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ABSTRACT 

Christians in North Africa in the Late Roman, Vandalic and 

Byzantine periods marked the tombs of loved ones with mosaics that 

combined epitaphs with symbols and images. This study focuses on 

186 Christian tomb mosaics from the ancient province of Byzacena 

in modern Tunisia. This group is investigated intensively from 

contextual, technical, epigraphic, stylistic and iconographic 

perspectives. 

The mosaics were laid in catacombs, churches and open-air 

cemeteries. They were placed at floor level or on raised caissons 

covering graves. Mosaics that were covered or destroyed by the 

repaving of a church were sometimes reproduced as secondary tomb 

mosaics incorporated into the new pavement. Peculiarities in the 

placement of certain mosaics suggest that they were prefabricated 

in the workshop. 

Fourteen workshops are identified, based on details of style, 

design typology, iconography, paleography, formulas, materials and 

technique. These workshops apparently operated on a small, local 

scale. Chronology is determined by reference to the few internally

dated mosaics and with the help of a sequence of mosaics from 

Chigarnia correlated to the building phases of the basilica. The 

earliest mosaics in the province date to the second or third quarter 
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of the fourth century, the latest to the last quarter of the sixth or 

first quarter of the seventh century. 

The mosaics served several social and religious purposes for 

the middle-class families who commissioned them, helping them 

cope with grief, conferring social status and reinforcing community 

solidarity. They also facilitated memorial rites and functioned as 

prayers offered by survivors on behalf of the souls of the deceased. 

Stylistically independent of pagan antecedents, the tomb 

mosaic was re-invented in a Christian context in Africa. In 

Byzacena it flourished especially in the second half of the fourth and 

first half of the fifth century. The artisanal tradition was weakened 

by the disruptions of the Vandalic period, and although the art form 

survived into Byzantine times, it appears to have become rarer and 

limited more narrowly to the provincial elites. 

The style of the Byzacena tomb mosaics is generally naive and 

schematic, in contrast to the sophisticated, naturalistic style 

typical of African mosaics of the second and third centuries. This 

contrast should not be understood fundamentally as a matter of 

technical devolution, but as an index of the Christian reorientation 

of the aims and purposes of art. 

Investigation of provincial, vernacular products like the 

Byzacena tomb mosaics provides some balance for the strong 

impression created by the elite arts of the capitals and so broadens 

our understanding of Late Antique art in its social context. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Several hundred Christian tomb mosaics have been discovered 

in North Africa, within the present-day borders of Algeria, Tunisia 

and Libya. This study examines 186 of these mosaics from central 

and southern Tunisia, the territory of the Roman (later Vandalic and 

Byzantine) province of Byzacena. Most of these tomb mosaics were 

found in the last decades of the nineteenth and the first decade of 

the twentieth century. The early excavators usually were not 

professional archaeologists, but French colonial civil servants, 

clergymen and military officers (figs. 0.1, 0.2). The documentation 

of their work was usually inadequate, sometimes nonexistent. 1 

Many mosaics were lifted and preserved, but those not considered 

museum pieces were often abandoned without proper recording. 

Despite these difficulties, the Byzacena tomb mosaics offer many 

points of interest for archaeologists, epigraphists, art historians 

and historians of religion. 

The tomb mosaics of Byzacena present a compact and 

manageable geographic group, a sample small enough make intensive 

1 For example, Coeytaux, the excavator of Sidi Abich, was an agricultural 
administrator. He applied himself to the clearance of the basilica "avec une religieuse 
passion" (Bulletin Paroissial de Sousse-Hadrumete, 1907, 3), but published nothing. 
For a brief history of early French archaeological research in North Africa, see P.-A. 
Fevrier, Approches du Maghreb romain (Aix-en-Provence, 1989-90) I, 23-66. 
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investigation practical, but large enough to give weight to the 

conclusions we reach from such an investigation. They range 

chronologically from the origins of the Christian tomb mosaic in the 

first half of the fourth century to the twilight of the tradition in the 

early seventh century, and so afford us the opportunity to explore 

the conditions that gave rise to the art form and those that led to 

its eventual extinction. They include a substantial group from a 

single site, the basilica at Chigarnia, which provides a chronolog

ical framework for the production of tomb mosaics within the 

province and within the region as a whole. 

In preparing this study, the author had the advantage of 

learning from and building on the work of two superb scholars. The 

first is the late Margaret Alexander whose doctoral dissertation, 

The Early Christian Tomb Mosaics of North Africa (New York 

University, 1958) was the first serious effort to bring together and 

investigate this material. Alexander compiled a catalogue of more 

than 500 tomb mosaics from all of Roman North Africa (the 

provinces of Tripolitania, Byzacena, Africa Proconsularis, Numidia, 

Mauretania Sitifensis and Mauretania Caesariensis). She was the 

first to address essential problems of iconography, typology, 

chronology and style. A second invaluable contribution is Noel 

Duval's La mosa"igue funeraire dans l'art paleochretien (Ravenna, 

1976). Intended to introduce the "cultivated public" to the 

phenomenon of the Christian tomb mosaics, Duval's slim volume has 

the virtues of brevity and clarity and offers many insights, the 



products of the author's unequalled knowledge of the architecture, 

art and epigraphy of North Africa.2 

Notwithstanding the recent upsurge of scholarly and popular 

interest in the North Africa mosaics, the Christian tomb mosaics of 

Byzacena have been largely neglected for the past twenty years. 

(More attention has been paid to the Christian tomb mosaics of 

Africa Proconsularis, the neighboring province to the north, with 

important publications appearing in the 1970s and 1980s.)3 

3 

Activity has been brisk, however, in the fields of mosaic studies, 

Early Christian epigraphy and funerary practices, all of which are 

material to the present inquiry. In mosaic studies, pride of place 

must go to Katherine Dunbabin's authoritative synthesis, The Mosaics 

of Roman North Africa, published in 1978. 4 Dunbabin's catalogue 

has now been superseded in part by a massive collaborative effort, 

the Corpus des Mosa·igues de Tunisie. which has to date produced 

excellent volumes on Utica and Thuburbo Maius, and an initial 

fascicule on El Djem. Another collaborative project, Le decor 

geometrigue de la mosa'igue romaine (1985) has provided an 

inestimable service to scholars by fixing a standard vocabulary in 

2 This study largely reproduces two previous articles by the same author: "Les 
mosaiques funeraires de l'Enfida et la chronologie des mosa'iques funeraires de Tunisie," 
RACrjst 50 (1974) 145-73 and "Observations sur l'origine, la technique et l'histoire 
de la mosaique funeraire chretienne en Afrique," in 1.C.AM 11, 63-101. 
3 M. Cintas and N. Duval, "Basiliques et mosa'iques de Furnos Minus," MEFRA 90 
(1978) 871-949. M. Alexander, "Mosaic Ateliers at Tabarka," Q.Qf. 41 (1987) 1-
11. L. Ennabli, "Nouvelles mosaiques funeraires chretiennes a Kelibia," ~ 1 o 
(1988) 135-73. These recent studies complement the fundamental work of J. Cintas 
and N. Duval, "L'Eglise du Pr~tre Felix (Region de Kelibia)," Karthago 9 (1958) 157-
265. 

4 K. Dunbabin, Mosaics of Roman North Africa (Oxford, 1978). 
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four languages for the geometric motives found in Roman mosaics 

(the author has used these terms whenever possible in the present 

study). 5 Questions related to Early Christian funerary practices in 

North Africa have been explored in recent years both from a literary 

viewpoint, in the publications of Victor Saxer and Heikki Kotila, and 

from an archaeological direction, in the work of Paul-Albert Fevrier 

and Yvette Duval. 6 The study of the inscriptions of the Late 

Antique, Vandalic and Byzantine periods in North Africa has also 

taken long strides in the past two decades, thanks in part to the work 

of Amar Mahjoubi at El Faouar and Fran<;oise Prevot at Mactar and (in 

collaboration with Noel Duval) at Haidra.7 Jean Durliat's volume on 

the African fortification dedications of the Byzantine period is also 

useful and Liliane Ennabli's three volumes on the Christian 

inscriptions of Carthage were never far from the author's hand.8 

5 Corpus de Mosa"iques de Tunisie. Vol. I: ~- Ed. M. Alexander, C. Duliere, M. 
Enna'ifer, et al. 3 fascicules. (Tunis, 1973-1976). Vol. II: Thuburbo Maius. Ed. M. 
Alexander, A. Ben Abed ben Khader, M. Enna'ifer et al. 4 fascicules. (Tunis, 1980-
1995). Vol. Ill: Thysdrus. Ed. C. Duliere, H. Slim, et al. 1 fascicule to date. (Tunis, 
1996). C. Balmelle et al., eds .. Le decor geometrigue de la mosa'igue romaine (Paris, 
1985). 

6 v. Saxer, Morts. martyrs. religues en Afrique chretienne aux premiers siecles 
(Paris, 1980). H. Kotila, Memoria Mortuorum; Commemoration of the Departed in 
Augustine (Rome, 1992). P.-A. Fevrier,"Tombes privilegiees en Mauretanie et 
Numidie," in Y. Duval and J.-C. Picard, eds., L'lnhumation privilegiee du IVe au VIiie 
siecie en Occident. Actes de collogue tenu a Creteil !es 16-18 mars 1982 (Paris, 
1986) 13-23. Y. Duval, Loca sanctorum Africae: Le culte des martyrs en Afrique du 
IVe au VIie siecle. 2 vols. (Rome, 1982). 
7 F. Prevot, Recherches archeologiques franco-tunisiennes a Mactar V: ill 
inscriptions chretiennes de Mactar (Rome, 1984). N. Duval and F. Prevot, Recherches 
archeoiogiques a Ha'idra I: Les inscriptions chretiennes (Rome, 1975). A. Mahjoubi, 
"Inscriptions chretiennes d'el Faouar," in Melanges d'histoire ancienne offerts a 
William Seston (Paris, 1974) 313-26. 



Alexander's and Duval's pioneering tomb-mosaic studies had a 

region-wide scope. The present work adopts a different method

ology, focusing narrowly on the products of a single province and 

investigating them intensively from several perspectives. Chapter 

one presents the historical background of Christianity in North 

Africa and the province of Byzacena. Chapter two examines the 

architectural and spatial contexts in which the Byzacena mosaics 

were produced and experienced. Chapter three looks at technical 

matters, including the physical form of the mosaics and the 

materials and methods used to produce them. Chapter four 

addresses questions of style and presents a basic typology. Chapter 

five is concerned with iconographic questions: what symbols and 

images were used, and what did they mean to viewers? Chapter six 

addresses the epigraphic aspects of the mosaics, including 

palaeography, orthography, phonology, formulas, abbreviations, 

grammar and nomenclature. Chapter seven outlines the organization 

of the regional tomb mosaic industry, identifies fourteen local 

workshops and proposes dates for them. The concluding chapter 

focuses on the meanings and functions of the mosaics in Late 

5 

Antique provincial society, the conditions behind the rise and demise 

of the art form, and the place of the mosaics in the larger context of 

8 J. Durliat. Les dedjcaces d'ouvrages de defense dans l'Atrigue byzantine (Rome, 
1981 ). L. Ennabli, Les inscriptions tuneraires chretiennes de Carthage I: La basiligue 
djte de Sainte-Monique a Carthage (Rome, 1975). Eadem, Les inscriptions tuneraires 
chretjennes de Carthage II: La basiligue de Mcidfa (Rome, 1982). Eadem, ill 
inscriptions funeraires chretiennes de Carthage Ill: Intra et extra muros (Rome, 
1991 ). 



the arts of Late Antiquity. Part II of this study is a compact disk 

containing a color map of the region and high-resolution color 

images of the tomb mosaics. Part Ill is a comprehensive catalogue 

based on archival research and the author's first-hand examination 

of all of the Byzacena tomb mosaics preserved in the Tunisian 

museums. 

6 

The effort to salvage useful information from the early ex

cavation reports and to better understand the surviving mosaics is 

especially timely now because we are in the midst of a spate of new 

discoveries. In recent years, the Tunisian lnstitut National du 

Patrimoine has demonstrated its commitment to the archaeology of 

Early Christianity. The international scholarly community can look 

forward to the publication of the results of recent and ongoing 

excavations at the sites of Horrea Caelia (Hergla), Henchir Soukrine, 

Henchir el Baroud, Pupput (Hammamet), Ulizippira (Henchir Zembra) 

and Asadi (Sidi Djedidi), all of which have yielded Early Christian 

tomb mosaics. 9 These sites will no doubt produce surprises and 

9 Excavations supervised by Dr. T. Ghalia, Dr. F. Bejaoui, and Dr. A. ben Abed ben 
Khader. For preliminary notices see F. Bejaoui, "Note preliminaire sur l'eglise et le 
baptistere de Henchir Soukrine," ~ X (1988) 98-104; idem, "Nouvelles 
decouvertes chretiennes dans les regions de Thelepte et de Jilma . .. ," BulllNAA (April
June, 1988) 20-21, fig . 17; idem, "Decouvertes d'archeologie chretienne en 
Tunisie," in ACIAC XI, 1946-52, 1957, figs. 16, 22; idem, "Documents d'archeologie 
et d'epigraphie paleochretiennes recemment decouverts en Tunisie dans la region de 
Jilma," .c.BA.l. 1990, 274-77, fig. 15; idem, "A propos des mosa'iques funeraires 
d'Henchir Sokrine (environ de Lepti Minus, en Byzacene)," in L'Afrjca romana, Atti 
del IX conyegno di studio su "l'Africa romana" (Sassari, 1992) 329-36, pis. I-XVIII ; 
idem, "Quelques nouveautes de l'epigraphie chretienne de Tunisie," in L'Africa romana. 
Atti del X convegno di studio su "l'Africa romana" (Sassari, 1994) 677-84; A. Ben 
Abed, M. Bonifay and M. Fixot in MEFRA 104 (1992) 526-32 and 105 (1993) 486-
92; M. Fixot in RACrist 69 (1993) 372-74. 



require reconsiderations, but these should not delay the present 

study, which I hope will be useful to my Tunisian colleagues and 

advance the research begun so ably by Professors Alexander and 

Duval. 

7 



CHAPTER ONE: BYZACENA AND NORTH AFRICAN CHRISTIANITY 

In this chapter we will first define the geographic scope of our 

study, the province of Byzacena in both its civil and ecclesiatical 

manifestations. Next we will summarize the history and 

organization of the Christian religion in the region, the historical 

and institutional background for the production and use of our tomb 

mosaics. 

The province of Byzacena 

The civil province of Valeria Byzacena was constituted in the 

last ten years of the second Tetrarchy, perhaps in 303. 10 The new 

province was bordered on the north by Africa Proconsularis (also 

known as Zeugitana), on the south by Tripolitania and on the west by 

Numidia. 11 The ecclesiastical province of Byzacena is first 

10 As argued by G. Di Vita-Evrard, "L. Volusius Bassus Cerealis, legat du proconsul 
d'Afrique T. Claudius Aurelius Aristobulus, et la creation de la province de 
Tripolitaine," in L'Africa romana. Atti del II convegno di studio su "!'Africa romana." 
(Sassari, 1985) 154-59, 164, 168-75. 
11 The approximate borders of the province have been reconstructed primarily from 
epigraphic evidence. R. Cagnat, "Les limites de l'Afrique proconsulaire et de la 
Byzacene," KliQ 3 (1902) 73-79; P. Salama. Les voies romaines de l'Afrjgue du Nord 
(Algiers, 1951 ); A. Chastagnol, "Les gouverneurs de Byzacene et de Tripolitaine," 
AntAfr 1 (1967) 120, n. 1, 125; A. Chastagnol and N. Duval, "Les survivances du culte 
imperial dans l'Afrique du nord a l'epoque vandale," in Melanges d'hjstojre ancienne 
offerts a William Seston (Paris, 1974) 92, fig. 2, 101-102; N. Duval, "Le choeur de 
l'eglise de Siagu," Fe!Ray 127-130 (1984-85) 197-98 and n. 85. 



9 

mentioned in 349. 12 The Notitia Provinciarum et civitatum 

Africae, a bishop list of circa 483-487, is useful in tracing its 

fifth-century borders. 13 In the list of bishops from Proconsularis 

we find the prelates of Neapolis (Nabeul), Althiburos (Medeina), and 

Thuburbo Maius, while the Byzacena sees include Segermes (Henchir 

Harat), Mactaris (Mactar), Mididi (Henchir Medded) and Muzuc (see CD 

COLORMAP or fig. 1.1 ). This document also demonstrates that the 

southern oases of Nepte (Netta) and Tusuros (Tozeur) belonged to the 

ecclesiastical province of Byzacena, while coastal Tacape (Gabes) 

fell under the ecclesiastical administration of Tripolitiania. The 

borders of the ecclesiastical province did not necessarily 

correspond exactly to those of the civil province. 14 For example, 

the town of Pupput (Hammamet) was certainly a part of civil 

Byzacena in the fourth century, but according to the Notitia it 

belonged to the ecclesiastical province of Proconsularis in the later 

fifth century.15 

From early times Byzacena (also known as Byzacium) was 

renowned for its agricultural productivity. Pliny the Elder described 

it as "a region ... of exceptional fertility, the soil repaying the 

12 In the acta of the Council of Carthage in 349 the bishop of Hadrumetum refers to a 
provincial synod of Byzacena that had taken place earlier: Concilium Carthaginense, 
Exordium 13 in Marw 111, 149. For the date, see C. Hefele and C. de Clercq, Histojre des 
conciles I (Paris, 1907) 839, n. 1. 
13 On the date and documentary value of the N.o1it.i.a, see Maier, L'Episcopat 91 and C. 
Courtois, Victor de Vita et son oeuvre (Algiers, 1954) 91-1 oo. 
14 S. Lancel, "Originalite de la province ecclesiatique de Byzacene aux IVe et Ve 
siecles," CahTun 12 (1964) 139. For other examples of non-coincidence of civil and 
ecclesiastical provinces, see A. H. M. Jones, The Later Roman Empire: 284-602 
(Norman, Okla., 1964) II, 881-82. 
15 l.LA 314. Notitia: Proconsularis no. 11 (Maier, L'Episcopat 85). 
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farmers with hundredfold interest."16 In Late Antiquity most of 

the population of Byzacena gathered in three areas, each with a 

distinct agricultural base (see CD COLORMAP or fig. 1.1 ). The first 

was the densely inhabited curve of coast south of Cap Bon along the 

Gulf of Hammamet, including the towns of Pupput (Hammamet) , 

Siagu (Bir Bou Rekba), Uppenna (Chigarnia) and Horrea Caelia 

(Hergla). This area, on the southern fringe of the Mediterranean 

climate zone, is relatively well watered. 17 In Late Antiquity it 

supported a mixed agriculture of vines, orchards and olives. Further 

south along the coast of central Tunisia is the region known as the 

Sahel, with the ancient sites of Hadrumetum (Sousse), Leptiminus 

(Lamta), Acholla (Boutria), Taparura (Sfax) and Thaenae (Thina) . 

Today the average annual rainfall in the Sahel ranges from 200 to 

400 mm. The heavy dews and the moderating influence of the sea 

make dry farming of olives possible. In Late Antiquity the region 

was intensively planted in olives, as it is again today. A network of 

Roman roads radiated like the spokes of a wheel from the regional 

center of El Djem (Thysdrus) to the ports, which prospered on the 

export of olive oil. 18 A third populated area comprised the cities 

and towns of the high steppe, the wind-swept plateau of central 

16 HN 5. 25. Translations from ancient sources are my own except as indicated. 
17 Twenty-five per cent of the land mass of Tunisia accounts for eighty per cent of the 
surface water and sixty per cent of the total water resources. D. Mattingly and B. 
Hitchner, "Roman Africa: An Archaeological Review," J.B.S. 85 (1995) 187. 
18 D. Mattingly estimated that there may have been 10 million olive trees in the Sahel 
in the third century: "Oil for Export? A Comparison of Libyan, Spanish and Tunisian 
Olive Oil Production in the Roman Empire," J..BA 1 (1988) 45. 
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Tunisia, primarily a grain-producing region now as in Late Antiquity. 

The major ancient centers were Mactaris (Mactar), Sufetula 

(Snbeitla), Thala, and Masclianae (Hadjeb el Aioun). 

Origin and Growth of African Christianity 

There is no tradition concerning whence or by whom Christ

ianity was introduced into Africa. 19 In light of the total silence of 

the sources on Christianity in Africa in the first century, it is 

reasonable to assume that the new religion did not gain a foothold 

until the second.20 The fir_st documentary evidence for African 

Christianity is the Passion of the Scillitan Martyrs, an account of 

seven men and five women condemned and decapitated at Carthage on 

July 17, 180. The list of the martyrs includes both Roman and 

Berber or Punic names.21 Other early African martyr accounts 

suggest that by the end of the second century Christianity had 

spread to include adherents among rich and poor, native and Roman

ized populations, in cities and villages.22 By 212 Tertullian could 

claim that Christians were "almost the majority in every city."2 3 

19 If there had been a tradition of apostolic origin for the African church, surely 
Cyprian or Tertullian would have mentioned it, as Maier observed: L'Episcopat 9-10. 
Augustine is also vague on this point: fl2.. 43.7 (ed. Migne, 163). 

20 Perhaps even as late as the middle of the 2nd c., in one scholar's view: J . Ferguson, 
"Aspects of Early Christianity in North Africa," in L. Thompson and J. Ferguson, eds., 
Africa io Classical Antiguity, Nine Studies (Ibadan, Nigeria, 1969) 182. 
21 H. Musurillo, ed., The Acts of the Christian Martyrs (Oxford, 1972) 86. 
22 J. Cuoq, L'Eglise de l'Afrique du nord du lie au Xlle siecle (Paris, 1984) 16. 
23 Ad Scap. 2. 10 (ed. Dekkers, 1128): "pars paene maior civitatis cuiusque." This 
was probably an exaggeration, but Tertullian was addressing the governor of Africa, who 
was in a position to know the true situation--a wildly inaccurate claim would only have 
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We can trace the growth of the African church in the third century 

through the bishops listed in the surviving acts of the councils that 

were held periodically at Carthage (Table 1 ). 

TABLE 1. CHRISTIAN BISHOPS IN THIRD-CENTURY 
.iii' 

AFRICA 
Date Number of bishops attested 

218-222? 24 71 

236-240 25 91 

256 130 (approx.)26 

The expansion of the church was temporarily checked by the 

persecutions of Valerian (257-60) and Diocletian (303-304) but 

after the Edict of Milan the church entered another phase of rapid 

growth. With the help of imperial patronage Christian cult buildings 

rose throughout Africa. The large, five-aisled basilica at Gastellum 

Tingitanum (El Asnam) is dated by inscription to 324. Also datable 

to the fourth century are the original church of St. Salsa at Tipasa 

(Tifech), the first phase of the great pilgrimage basilica at Theveste 

weakened his case. Cuoq, L'Eglise de l'Afrique (supra n. 22) 18. 
24 This range is accepted by Maier (L'Episcopat 18) but Monceaux proposed a date at 
the end of the second century (HistLitt I, 19-20, ns. 7-8). The question is not settled: 
see Y. Duval, "Densite et repartition des eveches dans les provinces africaines au temps 
de Cyprien," MEFRA 96 (1984) 494-96. 
25 Maier, L'Episcopat 18. 
26 Ibid., 22-24. 87 bishops were present at a council at Carthage in September, 256, 
and at least 43 not present on that occasion are attested about this time in the 
correspondence of Cyprian: Y. Duval, "Densite" (supra n. 24) 501-503. At least 18 
of the bishops present at the Council of 256 came from cities that would later be within 
the province of Byzacena. Among these early-attested bishoprics are Hadrumetum, 
Horrea Caelia, Leptiminus, Mactaris, Sergermes, Sufetula and Thaenae. 



(Tebessa) and basilicas at Cuicuil (Djemila), Thamugadi (Timgad), 

Ammaedara (Haidra), Sitifis (Setif) and Hippo Regius (Annaba).27 

The Church Hierarchy 

13 

The head of the African church was the bishop of Carthage, 

Primate of Africa. He convoked and presided over pan-African 

councils, authorized and confirmed episcopal elections and acted as 

intermediary between the African church and overseas churches, 

including the church of Rome.28 Next in rank and authority were 

the provincial primates of Byzacena, Numidia, Mauretania Sitifensis 

and Mauretania Caesarensis. The provincial primate (primae sedis 

episcopus) was one of the sitting bishops, usually determined by 

seniority of tenure in office. He presided over provincial synods, 

participated in the ordination of bishops within his province and 

heard appeals against the verdicts of episcopal courts. 29 

The authority of most bishops extended no further than one 

town or a few villages, or even one large estate, but within his see 

the bishop's authority was absolute.30 He had the power to admit 

new members into the community and to excommunicate them. He 

27 For summaries of early church building in Africa, see f.f.Q_ I, 14-16 (P.-A. 
Fevrier) and idem, Approches du Maghreb romain (Aix-en-Provence, 1989-90) 11, 
27-34 . 
28 W. H. C. Frend, "The Early Christian Church in Carthage," in Carthage Ill (1976) 
32-33. 
29 P. Battifol, "Le primae sedis episcopus en Afrique," Revue des Sciences Reljgieuses 
3 (1923) 425-32; R. Devreesse, "L'Eglise d'Afrique durant l'occupation byzantine," 
MEER 57 (1940) 152; Courtois, Vandales 142 n. 8. 
30 S. Raven, Rome in Africa (3rd. ed., London, 1993) 168. 
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selected his clergy and could deprive them of office. He controlled 

the revenues and distributed salaries and charity. Once installed, he 

could be removed only if found guilty of a grave sin by a council of 

his peers. 31 Bishops of major cities wielded considerable economic 

power. When Augustine was bishop of Hippo Regius, even though the 

Catholics were in the minority in the city, the episcopal throne 

administered five churches and property that Augustine estimated at 

twenty times that of his father, who was a provincial curia/is. 3 2 

The power of the African bishops increased in the Byzantine period, 

as they gradually came to dominate the local gentry, increasing 

church landholdings and taking responsibility for local record

keeping, the administration of justice, the construction of fortifi

cations and the defense of local interests with imperial officials. 3 3 

The archdeacon (archidiaconus), one for each episcopal 

church, served as head of the deacons and oversaw church admini

stration and finance, including the organization of charitable 

works. 34 The archdeacon acted as a personal assistant to the 

bishop, empowered to stand in when the bishop was absent and even 

to represent him at councils. The office was frequently a stepping

stone to a bishopric. Next in rank were priests (presbyter,), 

31 Frend, ''The Early Christian Church" (supra n. 28) 32; Jones, The Later Roman 
Empire (supra n. 14) II, 874-75, 912-13. 
32 Augustine, EJ2,. 126. 7 (ed. Migne, 480). 
33 J. Durliat, "Les attributions civiles des eveques byzantins: l'exemple du diocese 
d'Afrique (533-709)," JOBG 32. 2 (1982) 73-84. Frend, "The Early Christian 
Church" (supra n. 28) 33. 
34 On the office of archdeacon, see QAQL. 1.2, 2733-36 (H. Leclercq) and .E..E..Q. I, 71 (A. 
Di Berardino). 
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responsible for the ministry on the parish level, and deacons 

( diacon,), who assisted the bishops and priests in their sacred 

functions and managed church property. Readers (/ectores) were 

responsible for reading the scriptures, caring for the sacred books, 

blessing offerings and providing water to the priests and bishops for 

hand-washing. Other minor clergy included subdeacons (subdia

coni), exorcists (exorcistae), psalm-singers (psalmistae), 

acolytes (acolyth1) and door-keepers Uanitores, ostiari1). 35 The 

term clericus was used to refer to the inferior clergy in general.36 

The suppression of paganism 

Despite the rapid growth of Christianity in the middle decades 

of the fourth century, many Romano-Africans retained their tradi

tional beliefs.37 Entire towns remained pagan and inscriptions 

35 Isidore of Seville apparently considered all these as members of the clergy: De eccl. 
off . 2. 10-14 (ed. Lawson, 69-73); Etymologiae 7. 12. 2-3 (ed. Lindsay, vol. I, 
unpaginated). Exorcists and subdeacons are attested in African inscriptions: lE.C.Q II, no. 
58; l!..A!g no. 92. On the ecclesiastical gradus, see ff.Q. I, 232-33 (A. Chupungco); R. 
Gryson, "Les degres du clerge et leurs denominations chez saint Ambroise de Milan," 
Revue Benedictine 76 (1966) 122-27; Jones, The Later Roman Empire II (supra n. 
14) 912-13. 
36 Theoretically c/ericus designates any ecclesiastic, no matter what his rank, but 
most of the clerici in African inscriptions are young. The word thus seems to have 
taken on a more precise meaning, referring to the inferior clergy only. Ha"idra I, 442-
3; Mactar V, 213; Jerome, EQ... 60. 337 (ed. Migne, PL 22, 595): fit clericus et per 
solitos gradus presbyter ordinatur. 
37 On African paganism: G. Picard, Les religions de l'Afrigue antigue (Paris, 1954); 
M. Le Glay, "Les syncretismes dans l'Afrique ancienne," in F. Dunand and P. Leveque, 
eds., Les syncretismes dans les religions de l'antiguite. Collogue de Besan~on (22-23 
octobre 1973) (Leiden, 1975) 123-51; idem, Saturne Africain (Paris, 1961-66); 
forthcoming articles in ANRW II, 18. 6. 
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record the repair and adornment of their temples. 38 The turning 

point did not come until the final years of the reign of Theodosius 

when a series of imperial decrees prohibited sacrifice, access to 

pagan shrines and the worship of images.39 This shift of imperial 

policy led to outbreaks of pagan-Christian violence. In 399 

Gaudentius and Jovius, two officials of the western emperor 

Honorius, arrived in Carthage with orders to suppress the pagan 

temples. Working in concert with Aurelius, the bishop of Carthage, 

Gaudentius and Jovius "overturned the temples of the false gods and 

broke their images."40 At about the same time, when Christians 

toppled a statue of Hercules at Sufes in Byzacena, local pagans 

retaliated, killing sixty Christians.41 Christian vigilantism in 

Africa continued in the first decade of the fifth century. Augustine, 

the Bishop of Hippo Regius, argued on more than one occasion against 

privata violentia and urged Christians to be satisfied with official, 

governmental, anti-pagan measures.42 But at the same time 

38 An example of a pagan town is Madauros in Numidia: Augustine, fJ2... 16; 17; 232 
(ed. Migne, 81-85; 1025-29). For other pagan towns, see B. H. Warmington, IM 
North African Provinces from Diocletian to the Vandal Conquest (Cambridge, 1954) 36. 
Temple repairs: ill. VIII, no. 796 (A. D. 338); no. 1477 (367-75); 1L.Afg_ no. 2103. 
39 Cod. Theod. 16. 10. 8-12 (ed. Mommsen and Meyer 1.2, 899-900). 
40 Augustine, De civ, Dei 18. 54 (Loeb ed. VI, 90). 
41 Augustine fJ2... 50 (ed. Migne, 190-91). For the date of the incident and Augustine's 
letter, see A. Goldbacher in ,e.s.a 58, 18. Sufes (Colonia Sufetana) is identified with 
modern Sbiba, about 100 km. west of Kairouan. For more on these episodes, see P. 
Brown, "Religious Coercion in the Later Roman Empire: The Case of North Africa," 
History 48 (1963) 283-305 and T. D. Barnes, "Aspects of the Background of the City 
of God," in C. M. Wells, ed. Roman Africa: The Vanier Lectures 1980 (Ottawa, 1982) 
73-77. 

