated figure of
Jesus Christ atop the capital adds to the
sanctity of this symbol of earthly power of
the Nubian priest king.
This column-shaped scepter could be the
reason behind a curious nomenclature of
archistylites for the Dongolese archbishops
Georgios and Lazaros. It is conceivable that
this epithet have originated in the stylos
(column) as a symbol of priestly duties of
the king. Such an attribute in the hand of a
Nubian ruler could be the visual
documentation of literary reports on the
sanctity of Nubian kingship.

As with his colleague in the Chapel 3, the
anonymous king in Chapel 2 is depicted with
three crowns: one on the head, the second in
his left hand and the third on his neck. The
latter is a torque (maniakion), that was a
military crown of the Byzantine emperors
until Justin II. Notably, it was during the
reign of Justin II that Makuria was converted
to Christianity.

The chapel–like reliquary (?) painted against
the king’s right shoulder, was represented as
a sort of closure (?) to the royal purse that
hangs down from it across the king’s chest
and left arm. The object resembles the
lOth/llth century reliquary of Conques,
known as the Lanterne Saint-Vincent.

At that time the torque became an
“imported” symbol of royalty and
distinction, later on in Nubian painting
applied to the portraits of kings, saints and
archangels.
Date : twelfth century or later.

Tenth/eleventh century
reliquary of Conques.
Like the reliquary from
Chapel 3, it imitates a
freestanding
object,
namely a sepulchral
aedicule, of a type
popular in Roman
architecture of the
Imperial period. It
could
have
been
modelled on the actual
martyrium of Saint
Vincent.
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Chapel 3, eastern (apse) wall.
Nubian king under the holy patronage
of an archangel, surrounded by
Apostles.
The painting is relatively well preserved up
to the line above the haloed and crowned
heads of the Apostles, except for some flaked
and cracked paint and some air pockets
behind the plaster. However, rainwater
trapped in the chapel has washed out
horizontal section at the height of the ruler’s
loins. The apostle second from left is also
washed out except for his shoes and part of
his halo. All eyes have been deliberately
mutilated. There are also additional
mutilation from multiple wasp nests adhering
to the paint.

horned headgear in his left hand and grasps a
sceptre in his right. The royal girba covered
with a reticulated design streams down
across the chest from his right shoulder, over
the left forearm. A tiny fragment of a
bejewelled crown is seen on his head. A
torque borders his sparse beard from below.
His hair seem to be short cut (or rather
shaved). The oval earrings are clipped to his
ears.
The king holds a scepter in the shape of a
fluted column crowned by a capital, on
which sits a figure of Christ, his body in
profile whilst his head is frontal. Behind him
is a cross seemingly attached to the capital.

Upper part of the king’s portrait from Chapel 3.

The Apostles right from the king, afer discovery
(before conservation).

The central position is taken by the ruler clad
in robes of honour. He holds a Nubian

The ruler’s headgear is bulbous with two
curving horns attached, and surmounted by a
cross. The headgear has a scale-like design
with a horizontal band at its widest diameter,
and another bejewelled band at its lowermost
edge. The horns are adorned with a
somewhat floral/arabesque design but plain
at the tip(s), with a bird sitting on the
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uppermost part of the left horn; the other tip
is concealed behind the ruler’s right hand.

Kings portrait from Chapel 3, the regalia.

The design on king’s outer cloak is
compartmentalised, with a single bird with
wings outspread alternating with an antithetic
design of two confronted birds either side of
a lily-like plant with roots exposed, the birds
pecking at its stem. The birds are painted on
a blue background. The ruler’s inner robes
are mostly decorated with reticulated
patterns.

The archangel behind the king gently grasps
a yellow painted object, that resembles a
small domed chapel (reliquary ?) from above
and below with the outstretched thumb and
long slender fingers of his left hand, as if
passing it to the ruler. A cross atop it (also
painted yellow) resembles that fixed to the
horned headgear.
The archangel’s figure, almost twice the size
of the ruler fills the entire apse. He
‘embraces’ the first two apostles either side
of the ruler with his widely outstretched
wings. His cloak is belted and his feet shoed.
Attempts have been made to shade his hands
with paint strokes. His relation to the ruler is
somewhat reserved, as hardly a bodily touch
between both is indicated. The archangel’s
hands hang above the ruler’s shoulders rather
than actually touch them.

The eastern wall composition ( Chapel 3) after
conservation.

Central part of the composition in Chapel 3 with upper
body of the archangel reconstructed.

A totally different relationship exists
between the ruler and the two Apostles
standing nearest him. Both support the
ruler’s elbows, as if intending to elevate him
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with the tips of their thumbs and fingers. St.
Peter, standing to his right emphasises his
emotional attitude to the ruler with a distinct
bow of the head and turning of his eyes
towards him, whereas his neighbour on the
right and the two Apostles left of the ruler
gaze frontally.

Tenth-century
reliquary of St
Anastasios the
Persian.

The apostles are presented in pairs, this
relationship underlined by each head bowing
to the other. The general principle of the
composition as a whole is rigid symmetry,
nonetheless its style (especially the way the
Apostles were painted) is dynamic.
A long Old Nubian dedicatory inscription is
written above the heads of the last two
apostles on the ruler’s right, but its state of
preservation precludes comment .
The composition is unique in several aspects.
Firstly, the kind of sceptre the ruler holds in
his hand so far is unique (the only parallel
known is in the neighbouring Chapel 2). The
chapel-like reliquary (atop the girba) looks
as if being handed the ruler by the archangel
( the painting does not decisively solve the
question). Regardless of its character, it is
shaped as an object, not as a “church model”.
Its bordered front, painted blue, is rendered
as if provided with glass (a solution rather
unusual for the Nubian church ?).
To carry a point, the chapel-like object
handed by an archangel to the king in Chapel
3, especially the glazed and jewel-studded
front side, finds a perfect analogy in a late
10th-century reliquary of St Anastasios the
Persian, at present in Aachen. 1.
That such glazed reliquaries indeed existed is
indicated by the famous reliquary with the
head of St John the Baptist kept in Amiens
Cathedral

Keeping in mind that reliquaries and relics
were a popular diplomatic gift given by the
Byzantine emperor to Christian rulers all
over the world and that Western rulers
followed suit, the reliquaries held in the
hands of the kings pictured in Banganarti
could identify them as possible donors of
relics for the church. These relics could then
have been kept on the analogion beneath the
dome (cf. infra).
The regalia worn and held by the ruler in
Chapel 3 are lavishly decorated. The girba
and the sceptre are far more elaborate than
any other regalia ever illustrated in Nubian
painting in the medieval period. His horned
crown is also superbly adorned, more than
any other Nubian headgear of that period.
The priestly impression and the religious
connotation of the symbols of power
depicted here also are noteworthy. The above
discussion and the position of the ruler
amongst apostles, much in accordance with
the evolution of the Byzantine political
theology within the relevant period, firmly
identifies the person depicted in Chapel 3 as
a king. His dress and his symbols of office
reveal the full catalogue of royal attributes
diagnostic of representations of Nubian
royalty in mural paintings.
In terms of political theology, the
iconographical scheme where the person
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depicted is positioned in the place of Christ
is totally different from the situation where
he is protected by Christ (as for example in a
royal portrait from Sonqi Tino). At Banganarti the king actually is imitating Christ
(christoumimesis). In the iconographical
scheme of the Banganarti royal chapels, the
Archangel Raphael emerges as the holy
protector of the Makurian dynasty.
The ‘painter of the Apostles’ in Chapels 3
(and also Chapel 5) was obsessed with the
third dimension. He has tried to render the
spheroid aspect of the head and face by deep
shading on the cheeks and circular strokes of
the brush on the foreheads. These are
diagnostic features rarely met in Dongola.

Chapel 4, eastern (apse) wall.

Nubian ruler under the holy
patronage of an archangel,
surrounded by Apostles.

The painting survives only in its lower
section. The upper part (above the line of
pilaster capitals) is lost due to wall collapse
and deliberate demolishing (maroq digging )
of the ruins. The pair of Apostles left of the
ruler are entirely washed out, the surviving
heads of all other figures have mutilated
eyes.

Chapel 4 soon after clearing of sand.
The Apostle heads ( crowned and nimbate) from
Chapel 3.

Date: late eleventh century

The interior of Chapel 4 is divided into seven
intercolumnia by six pilasters set against the
chapel’s hemicycle wall at equal intervals.
The pilasters are painted with horizontal
broad decorative patterns (scales, dotted
patterns) separated by similarly patterned
bands with horizontal border lines.
The intercolumnia are arched together, as
indicated by part of the arch left of the head
of the extreme left apostle. The ruler with the
archangel behind him takes the middle
intercolumnium while the collegium apostolicum divided into pairs fill in the rest. The
pilasters, made of specially shaped red
bricks, are decorated in layered bands
painted with vibrant colours
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His outer robes have an elaborate pattern of
curvilinear dots within reticulated squares.
The fragments of his girba are still visible, as
are his shoes and inner robes.
Only the lower section of the right wing of
the archangel who stands behind the ruler has
survived. The Apostles, all with haloed
heads, are set in six pairs, one pair within
each intercolumnium. Saint Peter, the ruler’s
immediate neighbour to his left holds a key,
and has a second key attached to his belt or
robes since he cannot possibly grasp it with
his hand.
Fragment of computer reconstruction of
Chapel 4.
As said above the central intercolumnium is
filled with the illustration of the ruler (there
is another on the layer underneath). His left
hand has been washed out, together with the
most of the left section of the mural.