42 Augustine, Contra Ep, Parm. (A. D. 400) 1. 1 o. 16 (ed. Petschenig, 36-37); idem, 
Serm, 24. 5-7; 62. 17 (ed . Migne, PL 38, 165-67; 422-23). Augustine's views on 
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Augustine and other African bishops kept up a vigorous lobbying 

campaign, urging more effective imperial intervention against 

paganism. 43 Finally in November of 407 Honorius and Theodosius II 

issued the sternest anti-pagan law yet, authorizing local officials 

to seek out cult images anywhere and "tear them from their found

ations." All pagan altars were ordered destroyed, all temples were 

to be turned over for public use and all pagan ceremonies were 

outlawed. 44 Town councils risked disastrous fines for permitting 

public observations of traditional cults. 45 From this moment 

paganism was forced underground in all parts of Africa within the 

reach of Roman law. 

Donatism 

The Donatist schism46 arose in the aftermath of the 

persecution of Diocletian (303-305). Threatened with torture and 

the persecution of pagans and heretics are discussed in P. Brown, "St. Augustine's 
Attitude to Religious Coercion," J..B.S. 54 (1964) 107-116. 
43 Council of Carthage, A. D. 398, canon XV (ed. M..an.s.i 111, 971 ). Council of Carthage, 
16 June 401; 13 Sept. 401; and 16 June 408: Concilia Africae (ed. Munier, 196-97, 
205, 219). Cf. Augustine, f.D... 97 (ed. Migne, 357-59). 
44 Cod, Theod. 16. 10. 19 (ed. Mommsen and Meyer I. 2, 902-903). 
45 Heavy fines apparently were incurred as the result of an illegal procession that 
provoked a pagan-Christian riot at Calama in 408: Augustine, f.J;L. 91 . 8; 104. 17 (ed. 
Migne, 317; 395). 
46 Essential treatments of the subject are: W. H. C. Frend, The Donatist Church: A 
Movement of Protest in Roman North Africa (3rd printing, with updated bibliography, 
Oxford, 1985) supplemented by idem, ''The Donatist Church--Forty Years on," in C. 
Landman and D. Whitelaw, eds., Windows on Origins: Essays on the Early Church in 
Honour of Jaaa Stoop on his Sixtieth Birthday (Pretoria, 1985) 69-84; T. D. Barnes, 
"The Beginnings of Donatism," JihS. n. s. 26 (1975) 13-22; J.-L. Maier, Le dossier de 
Donatisme (2 vols., Paris, 1987-89). 



execution, many African bishops and clergy handed over their 

scriptures to the civil authorities, and so were branded as 

traditores by those who courted martyrdom by refusing to 

cooperate. Controversy focused on the election of the archdeacon 

Caecilian as bishop of Carthage in 312.47 It was alleged that 
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during the persecution Caecilian had prevented food from reaching 

imprisoned confessors. Further, one of the bishops who participated 

in his consecration was suspected of being a traditor, a circum

stance that would have invalidated the consecration. The opposition 

to Caecilian coalesced around Donatus of Casae Nigrae, who was 

elected anti-bishop. Little is known about Donatus personally, but 

he inspired great devotion among his followers, who were at first 

drawn largely from the Berber-speaking population of rural Numidia 

and from the lower classes of the metropolis. 

Though they would later be labelled heretics by their 

opponents, the Donatists did not differ with the Catholics on 

doctrine, only on the question of ecclesiastical legitimacy. But in 

one respect the tone of Donatist rhetoric and practice reflected the 

origins of the schism: the Donatists considered themselves the 

"church of the martyrs" and enthusiastically observed the cult 

surrounding relics, martyrs' tombs and the anniversaries of martyrs' 

deaths. 48 The Donatists quickly organized a parallel church with 

its own hierarchy. By circa 336 a schismatic council at Carthage 

47 On the date of the outbreak, see W. H. C. Frend and K. Clancy, ''When Did the Donatist 
Schism Begin?" J.I.hS_ 28 (1977) 104-109. 
48 Frend, The Donatjst Church (supra n. 46) 174, 181, 318-23. 
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was attended by 272 bishops.49 By the end of the fourth century in 

virtually every African town Donatists and Catholics faced off as 

rivals, each claiming that they alone represented the true church.so 

The complicity of the Donatist bishop Optatus in the revolt of 

Gildo (397-98) was the beginning of the end for Donatism.51 After 

Gildo's defeat the Donatist party lost ground rapidly in the face of 

imperial hostility. The Catholic advantage was driven home by the 

eloquence of Augustine, who preached widely against the 

schismatics and circulated anti-Donatist tracts. 52 The Council of 

Carthage in 411 was the decisive confrontation. Both parties made 

extraordinary efforts to muster their bishops as a show of strength 

(286 Catholic and 284 Donatist bishops attended), but the decision 

against the Donatists, delivered by the imperial arbitrator, 

Marcellinus, was a foregone conclusion.53 Donatist assemblies 

were banned and Donatist property confiscated, and in the following 

year an imperial edict ordered the Donatist clergy to be exiled and 

Donatism to be treated as a crime.54 Despite all this the schism 

49 Maier, L'Eoiscooat 28-29. 
50 See W. H. C. Frend, "Donatist and Catholic: The Organisation of Christian 
Communities in the North African Countryside," in Crjstianjzzazjone ed organjzzazjone 
ecclesiastica delle campagne nell'alto medioevo: esoansjone e resistenze 11 (Spoleto, 
1982) 612-18; 620-24. 

51 Frend, The Donatist Church (supra n. 46) 208-226. 

52 See Y.-M. Congar's introduction to Augustine's Trajtes anti-donatistes. Bibliotheque 
augustinienne 28 (Paris, 1963) 9-124. 

53 A detailed account of the proceedings is preserved: S. Lancel, ed .. Actes de la 
conference de Carthage en 411 (Paris, 1972-91 ). Bishop list and additional references 
in Maier, L'l;pjscopat 44-63. On the headcount: Frend, The Donatist Church (supra n. 
46) 276-77 , 284. 

54 Cod. Theod, 16. 5. 52 (ed. Mommsen and Meyer I. 2, 872-73). Frend, The Donatist 



proved tenacious: in the sixth century the emperor Justinian found 

it necessary to proscribe Donatism again, and Pope Gregory I still 

fretted about its influence in the 590s. 5 5 

The Vandals and Arianism 
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With pagans and Donatists outlawed, the Catholics consol

idated their gains in the first quarter of the fifth century. But a 

new and even more formidable rival soon appeared on the scene. The 

Vandals were a tribe of Scandinavian origin that had migrated south 

and west across Europe in the third, fourth and early fifth centur

ies. 56 In May of 429, together with their allies the Alans, the 

Vandals crossed the Straits of Gilbraltar from Spain into Africa. 

According to Victor of Vita, the Vandal leader Geiseric ordered a 

census of his people at the time of the crossing: the total came to 

80,000, including "the old, the young, children, slaves and 

masters."57 The Vandals advanced rapidly east along the North 

African coast; within a year they defeated the Roman army of the 

comes Bonifatius and besieged Hippo Regius. In 435 the West 

Church (supra n. 46) 288-89. 
55 Justinian, Nov. 37. 5, 37. 8 (ed. Scholl and Kroll, 245). Gregory, fJ;L. 1.72 (ed. 
Minard, I, 282-85). Frend, The Donatist Church (supra n. 46) 309-10. Idem, 
"Donatist and Catholic," (supra n. 50) 630. R. Markus, "Donatism: the Last Phase," 
Studies in Church History I (1964) 118-26. 
56 For the origins and early movements of the Vandals, see Courtois, Vandales 11-58. 
57 Hjst. pers. 1. 2 (ed. Petschenig, 3). Courtois accepted Victor's number (Vandales 
215-17) as did Jones (The Later Roman Empire [supra n. 14] I, 194-95), but w. 
Goffart was sceptical: Barbarians and Romans A, D. 418-584: The Technigues of 
Accommodation (Princeton, 1980) 231-34. 
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Roman administration negotiated a treaty granting the Vandals 

territory in Numidia and Mauretania Sitifensis and a strip along the 

western border of Africa Proconsularis.58 But in 439, sensing the 

weakness of his adversaries, Geiseric invaded Africa Proconsularis 

and took Carthage, making his people masters of the fertile heart

land of Roman Africa. In 442 Valentinian Ill confirmed the fait 

accompli with a new treaty that established the Vandals' right to 

all of Proconsularis and Byzacena, most of Numidia and western 

Tripolitania. 59 The Vandals installed themselves as a new elite at 

the apex of Romano-African society.60 

Because their royal clan had been converted to Christianity by 

the Arian bishop Ulfila (ca. 311-383), the Vandals and their allies 

were Arian Christians. Catholics and Arians considered each other 

heretics. 61 According to Victor of Vita, one of the first actions 

taken by Geiseric after the conquest of Carthage was to turn over 

several of the city's most prominent churches to the Arian 

clergy. 62 Later anti-Catholic measures included the deportation of 

58 For the date and sources of this first treaty, see Courtois, Vandales 169 n. 7. 
59 For the territory involved in the two treaties, ibid. 171-75. 
60 On the relationship between the Vandals and the remnants of the Romano-African 
elite, see F. M. Clover, ''The Symbiosis of Romans and Vandals in Africa," in E. Chrysos 
and A. Schwarcz, eds .. Das Reich und die Barbaren (Vienna and Cologne, 1989) 59-69. 
61 Arian doctrines generally differed from orthodoxy in emphasizing the subordination 
of the Son to the Father and denying their consubstantiality. For a summary of the 
history and doctrine of Arianism, see ~ I, 76-78 and II, 856 (M. Simonetti). To 
Simonetti's bibliography add now M. Barnes and D. Williams, eds., Arianism After Arius 
(Edinburgh, 1993). 
62 The Basilica Maiorum, the basilica of the Scillitan Martyrs (a. k. a. the Basilica of 
Celerina) and the two basilicas dedicated to St. Cyprian (Hist. pers. 1. 9; 1. 16, ed. 
Petschenig, 5-6, 8). For the identification of these monuments with extant remains at 
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the bishop of Carthage, a prohibition against the ordination of 

bishops and a general interdiction of Catholic services.63 Geiseric 

relaxed his policy in 474, allowing a Catholic church to be opened in 

Carthage and the exiled clergy to return.64 Geiseric died in 477 and 

was succeeded by his eldest son, Huniric (ruled 477-84). Huniric at 

first followed a tolerant policy toward the Catholics, permitting 

Catholic services and allowing the ordination of a new bishop of 

Carthage. 65 But from 482 the Vandal king unleashed a persecution, 

renewing the prohibition against Catholic worship, confiscating 

churches and church property, sending the bishops and large numbers 

of clergy into exile and torturing the recalcitrant. 66 Catholics who 

refused to convert to Arianism were legally subject to huge fines, 

beatings and exile--ironically the same schedule of penalties that 

the Catholics had imposed on the Donatists after the Conference of 

411. 67 According to Victor of Vita, by the end of Huniric's reign 

the number of living Catholic bishops from Proconsularis was 

Carthage, see !E.Q.Q II, 7-10; L. Ennabli, "Note sur la topographie chretienne de 
Carthage: les mosaiques du monastere de Bigua," REAug 28 (1982) 15-18; F. Clover, 
"Carthage and the Vandals," in Carthage VII (1978) 9-10; Frend, ''The Early 
Christian Church" (supra n. 28) 25-28. 

63 Hist. pers. 1. 15-16; 1. 23; 1. 29 (ed. Petschenig, 8; 11; 13). On this first phase 
of persecution, see Courtois, Vandales 289-93. 
64 Hist. pers. 1. 51 (ed. Petschenig, 22-23). 

65 Ibid. 2. 1-2. 
66 4,000 were exiled into the desert according to Victor of Tunnuna, Chron. a. 479 (ed. 
Mommsen, 189). Victor of Vita gives the number as 4,996: Hist. pers. 2. 26 (ed. 
Petschenig, 33-34). Use of torture: ibid. 3. 21-46 (ed. Petschenig, 81-95). For an 
overview see H.-J. Diesner, "Zur Katholiken-verfolgung Hunerichs," Theologische 
literaturzeitung 990 (1965) 893-96. 
67 Hist. pers. 3. 3-14 (ed. Petschenig, 72-78). 
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reduced to three--one of whom was a refugee at Edessa.68 

Huniric's successor Gunthamund (484-96) pursued a milder 

religious policy. He permitted the primate Eugenius and the exiled 

Catholic clergy to return and gradually restored the confiscated 

churches in Carthage.69 Under Thrasamund (496-523) official 

persecution was renewed for a generation, but without the violence 

of Huniric's reign. The Catholic churches were closed from circa 

502 and more than sixty Catholic bishops were deported to 

Sardinia. 70 Thrasamund used various inducements to encourage 

conversion to Arianism, offering converts "honors and offices" and 

"great sums of money" and even pardoning criminals who agreed to 

change their faith.7 1 Of all the Vandal monarchs, Hildiric (523-

530) adopted the most liberal policy toward the Catholics, author

izing episcopal ordinations, restoring churches and even permitting 

a Catholic council in 525--the first pan-African Catholic council in 

nearly a century.72 However the attendance at the Council of 525 

was an index of the damage suffered by the Catholic church during 

the decades of Vandal rule: only 61 bishops were present, with just 

two from Byzacena. 73 

68 Ibid. 1. 29 (ed. Petschenig, 13). 
69 Victor of Tunnuna. Chron. a. 479 (ed. Mommsen, 190); Appendicula ad Chronicum 
s, Prosperi Agujtani 755 (ed. Migne, 606); Courtois, Vandales 300. 
7° Ferrandus, Vita Fulgentii 20. 40 (ed. Migne, 137); Courtois, Yandales 301-304. 
71 Procopius, Bell. Vand. 1. 8. 9-10 (ed. Dewing, II, 74-76). 
72 Ferrandus, Vita Fulgentii 28. 54-55 (ed. Migne, 144-45). 
73 Concjlja Africae (ed. · Munier, 254-82). The Byzacena bishops were from Horrea 
Caelia (Hergla) and Huniricopolis (= Hadrumetum). Courtois' identification of 
Sabinianus episcopus plebis Gummenartarum with the Gummi in Byzacena is almost 
certainly incorrect: Vandales 305-308; cf. Maier, L'Episcopat 149-50 and now 
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While the bishops struggled, the Catholic monasteries of 

Byzacena retained their vitality and even expanded during the Vandal 

period. Dispossessed clergy and laypeople unwilling to convert to 

Arianism no doubt swelled the ranks of the monks and nuns. 

Fulgentius of Ruspe (468-532, bishop 502-527) was an important 

figure in the growth of African monasticism under the Vandals. He 

began his career at a monastery near Thelepte and went on to found 

or serve as abbot of six monasteries in Byzacena. 7 4 

The Byzantine conquest and after 

In 533 the emperor Justinian sent an expeditionary force from 

Constantinople to Africa. The combination of Vandal unprepared

ness, lucky timing and the generalship of the Byzantine commander 

Belisarius enabled the small Byzantine army to conquer Africa in 

less than a year, capturing the last Vandal king, Geilamir (530-533) 

and eradicating the Vandal nation. Shortly after the Byzantine 

victory Justinian officially restored Catholicism, proscribed 

Arianism, Donatism and Judaism, and ordered the Arian clergy to 

return Catholic property. 75 

Lancel, Actes de la conference de Carthage (supra n. 53) IV, 1389-90. 
74 Ferrandus, Vita Fulgentii 4. 9-10 (ed. Migne, 121-22), 8. 15-16 (124-25), 
12. 23 (128), 14. 28-30 (131-32), 19. 39 (136), 29. 62 (148) . H.-J. Diesner, 
"Jugend und Monchtum des Fulgentius," Helikon 1 (1961) 677-85. J. and P. Cintas, 
"Le monastere de Fulgence," RevTun 1940, 245. 
75 Justinian, Nov. 37. 5 and 8 (August 1, 535) (ed. Scholl and Kroll , Ill, 245); 
Procopius, De Bell. Vand. 2. 14. 12-14 (ed. Dewing, 11, 330) . A useful discussion of 
Justinian's relations with "outsiders," including heretics and Jews, is J. A. S. Evans, 
The Age of Justinian (London, 1996) 240-52. 
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Justinian's priorities included restoring or replacing the 

dilapidated African churches. Procopius reports that the emperor 

built no fewer than five churches at Lepcis Magna, an impressive 

basilica at Sabratha and two new shrines at Carthage.76 Solomon, 

Justinian's magister militum et praefectus praetorio Africae, built 

a fortified monastery near the port of Carthage (ca. 546).77 On the 

grounds of architectural style, the well-preserved basilica of "Dar 

el Kous" at Sicca Veneria and the citadel basilica at Haidra should 

also belong to this period.78 In addition to the new foundations, 

many African churches which had fallen into disrepair under the 

Vandals were renovated and redecorated. A Byzantine military 

officer restored a basilica "circumlapsa diu'' at Rusguniae 

(Matifou/Bordj el Bahri).79 At Carthage the ecclesiastical complex 

near the "House of the Greek Charioteers" received new mosaic 

pavements in this period, as did the large Dermech I basilica and the 

extramural cemetery church of Bir El Knissia at Carthage.80 

76 Lepcis: De aed, 6. 4. 4 (ed. Dewing, VII, 374). Sabratha: ibid. 6. 4. 13 (ed. 
Dewing, VII, 376). Carthage: ibid. 6. 5. 9 (ed. Dewing, VII, 380). 
77 Procopius, De Bell. Yand. 2. 26. 17 (ed. Dewing II, 432-33); De aed. 6. 5. 11 (ed. 
Dewing VII, 380). 

78 Both are furnished with elegant, polylobed semi-domes, an innovation originating in 
Constantinople. See R. Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine Architecture (4th 
ed., New York, 1986) 275-76; N. Duval, "Les eglises d'Haidra Ill: l'eglise de la 
citadelle et !'architecture byzantine en Afrique," .G..B.A1 1971, 150-52, 160-66, figs . 
8-9, 12-13, 18. 

79 This would have been in the 540s if N. Duval's interpretation is correct: "Les 
Byzantins a Rusguniae," in Histoire et archeologje de l'Afrigue du Nord: actes du lie 
Collogue International reuni dans le cadre du 1 oae Congres National des Societes 
Savantes <Grenoble. 5-9 Avril 1983) (Paris, 1985) 358-59. 
8° K. Dunbabin, "Mosaics of the Byzantine Period in Carthage: Problems and 
Directions of Research," CahEtAnc 17 (1985) 9-26. The baptistery mosaics in the 
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Reunification with the empire was not an unmixed blessing for 

African Catholics. Within a few years of the Byzantine conquest, the 

African church began to assert its independence, spearheading the 

western resistance in the theological controversy of the "Three 

Chapters."81 Facundus, the bishop of Hermiana in Byzacena, was 

one of the leading defenders of the Three Chapters.82 While 

resident at Constantinople, he addressed his massive work, Pro 

defensione trium capitulorum (ca. 550) to Justinian. Responding to 

this challenge to his authority in religious matters, the emperor 

imposed his will by force. Obstinate bishops were deposed, exiled 

and even subjected to corporal punishment and Facundus was obliged 

to flee the capital and go into hiding.83 

With the Byzantine conquest came an influx of new cults from 

the East. 84 One of Justinian's new foundations in Carthage was a 

chapel dedicated to the Theotokos in the former palace of the 

Vandal kings.85 A ma rtyrium at Carthage was dedicated to Julian 

ecclesiastical complex are dated by a coin of Justinian found sealed under the pavement 
(p. 11 ). Dunbabin describes a homogenous group which she attributes to a single 
workshop active after the reconquest. For Dermech I, see N. Duval, "Etudes 
d'architecture chretienne nord-africaine," ME FAA 84 (1972) 1081-92. For the Bir 
El Knissia mosaics, see S. Stevens, Bir el Knissia at Carthage: A Rediscovered Cemetery 
Church, Report No. 1 (Ann Arbor, Mich., 1993) 135; color pis. 2, 5; 304-305. 
81 See R. Markus, "Reflections on Religious Dissent in North Africa in the Byzantine 
Period," in G. Cuming, ed., Studies in Church History Ill (Leiden, 1966) 140-49. 
82 R. Eno, "Doctrinal Authority in the African Ecclesiology of the Sixth Century: 
Ferrand us and Facundus," R EAug 22 (1976) 95-113. 
83 C. Diehl , L'Afrigue byzantine (Paris, 1896) 11, 433-49. 
84 On this subject in general see Loca sanctorum II, 657-70 and Diehl, L'Afrigue 
byzantine (supra n. 83) II, 407 
85 Procopius, De aed. 6. 5. 9 (ed. Dewing, VIII, 380-81 ). 



27 

of Antioch, and the widespread popularity of this Syrian saint is 

attested by inscriptions from Chigarnia, Henchir Akrib and Setif .86 

Archaeological and epigraphic evidence points to the introduction or 

expansion of the cults of several other Eastern saints in Byzantine 

Africa, including the soldier-saint Theodore, Pantaleon of 

Nicomedia, Isidore of Chios and the obscure Cappadocian martyr 

Tryphon. 87 

In 61 0 Heraclius, the Exarch of Africa, launched from Carthage 

the revolt that toppled the usurper Phocas at Constantinople. The 

Exarch's son Heraclius became emperor (610-41) but Africa had only 

a very minor part in the drama of his reign. Heraclius' protracted 

struggle against the Persian·s exhausted the Empire and left it 

vulnerable to the Arab invasions that wrenched away the provinces 

of Palestine, Syria, Mesopotamia and Egypt in the 630s and 640s. 

The relatively peaceful provinces of Africa welcomed refugees from 

the East.88 

86 Martyrium at Carthage: Leontius, S. Gregorii agrigentini vita 1 o (ed. Migne, 563-
64). Marble plaque from Uppenna: Loca sanctorum I, 67-68, no. 30. Inscription 
dating to 580 (Henchir Akrib): ibid. 259-64, no. 126. Inscription from Setif: ibid. 
310-12, no. 147. 
87 Theodore: fragmentary mosaic in the Sfax Museum (M.38): M. Yacoub. Guide du 
Mus ee du Sfax (Tunis, 1966) 39; terra cotta relief tiles: ~ Suppl. I, 281, nos. 
87-89, pl. XCVII, 2; 283, no. 111; Suppl. II, 282, no. 137; lead inscription from 
Telergma: Loca sanctorum I, 231-39, no. 112; inscription from Henchir Tarlist: ibid. 
281-84, no. 134. Pantaleon: tile from El Djem: C. Courtois, "Sur un carreau de terre 
cuite representant saint Pantaleon," Karthago 3 (1951-52) 207-13; inscription 
related to a deposit of relics from Haidra: Loca sanctorum I, 121-23, no. 56. Isidore: 
ibid. 30-32, no. 14 (inscription from Rucuma); 176-78, no. 85 (inscription from 
Calama). Tryphon: ibid. 81-83, no. 36 (inscription from Sbeitla). 
88 The fefugees, including a large number of monks and nuns, were accommodated in 
Carthage by the Praetorian Praefect, George: Maximus Confessor, EQ... 12. 260-262 
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Africa produced no new Cyprian or Augustine in the seventh 

century. The bishops of Proconsularis, Numidia and Byzacena, 

isolated geographically and linguistically from the center of power, 

were increasingly irrelevant. The internal weakness of the African 

church became evident in the second half of the century. After the 

cavalry of Abdallah ibn Sa'ad defeated the army of the Exarch 

Gregory at Sufetula (Sbeitla) in 647, the Arabs gradually absorbed 

Byzacena and the rest of Roman Africa. The final act was the 

occupation of Carthage by Hassan ibn Numan in 698/99. 89 Whereas 

in Egypt the Coptic church flourished under Arab rule in the seventh 

and eighth centuries, in Africa the church simply collapsed.90 

Christianity survived only in a few impoverished ghettos within the 

Muslim towns of lfriqiya. 91 

It is against this background of religious change and 

controversy that the tomb mosaics of Byzacena developed. They 

first appeared in the later fourth century, at a time when 

Christianity was triumphing over paganism but the African Church 

(ed. Migne, 459-64), cited by c. Diehl, L'Afrigue byzantine. Histoire de la domination 
romaine en Afrigue (533-709) (Paris, 1896) 11, 543-45. A tomb inscription, l.EQ.Q 
I, no. 117, may be the epitaph of one of these refugees (see infra n. 206) . 
89 Theophanes, .QhrQn. a. 6190 (ed. de Boor I, 370-71). For the date, see A. Stratos, 
Byzantium in the Seventh Century V, 78-84 and N. Turtledove's introductory note in 
The Chronicle of Theophanes (Philadelphia, 1982) xvi-xviii. 
9° Frend, "The Early Christian Church," (supra n. 28) 34; idem, "Donatist and 
Catholic," (supra n. 50) 602; C. Speel, ''The Disappearance of Christianity from North 
Africa in the Wake of the Rise of Islam," Church History 29 (1960) 379. 
91 Cuoq, L'Eglise de l'Afrigue (supra n. 22) chs. IX-XII . See also W. Seston, "Sur les 
derniers temps du christianisme en Afrique," M EFR 53 (1936) 101-24; and R. 
Speigth, "The Place of Christians in Ninth Century North Africa According to Muslim 
Sources," lslamochristiana 4 (1978) 47-65. 
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was divided by the Donatist schism. Production continued through 

the Vandalic period, when tomb mosaics were used by the 

intermittently persecuted Catholics and probably also by the 

adherents of the established Arian church. After the Byzantine 

conquest and the re-establishment of orthodoxy Africans continued 

to decorate the tombs of their loved ones with mosaics. The 

practice probably survived into the early seventh century, but 

apparently died out before the Arab conquest of Byzacena. 



CHAPTER TWO: CONTEXTS 

In this chapter we will explore the variety of architectural and 

spatial contexts in which our tomb mosaics were placed. These 

include intramural church burials, burials in open-air cemeteries , 

and burials underground in catacombs and hypogea. The setting of 

the burial, and the placement within that setting, helped to define 

and advertize the social status of the deceased. 

Church burials 

The majority of the Byzacena tomb mosaics were laid inside 

churches. Within this category, we should distinguish two different 

situations: isolated burials and burials in communal cemeteries. A 

passage from The Life of Fulgentius, written by the deacon Ferrandus 

in the 530s, provides an introduction to the first category. Ferrandus 

describes the burial of the saintly bishop Fulgentius of Ruspe: 

" .. . [he] was carried to the city church known as 
the Second, where he had in the past deposited 
relics of the apostles. The choice of a monument 
was an honorable one. Without doubt he was the 
first bishop worthy to be laid to rest in that 
basilica, where according to an old tradition no 
dead person--neither priest nor layman--was 
permitted to be buried. But the great force of love 



removed this traditional obstacle. All the citizens 
gathered round and with the greatest zeal 
demanded that this holy and God-loved man should 
be joined forever with their prayers in the very 
place where he had been consecrated."92 
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Four factors apparently influenced the selection of Fulgentius' final 

resting place. First, popular opinion demanded that the bishop be 

buried in the place where he had been consecrated years earlier 

(presumably the Secunda church was the cathedral of Ruspe). 

Second, the location of the tomb ensured that Fulgentius would be 

"joined forever" with the prayers of the community, an arrangement 

that would be beneficial to the bishop's soul and to the parishioners. 

Next, there was a deposit of holy relics in the church, so Fulgentius 

would enjoy the benefits of burial ad sanctos. But the most im

portant consideration was the fact that no one else had ever been 

buried there. The isolation of the tomb in the sanctuary conferred a 

special honor--the ultimate "privileged burial." 

Three examples of church burials in Byzacena provide 

archaeological illustrations of Ferrandus' account: 

1) The ecclesiastical complex at Thala consisted of a three

aisled basilica with a semi-detached martyrium opposite its west 

entrance (fig. 2.1 ). The apse of the basilica was paved with a 

geometric mosaic of tangent circles and poised squares, with a 

dedicatory inscription filling the central circle. 93 Sometime after 

92 Vita Fulgentii 29. 65 (ed. Migne, 149-50). 
93 S. Gsell, "Chronique d'archeologie africaine," MEFR 22 (1902) 324-25; 
Gauckler, BasTun pl. XIX. Additional references under cat. no. 179. 



32 

the installation of this apse pavement a single tomb was inserted 

through it, just off-center to the north . The mosaic that covered the 

tomb (catalogue no. 179, CD 179) was oriented to be read from the 

apex of the apse. It identified the occupant as the bishop Blandinus. 

2) The small Basilica VII just outside Sbeitla (ancient 

Sufetula) was partially excavated in 1929 (fig. 2.2). 94 A single 

tomb was found directly in front of the altar on the building's axis. 

The tomb mosaic, oriented to be read from the north, presented the 

epitaph of the bishop Honorius (no. 91, CD 091 ). 

3) Basilica I at longa (lunca) was a five-aisled structure, with 

an apse to the east and to the west a narthex, exonarthex and 

martyrium (fig. 2.3).95 Excavations in the 1930s revealed a tomb 

situated on the axis in the center of the apse. The tomb mosaic in 

this case was not placed directly over the tomb but perpendicular to 

it, and oriented to be read from the apex of the apse. Once again the 

epitaph is that of a bishop, Quodvultdeus. 96 

These three examples of episcopal burials are clearly com

parable to the burial of Fulgentius as described by Ferrandus. 

However, isolated burials were not exclusively reserved for bishops 

or the clergy. At Bir Bou Rekba an isolated, axially-placed burial 

94 L. Poinssot, "La chapelle de l'eveque Honorius a Sbeitla," BAC 1932-33, 782-
800; Duval, Eglises II , 187-90. Additional references under catalogue no. 91 . 
95 G. Feuille, "L'Eglise de lunca," RevTun n. s. 11 (1940) 21-45; Duval, Eglises II , 
227-39. 

96 This was the only tomb and the only tomb mosaic found in the excavated part of the 
basilica, although another tomb was found in one of the rooms flanking the martyrium 
and additional tombs were found outside the apse (see plan fig. 2.3). 



was marked by a tomb mosaic (no. 2, CD 002) identifying the 

deceased only as fide/is, that is, a believer who did not hold 

ecclesiastical office. In Basilica II at Mactar the tombs of two 

laypeople, perhaps grandfather and granddaughter (see Appendix 1 ), 

occupied the place of honor directly in front of the altar (nos . 88, 
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89, CD 088, 089). The Dermech Ill basilica at Carthage provides 

another parallel. 97 There, the place of honor in the apse was 

occupied by a woman, Marina, whose mosaic epitaph again described 

her only as fide/is. We may conclude that the special honor of an 

isolated burial was available both to popular bishops and to 

laypeople who provided extraordinary services to the community--in 

most cases, presumably, as patrons who financed the construction or 

refurbish-ment of the building in which they were buried. 

The Arsenal basilica at Sousse98 and the basilicas at 

Chigarnia (figs. 7.4, 7.5, 7.6) and Sidi Abich (fig. 2.4) are examples of 

communal cemetery churches, in which burial space was made avail

able to many members of the Christian community. Eleven tombs 

with mosaics were recorded at Sidi Abich, sixteen at the Hadrumet

um site and fifty at Chigarnia. The unpublished basilicas of Henchir 

Sokrine, Horrea Caelia and Hammamet also apparently belong to this 

97 Duval , Eglises II, 81-86, figs . 39-42, with earlier bibliography. The mosaic is 
now displayed in the Carthage Museum. 
98 The Arsenal site was excavated in 1939-1940 by A. Truillot and C. Martignon. The 
tomb mosaics were all inserted in a band of geometric mosaic, approximately 3 m. wide 
and some 32 m. long, oriented E-W (Truillot and Martignon, "Mosa'iques tombales 
chretiennes decouvertes a Sousse en 1939," SAC 1940, 671-73) . Although the 
excavators did not venture an identification of the monument, the dimensions and 
orientation of this geometric mosaic strongly suggest the aisle of a large basilica . 



category, as do two well-known sites in Africa Proconsularis, the 

"Church of the Priest Felix" near Kelibia and the "Chapel of the 

Martyrs" at Thabraca. 99 

Placement of tombs and burial ad sanctos 

The tombs of Christian martyrs were common sights in Late 

Roman Africa. 100 Burial ad sanctos--close to the graves or relics 

of martyrs--was eagerly sought by African Christians as early as 

the end of the third century. 101 Paulin us of Nola addressed a 

question about the efficacy of ad sanctos burial to Augustine, and 
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his response, written probably in 421, offers insight into this 

phenomenon. In Augustine's view, burial near the relics of a saint or 

martyr did not automatically provide any benefit to the soul of the 

deceased. However, the presence of holy relics could increase the 

fervor of the prayers of the living on behalf of the dead, and so 

provide an indirect benefit: 

... while the living worship in the place where 
their loved ones' bodies are buried, they may 

99 On the Chapel of the Martyrs, see Alexander, "Mosaic Ateliers" (supra n. 3) 1-11. 
On the Church of the Priest Felix: Kelibia 157-265. 
100 Augustine, .E.Q.,. 78.3 (ed. Migne, 269) : Numquid non et Africa sanctorum 
martyrum corporibus plena est? 
101 The earliest attested case of ad sanctos burial in Africa is the burial of Maximilian, 
a martyr from Numidia, whose tomb was placed near the tomb of St. Cyprian at Carthage 
in 295: Acta S. Maximiliani (ed. Musurillo, 345-48). On this topic generally see 
Saxer, Marts, martyrs, religues (supra n. 6) passim; W. H. C. Frend , "The North 
African Cult of Martyrs," in Jenseitsvorstellungen in Antike und Christentum 
(Gedenkenschrift fur Alfred Stuiber) (Munster , 1982) 154-67; and Loca sanctorum , 
passim. 



commend to the saints, as if to patrons, those 
whom they have undertaken before the Lord to aid 
by prayer . . . And when such a disposition is 
shown for the dead by their closest Christian 
friends, there is no doubt that they are helped by 
these devotions . . . But if those prayers . . . for the 
dead should be lacking, there would be no advantage 
to their souls, I think, no matter how holy the 
places in which their lifeless bodies are buried. 
(De cura pro mortuis gerenda 4. 6). 
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Paulinus' question and Augustine's reponse suggest that there was a 

divergence between learned and popular opinion on this point. 102 

Augustine's insistence that relics are not in themselves beneficial 

to the dead was no doubt intended to correct a general belief in their 

inherent power. 

We have already noted isolated burials placed close to altars 

at Sbeitla, longa and Mactar. This pattern is also evident in the 

communal cemetery churches. For example, at Sidi Abich (fig. 2.4) 

the burials are fairly evenly distributed throughout the complex, but 

one was singled out by its placement: the tomb of the priest 

Felicissimus (no. 131, CD131 ), which was inserted directly behind 

the altar. The altar was of course the focus of the liturgy, but more 

important in its influence on the pattern of burials is the 

association of altars with deposits of relics. The practice of 

placing relics of martyrs in or under the altar was widespread in 

102 In De cura pro mortuis gerenda 2.4 (ed . Zycha, 626) Augustine contrasts funerary 
practices that are derived from common beliefs (secundum opinio vulgata) with those 
derived from scripture (secundum religionis nostrae sacras liNeras) . See H. Kotila, 
Memoria Mortuorum (supra n. 6) 11-12. 
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Africa in the fourth, fifth and sixth centuries. 103 It derived its 

scriptural justification from Revelation 6.9: " saw beneath the 

altar the souls of those who had been slaughtered for God's word and 

for the testimony they bore."104 

Another example of the placement of a burial in relation to 

venerated relics is the tomb of the Baleriolus from Phase le at 

Chigarnia (no. 66, CD 066). The bishop was buried inside a special 

enclosure at the west end of the church, directly in front of a 

deposit of relics of the apostles and local martyrs (figs. 7.6, 7.9). 

His tomb was inserted right through a geometric mosaic: the proper 

placement of his tomb was considered important enough to justify 

the mutilation of the existing pavement. 

The patterns of burial in provincial Byzacena reflect not the 

subtle reasonings of Augustine, but a robust popular faith in the 

efficacy of relics, a faith apparently shared by laymen and clergy 

alike. Tombs crowd close to deposits of relics as if to absorb the 

maximum quanta of holiness for their occupants. Tomb placement 

close to the altar or close to a martyrium was highly desirable, but 

local church officials were evidently able to regulate the placement 

of burials and reserve prime plots for patrons, the superior clergy 

and other high-status individuals. 

103 See Loca sanctorum 11, 548-49, ECTM 133-34, A. Berthier, Les vestiges du 
christianisme antigue dans la Numidie centrale (Algiers, 1942) pis. 16-25, W. H. C. 
Frend, "The North African Cult," (supra n. 101) 161, pis . 1-2, M. Labrousse, 
"Basilique et reliquaire d'Henchir-Tarlist," MEFRA 55 (1938) 224-58. 
1 04 Biblical citations are taken from The Revised English Bible with the Apocrypha 
(Oxford, 1989). 
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Open-air cemeteries 

Christian tomb mosaics have been found in open-air 

cemeteries in Africa Proconsularis, Numidia and Mauretania 

Caesariensis. 105 The only indisputable case in Byzacena of an open

air Christian cemetery with tomb mosaics comes from Sfax 

(Taparura), at a site known as the Buttes Mezghanni, along the coast 

about 1.2 km. north of the walled Arab city. 106 Excavations in 

1886-87, 1900 and 1916 uncovered the remains of a Christian 

complex consisting of a basilica and baptistery surrounded by a 

105 Carthage, Theodosian Wall cemetery: S. Stevens, "A Late-Roman Urban Population 
in a Cemetery of Vandalic Date at Carthage," JRA 8 (1995) 266 and fig . 3. Tenes, west 
cemetery; Tipasa, cemetery adjacent to the Chapel of Alexander and east cemetery 
(Koudiat-Zarour); Timgad, cemetery near the Lambaesis gate; Tebessa, cemetery on the 
Cambon farm: MFAP 81-86; ECTM 5, 132-33. 
106 A. Vercoutre, "La necropole de Sfax et les sepultures en jarres," RA 3rd ser. , 10 
(1887) 180-86, 192-94. G. Hannezo and L. Femeliaux, "Note sur la necropole 
chretienne de Sfax," BA C 1900, 150-52. A. Merlin in M.Q. 1917, clxi-clxvi. The 
nineteenth-century excavator Saladin believed that the group of tomb mosaics he 
discovered at the Dar el Ka"id site at Lamta (Leptiminus) in Byzacena were part of an 
outdoor cemetery, but there are serious objections to this interpretation. H. Saladin , 
"Rapport sur la mission faite en Tunisie de Novembre 1882 a Avril 1883," ArchMiss 
3rd ser. , 13 (1887) 14-20, figs . 17-21. The tomb mosaics in the outdoor cemetery at 
Sfax were attached to caisson tombs and many of the outdoor tomb mosaics from 
Mauretania Caesarensis and Numidia were similarly attached to isolated caissons or to 
mensae (funerary tables) . However in Saladin's drawing of the Lamta site (fig. 2.7) 
the tomb mosaics appear to be laid flush and adjoining to form a continuous pavement. 
The drawing shows a wall approx. 50 cm. wide, constructed (according to Saladin) of 
quarried stone. Because the wall turns a corner at the extreme southwest of the 
excavated area it apparently once enclosed the mosaics on at least two sides. Saladin 
interpreted this as either the perimeter wall of the cemetery or perhaps the wall of an 
enclosure (enceinte) within the cemetery. However, there is nothing in Saladin's notes 
to rule out the possibility that it was the exterior wall of a church . This interpretation 
is supported by the ashlars visible around the excavated area in the drawing and the find 
of a column base and foundation block on the surface near the tombs. Doubts about 
Saladin's interpretation were raised by N. Duval , who considered the identification of the 
Dar el Ka"id site as a church "presque certain" (MFAP 30). 
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necropolis. At least 23 Christian tomb mosaics were discovered in 

the cemetery. Many, perhaps all , were attached to caisson tombs 

(see p. 43 infra). 1 07 

Catacombs 

Burial in catacombs was fairly common in Late Antique Africa 

in regions where the geology was conducive to tunneling, but 

apparently only at Sousse were catacomb burials decorated with 

mosaics. 108 The Sousse catacombs are generally similar in design 

to their famous counterparts in Rome. Around the periphery of the 

ancient city, gravediggers (fossores) cut galleries into the layer of 

soft tufa just below the surface. These were generally between 

0.70 and 2.00 m. wide and between 1.70 and 3.00 m. high. The 

galleries were illuminated by light wells and occasionally widened 

into rooms (cubicu/a). Burial niches (/ocu/1) were hollowed out of 

the gallery walls, usually arranged in three tiers (fig. 2.8), but 

sometimes stacked six or seven high. Once a body was laid in a 

loculus, it was sealed, usually with ordinary roof tiles . These were 

inscribed to identify the occupant, either with charcoal directly on 

the tile or by applying a thin layer of plaster to the tile and 

scratching the inscription in it with a finger or pointed utensil. 109 

Occasionally an inscribed marble slab was set outside the sealed 

107 Catalogue nos. 92-114. Nos. 116, 118, 119 and 120 may also have come from this 
area. No. 115 was found inside the basilica. 
108 For brief accounts of the catacombs of Sullectum (Salakta) , Cercina (Kerkennah 
Islands) , Khenchela, Kherbet bou Adoufen, and others, see CatAfr2 439-51. 
109 Hadrumetum , 351. 
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loculus. Cubicula contained larger, arched burial niches 

(arcosolia) and they sometimes were provided with benches for the 

convenience of family members who visited the cubiculum for 

funerary meals or other observances on the death-anniversary. 110 

A.-F. Leynaud, the primary excavator of the Sousse catacombs, 

counted 10,824 loculi in the three main Christian catacombs and 

several thousand additional burials under the gallery floors, but only 

a tiny percentage of these were decorated with mosaics. 111 Mosaics 

were used to cover tombs under the floors or caisson tombs (see p. 

43 infra) but were never set vertically to cover sealed loculi. The 

tomb mosaics were often situated in cubicula, such as the large, 

vaulted Cubiculum of Parthenope in the Catacomb of Severus (figs. 

2.9, 2.10) and the well-appointed family crypt in the catacomb of 

Hermes (figs. 2.11, 2.12, 2.13). 112 Mosaic was apparently used to 

mark the tombs belonging to wealthier families, distinguishing them 

from the thousands of modest, shelf-like loculi that lined the 

galleries. 

110 J. M. C. Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman World (Ithaca, N. Y., 1971) 240. 
See infra p. 207 and n. 482. 
111 Catacomb of the Good Shepherd: 4,980 loculi and approx. 2,000 tombs under the 
gallery floors. Catacomb of Hermes: 2,061 loculi and an undetermined number under 
the floors. Catacomb of Severus: 3,783 loculi and approx. 1,000 under the floors . 
CatAtr2 132, 265, 374. Leynaud recorded and/or lifted only 21 tomb mosaics. 
112 The Cubiculum of Parthenope comprised three vaulted aisles supported by arches 
carried on massive ashlar piers. Each aisle was 6.50 m. deep and approx. 2.0 m. wide. 
The piers measured 1.0 by 0.45 m. The distance from ground level to the apex of the 
arches was slightly more than 2.0 m.; from the ground to the vaulted ceiling of the 
aisles, approx. 3 m. (CatAfr2 372-74) . The cubilicum of Hermes measured 3.0 by 
2.70 m. with a ceiling height of 2.0 m. in the center of the room (CatAfr 228). 
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Hvpogea 

The geological conditions that made the Sousse catacombs 

possible also favored the excavation of hypogea, private or semi

private underground funerary chambers. 113 Christian hypogea have 

also been found in Africa Proconsularis at Carthage and Furnos 

Minus. 114 Virtually nothing was recorded about the dimensions, 

layout or decoration of the Sousse hypogea. Still, it seems likely 

that like the cubicu/a in the catacombs, hypogea were an expensive 

and exclusive burial setting and so were favored by more well-to-do 

Christian families. The tomb mosaic of Pascasius (no. 177), found in 

the Oued Laya road hypogeum, is among the largest and most elegant 

of the Byzacena tomb mosaics. The mosaics in the family hypogeum 

of M. Eustorgius Heraclamon Leonides (nos. 173, 174, 175) are 

characterized by their pretentious epitaphs and by the lavish use of 

expensive glass tesserae. 

113 Toynbee (supra n. 110) 234. 

114 The hypogeum of Asterius, a subterranean room shaped like a miniature basilica, 
was discovered in the Sa'ida area on the outskirts of Carthage. The excavators found coins 
of Maurice Tiberius (578-82) beneath the pavement. The hypogeum of Redem(p)tus, 
a similar basilica-shaped structure of Byzantine date, was found on the site of the Lycee 
de Carthage. N. Duval and A. Lezine, "La chapelle funeraire souterraine dite d'Asterius a 
Carthage," MEFR 71 (1959) 339-57; "Necropole chretienne et baptistere souterrain 
a Carthage," CahArch 10 (1959) 78-79; 95-99, figs. 16, 18; N. Duval, "Etudes 
d'architecture chretienne nord-africaine," MEFRA 84 (1972) 1100-1101 and fig. 
11 . The hypogeum of the Bloss(i)i at Furnos Minus was a large, square, vaulted 
underground room with eight arcosolia in the walls: Furnos Minus. 907-15, figs . 22-
23. For the hypogeum of Flavius Valens at Damous el Karita, Carthage, see P. Gauckler 
in BAG 1897, 447-48, no. 275; lnvMos 11, 874; CIL VIII, no. 25040. 



TABLE 2. CONTEXTS OF TOMB MOSAICS IN BYZACENA 

probable context number percentage 

church building 120 64.5% 

open-air cemetery 23 12.4% 

catacomb 21 11.3% 

hypogeum 5 2.7% 

unknown 17 9.1% 

TOTAL 186 100% 

To summarize, tomb mosaics have been found in a variety of 

contexts in Byzacena. Most come from churches, but open

aircemeteries and catacombs also produced significant numbers 

(Table 2). A church burial could be either an isolated, privileged 

tomb or one of many burials in a cemetery basilica. In both cases 

placement of tombs near a deposit of relics was desirable. 
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CHAPTER THREE: FORMS, MATERIALS AND TECHNIQUES 

In this chapter we turn to examine the physical and technical 

aspects of the tomb mosaics. Our first concern will be to define the 

three basic forms or categories: the primary floor-level mosaic, the 

secondary floor-level mosaic and the mosaic attached to a caisson 

tomb. Next we will investigate the materials from which the 

tesserae were manufactured and the techniques used in laying them. 

Finally, we will propose that the majority of the Byzacena tomb 

mosaics were prefabricated. A detailed hypothesis will be 

presented describing how prefabrication may have worked in 

practice, and directions for further research will be suggested. 

The Byzacena tomb mosaics come in three basic forms. Most 

common (79% of the identifiable examples) are mosaics laid at floor 

level directly over tombs. These mosaics covered burials in simple 

rectangular tombs cut into floors (formae), burials in stone 

sarcophagi and tombs built of tiles or stone slabs. 11 5 Mosaics in 

this form were seldom larger than 2.0 x 1.0 m., with children's 

mosaics smaller. 116 When a tomb was cut through an existing 

115 The simple forma is the most common tomb type associated with tomb mosaics in 
Byzacena. In the Sousse catacombs formae were hollowed directly out of the tufa floors 
of the galleries and cubicu/a (e. g. no. 150). There are seven recorded examples of stone 
sarcophagi (nos. 32, 36, 48, 52, 60, 63, 73). Other tombs were constructed of tiles 
(nos. 49, 16), masonry (nos. 71, 73) or tiles combined with stone slabs (no. 66). 
116 The largest tomb mosaic for a man is no. 89 (Mactar), measuring 2.29 x 1.045 m. 
The largest for a woman is no. 3 (Bou Ficha) measuring 2.0 x 0.95 m. Tomb no. 184 
(Hadjeb el A"ioun) was reportedly 2.2 x 3.2 m., but this may be an error (see catalogue 
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mosaic pavement and covered with a floor-level tomb mosaic, the 

artisan usually took care to repair the surrounding pavement. An 

example is no. 121 from Sidi Abich, where the mosaicist repaired 

damage to a scene of marine life caused by the intrusive tomb (figs. 

3.1, 3.2). Several floor-level tomb mosaics laid side by side could 

form a continuous pavement, as at Lamta (fig. 2. 7). 

Seventeen per cent of the identifiable examples are tomb 

mosaics covering caisson tombs. These are distinguished by 

rectangular boxes of solid masonry (caissons) built over the grave, 

generally rising between 20 and 35 cm. above floor level. The 

caissons did not contain human remains, which were buried below 

ground. Caissons were often built into a corner or against a wall in 

a church or catacomb cubicu/um. Mosaic-decorated caisson tombs 

usually had all the visible surfaces covered with mosaic. In a 

caisson tomb from Thina now reconstructed in the Sfax Museum the 

tomb mosaic proper covers the upper surface and mosaic rose 

garlands decorate one short and one long side (no. 181, fig. 3.3; CD 

181 and 181 det). Tomb mosaics on caisson tombs tend to have long, 

narrow proportions, frequently between 2.5:1 and 3:1. This reflects 

the typical dimensions of the caissons, which were narrower than 

the formae. 

The third form is the secondary tomb mosaic, of which eight 

examples are known from Byzacena. 117 This form appears only in 

entry) . No. 178 (Sousse) , a complete mosaic for the tomb of a five-year-old child, 
measured 0.96 x 0.42 m. 
117 Th t . I f · · · e ype Is a so ound In relatively small numbers outside of Byzacena, for example 
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the context of burials inside church buildings. When a building was 

renovated, new mosaic pavements were often laid, covering or 

destroying any tomb mosaics or inscribed tomb slabs in the original 

floor. The epitaphs were sometimes preserved (usually in abbrev

iated form) by being incorporated into the pattern of the new mosaic 

pavement. Because the artisans wanted to preserve the overall 

patterns of their pavements, secondary tomb mosaics were usually 

small, 118 although in rare cases, a secondary mosaic can be as large 

as a primary mosaic. 119 A secondary mosaic--even a large one-

may be distinguished readily from an intrusive primary mosaic 

because the technique of the tomb mosaic and the surrounding 

pavement will be homogenous, the tomb mosaic will fit neatly into 

the pattern of the pavement and there will be no evidence of repair 

(CD 064+065). 

Ninety per cent or more of the tesserae used in the Byzacena 

tomb mosaics were of natural stone. A limited range of stones with 

the appropriate color, hardness, fracturing and polishing 

characteristics was available to the mosaicists in the region. The 

most famous of these was marmor numidicum (also known as 

giallo antico), quarried in the hills around Simitthu (modern 

at Hippo Regius: MFAP figs. 7, 8 and Tebessa: P.-A. Fevrier, "Nouvelles recherches 
dans la salle trefle de la basilique de Tebessa," BAAlg 3 (1968) 177-78, fig. 7. The 
two tomb mosaics of Hostrildis from Bir el Knissia 2 at Carthage (infra n. 500) may 
have been primary and secondary mosaics for the same individual (Bardo Museum A333 
and A334). 
118 

E. g., no. 64 (0.585 x 0.25 m.); no. 65 (0.595 x 0.63 m.). 
119 As in the case of the pair of mosaics for Quadratianus from Uppenna, no. 38 
(primary) and no. 61 (secondary). 
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Chemtou) in western Proconsularis (CD COLORMAP or fig. 1.1 ). 120 

Marmor numidicum was known to Pliny in the first century after 

Christ and it appears as one of the most expensive luxury marbles in 

Diocletian's Edict on Prices of 301. 121 A very fine-grained incipient 

marble, the Chemtou stone varies in color from cream to butter

scotch, with veins of raspberry .122 It is found at archaeological 

sites throughout Proconsularis and Byzacena, often as shaped pieces 

of opus sectile. Another readily identifiable stone used widely in 

the Byzacenian mosaics is the violet limestone from the quarry at 

Djebel Oust, about 36 km. south of Carthage (CD COLORMAP or fig . 

1.1 ).123 White marble, which appears only occasionally in the 

Byzacena mosaics, may have originated at the quarries of Djebel 

lchkeul (about 20 km. south of Bizerte), Djebel Hairech (just east of 

Chemtou) or Cap du Garde in modern Algeria. 124 White, gray, olive

green and pink limestones probably came from local sources in 

12° For a brief introduction to the quarry site, see H. G. Horn "Die antiken Steinbruche 
van Chemtou/ Simitthus," in H. G. Horn and C. Ruger, eds. Die Numider: Reiter und 
Konige nordlich der Sahara. Rheinisches Landesmuseum Bonn. Ausstellung 29. 11. 
1979 - 29 . 2. 1980 (Bonn, 1979) 173-80. 
121 HN 5. 2. Edictum Diocletiani et collegarum de pretiis rerum venalium 31 . 3 
(ed. Giacchero I, 210-11). The price set in the Edict was 200 denarii per sq . ft ., 
making it the third most expensive of 19 marbles listed. The only costlier stones were 
Egyptian red porphyry and Peloponnesian green porphyry, both at 250 denarii per sq . 
ft . 200 denarii would have bought 2 modii of wheat (approx. 17.5 liters) at the 
regulated price. See also R. Gnoli, Marmara romana (Rome, 1971) 14-16. 
122 R. Bullard, "The Environmental Geology of Roman Carthage," in Carthage II , 21-
22. 

123 Gnoli, Marmara (supra n. 121) 227. Bullard, "The Environmental Geology" 
(supra n. 122) 21. 
124 Bullard , "The Environmental Geology" (supra n. 122) 22, 25. 
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Byzacena. 

We do not know for certain how the mosaicists obtained their 

supplies of non-local stones. The workshops may have bought stone 

directly from the quarries, getting bargain prices for small or 

defective pieces unusable for architectural purposes, or they may 

have obtained waste from local stonemasons' or sculptors' work

shops or scavenged pieces of revetment or opus sectile from ruined 

buildings. 

The mosaicists of Lamta workshop 1 and Sousse workshop 2 

frequently used brilliant glass tesserae of yellow, orange, red, blue 

and green (CD 082, 083, 144, 147, 150, 153). The workshop at Sfax 

and Sousse workshop 3 used glass sparingly (for example, in no. 95 

there is only one glass cube in the entire panel). The technique of 

making glass tesserae either survived or was revived in the 

Byzantine period, as the group of mosaics from Mactar demonstrates 

(nos. 88-90, CD 088, 089, 090). 