Coloured ink drawing of the painted decoration
of Chapel 4.

Beneath the central intercolumnium there is
a long inscription addressed to Archangel
Raphael, written on the layer of muddy
render (applied to the wall in the last phase
of the use of the Upper Church.

Ink drawing of the section with cross sceptre.

Notably, the ruler from Chapel 4 no longer
holds a columnar scepter, but instead grasps
a regular crux manualis in his right hand.
The most interesting modification, however,
is the reversed proportions of the ruler and
the Apostles. Whilst the figure of the king
dominates the disproportionately small
apostles in Chapels 1, 5 and 6, the ruler in
Chapel 4 is significantly undersized.
Central intercolumnium, with the ruler’s representation.

Date: thirteenth century or later.
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Chapel 5, eastern wall
concealing apse.
Nubian ruler under the holy
protection of an archangel.
Upper part of composition is damaged; the
upper parts of the figures of the ruler and
archangel have been lost, including a large
section of the wings. Below the ruler’s feet
there is a large horizontal strip where the
painting layer is missing.

Earlier painting on the apse wall of
Chapel 5.
After the wall was dismantled it appeared
that the original composition also represented
a Nubian ruler The original decoration
scheme depicted a Nubian ruler under the
holy patronage of an archangel. The king is
shown en face, in hieratic pose, in front of
the archangel who is considerably bigger

Primary decoration in Chapel 5.

Secondary decoration in Chapel 5.

The painting was applied to the wall which
was built into the apse of Chapel 5 to prop
the eastern wall of the space. Consequently it
totally concealed the curvature of the apse
and its original decoration.
On archangel’s wings red-painted peacock
feathers are visible. The king wears white
tunic and a yellow loros. Traditionally the
peacock feathers on archangel wings are
attribute of Saint Michael.
The ruler is dressed in white tunic put on a
black-yellow striped flared robe. The white
outer garment decorated with large yellow
medallions featuring red circles in the centre
is trimmed with a broad band. His shoes are
purple.
Date: thirteenth century or later.

The king is clad ’s in white undergarment
decorated with brown design . The outer robe
is blue with connected crosses (the design
resembles polystaurion). The flaps of the
mantle (?) float behind and on both sides of
him, bordering the archangel’s wings.

Date: late eleventh century.
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Chapel 6, eastern wall squaring
the hemicycle of the apse.
Nubian ruler under the protection of
an archangel, surrounded by
Apostles.

Earlier painting on the eastern (apse) wall.
The ruler „levitates” high above the level on
which the apostles and the archangel stand.
His left hand grasps a kamelaukion type of
crown. His complexion is light . He wears
purple shoes. His undergarment is white ,
folded along the lower edge.

Upper part of the mural is gone, the figures
survived only from the waist down.

Primary decoration of Chapel 6.
Secondary decoration of Chapel 6.

The ruler, flanked by the Apostles is shown
in frontal view, on the background of the
archangel. His feet are downturned, while the
archangel stand flat-footed. The archangel,
much bigger that the ruler wears white tunic
with a broad red trim at the bottom and a red
mantle. He wears yellow tzangia shoes. His
yellow wings are contoured with a reddish
band. The ruler’s white, black striped under
vesture is worn over by a yellow-edged robe
with broad red band at the bottom decorated
with an oblique chequer-pattern and red dots.
The red mantle is seen only in folds on either
side of the figure. The ruler’s shoes are red.

Date: thirteenth century or later.

Outer vesture is decorated with a pattern of
medallions with interlaced borders.

Inside each medallion is a crouching lion
figure. Side fragments of the mantle (?) are
seen in between the king and St Peter on his
right. Faint traces of the archangel’s wing are
seen on the other side

Date: late eleventh century
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Chapel 7, eastern (apse) wall.

Space 13, western wall.

Nubian ruler surrounded by
Apostles.

The anargyroi, St Cosmas and
St Damianos.

Decoration of the eastern wall of Chapel 7.

The ruler is depicted en face, standing
frontally, flanked by the Apostles. His under
vesture is white regularly folded along the
lower edge. The outer robe is yellow,
decorated with a pattern of rhomboids
painted green, blue and yellow. He wears
dark purple shoes.
No trace of the archangel’s wings has been
preserved on either side of the ruler, it is
likely, however, that the archangel stood
higher up.

Western wall of Space 13.

St Damianos.
The outline of the niche in which the mural is
painted is contoured with black line. The
saint stands en face, against a red
background, flat-footed, looking to his right
where his brother Cosmas was depicted.

Date: late eleventh century.

St Damianos representation on the
western wall of Space 13.
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He wears a long white belted tunic trimmed
with a wide band at the bottom. The white
mantle trimmed with black is joined in front
with a round decorative fibula The folds of
the mantle are rendered with yellow. His
right arm is bent at the elbow and raised
against the chest. He holds with the right
hand a lancet.

Lancet (left) and bag (right) held by St Damianos.

In his left he has a red bag which he holds
with thumb and forefinger by the looped
string handle. His almond-shaped eyes were
picked out with an adze by a late visitor to
the church (or rather ruin of a church). Chin
and cheeks are “shaded” with a thin brown
beard. On his head the saint wears a crown
topped with three semicircles. On the foot he
wears a campagi type of shoes.
Date: late eleventh century.

Documentary ink copy of St Damianos
representation.
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St Cosmas.
The mural is almost totally washed out by
the rainwater. It is visible, however, that the
composition was delineated with a black line
that framed the representation. St Cosmas is
clad in a long yellow-belted tunic reaching
to the feet and a mantle draped over the
shoulders. He was depicted in a posture
similar to his twin brother on the right i.e.
frontally, standing flat-footed against a red
background. The gesture of the right hand in
which he holds a lancet is identical to this of
St Damianos. In the left hand he holds a red
purse for surgical instruments. His
complexion is light with brown modelling.

Restorer at work in the Space 13.

Documentary ink copy of St Cosmas representation

Date: late eleventh century.
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Room 20, eastern wall.
Standing figure of a Nubian dignitary
(hegemon ?).
The mural decoration of the Chapel 20 was
made in two steps; first a mounted warrior
saint was painted in the higher part of the
eastern wall, then it was partly overpainted
with a representation of a higher dignitary
(hegemon ?) .

from his ears. Around his neck a torque
(maniakion) is visible (it doubles a broad
collar band below). His narrow sleeved under
vesture is generally white, decorated with
dark brown lilies.
The outer dress is covered with connected
medallions design, each hoop has an eagle
with spread wings inside. A mantle decorated
with cross-hatching design is seen on his left
shoulder.

Nubian dignitary ( hegemon ?) on the eastern wall of
Room 20.

The dignitary wears a horned head gear and
holds a plain stick in the right hand instead of
a sceptre. His left hand is kept with thumb
extended against the abdomen. He is shown
standing, en face, staring forward with
almond shaped eyes. His face is shaved as is
also his head (!). There is no individual
portrait features in his face but a cleft chin.
Yellow hoops with pendants hang down

Documentary ink copy of the representation of a
Nubian dignitary in Room 20.

Date: late eleventh century.
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Room 21, western wall.
Warrior saint (St Menas ?).
The upper part of the composition is lost.
The lower one represents a warrior saint ( St.
Menas ?) and two small naked figures
painted below his feet.

Man in a vessel (?) painted below the warrior
saint.

The saint wears long military boots with
knee protectors. The purple brown boots
match the broad trim of his short tunic. A
long folded mantle serves him as the outer
garment

Decoration of the western wall of Room 21.

The saint seems to transfix the figure on the
right, shown head down with a blood gush
from the mouth. The figure on the left is
represented as naked man emerging from the
wide-mouthed vessel. He points at the saint
with a forefinger of the right hand, while
holding the left one, with thumb
outstretched, against his abdomen.

Date: twelfth century or later.
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Room 21, eastern wall.
The eastern wall of the room is known rather
of its inscriptions than the decorations. In its
uppermost register there is still preserved the
lower part of the New Testament scene
showing Christ and Doubting Thomas (both
protagonists of the scene are identified by the
legends).
Below the scene there is a inscription in
Catalan / Provençal language (!) scratched
with a sharp tool by a visitor from southern
France.

Eastern wall of the room 21: in the upper register
lower part of the mural representing Christ and
Doubting Thomas. The inscription in Provençal,
barely visible, is between the Greek legend to the
painting (in the yellow frame) and a long Old
Nubian prayer to St Raphael below.

His name was Benesec (that is Benedict in
Provençal). He visited the Raphaelion in
the fourteenth-century. The reasons for his
coming to Banganarti from so far are
unknown. The text he left is short and
simple, confirming simply that Benesec came
(to pay homage?) to Rafael. This inscription
and a Catalan playing card found in Qasr
Ibrim prove that merchants were coming to
the Middle Nile. Notably the Benesec
graffito from Banganarti is the only historic
wall inscription / made in the Latin alphabet
known from the Christian period in Nubia.
The inscription of Benezeg was brilliantly
deciphered by Tomasz Ptociennik and first
identified as Provansal-Catalan. The name of
Benezeg was popular in southern France in

the times of the Avignon papacy. The
inscription he scratched on the wall of a
Nubian pilgrimage centre brings to the fore
the question of Western influence in Nubia,
which must be researched further and in
depth in order to define the artistic and
aesthetic genealogy of Nubian culture of the
period of the Christian Kingdoms. Naturally,
the extent of this influence should not be
overestimated. Inspiration came presumably
as a side product of trade contacts, examples
of the minor arts arriving in Nubia together
with other commodities. Better pieces,
including robes of honour, might have been
diplomatic gifts.
Another inscription from Room 21 is the
longest and most moving Nubian inscription
ever found in Banganarti. Its historic
importance is as great as its dramatic
message. It bears honest testimony to the
turbulent second half of the 13th century that
brought four Mamluk expeditions to the
region of Dongola. But it is also a prayer for
the Nile flood and for peace, the two
essentials without which life and work in
Nubia was never possible.

Date: twelfth century or later.
Room 21, southern wall.
On the southern wall of Room 21 there was a
very rare (in Nubian painting), double
protection scene. , representing a king or an
eparch in a horned helmet together with, both
protected by an archangel. Uniquely, the
mural included three figures: Raphael, a ruler
wearing a horned helmet, and another
protege (his consort or co-ruler) next to him,
unfortunately washed away completely by
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rainwater. Notably, the mural survived in the
worst imaginable state of repair due to the
action of the elements (mostly rainwater).
Despite its lamentable state repair of the
mural a horned helmet covered with a scale
pattern surmounted by a cross is clearly
seem on the left ( to the spectator) against
the archangel figure.

Ink copy of the double protection scene from the
southern wall of room 21. Right, horned headgear
on the head of the ruler from Room 21.

Southern wall of Room 21.

Date: thirteenth century or later.
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The Lower Church ( Raphaelion I)
The sondages and excavation in the Central
Kom at Banganarti in 2001–2012 ascertained
in depth the stratigraphical sequence of the
structures that predated the construction of
the Upper Church. It came as no surprise that
all these edifices built one atop the other
were churches. In the Middle Nile, as
elsewhere in the Christian world, the place
marked by “God’s shadow cast” was
destined to be a house of God (regardless of
the religion).

Artist’s reconstruction of the Lower Church at
Banganarti.

The first church constructed on this spot
(coded LCH1) was erected soon after the
enclosure was fortified, in between the late
sixth and mid-seventh century AD. The last
of the lower churches (LCH3) was probably
levelled around the mid-eleventh century.
The sequence of the Lower Church main
phases runs as follow:

I. LCH1 – “basilical phase”, erected in late

The Lower Church (St Raphael Church I) drawn in
red, within the upper church (St Raphael Church
II) shaded grey. Later additions to the upper
church are shaded dark grey, the latest in black.

The excavations ascertained that before the
1070s AD the central area of the fortified
enclosure at Banganarti was occupied by a
sequence of three churches built one upon
another, each duplicating most of its
predecessor’s layout. Therefore, the whole
series is labelled Lower Church 1 to 3.

sixth/early seventh century; probably
destroyed around mid-seventh century (652
AD?).
II. LCH2 – μνημεῖον (memorial church)
constructed on the plan of its predecessor
(with the eastern annex added) between midseventh and mid-eighth century, probably in
commemoration of the venerated dead buried
along its eastern wall. Within the LCH2
phase falls the Emperor Leo III’s declaration
of war on images in 726–730. It became
partly ruined before 836. Probably in this
phase the Lower Church began its career as a
pilgrimage centre (although it was dedicated
to Archangel Raphael well before, plausibly
from its first foundation).
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III. LCH3 – sub-cruciform church erected

by King Zacharias (?) after 836 as a
thanksgiving
for the safe return of his
son George from Baghdad. This was
destroyed by fire (?) in the mid-eleventh
century. Its surviving fabric, although leveled
to
the
ground,
was
considerably
strengthened, probably in preparation for
building subsequent church on the same spot.
There is no doubt that the LCH1 was the first
religious structure on the central kom in
Banganarti but it is only a conjecture that it
was the first structure ever built there. The
ceramics and stratigraphy both suggest that
fortifications and the church were built
concurrently. The stratigraphy recorded in
the sondages dug outside the LCH1 suggests
that
its
construction
predated
the
accumulation
of a compact layer of the
diagnostic sixth/eighth century ceramics (the
dominant forms are amphorae and widemouthed liquid containers) that accumulated
mostly outside its northern wall (and were
eventually swept into the building remains
after LCH3 was finally abandoned.
The overwhelming conclusion drawn from
the study of these ceramics strongly indicates
that the erection of the first church in
Banganarti must have taken place around the
turn of the sixth/seventh century.

Excavation in the middle section of the Lower
Church.

The Lower Church I at Banganarti.

From the very beginning, the LCH1 was
provided with a key-hole baptistery tank
located in the S-E corner .

Axonometric view of the two baptismal fonts of
the Lower Church.
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The earliest sanctuary (haikal) was screened
off from the nave with the cancelli screen
(higab) set in balusters inserted in the stone
sockets that were in turn set in the layer of
lime mortar (which also formed an underlay
for stone paving). Cancelli screen was
certainly made of stone, as is convincingly
suggested by the stone post fragments found
in the fill.

The exterior of the LCH1 was covered by a
thin layer of lime render. Inside, lime and
gypsum plaster was preferred. Murals
covered not only the walls but also the stone
columns.
The
recognizable
painting
fragments found on the voussoir blocks that
once formed the columns, display a variety
of motifs among which the holy riders and
archangels seem to predominate.
The interior of the church was paved with
big ceramic tiles, bricks and stone blocks.
The polished slabs of granite were laid, on a
lime plaster underlay, near the altar. The
bricks were used, as a rule, to repair the tile
floor.

Head of the cancelli post from the Lower Church.

They exhibit the generally highest standard
of the stone masonry of the LCH1,
highlighted by cavetto mouldings and
keystones, lamp stands etc.

Large terracotta tile (44 x 37 x 4 cm) from the first
pavement of the LCH1, smaller pieces (35 x 26
cm) were also used, especially in the later phases
of the Lower Church; the polished stone from the
pavement (60 x 40 x 12 cm) around the altar .

The space outside the church was paved
with half-bricks laid directly on a layer of
virgin sand. The space thus paved was
enclosed within a low wall that made a form
of a low peribolos around the church. Later
(in LCH3 phase) a mastaba abutment was
constructed directly on this pavement.

Left, lower fragment of the cancelli post from
the LCH1 sanctuary (haikal) screen (higab);
right - a Stocklampe base.

The altar probably stood originally within
the hemicycle of the apse, in a line with its
jambs (or slightly eastward from them).
There is no direct evidence as to what part of
the sanctuary was actually screened off by
the higab.

The brick paved
surrounding of the
LCH1.
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The interior walls that were left unpainted
were lavishly embellished with carved stone
elements. As a rule, the stone decorations
which belonged to the outfitting of the LCH1
were carefully plastered and occasionally
also painted, the dominant colours were
violet and white.

Plastered and painted block from the outfitting of
LCH1.

Lower Church 2 (= LCH2)
LCH1 was probably severely damaged or
destroyed during the 652 AD Arab
expedition against Dongola. LCH2 was built
mainly on its foundations. The plan has been
altered in the eastern section only where an
annexe entered from the passage behind the
apse was added.
The decorative programme of the LCH2, was
in a somewhat “iconoclastic” style; at least
the eastern wall of the nave (until it was
replastered in mid-ninth century) was
covered with a layer of plaster decorated by a
painted geometrical pattern imitating ashlar
bonding.

Painted geometrical pattern
imitating ashlar bonding.

Plan of the LCH2.

Since this decorative scheme was introduced
in the first half of the eighth century, it may
be asked whether the iconoclastic ideas that
were dominant in Eastern Christianity at that
time were not responsible for the
introduction of religiously neutral, geometric
decorations instead of the images of the
saints etc. that were favoured earlier?

The seventh (?) century mural representing a
holy warrior (?) from the LCH1.
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The LCH2 was in use for at least a hundred
years. The main event that shaped its
religious characteristic was the inhumation of
the three individuals in two graves located on
both sides of the eastern extension (Room 1).
The southern grave, provided with a solid
mastaba made of red brick, was the first to
be built. The northern one, covered by a flat
grave monument, was built soon after. The
space between the eastern annexe and the
grave superstructures was plastered on the
northern side and paved with half-bricks on
the southern.
After the two sepulchres were cut in the
most prominent ad sanctos location in the
middle of the eastern wall of LCH2, the site
started to attract a considerable flow of
pilgrims.
What, in particular, brought the pilgrims,
must remain an open question at present.
They were most probably attracted by the
sacredness of the southern bisomus, that was
equipped with a huge semi-cylindrical
monument and an epitaph, which was
inserted into an elaborate framed socket in
the eastern wall of the church.

its predecessor’s walls simply buckled
because its foundations subsided.