Gold glass tesserae are extremely rare in the surviving African 

tomb mosaics. 125 The unique instance from Byzacena is no. 52 

(Chigarnia), in which the epitaph (now lost) and the cross were exe

cuted in gold glass (CD 052). 126 The rarity of gold presents a 

contrast with the lavish use of gold in the wall and vault mosaics of 

church buildings in Italy in the fifth and sixth centuries. 127 Gold 

125 Gold tesserae were used for the inscription on the tomb mosaic of Alogiosa from Sidi 
Ben Hassen: R. Cagnat in .6AQ. 1907, cclxxv-cclxxvii ; lnvMos II, no. 513. 
126 Gold may also have been used in the symbol of no. 90 (Mactar) but this cannot be 
determined for certain without cleaning and closer inspection. 
127 For the use of gold glass in the Italian mosaics, see P. Nordhagen, "The Technique of 
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glass tesserae were probably simply too expensive for most of the 

families who commissioned tomb mosaics in Byzacena. Also, as a 

practical matter, gold glass tesserae are less durable than stone or 

normal glass, and this no doubt discouraged their use in outdoor 

cemeteries or indoors in places where they would have been worn by 

foot traffic. 128 

Bright red or red-orange ceramic tesserae are present in 

mosaics from Mactar (nos. 88-90, CD 088, 089, 090), Chigarnia (nos. 

55, 61, 66, CD 055, 061, 066), Sbeitla (no. 91, CD 091) and Sidi 

Abich (nos. 121, 125, 126, 129, 130, CD 121, 125, 126, 126det, 129). 

Because all of these are datable to the last quarter of the fifth 

century or later, it seems that the use of ceramic is a late pheno

menon. The ceramic cubes were probable substituted for a non-local 

red stone that became scarce in the later Vandalic and Byzantine 

periods. 

The size of tesserae is another useful chronological criterion. 

The earlier mosaics (fourth and first half of the fifth century) 

generally used cubes measuring from 0.5 to 1.0 cm. on a side. 129 

These include the products of the Sousse and Sfax workshops as well 

Italian Mosaics of the Fourth and Fifth Century," Antichita Altoadriatiche 13 (1978) 
259-65 . 

128 Gold tesserae are composed of a thin sheet of gold foil sandwiched between two layers 
of glass. As a result, the tesserae degrade more rapidly from the effects of moisture, 
temperature variation or abrasion . I. Roncuzzi Fiorentini , "Les smalts a fond d'or et 
d'argent dans les mosa·iques anciennes," ICAM 111.2, 563-70. 
129 Especially fine are nos. 96 (Sfax) , 116 (Sfax?) and 137 (Sousse) . The Mactar 
workshop is an exception. Although nos. 88-90 clearly belong to the Byzantine period , 
the tesserae used are consistently between 0.5 and 1 .0 cm. This workshop is also 
exceptional in its use of glass tesserae. 
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as the single mosaics from Thina, Skhira, Hammamet and Boutria. 

Later mosaics, such as those of the Sidi Abich workshop, Chigarnia 

workshops 4, 5 and 6 and the single panels from Thala and Bir Bou 

Rekba (Siagu), generally used tesserae from 1.0 to 1.5 cm. on a side 

and occasionally larger. 13O 

Because the same basic selection of stones was available 

throughout Byzacena, the color "palettes" used at the major sites 

are fundamentally similar (fig. 3.4) . Still, certain workshops and 

individual pieces may be characterized by their use of color. An 

unusual feature of the Sousse mosaics is the use of two distinct 

whites: one marble, one limestone. 131 The artisans of Workshop 1 

at Lamta preferred bottle green and turquoise glass to the gray

green or olive stone widely used in the region (nos. 82, 83, CD 082, 

083). No. 105 from Sfax (CD105, 105det) employs a very striking 

palette with a profusion of yellows and a total absence of green. 

The palette in no. 116 from Sidi Abich (CD 116) is also distinctive: 

red dominant, no yellow, green used only very sparingly. 

The care taken by the artisan in sorting his tesserae also 

affected the appearance of the finished product. Compare two 

mosaics from Chigarnia which share the same basic palette: pink 

and red tesserae are mixed indiscriminately in no. 69, while in no. 

13 the pink and red were carefully sorted and used as distinct 

130 The coarsest tesserae are found in the mosaic of Blandin us from Thala (no. 179). 
131 The feature is present in nos. 144, 145, 159, 160, 163, 174, 175, 177 and 178. 
It also present at Skhira in a panel (no. 133) that otherwise has little in common with 
the Sousse mosaics. 
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colors. Similarly, in no. 32 the artisan made no attempt to sort his 

lime-stone cubes into green and gray, but in no. 20 the two shades 

were separated and used in different parts of the composition. 

Close observation of how the tesserae are laid in each mosaic 

can be useful in identifying workshops and making chronological 

judgments. The most obvious technical difference is the spacing of 

the tesserae, which can be tight or loose, depending on the expertise 

and care of the individual artisan. Roughly contemporary panels can 

sometimes differ considerably in the spacing of the cubes, as for 

example nos. 28 and 49, both from Workshop 2 at Chigarnia. 

However, the very loose spacing in certain mosaics which, judging 

from context, iconography and letter forms, belong near the end of 

the series (e. g. nos. 128, 130) may be a symptom of a general 

decline of technical standards among the last generations of 

artisans. 

Another noteworthy technique is the use of guidelines in the 

mosaic inscriptions. With the help of a straightedge the artisan laid 

horizontal rows of cubes, then used these as guidelines when laying 

the letters of the epitaph. In the early tomb mosaics from the 

Sousse catacombs, these guidelines were always made with the 

same tesserae as the background around the letters (white or light 

gray). 132 In tomb mosaics of the fifth century and later, the 

132 Nos. 17 4 and 175 from the hypogeum of Eustorgius present an interesting variant. 
In these two mosaics, two different stones were used for the white tesserae. In no. 174 
white marble was used for the guidelines, white limestone for the background. In no. 
175 this technique was reversed , with limestone used for the guidelines and marble for 
the background. 
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guidelines were more often laid in colors that contrasted with the 

light background, such as pink, red, green or black. In the dated tomb 

mosaics from the Mauretanias, the use of contrasting guidelines 

appears in the first quarter of the fifth century. 133 

Workshops and perhaps even individual workers may be 

identified by their idiosyncratic techniques. For example, the fancy 

lettering in no. 153 (Sousse), in which each stroke is composed of a 

double row of multicolored tesserae, is unlike anything else found in 

Byzacena (CD 153). In order to effect smooth transitions between 

colors, artisans sometimes laid tesserae in the "checkerboard" 

technique. 134 For example, in the ribbon border of no. 46 from 

Chigarnia (CD 046), the mosaicist laid a row of red tesserae, then a 

checked row of red alternating with pink, then a row of pink. The 

other "side" of the undulating ribbon has a similar pattern of green, 

green and yellow checked, yellow. This technique, which com

pensates for a limited palette and creates a naturalistic effect, 

appears occasionally at Sousse and in Phase la at Chigarnia, but 

seems to have been forgotten by later artisans. 

Forty years ago Noel Duval advanced the hypothesis that some of 

133 Cartennae (Tenes): Anonymous tomb dated 412. Marrou, "Mosa"iques chretiennes 
de Tenes," 229, figs. 3-4. Columnata (?) (Waldeck-Rousseau): tomb dated 463. P. 
Cadenat, "Vestiges paleo-chretiens dans la region de Tiaret," Ubyca 5 (1957) 96-97, 
fig. 8. Sertei (Kherbet Guidra): tomb dated 467. ECTM no. 447. Castellum Tingitanum 
(Orleansville): tomb dated 468. ECTM no. 456, fig. 60. Tomb dated 474. ECTM no. 
455, fig. 60. 

134 This technique goes back at least to the second century in the African mosaic 
tradition. See, for example, the ichthyocentaurs from the Baths of the Marine Thiasos at 
Boutria (ca. 130): MANA 248, Acholla no. 2. Color plate in M. Fantar et al., La 
mosa'iQue en Tunisie (Paris and Tunis, 1994) 31. 
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the African tomb mosaics were prefabricated in the workshop rather 

than laid directly in situ. 135 The prefabrication of sections of 

mosaic pavements has since been demonstrated in several studies, 136 

but the application of this technique to the North African funerary 

mosaics has not been widely discussed. In theory, prefabrication 

would offer three distinct advantages. First, the artisans could work 

at a table in a comfortable, well-lighted workshop, rather than on 

their knees in a gloomy catacomb or church or exposed to the 

elements outdoors. Second, errors could be corrected before the 

mosaic was permanently set in its mortar bed. Third, a prefabri

cated mosaic could be laid quickly after the burial. In the case of an 

indoor church burial, this would minimize the inconvenience to 

worshippers and clergy. 

The following is a hypothetical sequence for the prefabrication 

and installation of a tomb mosaic. Stage 1: A relative of the 

deceased commissions the mosaic from the workshop. He or she 

provides the facts for the epitaph (name, age, date of death) and 

agrees with the master on the general appearance of the mosaic and 

the price. Stage 2: Before the burial, work on the mosaic begins. 

The artisan chooses a wooden or terra cotta tray of appropriate size 

135 Kelibia 233-34. 
136 See David Johnston, "The Prefabrication and Removal of Mosaics in Roman Britain," 
ICAM 111.2, 525-30. R. Ling , "Against the Reverse Technique," ICAM V.1, 77-88, fails 
to distinguish between the "reverse technique" and the method of prefabrication outlined 
above, which would account for the many misplacements and misalignments of mosaic 
panels noted by scholars (85-88) . Ling follows J. Haswell , The Thames and Hudson 
Manual of Mosaic (London, 1973) 149-50 in using the term "double reverse technique" 
(77, n. 3) which is a misnomer, as the image is never reversed. 
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for an adult's or a child's tomb. He then spreads a layer of moist 

clay over the bottom of the tray and sketches the epitaph out in the 

clay so that the letters will be properly spaced (ordinatio). He then 

lays the mosaic in the tray exactly as it will appear on the tomb (the 

moist clay holds the cubes in place as work proceeds). When the 

mosaic is complete in its tray, the master checks for errors, which 

are corrected if necessary, and the customer approves the finished 

piece. Stage 3: The mosaic is covered with a sheet of fabric 

impregnated with water-soluble animal glue. When the glue dries 

the mosaic adheres to the fabric support. The clay in the bottom of 

the tray is allowed to dry, making it easier to lift the tesserae away 

from the clay matrix. Stage 4: After the deceased is buried and the 

grave is filled workers prepare the mortar bed for the tomb mosaic 

and transport the tray containing the mosaic to the burial site. 

When the mortar bed is ready workers lift the mosaic out of the 

tray, brush off any dried clay adhering to the bottom, and lay the 

mosaic in the wet mortar. Stage 5: Once the mortar has set and 

dried thoroughly, the fabric support is drenched with hot water and 

peeled away, revealing the mosaic. Final scrubbing and polishing 

with sand remove traces of glue. 

Duval noted a curious detail in a tomb mosaic from the Church 

of the Priest Felix near Kelibia. The symbol panel and the upper 

right border are distorted, although all of the tesserae appear to be 

solidly embedded (fig. 3.5). This distortion was not caused by 

careless modern lifting, because it is visible in photos of the mosaic 
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in situ. 137 It appears to be the result of an accident that occurred 

while the mosaic was still glued to its fabric support: the workers 

either botched the initial laying of the mosaic or disturbed it later 

while the mortar was still wet, perhaps by carelessly stepping on 

it.138 

Four of the Kelibia tomb mosaics were placed against walls in 

such a way that the epitaphs were inverted from the viewer's 

standpoint--they seem to have been laid "upside-down."139 The 

placement of two mosaics from phase lb at Chigarnia presents the 

same oddity (fig. 3.6). 140 These inverted epitaphs at Kelibia and 

Chigarnia also point to prefabrication. Tradition demanded that the 

Christ-symbol at the top of the mosaic be placed over the head of 

the deceased. 141 In tomb mosaics in which the epitaph runs 

lengthwise it was normal practice to begin each line of the epitaph 

at the top of the mosaic, just to the right of the Christ-symbol. 

Thus when a burial was placed against a south wall with the head to 

the west, an exception needed to be made to the usual orientation of 

the epitaph in order to make it legible. An example of such an 

exception may be no. 178 from Sousse (CD178) in which the lines of 

137 Kelibia no. 20, pp. 190, 234, pis. XXVllla, XXXIVb; MFAP 36-38, fig . 15. 
138 Ibid. 234. 

139 Kelibia 184, no. 3, pis. Ila, XXVlllb; 186-87, no. 9, pis. Xe, XXIXb and c.; 188, no. 
14, pl. XXXc; 190, no. 19, pl. XXXc. Locations shown in plan, fig. 16. 
140 The positions of the mosaics of Felicitas and Filocalus (nos. 56, 57) are confirmed 
by a photo in the Bardo Museum collection which shows the mosaics in situ (fig . 7.8). 
141 I know of no exception to this rule in North Africa, although complete data on the 
orientation of both the tomb mosaic and the body are available for only a small 
percentage of the burials. 
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the epitaph begin at the foot of the mosaic. 1 42 It is very difficult to 

imagine how a mosaicist working directly at a grave site could have 

failed to make this adjustment and deliberately laid an epitaph so it 

would be inverted in respect to any potential viewer. It is much 

easier to understand how an artisan prefabricating a mosaic in the 

workshop could have failed to adapt a standard design to the 

intended location of a tomb (if indeed he would have known the 

precise location in advance). 

Certainly not all the Byzacena mosaics were prefabricated. For 

example, nos. 128 and 130 (Sidi Abich) appear to be joined, as if they 

were laid directly at the same time, despite the minimum of 61 days 

separating the dates of death (fig. 3.7). The abysmal quality of these 

two mosaics also argues against prefabrication. Secondary mosaics 

were all undoubtedly laid directly together with the decorative 

pavements to which they belong. Caisson-tomb mosaics may have 

been put together with a combination of prefabrication and the direct 

technique. Prefabricated panels may have been used for the upper 

surfaces of the caissons, as is suggested by the excellent quality of 

the work in some examples, while the simpler designs on the sides 

and ends could have been executed in situ (CD 181 det). 

There is unfortunately no published information on the mortar 

beds of North African tomb mosaics. Attention to this detail in 

future excavations may make it possible to determine whether 

certain mosaics were laid in situ or prefabricated. The uppermost 

142 This mosaic was found at the Lycee Technique de Sousse. Unfortunately no 
information about the findspot was not recorded. 
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mortar layer would appear homogenous under a prefabricated tomb 

mosaic, while the mortar beds of mosaics laid directly may contain 

two or more sections of slightly different color or consistency, 

corresponding to the work accomplished in each session (giornata 

di lavoro) . Evidence of painted or incised sketch lines (sinopie) in 

the mortar beds would prove conclusively that the associated 

mosaics were laid directly. 143 Careful examination around the 

edges of the mortar beds may reveal impressions of fabric supports, 

confirming the prefabrication method outlined above. The most 

urgent desiderata for future publications are accurate section 

drawings showing the relationship between tomb mosaics, bedding 

layers and associated burials. 

143 For sinopie in Roman mosaics, see C. Robotti, "Una sinopia musiva negli scavi 
nuovi di Pompei ," in Mosa·ique: Recueil d'hommages a Henri Stern (Paris , 1983) 311 -
14, pis. CC-CCII; idem, "Una sinopia musiva pavimentale a Stabia," BdA 58 (1973) 
42-44; P. Blankenhagen, "Two Roman Villas at Francolise , Prov. Caserta. Interim 
Report on Excavations 1962-1964," PBSR 33 (1965) 62; D.S. Neal , Roman Mosaics 
in Britain (Gloucester, 1981) 20, 62, no. 26 (Gloucester) and 96, no. 69 (Rudston) . 



CHAPTER FOUR: TYPOLOGY AND STYLE 

Epitaphs, borders, images and symbols, the discrete visual 

elements of a tomb mosaic, can be arranged in only a limited number 

of ways. In the Byzacena tomb mosaics there are just five formats , 

which provide a basic typology based on design. In this chapter we 

will first present this typology, then analyze the figural mosaics 

and the border patterns in order to acquire some additional 

chronological reference points and to help distinguish between the 

output of individual workshops. 

Formats 

The simple format features just two elements, the epitaph 

and the border (pl. 18). In the bipartite format (pl. 19) the epitaph 

is joined within the border by a Christ-symbol , usually placed at the 

top of the mosaic, over the head of the corpse. The tripartite 

format (pl. 20) adds a second symbol , usually at the foot of the 

mosaic. In the medallion format (pl. 21) the Christ-symbol is 

omitted or reduced in size and the epitaph is contained within a 

medallion at the top of the mosaic. In the large-image format (pl. 

22) the Christ-symbol and the epitaph are both reduced, usually 

occupying only about one quarter of the mosaic. The remaining space 



provides a field for a single large picture, most often a human 

figure . 

The simple format is the earliest. It occurs in Byzacena only 
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in the Catacombs of Severus and Hermes at Sousse and in phase la at 

Chigarnia (Table 3). The epitaphs in these simple-format mosaics 

display several early features, such as brief formulas, classic letter 

forms and the absence of abbreviations. The simple-format mosaics 

from Byzacena are very similar to the series of tomb mosaics from 

Setif dated between 378 and 408. 144 

The bipartite and tripartite formats developed directly from 

the simple format. Mosaic no. 144 from the Sousse catacombs (fig . 

4.9, CD 144) is in most respects similar to the simple-format 

mosaics, but the short epitaph is complemented by a Christogram 

set in a plain circle, an early example of the bipartite arrangement. 

The mosaicist was obliged to use extra-large letters and to stretch 

the epitaph to fill the rectangular field. The tripartite format was 

an improved design. With the addition of a third element, the 

mosaicist could center the epitaph in the composition, fill the 

"leftover" space and provide visual balance for the Christ-symbol. 

By the second quarter of the fifth century the tripartite format 

seems to have become standard at most sites, with the bipartite 

usually reserved for children's tombs (nos. 20, 29, 42, 43, 52, 62, 

112, 132, 148, 151, 169) and for mosaics with unusually long 

epitaphs (nos. 90, 91, 94, 121, 175). 

144 M1i.f. nos. A 19 (A. D. 378), B38 (392), B3 (396), B5 (397), B47 (398), B36 
(401), B14 (402), B15 (404), B19 (404-408). 
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TABLE 3. FORMATS OF TOMB MOSAICS IN BVZACENA 

format sites nos. total 

simple Sousse 138, 139, 140, 142, 143, 146, 147 
(primary) 

Chigarnia 18, 19, 23 10 

bipartite Sousse 144, 145, 148, 149, 150, 151, 153, 158, 
162, 163, 169, 171, 175 

Chigarnia 17, 20, 29, 42, 43, 52, 55?, 62, 63, 66, 67 

Lamta 75?, 79?, 82, 84, 85?, 86 

Sfax 94, 109, 112, 119? 

Sidi Abich 121, 128, 131 

Bou Ficha 3, 4, 5 

other sites 1, 8, 90, 91, 132, 133 46 

tripartite Chigarnia 16,24, 27,31,32,34,36,37,38,39,40,41, 
44,45,47,48,49,56,57,58, 60 , 61,69,70 

Sfax 92, 95, 107?, 110, 117, 120 

Sidi Abich 124, 126, 127, 129, 130 

Sousse 141, 173, 174, 177, 178 

Thina 181, 183 

other sites 71, 74, 89, 184? 46 

large Sfax 96, 103, 105, 106?, 113?, 116 
image Boutria 6 

Thala 179 8 

medallion Chigarnia 11, 25, 51 3 

unclassified & secondary 2, 30, 64, 65, 123, 125, 137, 154, 172 9 

unknown 63 

TOTAL 185 
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The medallion format is problematic. It appears only at 

Chigarnia in three mosaics which are known only from old drawings 

and photos (pl. 21 ). However the format is fairly well documented 

outside Byzacena, for example in the tomb mosaic of a Vandal from 

Carthage (fig. 4.21 ), and a series of Vandal-era mosaics from Hippo 

Regius. 145 The format does not appear to be related to the simple

bipartite-tripartite series, but is an independent development, 

perhaps a translation into mosaic of a type of stone funerary 

inscription in which the epitaph is enclosed in a medallion (fig. 

4.22).146 

The large-image format is also relatively rare in Byzacena, 

appearing only at Boutria, Sfax and Thala (pl. 22) . Outside the 

province, the site of Thabraca (Tabarka) produced about thirty large

image mosaics (e. g., figs. 4.28, 5.76, 5.77) and isolated examples 

are known from Kherbet Guidra and Carthage. 147 The large image is 

usually an orant figure, but there are exceptions, for example no. 

145 Carthage, Bir El Knissia 2: mosaic of Vilimut: lE.QQ Ill, no. 396; S. Stevens and J. 
Richerson, "Between Caesar and Mohammed: Uncovering Christian Carthage," Minerva 
5.1 (1994) 33, fig . 6. Hippo: mosaics of Dagilius, Valilu, Anastasia, Egyptius et al. 
Maree, Hippone 66-83. West aisle: nos. 2-7, plan p. 68, photos pp. 69 (b and c), 77 
(a), 79 (b). East aisle: no. 3, photo p. 92; color pl. after p. 86 (b) (all dated by Maree 
to the Vandal period). An isolated example comes from Thabbora (Ain Mziger): lnvMos 
II, no. 453; ECTM no. 1. 

146 Illustrated in fig. 4.22 is !.EC.C. Ill, no. 60 (from Carthage). 
147 Tabarka: R. Du Coudray La Blanchere, Tombes en Mosa"igue de Thabraca (Paris, 
1897); P. Gauckler, "Mosa"iques tombales d'une chapelle de martyrs a Thabraca," 
MonPiot 13 (1907) 174-227; M. Alexander, "Mosaic Ateliers" (supra n. 3) 1-11. 
Additional references: MFAP 87. Kherbet Guidra: lost tomb mosaic of Romanilla (dated 
by year of the provincial era to 444): A. Heron de Villefosse in .BAC. 1888, 435, pl. 
XIII; plate reprinted in Sfili1 fig. 146. Carthage, Bir Ftouha basilica: "mosa"iques a 
personnages" found accidentally in 1889, presumably destroyed. lnvMos 11, no. 792. 
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179 from Thala, where a tall cantharus occupies the field (fig. 4.27, 

CD 179), or the well-known mosaic of Ecc/esia Mater from Tabarka 

(Thabraca), where the field is filled with a large representation of a 

basilica church. 148 The large-image format again appears to be 

independent of the simple-bipartite-tripartite series. 

Formal anaysis of the orant mosaics 

The orant figures in the large-field mosaics may be usefully 

compared with figures in secular, decorative mosaic pavements, 

some of which are more closely dated on stylistic or archaeological 

grounds. The girl in no. 96 from Sfax (fig. 4.29, CD 096) has an oval 

head with a volumetric coiffure that forms a peak in the center of 

her forehead. Her nose is sharply angled and beaky, her mouth a 

narrow horizontal slit with short vertical lines defining the corners. 

The head shape, hairstyle, prominent nose and narrow mouth find 

parallels in the head of Venus from the Maison de l'Ane at Djemila 

(Cuicul) (fig. 4.30). The Djemila Venus cannot be earlier than the 

second half of the fourth century, based on pottery finds from a 

sondage beneath the pavement of the room. The style and icon

ography suggest a date at the beginning of the fifth century. 149 

The boy in no. 116 (Sfax) bears a strong family resemblance to 

148 Bardo Museum A3O7: Yacoub, ea.rdQ4 40. 
149 Toilet of Venus mosaic from the Maison de l'Ane, Room XI. M. Blanchard-Lemee, 
Maisons a mosa"igues du guartier central de Piemila (Cuicul) (Aix, 1975) 47-84, 220, 
pl. II (dated "debut Ve siecle"). MANA 256, Djemila no. 1c, pl. 151 (dated "end of 
fourth or beginning of fifth century [or later?])." 
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the horseman in the falconing scene from Bordj Djedid, Carthage, 

which scholars have generally ascribed to the fifth century (figs. 

4.31, 4.32, CD 116).150 Each figure has a triangular head and a cap

like hairstyle forming an uninterrupted curve over the forehead. The 

huge, drooping eyes are formed of a slightly curved upper lid, a 

semicircular lower lid and a large pupil/iris set high to produce an 

upward gaze. This distinctive, exaggerated eye may reflect the 

influence of imperial coin portraits of the first quarter of the fifth 

century (figs . 4.33. 4.34), which circulated widely in Africa. 151 

The heads of the female orants in no. 6 (CD 006det) and no. 105 

(fig . 4.35, CD 1 0Sdet) are ovals enclosed by lines of dark cubes. The 

tendency to define the head with a simple outline rather than grad

uated modelling is characteristic of African mosaics of the later 

fifth and sixth centuries. These two orants share other facial 

features. Large, lenticular eyes with white showing all around the 

pupil/iris and high, strongly curved eyebrows give them alert ex

pressions. The noses are long and nearly vertical, the mouths 

narrow and straight with a short horizontal line below defining the 

hollow between the lower lip and chin. All of these features are 

150 Bardo Museum, inv. 3576. M. Yacoub, Le Musee de Bardo (Tunis, 1970) 118, fig. 
128 (dated to the fifth century). MANA 251, Carthage no. 9, pl. XIX, fig. 42 (dated 
"fifth century") . M. Ennaifer dated the mosaic to the Vandal period without explanation 
in M. Blanchard-Lemee et al., Mosaics of Roman Africa (New York, 1996) 182. He 
probably based his opinion on the distinctive, bell-bottomed pants worn by the 
horseman, but wearing pants while riding was not exclusively a Vandal fashion . See G. 
Ville, "Recherches sur le costume en Afrique romaine: Le pantalon ," ~ 2 (1967-
1968) 139-48 and pis . 1-20. 
151 Fig. 4.33: gold multiple of Honorius, Ravenna mint. J. P. C. Kent, The Roman 
Imperial Coinage X (London, 1994) no. 1318. Fig . 4.34: gold solidus of Honorius, 
Ravenna mint, A. D. 422. Ibid. nos. 1331, 1332. 
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mirrored in the head of Leda from Ouled Haffouz and the faces of the 

spectators in the circus mosaic from Capsa (figs . 4.36, 4.37). 152 

The figures in nos. 96 and 116 do not entirely lack the poten

tial for movement. The tunica worn by Quiriacus in no. 116 (CD 

116) is semi-transparent, revealing the outline of the boy's lower 

body. The right foot is solidly planted and turned slightly outward; 

the left heel is raised with the toe pointed down and foreshortened. 

The right leg is straight, with the right hip cocked outward; the left 

leg is relaxed with the knee flexed. The head is turned slightly to 

the right. Taken together, these visual clues add up to a fairly 

credible approximation of a classical contrapposto pose. 

The tunica in no. 96 (CD 096) is opaque and the weight-

bearing foot is not clearly distinguished from the "free" foot, but 

the mosaicist provides other clues that allow the viewer to read the 

pose. The stripe (c/avus) on the proper right side of Rogata's 

garment is vertical and nearly straight, but the stripe on her left is 

distinctly curved. The stripes reflect the position of the body 

underneath: the vertical corresponds to the line from the right 

shoulder to the right (weight-bearing) leg, the curving stripe traces 

the arc from the left shoulder to the left hip to the left (free) leg. 

The pose is completed by the turn of the head to the right, which is 

152 Ouled Haffouz is situated about 90 km. northwest of Sfax. The Ouled Haffouz 
pavement was tentatively dated to the sixth century by its discoverer, N. Jeddi: "Une 
mosai"que inedite d'Ouled Haffouz (Tunisie) ,'' 1.QAM IV, 277-78, pl. CLXXXI. Capsa 
mosaic: Bardo Museum A 19. Color photo in M. Fantar et al.. La mosai"gue en Tunisie 
(supra n. 134) 183. Dunbabin dated it "? sixth century." MANA 261 , Gafsa no. 1, pl. 
78. 
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more pronounced here than in no. 116. 

The figures in no. 6 (Boutria) and no. 105 (Sfax) are 

fundamentally different (CD 006, 105). In no. 6 Natalica's feet are 

splayed unnaturalistically parallel to the picture plane. In no. 105 

Aurelia's right foot is turned out and her left foot is raised with the 

toe awkwardly pointed and out of contact with the ground-line. The 

garments are opaque in both cases, and the surfaces provide no 

information about the underlying poses. In no. 6 the figure is 

encased in a stiff, bell-shaped tunica with c/avi that converge 

symmetrically from the hemline to the chest then curve slightly 

over the shoulders. In no. 105 Aurelia's body is concealed behind a 

rectangular, box-like tunica, with clavi that are parallel and 

nearly vertical. In each case the forearms, raised in the orant 

gesture, seem to emerge directly from the waist, without any 

organic connection to upper arms or shoulders. The eyes stare 

directly at the viewer from strictly frontal heads. 