Lower Church III (= LCH3)

The counter measures taken to prevent the
walls buckling suggest that the danger was
deemed serious; both northern and southern
walls were abutted by two exedrae that
stabilized the outward thrust the central
dome exerted upon the outer walls.

The LCH3 stands at the crossroads of two
trends represented by the tetrapylon churches
(i.e. four pillars churches) and the cruciform
variant being a subtype of the centralized
church. The sub-cruciform LCH3 continued
the main commemorative function of LCH2
nonetheless, intensifying its role as a
pilgrimage church.
The direct reasons behind the transformation
of the LCH2 into the LCH3 are unknown.
Man-made destruction is highly hypothetical.
An unusual Nile flood that made the groundwater rise seems to be the most plausible
reason, especially given that the LCH2 was
particularly vulnerable to fluctuations in the
stability of the ground. The measures taken
during the construction of LCH3 (with the
aim of strengthening the stability of the
structure) seem to corroborate the thesis that

Plan of LCH3.

The south-eastern pier of LCH3 (below two
detached columns of the Upper Church)
incorporating the stone spolia of the preceding
churches.
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The increased concern for the stability of the
new construction was probably also
stimulated by the fact that LCH3 was higher
than its predecessor.
The substantial modifications affected the
nave; old voussoir columns were replaced
with massive redbrick and stone piers set in a
square. The instability of the layer of virgin
sand, periodically infiltrated by the flood
water, was probably well known to its
builders. They were quite aware that the new,
higher building needed to be better adapted
to
the
geomorphological
conditions.
Therefore, long barrel vaults that covered the
extensions to the transverse nave, took the
thrust of the central dome. Similar
precautions were not needed in the case of
the western and eastern walls (the latter was
abutted by the eastern rooms and the former
was sufficiently strengthened by three barrel
vaults covering this section).

While the type of covering of LCH1 and
LCH2 is conjectural, it is certain that LCH3
was vaulted. The central dome supported by
four piers was surrounded by a system of
barrel vaults and corner cupolas. The
extended transverse nave that bisected the
ground floor of the church accommodated
the expanding congregation (the church had
probably became an important pilgrimage
centre by that time).
The window grilles of LCH3 (as well as the
LCH1 and LCH2) were made of terracotta
(in contradistinction to those of the upper
church, which were moulded in lime paste).
Fragments found during excavations suggest
a type that in the Monastery of the Holy
Trinity in Old Dongola was occasionally
glazed. After installation in the walls, the
grilles were whitewashed with lime.

Window grille fragment from LCH3 .

Lower Church III/1 (=LCH3a)

The mastaba-counterfort around the LCH3 built
to strengthen the church construction
(especially to prevent the outer walls from
buckling).

The LCH3 was in liturgical use at least until
the beginning of the eleventh century. Its
longevity was probably related to its
importance in the local sacral landscape. It is
highly probable that the desperate efforts
made to preserve the integrity and
accessibility of LCH3 were prompted by its
status as a pilgrimage centre.
The ceramic date for the termination of
LCH3 is mid-eleventh century. Before the
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Upper Church was constructed in its place, it
underwent a minor modification; its interior
was divided into separate spaces made by
blocking the inside passageways and both
exterior entrances.

Illustrating Heaven and Hell, the Lower
Church’s imagery.
The excavations carried out within the Lower
Church at Banganarti brought to light a
collection of fifteen murals. Executed
between the seventh and eleventh century,
they survived in a varied state of repair
(usually poor) resulting from the action of
elements, insects, reconstructions and
rebuildings of the churches and other
anthropogenic factors associated with the
various forms of veneration of the murals.

Examples of blocked arched doorways of LCH3.

Plan of the Lower Church (red line, with room
numbers) on the background of the upper church.

As compared to the upper church paintings
they are in much worse state of preservation.
Their lamentable state of preservation was
greatly aggravated by the changing humidity
of the ground caused by the sporadic
inundations of the area and the rain storms.

Plan of LCH3a (with interior spaces numbered).

The murals are evenly distributed among all
parts of the Lower Church. Their biggest
concentration, however, falls in the
baptistery (Room 4) and in the middle one of
the three western rooms (Space 18). Those
sections where no trace of painted decoration
was found are: the S-W corner room (Room
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19), staircase (Room 17), the northern
sacristy (Room 2), the passage behind the
apse (Space 3) and the so-called Eastern
Annexe (Room 1). Unpainted also were the
late square pillars erected in place of the
stone columns (which were originally
plastered and painted). Nothing can be said
about the southern exedra (Space 13).
Room 4, east wall.
Holy bishops (?).
The mural actually begins in the
southernmost part of the eastern wall of the
passage behind the apse. The composition
continues until the end of the eastern wall of
Room 4. It represents four standing figures in
a row, painted symmetrically (two on each
side) of the blocked niche. The scene was
painted on the first layer of plaster (although
the exact number of the figures painted on
this layer is unknown) and repainted with
some minor modifications on the second
layer. The description below mainly
concerns the second layer composition, the
underlay painting was exposed only in places
where the second layer had peeled off
(fortunately, such places were few). The
exposed fragments suggest that both
compositions represented the same subject.

was copiously used in the garments and
Gospel Books. They most probably represent
bishops.
The
reasons
behind
this
identification are the white omophoria
(clearly seen on three figures) and the Gospel
Books held against the chest. At least three
of them are shown wearing yellowish (ochre)
phelonia. The bishop left from the tondo is
holding a huge Gospel Book with a red cover
decorated with six squares divided by
horizontal lines. The overall drawing, folds
included, is done in dark reddish lines
doubled with black in the case of the outlines
of the outer garment and the book. The
design of the robes and the anatomical
features (only hands are visible) are drawn in
black. The book pages are carefully marked
with eight parallel yellow lines rendered with
an extremely thin brush. With the right hand
the would-be bishop is giving the Greek
benediction. The sticharion, decorated with
dark vertical stripes (potamoi) and marked
cuffs, is seen under the outer garment.

The painted decoration of the eastern wall of the
passage behind apse, continuous with the eastern
wall of the diakonikon.

The figures stand symmetrically on both
sides of the tondo (painted partly on the
already blocked and plastered-over niche).
The figures on the second layer of plaster
were rendered in yellow and red paint that

The bishop (?) to the left of the tondo, second layer
of plaster .
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The figures wear the so-called kampagia,
light footwear protecting the heel and toes
only (with a characteristic w-shaped notch at
the front).

tondo frame. The nimbus, rendered in red,
doubled inside with black, is filled with
yellowish (ochre) colour.

The kampagia worn by two saints on both sides of
the tondo, first layer of plaster.

The presence of the Holy Bishops in effigie
on the eastern wall of the baptistery seems
understandable, since the administering of
baptism was before the sixth century the
privilege of bishops. Nevertheless, the four
(five including the probable bishop in tondo)
personages depicted might be the great
coordinators of the baptismal ritual as well as
the homilists on baptism: Basil the Great,
Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa,
Cyril of Jerusalem, Cyril of Alexandria and
John Chrysostom. Their miracles were the
main driving force that brought about
conversions and, consequently, baptisms.
Room 4, east wall.
The bust in tondo (Holy Bishop?).
The tondo is painted on the second layer of
plaster (the same on which the second mural
with the Holy Bishops was painted). It partly
overlaps the blocking of the niche. The tondo
outline, a painted circle, is outlined with
black, both outside and inside. The nimbate,
bearded figure inside is presented in half
length with right hand raised in the gesture of
benediction and the left holding a Gospel. A
narrow omophorion is seen looped around
the neck and hanging down the upper body,
behind the right hand; the rest is mostly
concealed behind the book, a fragment,
however, is seen above the lower part of the

Holy Bishop (?) en buste in tondo, on the second
layer of plaster.

The sketchy facial features as well as the
details of the garment are done in red paint.
The shape of the bust, the main folds of the
garment, and the border of the omophorion
are additionally accented with with black
lines.
Drawing of an archangel.
Only half of the southern wall was exposed.
From left to right two figures have been
painted: an inked sketch of an archangel and
a large figure of St Stephen the Protomartyr:
is a sketch in black ink (the smallest in the
Lower Church) painted on the second layer
of plaster. It represents an archangel.

Ink copy of the drawing of an archangel and its
photograph.
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The archangel figure, drawn on the lower,
right part of the wall, measures 10 x (c.) 3
cm. The upper part of the face (the only part
that survives) proves the high quality of the
drawing that was executed with an extremely
thin brush.
In his right hand the archangel holds the
staff that at the upper end terminates in a
quite elaborate cross. In the left hand he
possibly held an orb with a monogram (only
a cross and “ω” are visible). The wings were
infilled with repetitive pattern of letter-like
signs symbolizing feathers. A short curved
line above the head is all that remained of the
halo.

The only choice then is orarion, i.e. a silk
stole that is an attribute of the deacon’s dress.