To generalize broadly, figural style in the arts of the Western 

Empire in the fifth and sixth centuries tends to move away from 

naturalism and three-dimensional illusionism toward the two

dimensional , the abstract and the iconic. In this art-historical 

context, it is tempting to see nos. 6 and 105 as further along the 

continuum than nos. 96 and 116, and thus later in date. This 

approach must be used cautiously, especially for provincial art, 

which does necessarily parallel developments in the capitals. Here, 

however, we are considering works in the same medium from a 
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fairly narrow geographical area. Moreover our analysis of the style 

and technique of the heads points in the same direction as our 

analysis of the figures and poses. Finally, other factors, such as the 

letter forms in no. 6 and the use of glass tesserae in the inscription 

of no. 105 (see catalogue entries) confirm the impression that these 

mosaics are not contemporary with the other two. 

Analysis of border patterns 

The borders of the tomb mosaics were drawn from the common 

Late Roman repertory of repeating patterns. Despite the banality of 

these patterns, if approache.d critically they can provide some useful 

clues for dating the mosaics. The repertory was for the most part 

established by the beginning of the third century, and the borders 

remained in use continuously or were recycled intermittently until 

the very end of mosaic production in North Africa. Still, the pop

ularity of particular patterns waxed and waned, and we can identify 

certain borders that were especially popular region-wide at certain 

times. For example, the right-angled Z-pattern 153 (fig. 4.43) was 

the most common border in the Sousse catacomb mosaics (nos. 141, 

158, 159, 162, 163, 166, 167, 169, 171, 172). This border is 

documented in several mosaics from Thuburbo Maius, Carthage and 

Thina dated to the fourth and early fifth centuries. 154 The two-

153 The terms used to identify border patterns follow C. Balmelle et al., Le Decor 
geometrigue de la mosa"igue romaine (Paris, 1985). 
154 Thuburbo Maius: CMT 11.3, no. 258A, pl. LXV (Secteur des Protomes), dated "after 
the first quarter of the fourth century." .G..MI. 11.3, no. 272C, pl. XVII, fig. 2 (Secteur du 
Trifolium), dated "second half of the fourth century?" CMT 11.2 no. 156, pl. XIV 



strand guilloche (fig. 4.44), the second most common border at 

Sousse (nos. 139-141 ), appears in a fourth-century pavement from 
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El Djem and in tomb mosaics from Setif, Kelibia and Haidra dated to 

the end of the fourth or the beginning of the fifth century. 155 The 

undulating ribbon appears just once in the surviving tomb mosaics of 

Sousse (no. 160, CS 160), but it provides a stylistic link to the 

production of Chigarnia (no. 46, fig. 4.42, CD 046) and Lamta (nos. 

74, 80, 86, CD 074, 080). The undulating ribbon border also appears 

on a tomb mosaic from Setif dated 401 and on several tomb mosaics 

from Furnos Minus and Kelibia dating to the end of the fourth and the 

first half of the fifth centuries. 156 Similar ribbons border 

(Thermes d'Ete), dated "second half of the fourth-beginning of fifth century ." (All 
dates according to Ben Abed Ben Khader, based on archaeological context) . Carthage, Bir 
el Jebbana: tomb mosaic of Victoria. l.E.Q.Q. Ill, no. 436, dated to the extreme end of 
fourth or first half of the fifth century (L. Ennabli). Thina: pagan tomb mosaics of 
Numitoria Saturnina and lulius Serenus (Sfax Museum). MANA 273, Thina no. 6e, dated 
"probably late third to early fourth c." by Dunbabin. Color photo in Blanchard-Lemee 
et al., Mosaics of Roman Africa (supra n. 150) pl. so. 
155 El Djem: mosaic of Dionysos with a lizard (Bardo Museum inv. 2402). MANA 258, 
El Djem no. 12a, fig. 68. Dated by Dunbabin: "second half of the fourth c." Color photo 
in Blanchard-Lemee et al., Mosaics of Roman Africa (supra n. 150) fig. 78b. Setif: 
tomb mosaic no. A 19, (dated by provincial era to 378); tomb mosaic no. B15, fig. 95 
(dated by provincial era to 404) . ~ 79, 89-90, figs . 77, 95. Kelibia : Kelibia nos. 
13, 45 (Duval's Type I--end of the fourth-beginning of the fifth century). Haidra: 
funerary mosaic from the eastern cemetery near the Basilica of Candidus. Duval , 
Epigraphie. 300-301, fig. 33 (dated "end of 4th century?"). 
156 Furnos Minus: 1) Tomb mosaic of Bloss(i)us (Bardo Museum A259). Dated 
"second quarter of the fifth century" by Alexander on the basis of style and letter forms 
(EQIM no. 6). M. Cintas and N. Duval, "Basiliques et mosa"iques de Furnos Minus," 
MEFRA 90 (1978) fig. 8: dated "end of fourth-first half of the fifth century" (p. 
949) . 2) Fragmentary tomb mosaic: Cintas and Duval , fig . 27 , dated as (1 ), ibid . 
Kelibia: Kelibia no. 14, pl. XXX, c. (type 11--fifth century). Setif : Setif no . B36, fig. 
117 (dated 401). Additional examples from the same series: nos. AS, A6, A9, B11, 
B13 (figs. 72, 68, 71 , 89 , 92). 



66 

decorative pavements of the later fourth and first half of the fifth 

centuries at Carthage, Djebel Oust, Thuburbo Maius, Sidi Ghrib, 

Moknine and Djemila. 157 In the Maison du Viridarium a Niches at 

Hammamet, all three patterns--right-angled Z, two-strand guilloche 

and undulating ribbon--are present in the borders of the phase II 

mosaics, dated by archaeological context to the second half of the 

fourth century. 158 In the Djebel Oust bath complex we find all three 

together in the same pavement, dated to the fourth century by M. 

Fendri. 159 At Thuburbo Maius the three patterns again appear in the 

same mosaic pavement, which should also be dated to the fourth or 

fifth century. 160 In sum, an analysis of the border patterns of the 

157 Carthage, Damous el Karita region: Venus mosaic (Carthage Museum). MANA 254, 
Carthage no. 44. J. Richerson, "From the Floor to the Wall: Mosaics from Carthage 
from the Fourth Century BC to the Seventh Century AD," Minerva 5.4 (1994) 53, figs. 
13-14 (fourth century). Djebel Oust baths, corridors le and Id: M. Fendri, "Evolution 
chronologique et stylistique d'un ensemble de mosa"iques dans une station thermale a 
Djebel Oust (Tunisie),'' in IGAM I, 166, fig. 17 (end of fourth century). Thuburbo 
Maius: Secteur du Trifolium, antechamber XX. GMT 11.3, no. 284, pis. XXVI, LXIII 
(second half of the fourth century?). Sidi Ghrib baths, frigidarium: A. Ennabli, "Les 
thermes du thiase marin de Sidi Ghrib (Tunisie),'' MonPiot 68 (1986), 41-42, pl. 
XIII (not before the very end of the fourth century, based on stratified pottery evidence) . 
Moknine: charioteer mosaic. M. Yacoub, "La mosaique de Lahmimine et le theme 
africain des chevaux de cirque affrontes," in lC.AM IV, 225-56, pl. CLXIX, 1 (fifth 
century). Djemila, Maison d'Hylas: Blanchard-Lemee, Majsons a mosaj"gues (supra n. 
149) 173, pl. XLIII (end of the fourth-beginning of the fifth century); MANA 256, 
Djemila no. 5 (late fourth century or later). 
158 A. Ben Abed ben Khader, "Les mosaiques de la Maison du Viridarium a Niches a 
Pupput (Tunisie)," in IGAM IV, 266-71, pl. CLXXIII, 1 and 3 (niches A and F); pl. 
CLXXVIII, 2 (cubiculum XII). Date: pp. 269-70. 
159 Fendri, "Evolution chronologique" (supra n. 157) 163, fig. 6 (Room 2) . "Style 
intermediare" between Fendri's third style (end of the third-first quarter of the fourth 
c.) and his fourth style (second half of the fourth c.). 
160 Maison aux Communs, Cubiculum XXII. GMT 11.3, 100, 116-17, no. 322A, pl. 
XLIX. The stratigraphic context gives a terminus post quem of the first half of the third 
century (p. 100) but this pavement seems to be considerably later. 



Sousse tomb mosaics points to a date for the group in the second 

half of the fourth or first half of the fifth century--a date range 

that is supported by other chronological indicators (see chapter 

seven). 
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The dentilled fillet (fig. 4.38) was a much-used border in 

African mosaic workshops of the third century. The precise, un

assertive, bichrome pattern was the perfect frame for large, 

polychrome, figural compositions like the famous mosaic of Vergil 

and the Muses from Sousse or the Perseus and Andromeda from Bulla 

Regia. 161 In the fourth century the border continued in use, both for 

decorative pavements, such as the mosaic of the charioteer Eros 

from Dougga, and for pagan funerary mosaics, such as the one that 

covered the tomb of Q. Papirius Fortunatianus at the same site. 162 

In the later fourth and early fifth centuries the dentilled fillet 

border began to be used in Christian contexts, such as in the phase la 

martyr mosaic at Chigarnia (CD x02), a tomb mosaic from Setif 

dated 402 and a tomb mosaic from Lamta dated 428 (no. 86). 163 At 

Kelibia the border appears several times in the tomb mosaics of 

Duval's "Type I" (end of the fourth-beginning of the fifth century) 

161 Bardo Museum A226: MBNA 269, Sousse no. 12 e, fig. 130 (dated ca. 200-210 by 
Dunbabin). Bardo Museum A390: ibid. 250, Bulla Regia no. 3b, fig. 9 (dated mid
third century). 
162 Bardo Museum A262: MBNA 256, Dougga no. 1, fig . 88 ("second half of the fourth 
century"). Bardo Museum A389: MBNA 257, Dougga no. 9, fig. 136 ("fourth 
century"); Yacoub, .6.ar.d..Q.4 84. 
163 For the phase la martyr mosaic at Chigarnia seen. 444 infra. Setif: ~ no. B14, 
fig. 94. Lamta: see catalogue entry no. 86. 
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but it is absent from the later "Type II" (fifth century). 164 The 

border appears to become less common in the production of the 

African mosaic workshops after the first half of the fifth century. 

This supports the dating of the Sfax workshop--where the dentilled 

fillet is common--to before circa 450. 

An undulating ribbon with alternately upright and inverted 

lotus flowers forms the borders of the second martyr mosaic (CD 

x03) and tomb mosaic no. 60 in phase 1 b at Chigarnia. This specific 

version of the pattern , in which the ribbon is reduced to a simple 

undulating line rather than being represented illusionistically, is 

found in several fifth-century pavements , including the mosaic of 

confronted lions from Carthage, the mosaic of Theodoulos from 

Sousse and the hunt mosaic from the Maison Bir Ennahal at 

Kelibia. 165 The border is also common in the tomb mosaics of 

Kelibia, especially in Duval's "Type II" (fifth century). 166 

The jewelled band that forms the border of no. 63 (Chigarnia 

workshop 4, fig . 4.49, CD 063) is familiar to all students of Late 

Antique and Byzantine mosaics. Comparanda from Africa include the 

border of a tomb mosaic from Setif dated 471, the border of the 

"Dame de Carthage" mosaic (date much debated, but certainly not 

164 Kelibia nos. 5, 7, 17, 21, 38, 41. For the typology and proposed dates, ibid. pp. 
238-43. 

165 Carthage: Bardo Museum inv. 3574. M. Fantar et al. , La Mosa'igue en Tunisie 
(supra n. 134) 107; Yacoub, Bardo4 256-57, fig. 186. Sousse: D. Parrish , "The 
Mosaic of Theodoulos from Sousse (Tunisia)," AntAfr 16 (1980) 229-39. Kelibia : M. 
Enna'ifer, "Etat de la recherche dans la domaine de la mosa'ique en Tunisie ," ICAM IV, 
238-39, pl. CLIX, 2. 
166 Keljbia 242-43, e. g. nos. 3, 15, 30, 50. 
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before the fifth century), the border of the Marriage of Amphitrite 

mosaic from Djemila (Cuicul) and the border of a tomb mosaic from 

Henchir Sokrine (both fifth century). 167 The earliest well-dated 

example of this border type in the West is in the mosaic on the 

intrados of the triumphal arch of Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome (ca. 

432-440). 168 The border type also appears in several of the famous 

wall mosaic ensembles from Ravenna, including the Archepiscopal 

Chapel (circa 494-519) and the Arian Baptistery (end of the fifth

early sixth century).169 

A different version of the jewelled band forms the border of 

no. 89 from Mactar (fig. 4.50', CD 089). Here the circles and poised 

squares representing gems alternate with horizontal trifids against 

167 Setif: ~ no. 812, figs. 90~91. "Dame de Carthage" (Carthage Museum): MANA 
251, Carthage no. 8, pl. 135 ("early fifth century [? or sixth]"); color photo in M. 
Fantar et al., La Mosaigue en Tunjsie (supra n. 134) pp. 10-11; additional references 
in De Carthage a Kairouan: 2000 ans d'art et d'histojre en Tunisje (Paris, 1982) 
200-201. Djemila, Marriage of Amphitrite (border only): Blanchard-Lemee, Maisons 
a mosaigues (supra n. 149) 118-19, pis. XXIX-XXX. Sokrine: Bejaoui, "A propos des 
mosaiques funeraires d'Henchir Sokrine" (supra n. 9) 329-36, pl. V. 
168 H. Karpp, Die fr0hchristljchen und mittelalterlichen Mosajken in Santa Maria 
Maggiore zu Rom (Baden-Baden, 1966) pis. 27-28. The jewelled band border also 
appeared in ambulatory vault 6 in the church of Santa Costanza, Rome (assuming the 
accuracy of the sixteenth-century drawing reproduced by H. Stern, "Les mosa"iques de 
l'eglise de Sainte Constance a Rome," QQ.E. 12 (1958) 192-93, figs. 28-29), but 
recent excavations have called into question the traditional mid-fourth century date: D. 
Stanley, "Sant'Agnese, Santa Costanza, and the Mausoleum of Constantina," AJ.A 97 
(1993) 308; idem, "New Discoveries at Santa Costanza," QQE. 48 (1994) 257-61. 
169 Archepiscopal Chapel: F. w. Deichmann, Ravenna, Hauptstadt des spatantiken 
Abendlandes (Wiesbaden, 1969-89) I, figs. 193-94; 111, figs. 220-23, 228-29. 
Arian Baptistery: ibid. Ill, figs. 249, 251. In the East, compare the border of the apse 
mosaic of Hosios David, Salonica: color photo in L. James. Light and Colour in Byzantine 
Art (Oxford, 1996) pl. 58. Also the outer border of the mosaic inscription of the 
Bishop John in the exonarthex of the basilica at Sandanski, Bulgaria (first half of the 
6th c.?): R. Hoddinott, Bulgaria in Antigujty (New York, 1975) 287-90, pl. 175. 
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a red background. This border type was very popular in the Byzantine 

province of Arabia in the second half of the sixth century. 170 It was 

probably introduced into Africa from the East after the Byzantine 

conquest of Africa in 533. 

To summarize, in the Byzacena tomb mosaics there are five 

basic design formats, which we have named simple, bipartite, 

tripartite, medallion and large-image. The simple format is the 

earliest, and from it developed the bipartite and tripartite. The 

large-image and medallion formats seem to have developed indepen

dently. These five formats are not unique to Byzacena, but may be 

recognized readily in tomb mosaics from the other North African 

provinces. The figures in the large-image mosaics may be compared 

stylistically to each other and to figures from decorative pavements 

of the fifth and sixth centuries, helping to narrow the chronology of 

this small group. Comparisons of borders must be handled carefully, 

but some dating evidence may be gleaned from border patterns which 

had limited periods of popularity in our region. 

17° Khirbat al Mukhayyat, Church of Saints Lot and Procopius (ca. 557): M. Piccirillo, 
The Mosaics of Jordan (Amman, 1993) 164-65, figs . 202, 210, 213; M. Avi-Yonah , 
"Une ecole de mosa"ique a Gaza au sixieme siecle," l.QAM II , 377-82, pl. CLXXXII, 1. 
Khirbat al Mukhayyat, Upper Chapel of the Priest John (565): Piccirillo, op. cit. 174, 
figs. 228, 230. Mt. Nebo, Theotokos Chapel (603-68): Ibid. 151, fig. 200. Umm al 
Rasas, Church of the Bishop Sergius (587/88) : Ibid. 234-35, figs. 331, 363. Umm 
al Rasas, Church of the Lions (ca. 574 or 589): Ibid. 236, figs. 377, 379. Gerasa, 
mosaic from a provate house: J. Crowfoot, "The Christian Churches," in C. Kraeling, 
Gerasa, City of the Pecapoljs (New Haven, 1938) pl. LXXXIVb. 



CHAPTER FIVE: ICONOGRAPHY 

Studying the iconography of the Byzacena tomb mosaics serves 

two purposes. First, although very few of the mosaics are closely 

dated, we can tighten the chronology by iconographic comparison with 

other African mosaics, with stone inscriptions and with objects in 

other media. Second, the images and symbols, analyzed in terms of 

Early Christian beliefs and funerary practices, offer insights into the 

cultural meanings of the tomb mosaics. 

Aniconic mosaics 

The absence of a cross, monogram or other Christian symbol 1s 

typical of the earliest Christian funerary mosaics at Set if, dated 

securely in the last quarter of the fourth century. 171 In Byzacena, 

aniconic mosaics are rare and are undoubtedly among the earliest in 

the region. They are found exclusively in the Sousse catacombs, nos. 

138, 139, 140, 142 (Catacomb of Hermes) and nos. 143 and 146 

(Catacomb of Severus). 

Monograms and crosses 

The conventional wisdom, based on the observations of the 

171 ~ nos. A17, A19 (both A. D. 378), 847 (389), 833, 834, 838 (all A. D. 392), 
8832 (393) 821 (394) 83 (396). All dated by provincial era . 
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French scholars Stephane Gsell and Paul Monceaux around the turn of 

the century, holds that the Christ-symbols were introduced in the 

African mosaics in the following order: Christogram (fourth 

century), monogrammatic cross (second third of the fifth century), 

Greek cross (later fifth century), Latin cross (sixth century). 1 72 

This schema now needs refining. 173 It has become increasingly 

clear that new symbols did not replace the old in a linear progres

sion; rather, earlier symbols remained in use side-by-side with 

later ones. 174 Thus the choice of symbol can provide a terminus 

post quem for a particular mosaic, but never a bracket date. 

Moreover the generally accepted dates of introduction for each 

symbol must be revised in light of recent discoveries. 

The Christogram 

The earliest Christ-symbol in the North African tomb mosaics is 

the Christogram, a monogrammatic combination of chi and rho, the 

first two letters of Xpicn6c;. 175 The Christogram was first used in 

172 P. Monceaux, "Les inscriptions chretiennes de Carthage," Centenaire 1804-1904 
des Antiquaires de France (Paris, n. d. [1904]) 310-11; idem, HistLitt 111 (Paris, 
1905) 193-94; s. Gsell, Les monuments antiques de l'Algerie 11 (Paris, 1901) 115, 
n. 1; idem, "Chapelle chretienne d'Henchir Akrib," MEFRA 23 (1903) 23. 
173 N. Duval noted the need for caution already in 1956: "Mais on sait combien ces 
chronologies sont sujettes a caution . . . Les decouvertes contradisent chaque jour les 
idees reyues." "Nouvelles recherches d'archeologie et d'epigraphie chretiennes a 
Sufetula (Byzacene)," MEFRA 66 (1956) 291 n. 5. 

174 Mactar V, 170; Ha'idra I, 345-46; J. Ward-Perkins and R. Goodchild, "The 
Christian Antiquities of Tripolitania," Archaeologia 95 (1953) 77. In several African 
inscriptions we find "earlier" symbols coexisting with "later": e. g., IFCC Ill, no. 38 
(Christogram with mon. cross); .5.fil.if. no. B12, figs. 90, 91 (mon. cross with Greek 
cross); Duval, "Nouvelles recherches" (supra n. 173) 283-84, no. 8 (mon . cross 
with Latin cross) ; Mactar V, no. Ill 20, fig. 54 (Greek cross with Latin cross) . 
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Greek and Latin Christian inscriptions as an abbreviation for Christ's 

name .176 It appears in that role in many early stone inscriptions 

from the Mcidfa and St. Monica basilicas at Carthage and the Had

rumetum catacombs (fig. 5.1 ). 177 In three of the earliest mosaic 

epitaphs the Christogram replaces Christ's name in the genitive: IN 

PACE :t = in pace Christi (nos. 18, 26b, 147).178 In no. 26a 

(Chigarnia) the Christogram functions as an ablative: IN ~ = in 

Christo. 179 

In African stone inscriptions from as early as the second 

quarter of the fourth century, the Christogram began to appear at 

approximately the same scale as the other letters, but semantically 

unconnected to the text. 180 (fig. 5.2) At this point the Christogram 

took on the character of a symbol as opposed to an abbreviation. 

Once it had been severed from the text, the symbol was free to move 

175 QQ.6_ I, 441 (W. Horander and A. Weyl Carr) . .B..b.K I, 1047 (K. Wessel). QAQ.L 
111.1, 1481-1534 (H. Leclercq). The Christogram is also known as the "Constantinian 
monogram" but that name is misleading because the symbol was almost certainly in use 
in Christian inscriptions before the reign of Constantine the Great. See M. Sulzberger, 
"La symbole de la croix et les monogrammes de Jesus chez les premiers chretiens," 
Byzantion 2 (1925) 398-401 and M. Burzachechi, "Sull'uso pre-costantiniano del 
monogramma greco di Cristo," RendPontAcc , 3rd ser., 28 (1954-55) 197-211. 

176 Greek inscription from Phrygia: W. Buckler, W. Calder and C. Cox, "Asia Minor, 
1924. Ill: Monuments from Central Phrygia," JB..S. 16 (1926) 61-64, no. 183; 
Latin funerary inscription from Rome, dated by consuls to 323: 11..QY. no. 3257. 

177 Illustrated in fig. 5.1 is the epitaph slab of Fastiditus, on display in the Sousse 
Museum. Several similar instances may be found in 1.EQQ I and II. 

178 Cf . .!.!...QY no. 3263 (El Djem); 1EQQ I, no. 16 (Carthage). 
179 Cf. l.L.QY nos. 932a (Kasserine), 2447A (Henchir bou Said, near Tebessa). 
180 Dated examples: martyr inscription from Mediouna (Mauretania Caesarensis). 
Passio dated by provincial era to 329, inscription probably within two decades: .!..QQ.a 
sanctorum no. 191; QlL VIII, no. 21517. Epitaph of Aurelia Sabina, from Tingi 
(Mauretania Tingitana) dated by consuls to 345: .!.I...C.Y. no. 1470. 
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to a more prominent position, centered at the head (fig. 5.3) or less 

often at the foot of the epitaph. 1 81 

In a tomb inscription from Mactar (fig. 5.4) and a martyro

logical inscription from Kherbet oum el Ahdam dated 359 the 

Christogram is larger than the text letters, placed prominently at 

the top center and set off inside a circle. 182 This isolation and 

elaboration of the Christogram, related to its new function as a 

symbol, is parallelled in the Byzacena tomb mosaics in which the 

as abbreviation 

as symbol 

TABLE 4. THE CHRISTOGRAM 
Roman 
inscriptions 

1-L.QY 3257 (A.O. 323) 
1-L.QY 1545 (A.O. 331) 
lQ..!.IB IV, 10876; 
lQ..!.IB V, 14076, 
14427, 14544 

1-L.QY 1266 (A.O. 338) 
1-L.QY 1539 (A.O. 338) 
l.!...QY_ 4225 (A.O. 339) 
1-L.QY 2816 (A.O. 341) 
1-L.QY 2999 (A.O. 341) 
l.L..C.Y. 2819 (A.O. 343) 
ILCV 2817 (A.O. 344) 
il...C.Y. 1470 (A.O. 345) 
.LL..C.Y. 2602 (A .O. 346) 
1-L.QY 3001 (A.O. 347) 
l.C..!.IB 13299 (A.O. 353) 

African 
inscriptions 

RAfr 100 (1956) 
326 (A.O. 375); 
Libyca 1 (1953) 
167-68; l..!...QY 
932a, 2447A, 
3263; ~ I, 16. 

ill. VIII, 21517 
(after A.O. 329); 
lL..C.Y. 14 70 
(A.O. 345); Cl L 
VIII , 20600 
(A.O. 359); 
lE..Q_Q_ 111, 76 

African tomb 
mosaics 

18, 26 
(Chigarnia); 147 
(Sousse) 

144, 145, 148, 
149, 150, 151 , 
153, 156, 159, 
162, 163, 169, 
173, 177 
(Sousse); 8 
(Boutria) ; 68 
(Chigarnia) ; 75 , 
82 , 83 (Lepti
minus) ; 118, 120 
(Sfax) 

181 !E..Q.Q. Ill, no. 482 (illustrated). Similar: Mactar V, no. XI 2. Cf. tomb mosaic no. 
173 (Sousse). Symbol placed at foot of epitaph: ~ Ill, no. 486. 

182 Mactar V, no. XII 33; Loca sanctorum no. 157 (Louvre no. 3023) . 
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Christogram appears isolated within a circle (nos. 82, 83, 144, 145, 

148, 149, 156). A comparison of the dated inscriptions from Rome 

with the rare dated inscriptions from Africa (Table 4) suggests that 

the Christogram was in use in Africa as a symbol by the 340s. 

Alpha and omega 

The Greek letters alpha and omega 183 appear flanking the 

Christogram on dated inscriptions from Rome beginning circa 

360. 184 Presumably the appearance of these "apocalyptic letters" 

in African inscriptions was not long delayed. By referring the 

viewer to the scripture of Revelation, the letters add a new 

dimension to the symbol, one especially meaningful in a funerary 

context. They specify that the Christ symbolized by the Christogram 

is the Christ of the Second Coming: "I am the first and the last, and 

I am the living One; I was dead and now I am alive for evermore, and 

I hold the keys of death and Hades" (Rev. 1. 17-18), and again: "I am 

coming soon, and bringing with me my recompense to repay everyone 

according to what he has done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the 

first and the last, the beginning and the end" (Rev. 22. 12-13). 

The corona 

A second device used to elaborate the Christogram is the 

corona, a crown or wreath of foliage. The traditional Greco-Roman 

183 DACL 1.1, 1-24 (H. Leclercq). 
184 1Q.!.IB IV, nos. 11757 (A. D. 359), 12529 (367); 1Q.!.IB VI, nos. 16967 (360), 
15768 (367). 



emblem of the victorious athlete or conqueror, the corona sym

bolizes Christ's victory over death (John 16. 33) and alludes to the 

76 

promise of a similar victory for the faithful Christian: "Be faithful 

till death, and I will give you the crown of life" (Rev. 2. 10). 185 In 

the tomb mosaics of Byzacena the corona can be depicted with 

naturalistic laurel leaves (figs . 5.5, 5.6, 5. 7) or in a simplified form 

as a multicolored garland with serrated edges (figs. 5.8, 5.9, 5.10). 

The ends of a ribbon can appear at the bottom of the wreath in either 

the laurel corona or the simplified version. 

With the addition of the corona and the apocalyptic letters 

the elaboration of the Christogram was complete (Table 5). The 

earliest dated example of this complex symbol is an inscription 

from Rome dated 384. 186 In Africa, similar symbols are found on a 

tomb slab from Castell um Tingitanum (406) 187 and a tomb mosaic 

from Tenes (412) 188 (fig. 5.11 ). The Christogram with apocalyptic 

letters and corona became the standard symbol on the tomb mosaics 

of the early fifth century, appearing in the products of Chigarnia 

workshop 2 and Sousse workshop 3. 

185 Cf. I Thes. 2. 19; 2 Tim. 4. 8; I Cor. 9. 25; James 1. 12; I Peter 5. 4; Tertullian, ~ 
corona 15. 1 (ed . Borleffs, 1064-65) ; Ambrose De sacramentjs 1. 2. 4 (ed . Botte, 
62) . For more on the origins of the symbol and its adoption in Christian contexts , see 
K. Baus, Der Kranz in Antike und Christentum (Bonn, 1940) esp. 170-80 and T. 
Mathews. The Clash of Gods: A Reinterpretation of Early Christian Art (Princeton, 
1993) 163-67. 