Room 4, south wall.
St Stephen the Protomartyr.
The description of the mural that holds the
commanding position on the wall just above
the upper baptismal font (to the left of
R/4/S/1) is highly conjectural, owing to its
lamentable
state
of
preservation.
Nevertheless, the details that have been,
beyond doubt, deciphered from the wall,
allow us to identify the standing figure as St
Stephen.
Painted on the second layer of plaster it
represents a full-face, standing figure of a
man with the right hand stretched out and the
left holding a square object decorated with
dotted squares rendered with red on the
yellowish background (a Gospel Book?). Of
his face only the uppermost section of the
right eye (drawn in red paint) is
recognizable. He is clad in a black robe with
reddish trimmings (still seen on the right
sleeve). His boots are drawn in red. A long
scarf hangs in front of his robe reaching
almost to its lower edge. This is drawn in red
paint and was (originally) painted yellow (of
its decoration only one square (?) motif
survived in the lowermost portion). Since the
scarf is neither paralleled by another band
nor draped zig-zag fashion and slung over
the arm we can preclude the omophorion.

Southern wall of the baptistery.

The faint trace of paint to the right of the
face suggests that the orarion was looped
around the neck as the omophorion of the
Holy Bishop in tondo.

Coloured ink copy of the mural (right) and the painted
remains (left) on the wall (with strengthened colour) .

In his left hand, strongly out-stretched from
the body, he holds a censer painted in yellow
and red. Its suspension chains are quite short,
the burning charcoals and incense marked
with a reddish colour.
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Space 8, south wall.
St Sisinnios mounted on a chestnut
stallion, trampling a naked and bound
demoness (Alabasdria?)

She is shown stabbed in the upper chest by a
long spear held by the mounted warrior and
also trodden on by the horse’s left foreleg.
The rider is mounted on a chestnut stallion
without stirrups.

St Sisinnios trampling the naked demoness, before
conservation, with existing contours enhanced.

The S8/S/1 mural, with existing outlines
emphasized (photo, drawing and assembling on
computer.

The mural fills the wall between the left edge
of the Anastasis panel (cf. infra) and the
south east corner of the southern nave of the
Lower Church. It was apparently painted
well before the diptych on its right. It
belongs to the earlier decoration of the
Lower Church interior that was probably
associated with the adjacent baptistery.

Fragment of the mural with St Sisinnios
trampling Alabasdria, seen in the sondage dug in
the upper church’s pavement.

It presents a mounted warrior trampling
naked female figure with hands bound
behind. She is portrayed as reclining, her
long black hair streaming to the shoulders
and below. The tint of her body is yellow
ochre (the same as the cross painted below).

The nakedness of the woman being trampled
and her hands being tied behind her back,
draws an apparent visual parallel to the
contiguous Harrowing scene (separated from
it only by the frame) that is also filled with
bound, naked figures.

The mural after conservation in the Poznań
Archaeological Museum (in 2007).

The similar ambience and comparable
message conveyed by both scenes is notable
and will be explored in detail below. There is
a black ink inscription beneath the horse, at
the level of its hooves, that provides some
information on the possible identities of the
characters depicted.
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Space 8, south wall.
Framed diptych with the scenes of the
Anastasis and Moses before the Burning
Bush (?)

Painted (on canvas) reconstruction of the diptych.

The framed diptych with the Anastasis (left) and
Moses before the Burning Bush (right).

The diptych was found on the tenth of
March, ten days before the end of the 2005
season, usually too short a time to atempt the
field restoration and preservation of a mural
in such a lamentable state of repair.
The diptych after the discovery; the same after
strengthening the contours on computer.

Banganarti Anastasis. Shaded ink drawing of the
preserved fragments.

A somewhat idealistic reconstruction is
shown below. Although it is conjectural in
detail (but not necessarily wrong), it displays
much of the splendor of the original. From
the scholarly point of view, it can be
regarded only as an artistic vision and a
subjective proposal; nevertheless, 90 % of
the scene is depicted in the only possible way
according to the traces remaining on the
wall.

The set of three scenes painted in a row on
the southern wall of the nave are
distinquished from the corpus of the Lower
Church murals by their particularly vibrant
colours (it is paralleled only by the scene
representing St Merkurios killing Julian the
Apostate, painted at the other end of the
church). The primary reason behind such
strong colouration was the need to enhance
the vivaciousness and dramatism of the
resurrection drama but also to made it more
visible in the poorly-lit part of the church.
In the Lower Church layout, Anastasis is
hidden behind the massive pier that
supported the central dome of the church
(standing two metres away). Therefore, most
of the congregation could view it from a
distance only. The “Banganarti Master”
probably
purposefully
applied
the
contrasting, gaudy colours to improve the
visibility of both panels to the congregation.
Since the mural (186 x 86 cm) is quite small
(the average height of each of the fourteen
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half-figures is c. 10 cm) and painted high on
the wall, its many details could be seen only
in good light, which probably came through
windows in the central dome.
In the theological perspective the Anastasis
adheres closely to the theology of baptism.
Since the latter was usually performed during
Easter, the visual illustration of the Great
Saturday was in the right place on the wall
next to the entrance to the baptistery. Its
didactic message was clear: sin and death
could be overcome by faith symbolized by
Christ triumphing over Hades. The meaning
of the scene in the right panel of the diptych
and its relation to the Anastasis itself is less
apparent.

The right panel of the diptych.
It is filled with a two-coloured background of
red and orange (the horizontal division
bisects the panel approximately in the
middle). Against the lower (originally
reddish-orange) section stands a barefoot
male figure, his head and shoulders in the
upper (red) register. The man is clad in white
tunic and pallium. He stands in antique
contrapposto with head shown in a threequarter view.

Coloured ink copy of the right panel.

The right panel of the Banganarti diptych, state of
repair before conservation.

He has no halo (!) and is most probably
beardless. A thin rod is clearly visible in his
left hand, while his right is partly concealed
in a tunic fold. The gesture made by his right
hand, which seems to point at the
neighbouring Anastasis scene, is conjectural
because the state of preservation of the mural
allows only an artist’s reconstruction.
The outline and folds of the robes are
depicted in black and markedly accented
with red strokes (especially in the lower
part). The man is flanked by two bushes
drawn in black against the dominant reddish
orange background. The red hem-line on his
tunic (lining its lower edge) is possibly a sign
of distinction (?).
The well-studied posture and exquisitely
well-drawn form of the “right panel man” is
disturbed by the awkward modelling his right
arm, which is bent in at the elbow,
unnaturally shortened and hidden within the
draperies of his tunic. It unbalances his,
otherwise perfect, contrapposto stance. Such
unusual modelling of the right arm, that is
hidden within the deep sling of the tunic fold
bears is paralleled by many portraits of the
holy figures painted modo antico in
miniature
during
the
Macedonian
Renaissance.
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The breakthrough in the dispute on
identification of “the right panel man” took
place in 2007 during the restoration and
reconstruction of the mural, which was cut
from the wall and transported to Poland for
conservation. The careful examination of the
painting in the laboratory of the Poznań
Archaeological Museum revealed among the
branches of the shrub (on the left side of the
man) some sketchy strokes of red paint. They
were noticed earlier but were identified as
drops of paint that dripped down from the
painter’s brush.

The “right panel
man”: state of
preservation;
photograph with black
outlines enhanced.

The range of possibilities for the
identification of the “right panel man” is
great. The many parallels indicate St John
the Baptist whereas the demands of
theological (Christological) coherency would
suggest rather the Saviour. Nevertheless
other choices are also eligible, e.g. one of the
prophets who foretold the Last Judgement
and Descent of Christ into Limbo, such as
Elijah and Isaiah, an Old Testament king
who prophesised the resurrection of Christ,
Moses (who was a Prefiguration of Christ);
or any prophet or saint associated with
visions of light and fire.
The Burning Bush from the right panel of the
Banganarti diptych.

Fragment of the right panel man, showing the
mastery with which the details ( right foot) was
executed.

Closer scrutiny, however, led to their
positive identification as flames (falling paint
drops could not have left slantwise stains!).
Consequently, the shrub was authoritatively
recognized as the Burning Bush and the man
standing close to it as Moses. The staff
(Moses’s rod, or virga) held in the figure’s
left hand provided another argument in
favour of this identification.
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Space 16, west wall.
Full-face standing saint in the orans
posture.
The painted decoration of the western wall of
Space 16 is heavily worn and defaced
(among other factors, by the people leaving
and entering the church). Little can be said
about the technique and palette. The saint
stands facing outwards in a praying position,
hands raised above his shoulders, and with
palms turned out on each side of the head.
He wears a white to light yellow, belted robe
with sleeves (sticharion?). This is outlined in
black lines doubled inside by broad strokes
of yellow ochre (a failed attempt at
producing
an
illusion
of
threedimensionality). The contours of the folds of
the robe and its interior design are painted in
violet. The outer garment is probably a kneelength phelonion erratically sprinkled with
small quatrefoils (crosses made four reddish
violet circles with dots inside).

Space 18, south wall.
Saint Merkurios trampling Julian the
Apostate (below the horse there is a long
inscription containing liturgical hymns)

Section E-W (looking south) through the Space 18
(including the relevant part of the Upper Church).

The scene represents St Merkurios mounted
on a white horse spearing Emperor Julian the
Apostate. A framed icon showing the
Theotokos was added later to the space to the
right of the foreleg of Merkurios’ horse. The
thematic association between these two
murals (forming one composition).

Anonymous saint with raised hands in the orans
position. Painted decoration on the second layer of
plaster on the western wall next to the southern
entrance to the church.

In the modeling of the face some brown paint
(!) is used. The hands are drawn in reddish
violet. The saint’s nimbus is drawn in a
heavy black line and infilled with yellow
ochre. To the right of this there is a fragment
of the Greek legend to the painting, written
vertically: [---] ΑΝΥΑΙΔ.

Ink drawing of the painted decoration of the
southern wall of Space 18.
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The unique character of Space 18, that
probably served as a sort of counterapse, is certainly responsible for the
decoration of its western wall. It also
probably contributed to the choice of the
two parallel compositions that were
painted on its northern and southern
walls.
The central part of the southern wall of
the space was taken up by a painted
mural that in its middle section depicted
a mounted warrior spearing a small,
crowned male figure, in a prostrate
position, with long pointed beard and
moustaches. His chlamys-like coat,
buckled on the right shoulder, is painted
white with folds marked with red lines.
He is pictured as being trampled in
between the horse’s forelegs, his neck is
strongly bent and his face turned towards
his oppressor. The rider's spear has
broken his striped shield that he carries
on the left forearm to protect his lower
trunk. The spear however has missed the
shield and entered his right side (or
abdomen ?), causing profuse blood flow.

Mural after cleaning, filling the voids and
protecting in 2005.

The horse under the holy warrior is white,
the harness and the saddle outlined in black
and infilled with red. The nose-band of the
bridle is painted with a broad black line, in a
totally different manner to the cheek strap
and brow-band, which are rendered as red
coloured leather bands adorned with circular
trappings (with yellow roundels inside) at
the ends and in the middle.

The head of Merkurios’ horse ( with the bridle).

The throat latch is rendered as a narrow
reddish strap attached to one of the circular
trappings that apparently served to fasten the
bridle elements. The modeling of the bit is
distinct; the red cheek strap continues
downward to the end of the horse’s mouth
(?). The red plaitwork leather reins made of
twisted rope are attached to the ring (?)
joined to the jaw strap (painted as making
one loop with the noseband). The curb bit is
not clearly depicted and it seems that it was
unknown to the painter. Was this a result of
the painter’s ignorance of horse harness or
were the Nubians, at least in Banganarti
region around the tenth/eleventh century,
riding the horse as they would a camel, i.e.
without a bit?
The spear, which the warrior grasps with his
right hand at the level of a saddle, is yellow
with a black head. The horsecloth is also
yellowish, patterned with a checkerboard
pattern infilled with roundels. The rider's
trousers are white, the upper robe is yellow
with violet cuffs. His breast is most probably
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(the drawing is not clear in this area)
protected by a breast plate (?) that is painted
violet, as is the fallen enemy’s shield (the
black stripes imitate mouldings rather than
stripes).

Fragment of the mural with the longer Greek
inscription on the left and the shorter one on the
right.

Apart from the two inscriptions of a literary
character, there is no legend accompanying
the painting or other texts that might help in
identifying the protagonists of the scene.
Nevertheless, the mural preserves enough
details to risk the identification of the fallen
crowned man as Emperor Julian the
Apostate and the mounted warrior as Saint
Merkurios. The proximity of the icon of
Mary Orans strengthens this identification.
The eighth/ninth century Life of Basil by
Pseudo-Amphilochios clearly acknowledges
that it was the Theotokos who sent St
Merkurios to Persia, where Julian was
campaigning against the Persians, with an
order to kill the apostate Emperor.
Julian is pictured with his famous pointed
beard, which made him very conspicuous
among his opponents (it procured for him
the derisive appellation of a goat).

Space18, south wall.
Theotokos in prayer. An icon-like
representation of Theotokos with hands
held against the chest.
The drawing of the Theotokos in black paint
is apparently a copy of a well-known icon
that could have been held in the highest
esteem within the region. It could be one of
the miracle working Marian icons that
became an object of popular piety after the
iconoclasm controversy. The hermeneutics
of this important picture will be the subject
of the following chapter. Nevertheless, it
seems appropriate to remark here that the
coupling of the Theotokos image with the
Merkurios–Julian scene could have been
prompted by the iconographic precedent of
the (now lost) composition in the Church of
the Assumption at Gethsemane, where the
assumed grave of the Mother of Christ was
located. According to the pilgrim accounts,
the image of the Holy Virgin, and the
inscription relating to it, were associated
with the miracle of St Merkurios.

The icon of the Theotokos Orans.

The icon-like image of the Theotokos Orans
makes one thematic composition with the
Merkurios–Julian scene. Both were painted
on the second (and last) layer of plaster well
before the door to the south-western room
was blocked.
The Theotokos wears a long-sleeved mantle
and the “contracted” maphorion (which does
not even reach the shoulders). Her forearms
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make a horizontal line, parallel to the lower
edge of the icon’s frame. The hands,
unnaturally bent and almost clenched at the
wrists, are held in front of the chest in the socalled “contained” orans gesture with open
palms, turned outward (the fingers are
opened outwards). The fingers of the right
hand are straightened, whereas those of the
left are elegantly bent. Her neck is slender,
its base covered by the circular folds of the
mantle. The nose is long and slim, the
eyebrows arched. The widely open eyes give
her face a somewhat smiling countenance.
The mouth with raised corners is tightlipped, the chin furrow marked. Her young
and regular facial features match her delicate
fingers. She emanates the bodily perfection
that is totally subordinated to the ardous
sprirituality of the prayer that, through the
particular gesture of her hands, forms the
focus of the composition.
The space between the frame and the
Theotokos bust is filled with an unintelligible
text composed of black Greek letters,
forming a sort of background to the portrait.
A line of Greek text runs also below the icon
along the lower edge. The text, which so far
has defied all attempts at any comprehensive
reading, begins with a cross. Its middle part
is totally worn away.
Although physically related to its neighbour,
the Theotokos icon is stylistically different
from the Merkurios-Julian scene. It appears
to disturb the composition because it was
added later and the reasons for this addition
must have been important. Its separation
from the existing southern wall decoration
was strengthened by the frame that visually
fenced it off from the other motifs. The
stylistic discrepancy between the adjacent
scenes was most probably caused by the fact
that the image had to be drawn in the perfect
likeness of an existing icon. The coupling of
an image of the warrior saint shown in the
act of killing an enemy with the image of a
well-known icon depicting the Virgin
intercessor reveal a clear, even simplistic
arrière-pensée. Probably the donor’s

intention was to secure the Virgin’s
intercession in a critical situation. The
association of the Theotokos in supplication
and Merkurios in action is not accidental.
Together they form a hagiographic coherent
story symbolizing the importance of prayer
in overcoming threats and bringing about the
triumph of faith over the enemy.
The Banganarti Theotokos icon is unique in
two ways; firstly, this iconographic variant
was an extremely rare motif in the religious
imagery of the Nubian churches, secondly,
its “textual background” is unparalleled
within the vast repertoire of Christian art in
the Middle Nile and elsewhere. Although all
attempts at revealing the meaning of this
“text” have failed, I still believe that it once
conveyed a coherent and legible message.
Space 18, north wall.
Anonymous equestrian saint spearing a
fallen adversary.

The northern wall of Space 18.
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The northern wall mirrors the iconographic
scheme of the southern one. The theme of the
paintings on both walls is the triumph of a
holy rider over a fallen enemy; both are
accompanied by lengthy inscriptions in
Greek.

Space18, western wall.
Unidentified composition centred on the
figure of Christ within a mandorla.
The full width of the western wall of Space
18 was taken up by a large composition
illustrating the Last Judgement (although in
an abbreviated form) or the Deesis, or a
combination of the two. The importance of
this painting within the Lower Church
religious imagery was emphasised by three
consecration crosses that were embedded in
the wall beneath, presumably, the three most
important figures of the composition. The
central one certainly marks the seated Christ
within a mandorla (the only recognizable
motif).

Fragment of the inscription on the northern wall .

As compared to the scene on the opposite
wall, that on the north wall is smaller. It
depicts a mounted warrior transfixing a
figure, lying in disorder on his back, who is
partly identifiable by a legend in Greek
written close to his head. Only the first seven
letters have survived, forming MΑΞΙΜΙΑ [--]. The figure certainly represents one of the
Tetrarchs responsible for the Great
Persecution. Interestingly, the horse is
bridled up by a groom who stands in a
hieratic, frontal pose to the right of the horse.
The latter is represented as white; it is hard to
judge, however, whether the colour resulted
from the graphic style of the painting, which
simply left the outline unpainted, or was
deliberately selected. Probably the first
option is correct because the figures of the
groom, the rider and the figure being speared
are also white. The rider and the groom are
wearing red riding boots of similar design.

The western wall of Space 18.