186 l.LQY no. 2819A. 
187 Monceaux, Enguete no. 332; .CU.. VIII , no. 9715. 
188 H.-1. Marrou, "Mosa"iques chretiennes de Tenes," BAAlg 1 (1962-1965) 229, 
f igs. 3-4; J. Heurgon, Tresor de Tenes (Paris , 1958) no. 12. 
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Although the Christogram was largely supplanted by other 

symbols by the middle of the fifth century, it never passed entirely 

out of use in Byzacena and the surrounding region. 189 It appears, for 

example, on the mensa of Supserika and Arcura at Tebessa 

(Vandalic), on a Byzantine mosaic inscription from Carthage and on 

the enclosure of the Byzantine martyrium in Basilica II at Haidra 

(fig. 5.12). 190 

TABLE 5. THE ELABORATED CHRISTOGRAM 

Roman African African tomb 
inscriptions inscriptions mosaics 

(t0 ILCV 2819A CIL VIII , 9715 12, 13, 16, 17, 20 , 
(A .O. 384) ; (A .O. 406) ; 24, 27 , 28 , 32 , 34 , 
MusVat 295; BAAlg 1 (1962- 37 , 39-45, 47-50 , 
ICUR Ill, 9055; 1965) 229, figs . 70 (Chigarnia); 

(with apocalyptic IV, 12224 a & b, 3-4 (A. 0 . 412) ; 71 (Hammamet) ; 
letters and corona) 12415d, 12652; IFCC Ill, 502; 94 (Sfax); 158, 161 , 

V, 14254. Mactar X 11 ; 164, 171 (Sousse) ; 
RACrist 42 ACIAC VI fig. 8 
(1 966) 177-84, (Tenes) (A. 0 . 412) . 
fig . 1. 

The monogrammatic cross 

According to the conventional wisdom, the monogrammatic 

cross first appeared in African inscriptions in the second third of 

the fifth century. 191 This view has now been called into question, 

189 According to Ward Perkins and Goodchild , the monogrammatic cross went out of use 
entirely in the coastal cities of Tripolitania by the middle of the fifth c.: 'The Christian 
Antiquities of Tripolitania" (supra n. 174) 77. However, in Rome it was still in use 
during the reign of Theodoric: CIL XV, no. 1667. 

190 S. Lance!, "Necropole chretienne a Tebessa," Libyca 4 (1956) 327-31 , fig . 2. 
ECTM 34 and n. 2, no. 84. HaTdra I, 191-208, 346, figs . 182, 184a. 

191 Supra n. 172 and Skhira 55 and n. 168. 



at least implicitly, by L. Ennabli's publications of the Christian 

inscriptions of Carthage. Working primarily from a paleographic 

perspective, Ennabli dated several inscriptions accompanied by the 

monogrammatic cross before the second third of the fifth century, 

and one as early as the second half of the fourth century.192 

The conventional chronology is founded on questionable 

assumptions. The monogrammatic cross first appears in a dated 

inscription at Rome in 355 (Table 6) . Why a need there have been a 

delay of three quarters of a century before it reached Africa, 

especially considering that the Christogram was adopted in Africa 

shortly after its introduction in the capital? The difficulty stems 

from the rarity of dated Christian inscriptions in Africa. Most of 

the dated inscriptions come from the Mauretanias, where a 
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provincial era was used, and most are from the fifth and sixth 

centuries. 193 Dated inscriptions of the fourth century are virtually 

non-existent in the heartland of Roman Africa (Numidia, 

Proconsularis, Byzacena). This is not due to a shortage of 

inscriptions, but rather because no provincial era was in use in 

eastern Africa after the third century, and, unlike their counterparts 

in Rome, fourth-century African Christians almost never 

supplemented the calendar date with the consular year in tomb 

inscriptions. 

192 IFCC Ill, no. 60 (dated in the second half of the fourth c.); ~ I, no. 16 and IFCC II , 
nos. 116 and 146 (end of the fourth-beginning of the fifth c.). Also~ Ill , nos. 23, 
82, 255, 370, 383, 412 (end of the fourth-first half of the fifth c.). 

193 The Mauretanian era begins A. D. 39. See N. Duval, "Recherches," 246-47; DACL 
V.1, 375-80 (H . Leclercq). 
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So there is no compelling reason to accept the earliest dated 

appearance of the monogrammatic cross (A. D. 443) 194 as a point of 

reference for the introduction of the symbol in Africa. We can 

perhaps reach a better estimate of the true date of introduction by 

comparing the development of the symbol to the development of the 

Christogram. In African inscriptions the monogrammatic cross 

often appears without the corona or apocalyptic letters (figs. 5.13-

5.15) and in some instances it functions as a symbol within the text 

at the same scale as the letters (fig. 5.13), analogous to the earliest 

stage of the Christogram-as-symbol. Assum ing its evolution 

parallels that oj the Christogram, a date in the 360s or 370s would 

be a reasonable conjecture for the introduction of the monogram

matic cross in Africa. This would put the appearance of the symbol 

in Africa slightly later than its earliest documented appearance at 

Rome (355). 195 This date provides an approximate terminus post 

TABLE 6. THE MONOGRAMMATIC CROSS 

Roman African African tomb 
inscriptions i nscri ptio ns mosaics 

®+ .!.Q!J.R 1 , 1 25 l.EQQl,32; II , 93 , 95 , 96 , 105, 
(A.O. 355) ; 208 116; Ill , 23, 255 , 107, 110, 113, 
(A.O. 368) ; IV, 370,412 ; Mactar 116 (Sfax). 
12367 . X 7. 

(as symbol) 

194 Altava no. 157. 
195 ICUR I, no. 125 (= ILCV no. 4331). 



quern tor the tomb mosaics from Sfax that feature the simple 

monogrammatic cross (nos. 93, 95, 96, 105, 107, 110, 113, 116). 

Once introduced into Africa, the monogrammatic cross 
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probably followed a course that parallelled the evolution of the 

Christogram. After its earliest occurrences as a symbol within the 

epitaph, it migrated to an isolated position at the head or foot of the 

stone, where it was sometimes further set off within a circle (fig. 

5.15). The appearance of the complete symbol, consisting of the 

monogrammatic cross with the apocalyptic letters set within a 

corona, should probably be dated in the 390s, that is, about the 

same time as the introduction of the elaborated Christogram. This 

date range provides an approximate terminus post quern for the 

Byzacena tomb mosaics which feature the elaborated monogram

matic cross. 196 The proposed chronology for the Christogram and 

monogrammatic cross in North Africa is presented in Table 7. 

TABLE 7. CHRIST-SYMBOLS IN NORTH AFRICAN 
INSCRIPTIONS 

symbol introduced 

Christogram as abbreviation by the 330s 

Christogram as symbol 340s 

monogrammatic cross as symbol ca. 360-380? 

elaborated Christogram and 
ca. 390-400 

elaborated monogrammatic cross 

196 No. 1 (Beni Hassen); 4 (Bou Ficha); 12, 29, 36, 38, 54-60, 62, 67 (Chigarnia); 
78 (Lamta); 132 (Sidi Djedidi); 133 (Skhira); 167, 178 (Sousse); 
181, 183 (Thina). 
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It remains to discuss the motivation for the emergence of the 

monogrammatic cross. Since the two symbols were similar in 

meaning and form, why was the monogrammatic cross necessary, and 

why did it gain in popularity until it eclipsed the Christogram? The 

theories advanced to date are unconvincing. 197 I would suggest that 

the answer was pure expediency. The three intersecting lines of the 

Christogram presented difficulties for stonecutters--especially for 

the modestly skilled artisans of the Christian cemeteries, who often 

worked with inferior stone. By the second half of the fourth 

century, the Christogram seldom functioned as an abbreviation, so 

the accurate representation of the Greek letters was not important. 

Stonecutters simplified the three intersecting lines of the 

Christogram into the two intersecting lines of the monogrammatic 

cross and the new form gained popularity for the simple reason that 

it was easier to carve. It was quickly adopted in tomb mosaics, 

where its simpler form was no doubt also appreciated by the mosaic 

artisans. 

197 Tzaferis suggested that the monogrammatic cross "derived directly" from the rare 

symbol *--but he offered no evidence to support this idea: V. Tzaferis, Christian 
Symbols of the 4th Century and the Church Fathers (Ph. D. diss., Hebrew University, 
1971) 58. Black noted the use in some mid-third-century Egyptian papyri of a simi-

lar monogram in abbreviated forms of o-ta\lpo~ , e. g., a--P..o~. However, there is no clear 
connection with the Western, fourth-century use of the monogrammatic cross as a 
symbol for Christ. M. Black, "The Chi-rho Sign--Christogram and/or Staurogram?," 
in W. Gasque and A. P. Martin, eds .. Apostolic History and the Gospel: Biblical and 
Historical Essays Presented to F. F. Bruce on his 60th Birthday (Grand Rapids, Mich. , 
1970) 320-21 . Dolger observed that the Greek chi was sometimes written upright 
and suggested that the earliest function of the monogrammatic cross was as an abbrev
iation, but this does not appear to have been the case in Latin inscriptions in the West. 
F. Dolger, "Beitrage zu Geschichte des Kreuzzeichens Ill," JAG. 1960, 5-14. 
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The Greek cross 

The Greek cross or crux quadrata has straight arms of equal 

length that can widen slightly at the ends ("croix grecque pattee") . 

The Greek cross appeared in Africa during the Vandal kingdom, 

probably about the middle of the fifth century. The first securely 

dated example on an African tomb mosaic comes from Setif and is 

dated by the year of the provincial era to 471. 198 (fig . 5.16) Here 

the cross, set within a simplified corona, shares the space at the 

head of the epitaph with a monogrammatic cross. In her Carthage 

publications Ennabli attributes eleven inscriptions with Greek 

crosses to the Vandalic period. 199 At Altava, the Greek cross 

appears on a epitaph slab dated 530 (fig. 5.17).200 At Haidra and 

Mactar the Greek cross occurs frequently in inscriptions attributed 

to the Byzantine period, but rarely in inscriptions considered pre

Byzantine. 201 

The version of the Greek cross with short, thick arms found in 

the tomb mosaics of Mactar (nos. 88, 89, 90, CD 090) may be a late 

development. The closest parallel is on a slab from the St. Monica 

198 .s..e.tii figs. 90-91 . 
199 Five from the collection from Carthage intra and extra muros: 1E.Q.Q. 111, nos. 33, 
195, 227 (both sides) , 367, 607. Four from the St. Monica basilica: ~ I, p. 55, 
nos. 51, 67, 75, 79. One certain instance from the Mcidfa basilica: no. 181. (In the 
fragmentary no. 179 the symbol cannot be determined and the symbol in no. 212 is in 
my view a Latin cross). 

200 Altaya 202, no. 199. 
201 Duval considered only one inscription from Haidra with the Greek cross as possibly 
pre-Byzantine: Ha"idra I, 337-40, fig. 281; 526, no. 26 ("Groupe I ?, fin VeN/e 
s.") . At Mactar, Prevot attributed only three of 41 inscriptions bearing the Greek 
cross to the pre-Byzantine period: Mactar V, 169, 173-74, 245. 
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basilica, Carthage (fig. 5.18), which contains the epitaph of a Greek

speaking Eastern monk. The inscription is certainly Byzantine, 

perhaps belonging to the second quarter of the seventh century. 202 

The Latin cross 

In the Latin cross (crux immissa, crux capitata) the crossbar 

Is shorter than the upright and intersects it above the midpoint. The 

symbol appears at Rome as early as 392 and at Ravenna by the 

430s, 203 but it is rare in Africa before the Byzantine period. An 

undated inscription with a Latin cross from the Mcidfa cemetery at 

Carthage appears on paleographic grounds to be pre-Byzantine.204 

Latin crosses decorate the tomb inscription of Aprilia from Hippo 

Regius, dated 463,205 and the tomb mosaic of Billatica from Lamta 

(no. 74, CD 074), dated 468. After the conquest of 533 the Latin 

cross was disseminated more widely in the new Byzantine Africa, 

202 Pace Ennabli (l.EQQ I, no. 117). Complete photo in A.-L. Delattre, L'Epigraphie 
funeraire chretienne a Carthage (Tunis, 1926) 81 . The monk Xptcrxc.ovwc; was a native of 
[Ilo)p(l)\)pt◊c;, a town located probably situated between Canatha and Bostra. During the 
Arab conquest of Egypt and the East in the 630s, a flood of refugees, including many 
monks and nuns, were welcomed by George, the Praetorian Prefect of Africa (supra p. 
27, n. 88). Xptaxc.ovwc; may well have been one of these refugees. 

203 Rome: central medallion of a strigillated sarcophagus from the cemetery north of S. 
Sebastiano, dated by consuls. F. W. Deichmann, Repertorium der Christlich-antiken 
Sarkophage. Pt. 1: Rom und Ostia (Wiesbaden, 1967) I, 139, no. 240; II, pl. 54. 
Ravenna: carved impost blocks from S. Giovanni Evangelista (A. D. 424-34). 
Deichmann, Ravenna (supra n. 169) 11.1 , figs. 55-56, 58-60, 65 . 

204 l,EQQ 11, no. 6. 
205 I accept N. Duval's interpretation of ANNO XXIIII KARTAGINIS as referring to the 
24th year after the Vandal capture of Carthage, rather than to a notional Byzantine era of 
Carthage. See Duval, "Recherches," 252-56. 



appearing in funerary inscriptions at Carthage, Dougga, El Faouar, 

Hippo Regius, Haidra and Sbeitla. 206 

Processional cross 

The processional cross is a special type of Latin cross, a 

magnificent object of gold or silver designed to be carried in 
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liturgical processions (fig. 5.19).207 Images of processional crosses 

in mosaic or stone generally show the base, top and the ends of the 

horizontal arms flared (figs. 5.20, 5.21 ). Processional crosses are 

frequently jewelled (figs. 5.21, 5.22, 5.23), usually with alternately 

circular/oval and square/rectangular gems, and often the apocalyp

tic letters appear below the arms, imitating the metal letters 

suspended from chains on the actual crosses (figs. 5.22, 5.23, 

5.25).208 The processional cross should not be confused with 

206 Carthage: l.EQQ Ill, no. 277 (dated by indiction). Dougga: ~ no. 4427A adn.; Qll,, 
VIII, no. 27335 (dated by indiction). El Faouar: EI-Faouar 313-15, 325-26 (dated 
by indiction and reign of Heraclius, A. D. 613 or 628) . Hippo: Albertini , 8A.Q. 1928-
29, 90-92 (dated by indiction and reign of Maurice, A. D. 587). Haidra: Ha"idra no. 71 
(Duval's Group VI - beginning of the seventh c.?). Sbeitla: N. Duval, "Nouvelles 
recherches," (supra n. 173) 276-79, nos. 1-2, fig. 8, pl. VI, fig. 1 (both dated by 
regnal year of Justinian and indiction to 543; ibid. 283-84, no. 8 (dated A. D. 563); 
ECTM 35; l.LI no. 376; lL.QY. no. 1112; Duval, Egljses I, 124-25, 132-33. 

207 QQ.6. I, 553 (L. Bouras and A. Cutler). DACL 111.2, 3102-3104 (H. Leclercq). A 
rare surviving example of a silver processional cross from the sixth century 
(Istanbul, National Archeological Museum, no. 8051): E. Cruikshank Dodd, "Three 
Early Byzantine Silver Crosses," QQE. 41 (1987) 165-79, figs. 1-2; M. M. Mango, 
Silver from Early Byzantium: The Kaper Koraon and Belated Treasures (Baltimore, 
1986) 249-50, no. 76 (illustrated here as fig. 5.19). 

208 In addition to the examples illustrated, compare the following jewelled processional 
crosses with pendant alpha and omega: 1) mosaic from the newly-discovered baptismal 
font at Bekalta: N. Duval and N. Ben Lazreg, "Le baptistere de Bekalta," in Carthage. 
L'histoire, sa trace et son echo (Paris, 1995) 304-307; 2) tomb mosaic from the 
1938 excavations at Henchir el Msaadine: Furnos Minus 905-07, 949, no. 1, fig. 20; 
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another type of jewelled cross, the monumental cross, which 

generally has taller, slimmer proportions and lacks the pendant 

letters (e. g. the crosses in the apse mosaics of Sta. Pudenziana and 

Sta. Stephano Rotundo, Rome).209 The processional cross was in use 

as a symbol in the mosaic decoration of S. Vitale at Ravenna in the 

second quarter of the sixth century (fig. 5.22) and it was apparently 

intro-duced into the repertory of the African mosaicists 

immediately after the conquest of 533. 

Small crosses with serifs 

Another distinctive symbol is a small Greek or Latin cross that 

stands at the beginning or the end of an inscription. This cross is 

the same size as the letters of the inscription and features 

exaggerated perpendicular serifs at top and bottom and at the ends 

of the arms ("croix potencee'). The appearance of this small cross 

with serifs, whether in tomb mosaics (nos. 88, 89, 90) or in stone 

inscriptions (figs. 5.27, 5.28, 5.29), is a reliable indicator of 

Byzantine date. The type appeared at Rusguniae in 545 and at Bagai 

on a inscription concerning the construction of fortifications under 

Justinian. 210 It is common in Basilica I at Haidra, especially in 

3) mosaic from Thuburbo Maius, Bardo Museum A378: CMT II. 2, 59, no. 186B, pis. 
XXV, LIii (reversed); and 4) fresco from Naples, catacomb of S. Gaudioso: A. Grabar, 
Martyrium (Paris, 1946) pl. LI, 4. 

209 G. Matthiae. Mosaici medioevali delle chiese di Roma (Rome, 1967) pis. 36 , 103. 
210 Rusguniae: epitaph of Constantina. Duval , "Les Byzantins a Rusguniae," (supra n. 
79) 350-52; 358-59, fig . 5; l.J...QY. no. 234B. Bagai: Durliat, Dedicaces 42-44, no. 
16. Dated in the second prefecture of Solomon, A. D. 539-544. 



Duval's group Ill (third quarter of the sixth century) and group IV 

(end of the sixth century). 211 Ennabli considers the small Latin 

cross as the type symbol for her Group IV (second ensemble) at 

Carthage, attributed to the middle of the Byzantine period.212 

Inscribed Maltese cross 
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Another distinctive cross has flaring arms of equal length 

inscribed in a circle. This has been called by various names, 

including "croix byzantine pattee,"213 "croix en forme de 

rosace"214 and "compass-traced Greek cross,"215 but all of these 

have drawbacks. As the cross with equal, flaring arms is generally 

known as the Maltese cross, I prefer to call this symbol the 

inscribed Maltese cross. The form differs from the famous emblem 

of the medieval Knights of Malta only in that the ends of the arms 

are not forked but rounded to follow the interior curve of the 

enclosing circle. 

The inscribed Maltese cross in Africa is a purely Byzantine 

phenomenon. In Byzacena we find it in two late tomb mosaics at 

Sidi Abich (nos. 126, 131; figs. 5.29, 5.30), on the carved keystone of 

211 Ha'idra I, nos. 63, 66, 78, 79, 91 (Group 111); 108, 110, 111, 114, 115, 116, 
123, 137 (Group IV). Cf. nos. 301, 304, 307 (Basilica Ill) and 416, 417, 421, 436 
(Basilica IV). 

212 .l..E..Q.Q_ Ill, 37 and nos. 11 (front), 305, 308 (tomb mosaic), 318, 368, 405, 512, 
599. Cf.~ I, nos. 73, 90, 110, 111, 113 (both sides), 118 and~ II, nos. 181, 
297, 299, 300. 

213 N. Duval, "Nouvelles recherches," (supra n. 173) 285. 
214 Ha"idra 1, 340. 
215 Ward-Perkins and Goodchild, ''The Christian Antiquities of Tripolitania" (supra n. 
174) 75. 
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a arch from the Byzantine basilica of Dar el Kous at Sicca Veneria 

(fig. 5.31) and on a tomb marker from El Faouar (Belalis Maior) which 

bears an indiction date no earlier than 537.216 The cross on the 

tomb of Asterius from Lamta (no. 85) is more problematic, since it 

is preserved only in a nineteenth-century drawing (fig. 5.32). The 

drawing has some claim to accuracy, however, as it faithfully 

reproduces the surviving parts of tomb mosaics nos. 83 and 84. The 

cross form is recognizable as a common variant of the inscribed 

Maltese cross, found in Byzantine Africa on several official 

inscriptions (e. g. fig. 5.33, dated 578-82), martyrological 

inscriptions (fig. 5.34) and tombstones (fig. 5.35, not before 543), as 

well as in Byzantine metalwork (fig. 5.36).217 In this variant the 

216 Sicca Veneria (El Ket): Gauckler, BasTun pl. V and Loca sanctorum no. 45. The 
"pumpkin" semi-dome over the apse reflects Justinianiac architectural innovations, 
according to R. Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine Architecture4 (New York, 
1986) 275, fig. 238. El Faouar: EI-Faouar 316-18. This form of the inscribed 
Maltese cross appears elsewhere in the Early Medieval West in areas touched by 
Byzantine influence, for example at Aries, on a Frankish-period sarcophagus, 
illustrated in F. Benoit, "Le sarcophage de Lurs," CahArch 1 O (1959) 41 , fig . 17. 

217 Illustrated: dedicatory inscription from Henchir Sguidan (= fig . 5.33): Durliat, 
Dedicaces no. 27, fig. 16. Inscriptions from Bordj el Amri and Sbeitla (= figs. 5.34, 
5.35): Loca sanctorum no. 11, fig. 18 and no. 37, fig . 55. Silver cross (detail) 
possibly from Constantinople (= fig. 5.36): E. Cruikshank Dodd, "Three Early 
Byzantine Silver Crosses," (supra n. 207) fig. 8. Other examples in stone: Lepcis 
Magna: Ward Perkins and Goodchild, ''The Christian Antiquities of Tripolitania" (supra 
n. 174) pis. Xie, XXVc; Hippo Regius: .!.L.QY no. 495, C.l.L. VIII , no. 17414 (no earlier 
than 537); E. Albertini, .BAC. 1928-29, 91 and Duval, Epjgraphie, fig . 23 (A. D. 
587) ; Haidra: Ha"jdra I, no. 129, figs . 157-58 (not before 544); Sbeitla: N. Duval, 
"Inscriptions Byzantines de Sbeitla (Tunisie) 111 ," MEFRA 1971 , 433-35, no. VI , 13 
(A. D. 638?); idem, "Nouvelles recherches," (supra n. 173) 284-86, pl. V, 3 and Y. 
Duval, "Le Patrice Pierre, exarque d'Afrique? ," AntAfr 5 (1971) 213 and fig . 1 
(A. D. 637?); A. Merlin, Forum et eglises de Sbeitla (Paris , 1912) 31 -32, fig. 5; 
34, fig. 6 (not before 544); 39-40, fig. 8. In Byzantine metalwork: gold disk from 
Constantinople, M. C. Ross, Catalogue of the Byzantine and Early Mediaeval Antiquities 



flaring arms of the cross are defined by arcs, which may be drawn 

with a compass (figs. 5.33, 5.34) or freehand (fig. 5.35). 

Anchor. dolphin and fish 
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The anchor, dolphin and fish appear together in the elaborate 

panel which gives its name to the Catacomb of Hermes at Sousse (no. 

137). The three symbols constitute a coherent iconographic unit, 

and so will be discussed together. The image of an anchor with a 

dolphin twined around it was a fairly common decorative motif in 

the Hellenistic period. It appears four times at Delos on domestic 

floor mosaics dating to the end of the second or the beginning of the 

first century B. C. (fig. 5.37) and on the central medallions of silver 

bowls of similar date (fig. 5.38).218 The combination of the anchor, 

sign of the safe completion of a sea journey, and the dolphin, famous 

rescuer of shipwrecked sailors, probably originated as a maritime 

good-luck sign, then became a commonplace in the Hellenistic 

decorative repertory.219 In the Roman period it appears as the 

in the Dumbarton Oaks Collection (Washington, 1962) II, 33, no. 35, pl. XXVI. Small 
metal cross from the Ch. of SS. Silvanus and Fortunatus, Sbeitla: Duval, "Nouvelles 
recherches," (supra n. 173) 260, fig. 3. In mosaic: tomb mosaic of Dionisus from 
Salemi, Sicily (infra, n. ). 

218 Mosaics: P. Bruneau, Exploration archeologique de Delos XXIX: Les mosa'iques 
(Paris, 1972) no. 68F, figs. 55 and 57; 209-211, no. 166, fig. 135; 261, no. 228, 
figs. 211 and 213; 275, no. 261, figs. 228-229. Bowls: M. Pfrommer, Metalwork 
from the Hellenized East. Catalogue of the Collections, the J, Paul Getty Museum 
(Malibu, Cal., 1993) 22-26, figs. 17A, 17B (private collection), 110-115, nos. 1-
3 (Malibu). These pieces belong to a treasure that was looted and smuggled to 
Switzerland for sale; as a result all information about the provenience is lost. 

219 M. Pfrommer saw it as an emblem of the Parthian Arsarcid dynasty's conquest of 
former Seleucid territory, but this interpretation is very doubtful. (Pfrommer does 



reverse type in a series of Flavian coins minted at Rome220 (fig. 

5.39) and on terracotta lamps from Carthage.221 (fig. 5.40) 
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The combination of anchor and dolphin was perfectly suited for 

adoption as a Christian symbol. The stock and shank of the typical 

Roman anchor intersect at right angles and so recall the cross.222 

The maritime connotations of the anchor--hope, safety, arrival at a 

destination--make it an appropriate image of hope for salvation 

through Christ: "We have that hope as an anchor for our lives, safe 

and secure" (Hebr. 6.19). In the Roman catacombs starting in the 

second century the anchor was used as a cryptic Christian symbol, 

not show that the dolphin was an Asarcid dynastic symbol, does not establish that the 
Getty pieces were manufactured in Parthian territory and fails to account for the 
appearance of the symbol in a domestic context at Delos). Pfrommer, Metalwork 
(supra n. 218) 23-26. Dolphins were proverbial life-savers. Athenaeus, 
Deipnosophistae 13.606e (ed. Gulick, VI, 268-71) calls the dolphin ~cpov 
cptA.av8pro1t6ta-rov and tells the story of Koiranos, who was saved from a shipwreck by a 
dolphin (cited by P. Finney, The Invisible God: The Earliest Christians on Art [New 
York and Oxford, 1994] 203). The Greek bard Arion was supposedly saved in the same 
way (Herodotus 1.23-24; Hyginus, Fabulae 194 and Poetica astronomica 2. 17). His 
triumphant dolphin-back return to shore is depicted on a late third-century mosaic 
from Thina, now in the Sfax Museum (MANA 273, Thina no. 1a, pl. IX, fig. 17). A 
dolphin retrieved the body of Melicertes (Lucian, ~ - 19) and two dolphins rescued 
the martyr-saint Martinianus (Acta sanctorum II , 670, Februarius, caput IV, 16A-B). 
For more dolphin-rescues, ancient and modern, see R. Stenuit, "Dauphin mon cousin ," 
Neptune 85.1 (1967) 2-6. 

220 The symbol appears as an emblem/attribute of Neptune in a series of denarii and 
aurei issued at Rome soon after the eruption of Vesuvius in A. D. 79. See H. Mattingly, 
Coins of the Roman Empire in the British Museum II (London, 1930) lxxii-lxxii and 
H. Mattingly and E. Sydenham, Roman Imperial Coinage II (London, 1926) 114. 
Illustrated in fig. 5.39 is a silver denarius of Domitian, dated A. D. 81: Mattingly, op. 
cit., 302, pl. 59, no. 14 (reverse). 

221 J. Deneuve. Lampes de Carthage (Paris, 1969) pl. XU, no. 362, type IVA 
(Augustan-Claudian) . 

222 On ancient anchors, see P. Gargallo, "Anchors of Antiquity," Archaeology 14 
(1961) 31-35. 
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either in isolation or combined with other symbols .223 The dolphin 

appeared frequently in pre-Christian funerary art.224 Because of its 

soteriological associations it was natural to adapt the image to a 

Christian funerary context as a symbol of Christ the Saviour. In a 

Christian context, as for example on a engraved gemstone (fig. 5.41 ), 

the anchor and dolphin thus symbolize hope for salvation through the 

crucified Christ. 225 

The Sousse tomb mosaic adds a third element to this image: 

the school of fish that surrounds the central anchor and dolphin 

motif. The sea creatures swim from right to left through a wavy sea 

suggested by zigzags of olive green and black. The single fish in 

Early Christian iconography is usually a symbol for Christ,226 but 

where two or more fish are found together, each may represent an 

individual soul. 227 This image takes its biblical authority from 

223 0 . Marucchi, Christian Epigraphy (Cambridge, 1912) pl. II, nos. 2, 4, 5, 8. J. P. 
Kirsch, Catacombs of Rome (Rome, 1947) figs. 549-56, 558, 563, 573-83. 
Sulzberger, "La symbole de la Croix" (supra n. 175) 377-81. 