The identification of the the scene depicted is
much impeded by the poor state of
preservation of the paint layer that, although
faded and worn by all possible agents of
destruction, do allow the main (central) motif
and general layout of the scene to be
identified.
The central part is taken up by a mandorla
delineated by a broad band of violet and
outlined with a black line. Within, Christ is
shown seated with His right hand raised in
the gesture of benediction. The Gospel Book
that would be expected in His left hand is not
visible due to the poor state of the mural.
Strangely, there are extensive traces of black
used as a background colour to the figure of
Christ. This is a completely unique feature

64
because black is used in Nubian painting
mainly for contour lines. So far, it has been
found in Banganarti only in the outer robe of
St Stephen in the baptistery (Room 4).
Christ’s garment, halo and throne were
drawn in violet and infilled with yellow. His
hands and face were probably sketched in red
(red was also used in rendering details and
ornamentation of the throne). Highly
characteristic is the right shoulder fold of
Christ’s outer garment.

In the church imagery the figure of the “allsovereign” Christ within a mandorla usually
takes a paramount position. It is frequently
placed in the dome (without exception as a
half-length figure), in the apse or on the
western wall, over the entrance to the church,
and above the door between the narthex and
naos.
In the Lower Church, its privileged position is
also emphasised by the crux ansata embedded
in the wall when the tondo was painted. The
multitude of literary texts that still remain on
the wall around the mandorla also argues for
the special character of this location.

The second layer of plaster with the paint remains
(enhanced colors).

To the left and right of the mandorla there
are at least two large standing figures, one on
each side (disproportionately tall as
compared to the seated Christ). The figure to
the left wears a violet robe whereas the
figure to the right is clad in a yellow robe
with a lower border painted in reddish brown
and with folds drawn in violet. In the far
right there is another figure (?) dressed in a
robe decorated, at least in the lower part,
with square compartments outlined by a
broad band in reddish brown. The presence
of the dedicatory cross beneath this figure
ranks it among the most important in the
LCH mural decoration.
The identification of the huge standing
figures on both sides of the Pantokrator is
highly speculative. The estimated height of
Space 18, and the vault curvature that begins
at the height of the upper edge of the existing
wall, requires these figures to be bent over
the Pantokrator. This hint, together with
some scanty patches of paint that could once
have belong to a feathered wing, admits the
tentative suggestion that an archangel was
painted to the left of the mandorla.

Western wall of Space 18 with three dedicatory ?)
crosses.

Among the three crosses embedded in the
fabric of the western wall of Space 18, the
middle one (beneath the mandorla) is a crux
ansata (ankh cross). Its application to the
wall during the consecration ceremony of the
church or, more likely, of the mural itself is
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strange because in the ninth century when the
wall was most probably overpainted, the
ankh was an iconographic fossil even in
Nubia.
***

Appendix

The Lower Church III, which was in use at
least until the end of the 10th century, was
pulled down in the mid-eleventh century and
another church dedicated to Archangel
Raphael was erected on top of it, partly on
the earlier walls and partly on loose fill.

The textual evidence directly relevent to
Banaganarti itself is minimal, since the
placename emerges in written sources as late
as the nineteenth century. There are,
however, more records on Tanqasi (that was
an equivalent of Banganarti, see supra).

The desertion and partial destruction of the
St Raphael Church I (Lower Church) and the
subsequent construction of its successor (the
upper church) in the second half of the
eleventh century, happened at the turning
point of the history of the Middle Nile and
the Eastern Mediterranean. It coincides with
the transition from the Classic to the Late
Period in the Nubian history. At the same
time that Patriarch Christodulos’ envoy
Bishop George consecrated the St Raphael
Church II at Banganarti the army of
Byzantine Emperor Romanus IV Diogenes
was defeated by the Seljuks at Manzikert in
Armenia (in 1071). This was a turning point
in the history of the Empire, and a
breakthrough in the history of the Eastern
Medditerranean. In Fatimid Egypt, the early
1170s was marked by the beginning of the
epoch known in the literary sources as ayyam
al-fitna (“days of trouble”) or simply ashshidda (“the calamity”).

Fifth century BC – first century AD

Sources on Banganarti/Tanqasi.
Textual evidence and other
(non-archaeological) sources

The toponym “Tanqasi” is a name of great
antiquity that originally could have been
related to an ethnicon. Its association (if any)
with the tribe of Tangaitai known from the
Monumentum Adulitatum which supposedly
inhabited the region between the Nile and the
Red Sea, south of the Egyptian border, in the
second or third century AD is unknown.
According to Priese, Tanqasi was the
probable location of Skst in the inscription of
King Irike-Amannote from the second half of
the fifth century BC. Török tentatively
identifies it with Segasam (?) of Juba (in
Pliny). Regardless of its name, the
importance of the island (one of the biggest
and most productive in the Middle Nile) in
Kushite times must have been great as the
recent discoveries in Selib suggest. The
quality and quantity of ceramics found there,
the high percentage of imports, the huge
storerooms and well-built houses all suggest
an important trade centre flourishing at least
in the first to fourth century AD?
Eighth – tenth century AD
The earliest known occurrence of the
toponym “Banganarti” (though in an
incomplete form [.]enganarti) is in the
sandstone epitaph found at al-Khandaq (on
the left bank, 53 km downriver from
Banganarti), now kept in the Sudan National
Museum (inv. no. SNM 20). The stela, first
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published by Monneret de Villard and
republished by Łajtar, bears a funerary
inscription in Greek commemorating the
death of certain Joannes, who was most
probably a monk from (B)enganarti. The
interpretation that he was a lay person
employed by the monastery there, is less
probable.
1071/1072 AD
Abu al-Makarim’s narrative of Georgios’
embassy to Baghdad contains an interesting
account of the church commissioned by King
Zacharias after the safe return of his son
from Baghdad:
And when the king’s son returned to his
father, the latter founded a large church,
which he caused to be skilfully planned, in
thanksgiving to God for the safe arrival of
his son. This church was [afterwards]
consecrated by Anbâ George, bishop of
Natû, who was sent by Anbâ Christodulus,
the sixty-sixth patriarch. This patriarch also
asked for assistance from the king, on
account of the exactions from which he
suffered at the hands of the government and
of the Lawâtîs, in the year 737 of the
Righteous Martyrs [AD 1020–1021]. At the
consecration of the church, the Holy Ghost
descended upon one of the vessels of water
prepared for the ceremony, and the people
saw alight shed upon that water; so the king
took that water in his hand, and carried it to
his house; and he gave to the bishop money
to take to the patriarch, that he might be
relieved from the extortion from which he
suffered. 1
Abu’l-Makarem’s account is secondary to
the account contained in the History of the
1

Basil Thomas Alfred Evetts and Alfred Joshua
Butler (ed. and transl.) The Churches and Monassteries of Egypt and Some Nieghbouring Countries
Attributed to Abu Salih the Armenian, Oxford
(Clarendon Press). 1895, p. 270, fol. 98 a.

Patriarchs where the event was more
thoroughly and more reliably described by
Severus. Central to both accounts is Patriarch
Christodulos’ decision to send Anbâ George,
bishop of Natu to Nubia. Significantly, his
patriarchate fell in the period 1047–1077,
whereas the Cruciform Church was built
between the second half of the ninth and the
beginning of the tenth century (!).
How could it be possibile for the church
supposedly built as a thank-offering after the
safe return of Georgios from Bahgdad in 836
to be consecrated two and half centuries
later? Was there a copyist’s mistake or were
there two churches, one built in the ninth
century and the other in the eleventh
century? This discrepancy, irreconcilable at
first glance, becomes comprehensible when
certain details of the same event contained in
the History of the Patriarchs (Severus) are
compared with the evidence revealed at
Banganarti:
[…] Poimen (Bimūm) journeyed with Abba
George (Anba Jirga), Bishop of Batū, to the
king of Nubia (an-Nubah). When the two of
them reached him, he honoured them both,
and Abba George consecrated for the king a
new church which he had built. The Holy
Spirit descended upon one of the vessels in
which (was) the water for the consecration.
The king took it (the vessel) in his hand, and
went with it to the dwelling. He (George)
consecrated in this church four sanctuaries
(hayakil) on that day, and the king gave to
him that which had brought him back to the
patriarch Abba Christodoulos (Anbā
Akhristūdūlūs) in Alexandria, and Poimen
(Bimūm) was with him. 2
Although the Severus account does not state
that the king who built the church was
Zacharias, it specifically refers to the
consecration of the church by Christodulos’
2

Severus, in: Giovanni Vantini Oriental Sources
Concerning Nubia, Heidelberg – Warsaw.1975, p.
212.
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envoy, i.e. defines the time of the event as
the beginning of the 1070s. The essential
point of the description, however, is the
mention of the four “sanctuaries (hayakil)
consecrated on that day”. This information
implies an unusual layout of the church that
had more than four sanctuaries. Fortunately,
the number of Nubian churches that fulfil
this condition is limited; there is only one (!).
Only the Raphaelion in Banganarti is
provided with more than three sanctuaries (in
fact there are seven, each terminated by an
apse with an altar in the middle). The
likelihood of finding another church with
more than sanctuaries in Dongola and its
vicinity is practically nil, because the terrain
was combed by high-density surveys in
1984–2002.
1672
The first mention of the placename
“Tanqasi” is due to the Turkish traveller
Evliyâ Çelebi. Comparison of the
archaeological data with the relevant
passages in his itinerary permits the
hypothesis that he visited and described the
ruin of the St Raphael Church II at
Banganarti under the name of the
“Solomon’s church”.