224 Dolphins in pre-Christian funerary art: see for example F. Cumont, Recherches 
sur la symbolisme funeraire des romains (Paris, 1942, repr. 1966) pl. x 
(Aquincum), fig . 25 (Walbersdorf); E. Goodenough, Jewish Symbols in the Greco
Roman Period (Princeton, 1953-68) I, 12, pl. 12 and fig . 10; H. Herdej0rgen, 
"Girlandensarkophage aus Ostia," in Roman Funerary Monuments in the J, Paul Getty 
Museum 1 (Malibu, Cal., 1990) no. 1391 , figs. 1b and c. 

225 o. M. Dalton, A Catalogue of Early Christian Antiguities and Objects from the 
Christian East in the Department of British and Mediaeval Antjguities and Ethnography 
of the British Museum (London, 1901) pl. II , no. 4 (red jasper). 

226 E. g. in the famous IX8Yl: acrostic: Orac, Syb, 8. 217-50 (ed. Geffcken, 153-57) ; 
Augustine. Pe civ. Pei 18. 23 (Loeb ed. V, 440-51); Paulinus of Nola, .EJ2._ 13. 11 (ed . 
Hartel, 92-93) . 

227 L. Drewer, "Fisherman and Fish Pond: From the Sea of Sin to the Living Waters," 
AB. 63 (1981) 533; Marucchi (supra n. 223) 63. The use of fish as symbols of the 
souls of the deceased may have been anticipated in pagan funerary iconography. 



Christ's parable in Matthew 13. 47-50: 

Again the kingdom of heaven is like a net cast into 
the sea, where it caught fish of every kind. When it 
was full, it was hauled ashore. Then the men sat 
and collected the good fish into baskets and threw 
the worthless away. That is how it will be at the 
end of time ... 228 
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In the writings of the Fathers the metaphor is further elaborated: 

the water in which the fish live is equated with the "living water" 

of baptism. So for Tertullian " ... we little fish, in the image of our 

IX8Yr Jesus Christ, are born in the water, and only by staying in the 

water are we saved."229 This equation of fish with baptised souls 

explains the practice--widespread in Early Christian Africa--of 

decorating baptismal fonts and baptistery floors with scenes of 

marine fauna in mosaic. 230 

In the well-known tomb inscriptions from the Roman cata

combs, the anchor-cross is frequently accompanied by fish. The 

imagery is reduced to a simple shorthand, with fish swimming 

Compare the slab with eight fish encircling a rosette from Ghirza (Tripolitania) in 
Toynbee (supra n. 110) 178 and fig. 65. 

228 And see Ambrose's exegesis: Hexameron 5. 6. 15 (ed. Schenkl, 150-51). 
229 De bapt. 1. 3 (ed. Borleffs, 277): "Sed nos piscicu/i secundum IXBYN nostrum 
lesum Christum in aqua nascimur, nee aliter quam in aqua permanendo salvi sumus." 
Cf. De res. mort. 52. 12 (ed. Borleffs, 997): " .. . alia piscium, id est quibus aqua 
baptismatis sufficit." 

230 E. g. the font from Kelibia, now in the Bardo Museum: C. Courtois, "Sur un 
baptis.tere decouvert dans la region de Kelibia (Cap Bon)," Karthago 6 (1955) 98-
123, pis. I-VI; 0 . Perler, "Die Taufsymbolik der vier Jahreszeiten im Baptisterium 
bei Kelibia," in Mullus: Festschrift Theodor Klauser (Munster, 1964) 282-90. 
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towards the anchor-cross or placed parallel to its axis (fig. 

5.42).23 1 The more complex imagery of the Hermes panel derives not 

from this epigraphic tradition but from the visually richer tradition 

of African seascape mosaics of the second and third centuries, in 

which marine creatures were depicted with great naturalism and 

attention to the characteristics of each species. (fig. 5.43) Similar 

images of multiple fish are a fairly common iconographic element on 

Christian tomb mosaics in Africa (figs. 5.44, 5.45)232 and should 

probably in every case be interpreted as symbols for Christian souls, 

rather than simply as decorative motifs. 

To summarize, the marine imagery of the Hermes mosaic, 

which on the surface appears to be a generic scene, would have been 

understood by Christian initiates to represent the souls of the 

baptized approaching salvation in the person of the crucified Christ. 

Doves 

Doves, which appear in 26 of the Byzacena tomb mosaics, are 

among the earliest Christian symbols.233 Clement of Alexandria, 

writing in the later second or early third century, recommended the 

dove as an appropriate image for a Christian's seal-ring.234 It could 

231 In addition to the example illustrated, cf. L. Wehrhahn-Stauch, "Christliche 
Fischsymbolik von den Anfangen bis zum hohen Mittelalter," Zeitschrift fur Kunst
geschjchte 35 (1972) figs. 3-4; l.CJ..!.B. Ill, no. 8868, pl. XIX c3, pl. XV c4; l.CJ..!.B. VI, 
15758; G. B. De Rossi in BACrist ser. 2, 1 (1870) pl. IV, 15. 

232 Illustrated: funerary mosaic from Tipasa (= fig. 5.44): M. Bouchenaki, "Nouvelle 
inscription a Tipasa (Mauretanie Cesarienne)," RM 81 (1974) pl. 174, 2. Tomb 
mosaic from Kelibia (= fig. 5.45): Kelibia pl. XXXV, a. Cf. also the tomb mosaic of 
Rozonus from Tenes (~. fig. 142) and the tomb mosaic of Lollianus from Tabarka 
(ECTM no. 341). 

233 DACL 111.2, 2198-2231 (H. Leclercq). 
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function as a symbol for Christ or for the Church, as a messenger of 

salvation and peace (as after Noah's Flood) or as a visible mani

festation of the Holy Spirit.235 The idea that the soul after death 

takes the form of a bird has ancient roots in Near Eastern and 

Egyptian mythology. In the patristic literature of the fourth and 

fifth centuries the souls of saints and martyrs are frequently 

imagined as doves.236 Doves shown in association with flowers or 

fruit represent the souls of the elect enjoying the delights of 

paradise. 237 This is their primary meaning in the Byzacenian tomb 

mosaics. 

The backward-facing doves motif is a special case. In the 

Mactar mosaics, nos. 88, 89 and 90 (fig. 5.46, CD 088, 089, 090), the 

primary Christ-symbol is framed by doves oriented outward but 

turning their heads to look back over their shoulders. This motif, 

which has a long history in funerary art,238 was popular in African 

234 Paedagogus 3. 11. 59 (ed. Marrou et al., Ill, 123-25). The other "approved" 
images were the fish, the ship, the lyre, the anchor and the fisherman. 

235 QAQ..!... 111.2, 2203-2205 (J.-P. Kirsch). For more on Christian dove imagery: F. 
SOhling, Die Taube als religioses Symbol im christlichen Altertum (Freiburg im 
Breisgau, 1930). 

236 For the "soul bird" in Jewish and Egyptian iconography, see Goodenough, Jewjsh 
Symbols (supra n. 224) VIII, 27. Patristic: Prudentius, Peristephanon 3. 161-65 
(ed. Lavarenne, IV, 59); Ambrose, De Isaac vel anjma 7. 59 (ed. Schenkl, 683, 1-15); 
Didymus of Alexandria, Comm. in Genesim 45 (ed. Nautin and Doutreleau, 120), cited 
by H. Maguire, Earth and Ocean: The Terrestrial World in Early Byzantine Art 
(University Park, Pa. and London, 1987) 59. 

237 Marucchi (supra n. 223) 58, 65; P. Bruun in ~ II, 154; ECTM 65. 
238 Because its call suggests a lament, the dove was a stock image in tomb decoration in 
the Graeco-Roman world, as it is today. The backward-facing dove motif can be traced 
back at least as far as fourth-century B. C. Attica: I. Spiliopoulou-Donderer, "Das 
Grabrelief der Apollonia im J. Paul Getty Museum," in Roman Funerary Monuments in 
the J, Paul Getty Museum I (Malibu, Cal., 1990) 6, 13-14, figs. 1a, 7, 8. 
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tomb mosaics of the Byzantine period, occuring at El Faouar, Henchir 

Sokrine, Oued Ramel and Carthage (fig . 5.47), all in late contexts.239 

Roses 

For Romano-Africans roses were apotropaic signs , a function 

that at least partly explains their popularity in mosaic pavements, 

especially in the third and fourth centuries.240 Roses were also 

traditionally connected with funerary cult, as in the annual Roman 

festival of the rosalia, in which survivors laid roses on their 

ancestors' tombs. 241 In a pagan tomb mosaic from Thina, dating to 

239 Mosaic of Evasius from Church I, El Faouar: EI-Faouar 318-20. Tomb of Stefanus 
from Henchir Sokrine: Bejaoui , "A propos des mosa'iques funeraires d'Henchir 
Sokrine" (supra n. 9) pis. VI , X. Tomb mosaic from Oued Ramel : ECTM no. 197 (dated 
by Alexander after A. D. 530) . Tomb mosaic of Theodora from Bir El Jebbana: IFCC 111, 
no. 434. Tomb mosaic of Adeodatus from Bir Ftouha, Carthage (Bardo A209): IFCC Ill, 
no. 597; Yacoub, ~ 4 39. Also similar is the tomb mosaic of Baleria from the S. 
Pareto basilica, Mallorca: P. de Palol, Argueologia cristiana de la Espana romana, siglos 
IV-VI (Madrid and Valladolid, 1967) 324-25 , pl. XCVII. Idem, "La arqueologfa 
cristiana en la hispania romana y visigoda," ACIAC XI. 2 (1989) 1988-95. Better 
photos, some color, in idem, Fruhchristliche Kunst in Spanien (Dusseldorf and 
Lausanne, 1969) figs . 109-110, 113, 131 . 

240 A. Merlin and L. Poinssot, "Deux mosa'iques de Tunisie a sujets prophylactiques 
(Musee du Bardo) ," MonPiot 34 (1934) 137-38, 145 and n. 1. Mosaics from 
Thuburbo Maius: Q..MI II. 1, 45-46, no. 38B, pl. XVIII (second half of fourth c.?) ; .Q..M.I 
II. 3, 57-58, no. 284, pis. XXVI , LXIII (beginning of the fourth c.); Carthage : MRNA 
252, Carthage no. 23a, pl. XXXV, fig. 92 (mid-fourth c.) ; Thina: MRNA 273, Thina no. 
7a (third c. ?) ; Hammamet: A. Ben Abed Ben Khader, "Les mosa'iques de la 'Maison du 
Peristyle figure' et de ses thermes a Pupput (Hammamet)," in ICAM V, pt. 1, figs . 3, 
12 (after the first quarter of the fifth c.) . 

241 QC_Q_3 1335-36 (C. R. Phillips) ; DACL XV .1, 8-9 (H . Leclercq) ; R. Lattimore, 
'Themes in Greek and Latin Epitaphs," Illinois Studies in Language and Literature 28, 
nos. 1-2 (1942) 137-40; Toynbee (supra n. 110) 63. M. Cintas observed , "Je suis 
pret de penser qu'a l'epoque pa'ienne, la rose tenait la place que possede aujourd'hui le 
chrysantheme dans certains de nos rites" (Furnos Minus 928) . For more Graeco
Roman rose lore, see C. Joret, La rose dans l'antiguite et au moyen age (Paris, 1892; 
repr. Geneva, 1970) 45-87. 
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the late third or early fourth century, the deceased is pictured on a 

banqueting couch surrounded by roses and garlands, while servant 

erotes deliver more rosebuds in brimming baskets (fig. 5.48).242 

Both apotropaic and funerary traditions no doubt contributed to the 

ubiquity of roses in the Byzacena tomb mosaics, but a third factor 

was even more important: the artistic convention whereby the next 

world was pictured as a rose garden. On the frescoed walls of the 

pagan tomb of Octavia Paulina outside Rome, winged souls gather 

oversized roses in Elysium (fig. 5.49).243 This imagery was readily 

adopted for the Christian concept of Paradise. According to her 

third-century Passio, before execution the African martyr Perpetua 

had a series of visions in which she visited a heavenly rose-

garden. 244 Venantius Fortunatus, writing in sixth-century Gaul, 

described roses as one of the sensuous delights awaiting virgins in 

the afterlife.245 In the frescoes of the Roman catacombs, orant 

saints are shown surrounded by roses,246 and in the monumental 

wall mosaics of Ravenna Christ appears in a paradise conceived as a 

rose-strewn field. 247 Because of this strong association with Para-

242 Tomb mosaic of Julius Serenus, Sfax Museum: MANA 273, no. 6e. 
243 F. Cumont, Recherches (supra n. 224) 345-46, fig. 76. K. Lehmann-Hartleben, 
AA 1926, 106, fig. 19. 

244 Passio sancta Perpetua 11. 5 ( viridiarium arbores habens rosae et omne genus 
flores); 13. 4 (in viridiarium sub arbore rosae). Ed. Musurillo, 120-23. 

245 Carmina 8. 3. 29-30 (ed. Leo, 182); 8. 4. 11-12 (ed. Leo, 192): floribus 
aeternis oculos rosa /ilia pascunt, et paradisiacus naribus intrat odor. See also 
Prudentius, Cathemerinon 10. 153-154 (ed. Lavarenne, I, 61 ). 

246 E. g., Cemetery of Callixtus, crypt of St. Cecilia: A. Nestori, Repertorio topografico 
delle pitture delle catacombe romane (Vatican City, 1975) 102. De Rossi, BQmg 
soterranea 111, pis. 1-111. 

247 Lost apse mosaic of S. Agatha: Deichmann, Ravenna (supra n. 169) II. 2, 293-94, 



dise, roses in the Byzacena tomb mosaics served as shorthand to 

evoke the tomb occupant's hoped-for destination. 
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Roses could appear as single blooms, as in the earliest exam

ples at Sousse (nos. 141, 173, CD 141, 173), or as thriving bushes, 

as at Thina (fig. 5.50). Roses were especially common at Chigarnia, 

where they appeared with long stems oriented horizontally (nos. 24, 

34, 37) or growing on shorter, leafless stems in the midst of a 

"garden" suggested by floating pink and red spots (nos. 13, 31, 32, 

36; fig. 5.51; CD 032det). Roses often served as space-fillers in the 

corners of square or rectangular fields (nos. 32, 41, 43, 50, 66, 84, 

118, 183). When doves appears together with roses (fig. 5.54; CD 

060det) the image represents the souls of the elect in paradise. 

In one tomb mosaic from Lamta (no. 86) a single rose appears 

within a corona at the head of the mosaic--a position normally 

reserved for a cross or Christogram. This rare arrange-ment is also 

found at Furnas Minus248 (fig. 5.52). In this position the rose must 

be understood as a Christ-symbol. Comparable iconography is found 

on gold-glass vessels from Rome that picture Peter and Paul 

flanking a corona containing a rose.249 

fig. 167. Apse mosaic of S. Michele in Africisco: A. Effenberger and H.-G . Severin, Das 
Museum fur Spatantike und byzantinische Kunst. Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (Mainz, 
1992) 128, no. 47, fig. 66. 

248 There are two similar examples from Furnas Minus, and two examples, from Diar 
el-Hajjej and Tabarka, in which the corona encloses a branch with three blooms: 
Furnos Minus figs. 8-10, 12; ECTM no. 304. Another example from El Faouar has a 
single rose at the head of the mosaic, flanked by doves: EI-Faouar, 318-19, no. 4, and 
fig. p. 319. 

249 M. Guarducci, I graffiti sotto la confessione di San Pietro in Vaticano (Vatican City, 
1958) 11, 141-49, figs. 13, 14. 
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Lotus 

The Egyptian lotus (nymphaea lotus), a type of water-lily , is 

associated with regeneration, rebirth and immortality in Egyptian 

and Semitic mythology. This is probably because of the plant's 

unusual life-style: the flowering parts are constantly renewed from 

a stem growing invisibly underwater. In Graeco-Roman mythology 

the lotus is also associated with the afterlife, making it a doubly 

appropriate funerary image.250 The lotus was an especially common 

motif at Chigarnia, where it appeared in borders (e. g. nos. 29, 55, 

57, 60) and as a space filler in the corners of the panel containing 

the primary symbol (nos. 44, 45 , 61, 66, fig. 5.54). The enigmatic 

symbol in the lower panel of mosaic no. 39 (fig. 5.55) may also be a 

lotus, here in a position normally occupied at Chigarnia by roses. 

Fruit 

Fruit, like roses, had a strong association with paradise in the 

imaginations of early Christians--perhaps especially for those 

living in arid climates. Aphraates, a Syriac author of the first half 

of the fourth century, described a paradise where trees produce fruit 

year-round and "no one is ever surfeited with their flavor."251 

According to a late fourth-century account, the Egyptian monk 

Patermuthias was transported physically to heaven and afterwards 

250 E. g., Sappho's "lotus-bearing banks of Acheron." ~ 95 (97). 11-1. Ed . E.
M. Voigt, Sappho et Alcaeus (Amsterdam, 1971) 105. 

251 Demonstrationes 22. 12 (ed. Parisot , 1015-16). Cf. Ambrose, De off. min . 1. 48 . 
238 (ed . Testard , I, 210): terra ... repromissionis perpetuos fructus ferens, quae 
prima apud patrem mansio .. . 



He related how he had eaten of the fruits of 
paradise, and showed evidence of the fact. For he 
had brought his disciples a large, choice fig, 
deliciously scented, to prove to them that what he 
said was true.252 
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The "fruit of paradise" was a stock image in Early Christian 

art. For example, in the fresco of the "Cinque Santi" from the 

Cemetery of Callixtus, Rome, the souls of the elect are depicted 

surrounded by garlands and branches laden with fruit. 253 Paradisiac 

fruit appears regularly in the African funerary inscriptions on 

stone254 and in six of the Byzacena tomb mosaics. In two lost 

mosaics (nos. 92 and 112) fruits were depicted together with a dove, 

symbolizing the deceased's soul in paradise. In a mosaic from 

Chigarnia (no. 57) two pomegranates appear with a gourd vine, 

another paradisiac image. 

In the tomb mosaic of Crispina from Sfax (no. 95, CD 095) a 

dove perches on a tall basket of fruit and lowers its head to peck 

(fig. 5.56). This is yet another example of pagan imagery borrowed 

and adapted for use in Christian funerary art. Birds pecking at fruit 

baskets show up regularly on decorative mosaic pavements of the 

third century, for example at the House of Orpheus at Volubilis and 

in a mosaic now in the Sousse Museum (fig. 5.57).255 In pagan 

252 Hist. mon. in Aegypto 10. 21 (ed. Festugiere, 84). Cf. ibid. 8. 40 (ed. Festugiere, 
62-63) where the fruits of paradise include giant dates, grapes and walnuts, in 
addition to figs. 

253 Roma sotteranea Ill, pis. 1-11; DACL Xlll.2, 1586, figs. 9701-9702 (H. Leclercq). 
254 E.g., 1E..CQ II, no. 46 (grapes and pomegranites). 
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funerary monuments the image was meant to evoke the pleasures of 

the afterlife, just as it later did in Christian art.256 Early uses of 

the bird-and-fruit-basket motif in Christian contexts include 

sarcophagi and funerary inscriptions from the Roman catacombs and 

suburban cemeteries. 257 (fig. 5.58) The motif later found a place in 

the elaborate mosaic programs of Christian buildings such as S. 

Giovanni in Fonte, Naples (ca. 400), and S. Vitale, Ravenna (second 

quarter of the sixth century).258 

The mosaic of Vitalis (no. 126, fig. 5.59, CD 126 and 126det) 

features in the lower panel of bowl of fruit. 259 The bowl is flat

bottomed and straight-sided, with awkwardly-drawn highlights on 

the front (cf. fig. 5.60). This motif is familiar from xenia mosaics , 

but here it is so crudely executed that it is difficult to determine 

what variety of fruit is intended. The objects are round and appear 

fairly large (five fill the bowl), the color shades from dark to light 

near the top and short stems appear on the two on top of the pile. 

would tentatively identify them as melons. 260 In any case, the 

255 R. Thouvenot, "La Maison d'Orphee a Volubilis ," Publications du Service 
d'Antiguites du Maroc 6 (1941) 43-45, fig. 1. Sousse Museum no. 10.488. lnvSousse 
no. 57.258, pl. LXllb. The mosaic lacks provenience, but presumably it came from the 
site of Hadrumetum or its environs. 

256 Compare the third-century sarcophagus from Cordoba (Alcazar de los Reyes 
Cristianos) : F. Matz, "Das Problem der Orans und ein Sarkophag in Cordoba," MM 9 
(1968) 300-301, pl. 102. 

257 ICUR Ill, no. 7441, pl. X a9; IV, no. 10128; V, no. 14636, pl. XXXII a1 (illustrated 
as fig . 5.58). Sarcophagi (early fourth c.): Deichmann, Repertorium (supra n. 203) 
I, 69-70, no. 83; II , pl. 24; I, 315-16, no. 769, II , pl. 121. 

258 J.-L. Maier, Le baptistere de Naples et ses mosa"igues (Fribourg , 1964) 155-59, 
pl. 111. Deichmann, Ravenna (supra n. 174) Ill, pl. 305. 

259 Thanks to Robin Cormack for setting me straight on the identification of this motif . 
26° Compare the melons from Carthage in W. Ben Osman, "Mosa"iques a xenia de 



motif certainly belongs to the iconographic tradition of "fruit of 

Paradise." 

Canthari with foliage 

A cantharus is present in three of the surviving Byzacena 
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tomb mosaics. In no. 179 (Thala, fig. 5.61, CD 179), no. 177 (Sousse, 

fig. 5.62, CD 177) and no. 27 (Chigarnia, fig. 5.63) the form of the 

vessel is basically consistent: conical foot, swelling belly 

decorated with gadroons, cylindrical or slightly flaring neck, two 

scroll handles attached at the lip and belly. There are a few minor 

differences: the Sousse cantharus has an oval knob between the 

foot and belly, and the foot is provided with scrolls. The Chigarnia 

vessel is presented in profile, while the Sousse and Thala examples 

are shown in a combined perspective that allows the viewer to look 

down into the mouth. 

The French term cratere, often used to describe this type of 

vessel, is misleading. Roman craters, used for mixing wine, gener

ally have sturdier feet, smaller bellies, taller, flaring necks, wider 

mouths and horizontal handles.261 The vessel in question is surely a 

cantharus, a tall, two-handled cup. In Africa the cantharus was a 

popular motif on decorative mosaics of the second through fourth 

centuries, often occupying the corners of large rectangular compos

itions (fig. 5.69).262 In certain circumstances it undoubtedly had an 

Carthage," in Recherches franco-tunisiennes sur la mosa"igue de l'Afrigue antique I. 
Ke.n.i.a. (Rome, 1990) 43, pl. IX, 3; 48, pl. XI, 3-4 (identified as pumpkins). 

261 On this topic see David Johnston, "Cantharus or Crater? A Romano-British Motif 
Examined," in VII Collogue International pour l'Etude de la Mosa"igue Antique, Tunis 3-
7 Oct,, 1994 (forthcoming). 
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apotropaic function, as for example in the threshold mosaic of a bath 

at Sbeitla, where a cantharus accompanied the inscription B(onis) 

b(ene) m(alis) m(ale).263 In the fifth and sixth centuries the motif 

was used regularly on Christian mosaics, especially in Africa 

Proconsularis, where it appears in dozens of panels at Kelibia (fig. 

5.64), Tabarka (figs. 5.65, 5.66) and Carthage (figs. 5.67, 5.68). 

In the Byzacena funerary mosaics the cantharus is always 

depicted with vegetation sprouting from its mouth, but in each case 

the vegetation is different: in no. 27, roses; in no. 177, a com

bination of vines and roses; in no. 179, acanthus leaves. The same 

diversity characterizes the motif when it appears in other Christian 

mosaics, such as the mosaic of Theodoulos from Sousse264 (vines 

and a palm tree), the nave pavement of the basilica at Sidi Abich 

(vines only) or the absidiole mosaic of the Baptistery of Jucundus at 

262 MANA El Djem 24b (illustrated); Carthage 23a, pl. XXXV; lnvSousse no. 57.001, 
pl. Ila; no. 57.099, pl. XXIII; S. Ben Mansour, "Millet et vigne," ~ 10 (1988) 
105-116 (Uthina). 

263 N. Duval, "Inscriptions latines de Sbeitla et de ses environs," BAG n. s. 6 (1970) 
297-99, fig. 49. See also the opus sectile threshold mosaic from the House of 
Neptune, Thuburbo Maius: CM.I 11.1, 152-53, no. 122C, fig. 8, pis. LX, LXXIX. On the 
apotropaic role of cantharus and crater: Merlin and Poinssot, "Deux mosa"iques," 
(supra n. 240) 139-40. 

264 The Sousse panel was certainly not a tomb mosaic, as it covered a cistern. The 
inscription Theodoulou probably refers to the donor. D. Parrish's argument that the 
mosaic is "commemorative, but not funerary" is unconvincing: "The Mosaic of 
Theodoulos from Sousse (Tunisia)," AntAfr 16 (1980) 235. Other examples of 
canthari with sprouting vegetation in Christian contexts: 1) baptistery pavement at 
Thamugadi: S. Germain. Les mosa"iques de Timgad (Paris, 1969) no. 185, p. 123, pl. 
LXII (acanthus); 2) pavement from a church (?) at Sousse: lnvSousse 104, no. 
57.227, pl. LIi (acanthus, vines and millet); 3) apsidal pavement from the church (?) 

at Thuburbo Maius: CMT 11. 1, 68-69, no. 54A, pis. XXVIII, LXXIII; Yacoub, 8filQQ_4 
172, fig. 153 (acanthus scrolls terminating in roses). 
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Sbeitla (roses) (figs. 5.70-5.72). 

Clearly, this is no ordinary drinking vessel. Jerome, basing his 

exegesis on Matthew 20. 20 and 26. 39 and Psalm 115, saw the cup 

as the symbol of Christ's Passion.265 The foliage or vegetation 

sprouting from the cup is a symbol of renewed life. The complete 

symbol represents the Christian's hope for resurrection , a hope that 

springs from the death and resurrection of Jesus. 

Chalices 

The lower panel of tomb mosaic no. 89 from Mactar (CD 089 

det.) bears an image of a deep, hemispherical, handleless cup with an 

everted rim and short, conical foot. This form--quite different from 

the canthari discussed above--should be identified as a chalice, the 

vessel that contains the consecrated wine during the service of the 

eucharist. 266 In fifth- and sixth-century Africa this vessel was 

often made of silver or gold.267 Several vessels of this type have 

been recovered from hoards of liturgical silver dating from the fifth 

to the seventh centuries. A chalice of similar form is pictured in 

relief on terra cotta tile from Hadjeb el Aioun.268 The chalice 

motif, though rarer than the cantharus, occurs occasionally on 

265 Comm. jn Matth . 3.20, 22 (ed . Bonnard, II, 92): "Calicem in scripturis divinis 
passionem intelligimus . . . " 

266 QQ.6. I, 405 (M. Mango and L. Bouras). DACL 11.2, 1595-1645 (H . Leclercq) . 
267 Augustine, Enn. in ps. 113, serm. 2.6 (ed. Dekkers and Fraipont, 1645): cf . .EQ.. 53. 
2. 4 (ed . Migne, PL 33, 197). 

268 Mango, .5.ilY.fil (supra n. 207) nos. 27-30, 41 , 57-59, 61-62 , and especially pp . 
250-52, nos. 79-80 (the Gallunianu Treasure) . Tile (Bardo Museum) : N. Duval , 
"L'histoire de l'Afrique du nerd chretienne et le role de Saint Augustin ," in Carthage . 
L'histoire, sa trace et son echo (supra n. 208) 291 , no. 8. 



103 

African tomb mosaics. An anonymous tomb mosaic from Cartennae, 

dated by provincial era to 412, features a Christogram in the upper 

panel and in the lower panel a chalice with emerging foliage. 269 At 

Kelibia a chalice was depicted with emerging roses, and in the 

basilica at Skhira chalices were twice depicting in mosaic, once 

with emerging roses and once with emerging vines.270 (fig. 5.73). 

Foliage does not sprout from the Mactar chalice, but two 

rosebuds grow from green, leafy stems on each side. This foliage 

was evidently displaced from its expected position by the unusually 

long inscription, which severely shortened the lower panel. The 

mosaicist did his best to fit the appropriate imagery into the 

available space. In the lower panel of no. 41 (Chigarnia) the chalice 

can be recognized by the hemispherical bowl and everted rim, 

although the drawing is extremely crude and the foot of the vessel 

has disappeared entirely. Despite his rudimentary technique, the 

Chigarnia mosaicist brought some innovation to the standard 

iconography, adding doves at either side and a monogrammatic cross 

that seems to sprout from the emerging vines. 

The chalice with foliage should be understood as a symbol of 

resurrection, analogous to the cantharus with foliage. The 

cantharus, a motif originally borrowed from secular/pagan imagery, 

was simply updated into a Christian form: the chalice, a shape 

269 Supra n. 133. 
27° Kelibia: Ennabli, "Nouvelles mosa"iques" (supra n. 3) 142-3, no. 9, fig. p. 166 
(probably but not certainly a tomb mosaic) . Skhira: Sfax Museum nos. M. 25 
(illustrated as fig . 5.73) and M. 27 (with emerging roses) . M. Yacoub, Guide du Musee 
de Sfax (Tunis, 1966) 15-16. Color photo of M. 27 in M. Fantar et al., La mosa"igue en 
Tunjsie (supra n. 134) 228. 
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familiar from its regular use in the mass. 

Orants 

The orant pose, standing with arms raised and hands turned 

palms up, was a traditional attitude for prayer in several ancient 

cultures. 271 It was adopted from Jewish practice by the earliest 

Christian congregations.272 The Fathers of the second and third 

centuries justified and recommended it by calling attention to the 

similarity of the body in the orant pose to the cross.273 In the 

Roman catacomb paintings of the second and third centuries Daniel, 

Susannah, the Three Hebrews, Jonah and Noah adopt the orant pose 

when they pray for divine intercession. Images of the Roman god

dess Pietas, as depicted in sculpture and on the reverse types of 

imperial coins, may have provided models for some of these Early 

Christian orant images.274 Epitaph slabs from the Roman catacombs 

dating to the second half of the fourth century frequently picture the 

deceased in the orant pose.275 These orant figures are often ac

companied by paradisiac symbols, such as doves, baskets of fruit and 

271 For example, the Greeks: .l.lifili 8. 346-47. A. Mulhern, "L'Orante. Vie et mort 
d'une image," Dossiers de l'Archeologie 18 (1976) 36. QQ.6. 111, 1531 (A. Weyl 
Carr). DACL Xll.2, 2291-2322 (H. Leclercq). 

272 I Tim. 2. 8. "It is my desire, therefore, that everywhere prayers be said by the 
men of the congregation, who shall lift up their hands with a pure intention, without 
anger or argument." 

273 Minucius Felix, ~ 29. 8 (ed. Beaujeu, 51); Justin, I Apol. 55. 4 (ed. Marcovich, 
110); Tertullian, De orat, 14 (ed. Diercks, 265), Ad nat.1.12. 7 (ed. Borleffs , 31); 
Origen, De orat, 31 (ed. Migne, 549-52). 

274 T. Klauser, "Studien zur Entstehungsgeschichte der christlichen Kunst II," JAQ 2 
(1959) 115-45, pis. 6-14. 

275 Some dated examples: 1.C..U.B Ill, no. 8142, pl. V a2 (A. D. 361); 1.C..U.B I, no. 251 
(375), no. 313 (382), no. 528 (404) . 
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candles (see below), indicating that the subjects should be thought 

of as resurrected in Paradise, where they offer perpetual thanks

giving and adoration to God.276 The figures are characterized by 

stature and costume as men, women or children: they look the same 

in heaven as they did on earth. This is consistent with the Early 

Christian doctrine of the resurrection of the flesh, which for ortho

dox thinkers in the West followed the literalist view of Tertullian 

rather than the Platonizing interpretation of Origen.277 

Tomb mosaics featuring orants were produced in Africa 

starting probably in the last quarter of the fourth century. The 

earliest dated African example, from Kherbet Guidra, Algeria, dates 

to 444.278 Workshops active at Tabarka in the late fourth and the 

276 A. Stuiber argued that these orants were not imagined in Paradise but in the 
"Zwischenzustand," a special area of Hades or Sheol where the just await resurrection, 
offering prayers of supplication: Refrigerium interim. Die Vorstellungen vom 
Zwischenzustand und die truhchristliche Grabekunst (Bonn, 1957) esp. 186-92. 
Stuiber's arguments on this point were effectively countered--and the paradisiac 
interpretation upheld--by L. de Bruyne in his review: "Refrigerium Interim," 
RACrist 34 (1958) 87-118, esp. 112, 115-18. 

277 Tertullian, De res. mort. 32 and 57 (ed . Borleffs, 961-63; 1004-1005) and cf . 
Origen, Contra Gels. 5. 18; 7. 32 (ed. Borret, Ill, 56-59; 84-89). For Augustine and 
Ambrose the body to be raised on Judgment Day was the very same body that died and 
was buried, but reassembled and rendered incorruptible: Augustine, De cura pro mort. 
~ 2.4; 18.22 (ed. Zycha, 625-27; 658-59); Enchiridion 23. 84-88; 23. 92 (ed. 
Evans, 95-99); Sfilm. 241 . 1 (ed. Migne, PL 38, 1133); De fide et symbolo 4. 10 
(ed. Zycha, 13-14); Ambrose, De excessu fratris 2. 87-88 (ed. Faller, 297); Expos . 
eyang, sec, Lucan 10. 168-70 (ed. Adriaen, 394). For doctrine, metaphor and popular 
beliefs about the resurrection of the flesh, see now C. W. Bynum, The Resurrection of 
the Body in Western Christianity, 200-1336 (New York, 1995). 

278 Tomb mosaic of Romanilla (destroyed), dated year 405 of the Mauretanian era: 
EC.IM no. 446 and n. 2; ~ fig. 146. A second orant mosaic from Tebessa (also 
destroyed) dates very probably to 508: ECTM no. 469, fig. 64; P.-A. Fevrier, 
"Mosa"iques funeraires chretiennes datees d'Afrique du Nord," in ACIAC VI , 439; ill 
VIII , no. 2013 (16516); Courtois, Vandales 378, no. 96; sketch in Ballu, .!...e 
monastere byzantin de Tebessa (Paris, 1897) pl. v. 



first half of the fifth centuries produced 32 surviving or recorded 

tomb mosaics with orants. 279 Other sites in Proconsularis in 

Numidia have to date yielded only a handful of examples. 
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Seven orants are known from Byzacena--four surviving and 

three known from descriptions. Five are from the tombs of children 

(nos. 6, 96, 103, 106, 116), one (no. 105) from the tomb of a woman 

aged about 27 and one (no. 186) from the tomb of a woman of un

determined age. The orants represent the deceased, pictured pro

leptically as if already in Paradise, surrounded by the usual para

disiac symbols: roses, candles and doves.280 They do not wear all

white garments like the male saints and prophets in the Roman 

catacomb frescoes, but are dressed as in life.281 They are not 

nimbed or otherwise physically transformed. The woman in no. 105 

(CD 105) wears a veil, in keeping with Paul's injunction that 

women's heads be covered during prayer.282 None of the subjects 

279 Alexander, "Mosaic Ateliers," (supra n. 3) 1-11. 
280 L. De Bruyne sees this proleptic vision as an important difference between Christian 
epigraphy and art: while epitaphs wish or beg for the deceased to gain paradise, in 
artistic representations the wish is presented as if already accomplished. L. de Bruyne. 
"Les 'lois' de l'art paleochretien comme instrument hermeneutique," RACrist 35 
(1959) 185. 

281 Special heavenly clothing may have been considered the privilege of martyrs, as in 
~ 6.11 . Cf. Passjo sanctarum Perpetua et Felicitas 4. 8 (ed. Musurillo, 11 O), 
where the martyrs are described as candidati, and the martyrs' epitaph on a tomb 
mosaic from Tabarka: Privata cum Victoria gaude triumfa consecratae virginitatis et 
confessionis victricia portantes tropea veste indutae angelica ... (f.QIM no. 393; ILCV 
no. 2032). The contrast between the heavenly setting and the earthly clothing of the 
orants was noted by Alexander: fCIM 41. 

282 .!....QQL. 11 . 4-5: "A man who keeps his head covered when he prays or prophesies 
brings shame on his head; but a woman brings shame on her head if she prays or 
prophesies bareheaded ... " Tertullian believed Paul's rule should be applied to 
adolescent girls as well (De orat. 21-22, ed. Dierks, 268-71 ), but not to children (.D_e 



shows distinctive physical features or attributes. The Byzacena 

orants, like their cousins from Tabarka, are not true portraits, 

but generic images (boy, girl, woman), probably copied from 

workshop cartoons.283 

Candles 

107 

Two of the surviving Byzacena orants are flanked by large 

burning candles (nos. 6, 96, CD 006, 096). Candles would have been 

familiar objects in African churches because they were used in a 

number of liturgical acts, including funerals, baptisms, ordinations, 

excommunications and the reconciliation of penitents.284 Candles 

appear only occasionally with orant figures on the inscribed slabs 

from Rome (fig. 5.74), but they were more common in the funerary 

iconography of Roman Africa, appearing, for example, in a sarco

phagus relief from Tebessa (fig. 5.75) and in the tomb mosaic series 

from Tabarka (figs. 5.76, 5.77).285 G. 8. de Rossi was the first to 

point out that candles help set the orant scene in Paradise.286 This 

is especially clear in the fifth-century "capsel/a Africana," a 

silver reliquary lid from Henchir Zirara, Algeria (fig. 5. 78).287 Here 

yjrg, yeL 11, ed. Dekkers, 1220-21 ). Further, he specified that the veil should cover 
the entire head and all of a woman's hair (De yirg, vel. 17, ed. Dekkers, 1225-26). 

283 Alexander, "Mosaic Ateliers," (supra n. 3) 10. 
284 DACL 111.2, 1621 (F. Cabrol). Q.Q.6. I, 371-72 (A. Weyl Carr) .. 
285 Illustrated in fig. 5;74 is .LL.CY. no. 2596. Candles also appear frequently flanking 
orants in the frescoes of the Naples catacombs, see U. Fasola, Le catacombe di S. Gennaro 
(Rome, 1975) pis. Va, VII and H. Achelis, Die Katacomben yon Neapel (Leipzig, 1936) 
pis. 27, 32, 39. 

286 BACrist ser. 4, 5 (1887-88) 126-27. 
287 L. von Matt, Art Treasures of the Vatican Library (New York, n. d. [19701) 170, 
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a martyr saint stands on a hill from which flow the Four Rivers of 

Paradise and he receives a corona from the hand of God. The scene 

is framed by tall candles set in tripod candlesticks. Candles 

generally suggest the divine presence in the form of eternal light 

(Rev. 21. 23; John 1. 5; 8. 12), but also refer more specifically to the 

Paschal candle, the symbolic focus of the Easter vigil service, and 

so a powerful symbol of resurrection.288 

Portraits 

Tomb mosaics nos. 102 (Sfax) and 172 (Sousse) depicted human 

figures not in the orant pose. Both should probably be classified as 

portraits, although in both cases the head of the figure was not 

preserved at the time of discovery and both mosaics are now 

destroyed. However the poses and attributes are known from 

descriptions and, in the case of the Sousse mosaic, a very dim 

photograph (see catalogue entry). 

The Sfax mosaic, which covered a caisson tomb, depicted a 

man wearing red shoes, leather leggings and a white tunic with a 

richly decorated hem. He turned to the left, where at chest height 

no. 61, with previous bibliography. 
288 The Paschal candle was probably introduced into the Easter liturgy in Africa by the 
end of the fourth century. The blessing of the candle was criticized by Jerome in 384 
(fQ... 18.1, ed. Migne, 182-83) but authorized by Pope Zosimus (A. D. 417-418) 
(Lib. Pont. 43, ed. Duchesne, I, 223 and n. 1) and celebrated by Augustine(~ I. De 
Cereo Paschali. ed. Migne, 817-21; De civ. Dei 15. 22 (Loeb ed. IV, 544). In 
Jerusalem and Constantinople the lighting of a candle as a symbol of the Resurrection 
gradually became the focus the Easter Vigil. See G. Bertoniere, The Historical 
Development of the Easter Vigil and Related Services in the Greek Church (Rome, 
1972) 22-25, 102-103; 294-95 and D. Dendy, The Use of Lights in Christian 
Worship (London, 1959) 128-33, 147-50. 
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appeared a small a rectangular building with a pediment. This scene 

recalls many Late Antique donor portraits in which the donor holds a 

model of a building--most famously the portrait of Bishop Ecclesius 

from the apse mosaic at S. Vitale, Ravenna. The family apparently 

commissioned a tomb portrait that emphasized the deceased's 

earthly claim to fame--the church building he financed. 

The mosaic of Quodvultdeus from Sousse featured a bust

length portrait of a man wearing an emerald-green pallium with 

yellow stripes. His right hand was raised and his left held a 

volumen. The survivors in this case chose a tomb mosaic that 

presented the deceased in a stereotypical aristocratic pose, a 

standby of Early Christian sarcophagus portraits. A similar pose 

was used on a mosaic portrait from Tabarka (fig. 5.79), one of very 

few portraits among the Late Antique tomb mosaics.289 

The palm, for the Romans a secular victory symbol, became in 

Early Christian iconography a symbol of victory over death.290 The 

symbol takes its scriptural authority from Rev. 7.9, where the elect 

in Paradise are described as holding palm fronds in their hands. In 

289 Illustrated as fig. 5.79 is ECTM no. 408 (Bardo A442). In my opinion two other 
mosaic images from Tabarka, the "banker" (Bardo A308. ECTM no. 361, Yacoub, 

Ba.r®4 41 and fig . 34, color photo in Carthage: l'hjstoire, sa trace et son echo [supra 
n. 208] 285) and the "mensor frumentarius" (ECTM no. 312, Bardo A68) must also 
be considered portraits. Note that neither is an orant. Both are bust-length images 
depicting the subject with the tools of his trade, and in both cases the subject is bearded . 
The tomb mosaic of Optimus from Tarragona is also certainly a portrait. The pose is 
similar to no. 172, with the right hand raised and the left holding a volumen: G. 
Alfoldy, Die romischen lnschriften von Tarraco (Berlin, 1975) no. 937 

290 DACL Xlll.1, 947-61 (H. Leclercq). 
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the African martyrological literature, martyrs in Paradise were also 

imagined as holding palms.291 In the Christian inscriptions of Africa 

(both stone and mosaic), the palm was frequently used as a space 

filler at the end of line--a role more often played by an ivy leaf 

(hedera) in pagan epigraphy.292 Palms terminate lines in nos. 16 

and 153, terminate the final line in nos. 4 and 22, and a frond fills 

an entire line at the end of the epitaph in no. 82. In nos. 117 and 133 

palms take a role in the paradisiac imagery, appearing alongside 

canthari, doves and roses. 

Orarium 

The secular orarium was an accessory that could be worn over 

the shoulders like a scarf (fig. 5. 77) or as a head covering, 

especially by women (no. 105, CD 105det). Almost always white, it 

could be decorated with segmenta and fringed at the ends.293 In his 

Life of Fulgentius (ca. 532) Ferrandus of Carthage mentions the 

episcopal orarium, which Fulgentius modestly refuses to adopt 

after his elevation.294 This was a specially decorated orarium 

worn as an element of a bishop's insignia.295 It is certainly this 

291 Passio sanctorum Mariani et lacobi 11.5 (ed. Musurillo, 208): a youthful martyr 
is described corona rosea co/lo circumdatus et in manu dextera palmam viridissimam 
praeferens. 

292 For stone inscriptions with palms used in this way, see Duval, "Nouvelles 
recherches," (supra n. 173) 280-84, no. 7, fig. 1 0 (A. D. 546) and no. 8 (563). 

293 The fringe is especially clear on Abundantia's orarium (Tabarka): du Coudray la 
Blanchere, Tombes en mosa"igue (supra n. 147) no. 2 [51) and pl. I (mislabelled). For 
variations in the way the orarium was worn, ibid. 17. 

294 Orario quidem, sicut omne episcopi, nullatenus utebatur. Vjta Fulgentii 15 (ed. 
Lepeyre, 78-79 and introduction, xxxiv). 

295 QQ.B. Ill, 1531 (N. Sevcenko and A. Kazhdan). DACL Xll.2, 2322-24 (H. Leclercq) . 
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episcopal orarium that appears at the top of no. 63, the tomb 

mosaic of the bishop Honorius of Uppenna (fig. 5.80, CD 083). The 

orarium here is depicted with five small crosses: these should 

perhaps be understood as decoration on the fabric, which for reasons 

of clarity were represented beside it. 

A star appears in only one of the Byzacena tomb mosaics, no. 

176 from the Dar el Ka"id cemetery at Sousse. The mosaic is 

documented in a drawing reproduced in Saladin's 1887 publication 

(fig. 2.5).296 The top panel (the only part visible in the drawing) 

contains a large circle (a corona?) with serpentine lines below 

(ribbons?). Inside the circle is a dark star with a lighter circle in 

its center. The star appears to have seven points in the drawing, but 

this detail may be untrustworthy. Six- and eight-pointed stars are 

generally more common in Western Christian iconography in this 

period. 297 In the only other example of this symbol in an African 

tomb mosaic (Kelibia) the star is clearly eight-pointed.298 

Salaam's prophecy in Num. 24. 17 ("a star will come forth out 

of Jacob ... ") was fulfilled with the coming of the Messiah: "I am the 

296 ArchMiss 3rd ser., 13 (1887) 17 and fig. 19. The drawing reproduces acurately 
parts of two mosaics that have survived. However this evidence must be treated with 
care, as the excavator remarks: "Les mosa"iques sont en mauvais etat . . . II est 
impossible de prendre un dessin exact." 

297 M.QL. 1.2, 3005-3033 (H . Leclerqc). 1.Q.UR 111, pl. XXId7; V, 15237a, pl. XX11c3. 
298 L. Ennabli, "Nouvelles mosa"iques," (supra n. 3) 135-73, no. 12, fig. p. 138. At 
the top of the mosaic is a rosette enclosing an eight-pointed star (white outlined in 
black). In the center of the star is a white circle with black diagonal stripes. 
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offspring of David, the shoot growing from his stock, the bright star 

of dawn" (Rev. 22.16). As a symbol for Christ, the star appears here 

in place of the usual Christ-symbols (monogram or cross). 

Ampul/a 

The tomb mosaic of Renobatus from Sidi Abich (no. 128) 

features a circular object that floats in the field to the right of the 

inscription (fig . 5.81 ). Equipped with a short, flaring mouth and 

inscribed with a cross, the object may be recognized as a pilgrim 

ampulla of a familiar sixth/seventh-century type. Several pewter 

ampul/ae similar in form to the one pictured on no. 128 are 

preserved in the cathedral treasury of Monza and thought to date 

from circa 600 (fig. 5.82).299 Ampullae were small containers for 

oil, water or earth sanctified by contact with holy relics and 

shrines. 300 Pilgrims to the Holy Land acquired them and brought 

them back to their homes to take advantage of their medicinal and 

apotropaic powers. They could be worn as encolpia or placed in 

burials. 301 The image of an ampulla placed over the tomb may have 

been thought to reflect some of the protective power of an actual 

relic to the occupant. It is also possible that Renobatus himself had 

made a pilgrimage in his lifetime and this biographical fact was 

299 A. Grabar, Ampoules de Terre Sainte (Paris, 1958) 9; C. Hahn, "Loca Sancta 
Souvenirs: Sealing the Pilgrim's Experience," in Robert Ousterhout, ed., The Blessings 
of Pilgrimage (Chicago and Urbana, Ill., 1990) 87-88. 

3oo QQJi I, 81-82 (G. Vikan). RbK I, 137-42 (K. Wessel). DACL 1.2, 1722-47 (H. 
Leclercq). 

301 Antoninus of Piacenza, ltinerarium 20 (ed . Geyer, 172-73); Gregory of Tours, 
Hist. Franc. 9.6 (ed. Migne, 484); idem, Miracula S. Martini 2. 32 (ed. Migne, 955-
56); John Chrysostom, In Mart. Hom. (ed. Migne, 664). 
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reflected on his mosaic by the inclusion of the ampul/a. 

Gourd vine 

A gourd vine appears in the bottom panel of the tomb mosaic of 

Filocalus from Chigarnia (no. 57, figs. 5.83, 7.8, CD 057det). The 

sinuous stem of the vine grows upward in the center of the panel 

then runs horizontally across the top, as if trained on a trellis, with 

three curling tendrils and, at the upper right, a flower. Dangling 

from the vine on the right side are two long, green, zucchini-like 

gourds. The image derives from the book of Jonah: 

Jonah went out and sat down to the east of Ninevah, 
where he made himself a shelter and sat in the 
shade ... The Lord God ordained that a climbing 
gourd should grow up above Jonah's head to throw 
its shade over him and relieve his discomfort, and 
he was very glad of it." (Jonah 4. 5-6). 

The gourd vine figures in the last scene of a three-part visual 

narrative (Jonah swallowed by the whale, Jonah spewed out, Jonah in 

repose) that proved extremely popular and durable in Early Christian 

art. 302 Images from this Jonah cycle are ubiquitous in the Roman 

catacomb paintings and on sarcophagi of the third and fourth cen

turies. The scene of Jonah reclining under the gourd vine can appear 

independently, as for example on a gold glass vessel from Rome (fig. 

5.84), on the mosaic pavement of the Basilica of Theodore at Aquilea 

302 DACL Vll.2, 2572-2631 (H. Leclercq). fil2.K Ill, 647-55 (K. Wessel). E. 
Stommel, "Zurn Problem der frOhchristlichen Jonasdarstellungen," JAQ 1 (1958) 
112-15. M. Lawrence, "Three Pagan Themes in Christian Art," in M. Meiss, ed., ~ 
Artibus Opuscula XL: Essays in Honor of Erwin Panofsky (New York, 1961) 324-26. 
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(fig . 5.85) and on a tomb mosaic from Tabarka303 (fig. 5.86) . 

In the exegesis of the Jonah story each scene has a distinct 

eschatological meaning: Jonah swallowed is an image of death; 

Jonah spewed out an image of resurrection; Jonah in repose under 

the gourd vine an image of eternal bliss. When the gourd vine 

appears on its own it alludes to the meaning of the complete scene, 

and so it serves as a symbol of paradise, or more specifically, of 

refrigerium, the eternal repose and refreshment enjoyed by the 

elect in paradise. An extreme example of the abbreviation of the 

scene occurs in the mosaic of the martyrs Privata and Victoria from 

Tabarka, in which the spaces in the corners above the medallion are 

filled by a lotus blossom (on the right) and two gourds (on the 

left). 304 Though the image is here reduced to the minimum, it still 

functions , together with the lotus, to evoke the martyrs' heavenly 

destination. The gourd vine symbol seems to have been especially 

current at Chigarnia: in addition to the vine in the Filocalus panel, a 

similar vine with five pendant gourds occupied one of the octagonal 

fields in the geometric mosaic of the east choir (fig. 7.9). 

The Byzacena tomb mosaics present a combination of trad-

303 Bardo Museum A424. 

304 Bardo Museum A325. Benet, "Les fouilles de Tabarka en 1904," ~ 1905, 390, 
no. 21, pl. XXVI ; Gauckler, "Mosa"iques tombales," (supra n. 147) 218, no. XXX, figs . 
1, 14; Monceaux, Enguete 60-63, no. 260 and fig. ; QAU X.2, 2494 and fig . 7792 (H . 
Leclercq) ; .ECIM no. 393 and fig. 30. Compare the epitaph slab of BIKH1PIA from the 
catacomb of Domitilla, Rome, which features a palm flanked by two gourds (l.QJ.IB Ill , 
no. 7174, pl. Vlllc6; Guarducci , I graffiti [supra n. 249] I, 485-87, fig. 249) and 
the isolated (?) gourd vine on the epitaph of rAAATIA from the catacomb of 
Praetextatus, Rome (E. Josi , "La sistemazione delle epigrafi nel cimitero di 
Pretestato," RACrist 12 [1935] 15, fig . 7) . 
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itional images adapted to Christian purposes and new images 

created in connection with Christian cult. In the former category 

are the corona, the palm, the rose, the lotus, the cantharus with 

emerging foliage, the dove, the dolphin and anchor, fish, fruit and the 

orant. These images had long histories in pagan and secular Greco

Roman art, but they were adapted in the tomb mosaics to carry 

specific Christian eschatological meanings. The second category 

includes the various crosses and monograms, alpha and omega, the 

chalice, candles, the ampulla, orarium and gourd vine. These images 

developed in the context of Christian art without significant pagan 

or secular antecedents. It is interesting to note that many of these 

latter images--specifically the jewelled processional cross, the 

episcopal orarium, the eucharistic chalice, the pilgrim ampulla and 

the oversized candles--were modelled on actual objects familiar to 

Christians from their use in the liturgy or in private devotions. 

When we consider the images in terms of their meanings, we can 

identify four main categories. First are the Christ-symbols, the 

Christogram, monogrammatic cross, Greek, Latin and inscribed Maltese 

crosses, star, dolphin and single rose. Next are images of the soul of 

the believer: dove, fish and orant. The palm, cup with emerging 

foliage, corona, candle and lotus symbolize resurrection. Last are the 

images of paradise: rose garden, fruit and gourd vine. These cate

gories of images were combined in various ways to constitute "visual 

prayers"--prayers · offered by the survivors in the name of Christ, 

asking that the soul of the deceased may be granted resurrection and 

eternal life in paradise (see pp. 208-211 ). 



CHAPTER SIX: EPIGRAPHY 

In this chapter we approach the mosaic epitaphs as texts, 

analyzing the letter forms, the sounds represented by the letters, 

spellings, abbreviations, grammar and usage, personal names, 

titles, occupations, ages, dates and formulas. This epigraphic 

analysis will bring more precision to our chronology and help us 

distinguish the output of individual workshops. Also, by reading the 

texts closely, we increase out understanding of the social function 

of the tomb mosaics. 

Paleography 

The letter forms used in the tomb mosaics vary from site to 

site, from mosaic to mosaic, and even within a single mosaic.305 

The basic forms are presented in figs. 6.1-6.3. Paleography can be 

useful for dating the mosaics, but it must be approached with 

caution. 306 Any claim about the date of a letter form should be 

based on internally dated texts, but these are rare in Late Antique 

Africa. Because the paleography of tomb inscriptions varies by 

region, we should not rely exclusively on comparisons with the 

better-dated inscriptions of Altava or Rome. Written documents 

305 For example, compare the Qs used in no. 90 (fig. 6.1, CD 090). 
306 See the comments of H. Thylander, Etude sur l'epigraphie latine (Lund, 1952) 40-48. 
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like the African ostraca and the Albertini Tablets are of little 

help because handwritten letters are so unlike mosaic letters. 

The published corpora of stone tomb inscriptions, relic-deposit 

inscriptions and fortification dedications from Byzacena and the 

nearby provinces provide the most useful comparanda. Despite the 

difference of medium between carved stone and mosaic, the letter 

forms used are basically similar. 307 Comparative analysis yields 

only a few diagnostic letter forms, but given the nature of the 

material, we must be satisfied with modest results. 

The form of A with a broken crossbar (fig. 6.1, nos. 7 4 and 

119) appears in the last decade of the fourth century at Setif 

(Mauretania Sitifensis).308 It may have come into use around the 

same time in Byzacena, but we have no well-dated example before 

the second quarter of the fifth century. Evidence for this letter 

form in dated contexts within the region is summarized in Table 8 

below. These data suggest that the A with broken crossbar was 

widely used in the region throughout the fifth and sixth centuries. 

The letter form appears in two of the dated tomb mosaics in our 

group, no. 74 (469) and no. 10 (527), as well as in no. 90, which is 

dated to the Byzantine period by the use of the indiction cycle.309 

307 Mosaic letters tend to be slightly more angular than carved letters, especially when 
they are small (less than about 6 cm. high). See N. Duval's remarks in MFAP 57. 
308 Mosaics of Maria Equitiola and Flavius Sescentius from Basilica B, dated 393 and 
394. Fevrier. Mosajgues funerajres (supra n. 278) figs. 5, 12. 
309 The 15-year indiction cycle was not used in inscriptions in Byzacena, Numidia or 
Proconsularis before the reconquest. Duval, Recherches 258-60 and idem, "Comment 
distinguer les inscriptions byzantines d'Afrique?" Byzantion 51 (1981) 515-17. 
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A 
TABLE 8. A WITH BROKEN CROSSBAR IN DATED 
INSCRIPTIONS FROM BVZACENA, PROCONSULARIS AND 
NUMIDIA 

SITE TYPE DATE REFERENCE 

Hippo 3 tomb after Maree, Hippone 57a, 69b, 
Regius mosaics 431 78b 

Carthage tombstone 438 IFCC I, no. 46 

Madauros tombstone 442 BAG 1930-31, 253, no. 13 

Djemila tombstone 452 BAAlg 1 (1962-65) fig. 1 

Tubernuc tombstone 471 MAntFr 78 (1928-33) 69- 70 

Kh. el Abiod relic deposit 474 Loca sanctorum I, no. 135 

Tebessa tomb mosaic 495 