Anonymous Turkish map of the Nile River
(compiled by Evliyâ Çelebi?), c. 1682.

Was the Evliyâ’s account the first ever
description of the second Raphaelion (upper
church)? There are arguments both for and
against this. The arguments in favour, quoted
above, are enhanced by other important
details contained in his description. These
strongly suggest that e.g. the building he saw
was provided with a portico. This is a
significant diagnostic feature because
porticos are extremely rare in Nubian
architecture.
At two points Evliyâ mentions the “many
thousand inscriptions” in the mosque. These
were – he stresses – not in Arabic (!).Most
significantly, he mentions the verses from the
Psalter (sic) on both sides of the prayer niche
(mihrab).
Last but not least, there is a clear allusion in
Evliyâ’s description to the church having
been a pilgrimage centre. The text also
implies that faith healing was performed
there, apparently involving water. These
features, in particular, fit the characteristics
of the Raphaelion.
The striking similarities between the
“Solomons’s mosque/church” described by
Evliyâ and the second Raphaelion make the
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identification of the former with the latter
highly plausible. Although the depiction is
veiled in legendary didascalia, typical of
Evliyâ’s writings, the main characteristics of
the upper church and its appearance are
preserved. There is one final argument that
makes the proposed identification even more
likely: a lack of any better candidate for the
“Solomon’s church” among the large-scale
structures in the region (between Old
Dongola and Diffar), as the present writer
can most definitely state. It is hardly possible
that another church of such a size and
splendour could disappear without trace,
both from human memory and from the
archaeological record (especially since it was
substantially preserved until the end of the
seventeenth century).
1701
The next time the region of BanganartiTanqasi appears in the records is 1701 when
a group of Franciscans headed by Theodor
Krump stayed there on the way to Sennar.
The Friars’ party split up; one part stayed in
Dongola and another, headed by Theodor
Krump, went to Tanqasi located, according
to his narrative, “four good miles” from Old
Dongola. They stayed there for almost two
months. Their abode must have been
somewhere along the downriver stretch of
today’s Tanqasi esh-Sharq by the track to
Old Dongola. The reason behind their
prolonged sojourn there was a disagreement
over the customs duties demanded by the
mekk of Dongola (the Franciscans claimed
exemption because they were invited by the
sultan of Sinnar, i.e. the overlord of the
mekk). The Friars were hosted (at Tanqasi)
and supported in the dispute with the mekk
by a wealthy local trader named Hussein.
Krump narrative say that after visiting the
“very old and rather ruined churches” they
stopped at Tanqasi and lodged there
(probably somewhere near the ruined
Raphaelion. Despite the closeness of the
church that was still standing and other ruins

nearby, nowhere in his travelbook does
Krump mention the Christian antiquities in
or near Tanqasi.

Map (pencil drawn byJean Baptste Bouguignon
d’Anville), titled La Nubie, de la boucle de
Donngola à la mer Rouge, mid-eighteen century,
Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris.

However, the presence of the Christians and
of the church at Tanqasi was reported to
Father Benedetto da Teano, who was
Krumps’ companion on this journey. He
communicated these reports to the Father
Superior (cf. infra).
1742 (or soon after)
In a letter written in Latin in July 1742 by the
Apostolic Prefect of Upper Egypt to Cardinal
Ludovico Belluga, there is the story of a
“Berberine” (= Nubian) servant of the
Franciscan Friars at Akhmim. He is said to
be from a Christian family living on Tanqasi
Island.
The letter proves the survival of the
communities
practising
a
debased
Christianity in the region. It also suggests
that the “Christians” living there retained
some knowledge of the Christian rituals,
such as baptism.
More details on the “Christian” community
on Tanqasi was contained in a letter in
Italian, dated 23 January 1742, of Father
Giacomo Rzimarz da Cremsir, “Superiore
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della Missione” to the Secretary of the
Propaganda Fide in Rome. This letter
contains the first ever certain description’ of
the Raphaelion at Banganarti, and points to
Krump’s fellow traveller Father Benedetto da
Teano as the source of this information.
The fact that Benedetto da Teano, indicated
as the source of Rzimarz da Cremsir’s
information, stayed in Tanqasi two months
makes his report trustworthy. His account
seems to be particularly well-supported by
the archaeological evidence.
The description of a grave containing the
naturally-mummified corpses of seven
monks with weapons at their sides most
probably refers to the tumulus graves at
Tanqasi or Hammur Abbasiya. Both
graveyards are nowadays a kilometre or so
away from the church, but some nearer
tumuli could have been destroyed by the old
Banganarti/Sinada village. The reports from
workers who were employed for digging the
matarat and palm wells suggest that postMeroitic (or earlier) graves are abundant in
the area nowadays taken up by the palm
groves adjacent to the site. The skeletons
were usually put into the burial chambers in
a contracted position on their side with “with
heads resting on their hands as if they are
asleep not dead” – exactly as Rzimarz’s text
describes.

Portion of Cailliaud’s map of the Middle Nile that
accompanied his Voyages; enlargment of the
fragment showing the region between Old
Dongola and Diffar; noteworthy, Banganarti,
marked as “Banga Nara”, is not an island. Tanqasi
Island is smaller than Hammur.

1884–1900
In 1884, a set of maps of the Middle Nile
was compiled by the British military
cartographers on the eve of the Nile
Expedition of 1884–1885 (Figs. 16 & 17).
On a map published by Henry Edward
Colville Banganarti is marked as “Banka
Narti”. The outline of Tanqasi (Tankassi)
Island is too small to be realistic.

1821 (February)
On the third of February 1821 the region was
visited by Frédéric Cailliaud. The account of
this journey contains the first ever literary
mention of the toponym “Banga-Nârt.
Cailliaud spent two hours in Banganarti to
rest his camels. On “Tangoussy” Island,
which he saw from a distance, he noticed
numerous acacia trees and few cultivated
fields.

Detail of the Map of the Nile Provinces from the
Third Cataract to Khartoum (after Colville 1884–
1885 [Portfolio], map no. 1)
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Detail of the map Upper Egypt and the Sudan
(Debba Sheet), photozincographed at the
Ordnance Survey Office, Southampton 1898.
Detail of the Map of the Nile Provinces from the
Railway Terminus at Siut to Berber, compiled &
lithographed at the Intelligence Branch, War
Office, April 1884.

More details are seen on the maps compiled
after the Nile Expedition.

Detail of the map The Nile from Koeyka to Merowi
(Sheet 3) published on behalf of the War Office by
Edward Stanford, Charing Cross, London.
Heliozincographed at the Ordnance Survey Office,
Southampton, 1896. The course of the Nile from
el-Khandak to ed-Debbeh is taken from a sketch
map by Lt. Poore, dated 2. 12. 1884). Banganarti is
not mentioned; “Tanqusi” is larger than in reality.
“Abu Gus”, that most probably stands for
“Kenissa” of Rüppel and Bruce is marked directly
south of Tanqasi. The northern channel that
separates Tanqasi Island from the right bank is
very narrow.

1909–1910
Banganarti is marked on Somers Clarke’s
map as “Banja Narti”. Tanqasi is bigger than
today incorporating Hammur Island (the
island is named but not marked on the map).
Interestingly, Somers Clarke’s map shows a
thick belt of cultivation on the right bank
opposite Tanqasi Island, whereas today these
fields are totally engulfed in sand.

Detail of the original map used by Somers Clarke
during his journey through the Middle Nile,
incorporating his notes. The map was reproduced
at the Intelligence Division of the War Office from
a map (Sheet 45: ed-Debba) supplied by the
Director of Sudan Surveys, 1900. Heliozincographed at the Ordnance Survey Office,
Southampton, 1901. The map made available to
the author was the original used by Somers Clarke
(it bears his own handwritten remarks) (courtesy of
the Department of Ancient Egypt and Sudan,
British Museum).
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1984–1987 (ROM Dongola Reach Survey)
The task of surveying the Nile Valley
between el-Khandak and Fakrinkotti begun
by Nicholas Bryan Millet was successfully
completed by Grzymski in 1984–1987 (albeit
with a more limited geographical scope than
initially intended). The present author had
the honour and pleasure of accompanying
him in this pioneering enterprise. Banganarti
was visited in 1984, and registered as ROM
53.
1998–2002
Survey)

(Southern

Dongola

Reach

The idea of surveying and excavationg on the
right bank of the Nile upriver from Old
Dongola was resumed in 1998 when the
Southern Dongola Reach Survey (SDRS)
was launched. Under the direction of the
present writer the aera upriver of ez-Zuma
was surveyed and sondages dug in 1998–
2002. It was during this project that
Banganarti was revisted (in 1998), when
aerial (kite) photographs of the Central Kom
were taken and some of the surface features
cleared of sand.
2001 – until present
In 2001 a sondage was excavated in the
eastern part of the kom es-Sinada and the
murals were located. Since then Banganarti
(Site I) has been investigated on a yearly
basis by the mission from the Centre of
Mediterranean
Archaeology
of
the
University of Warsaw, directed by the
present author.

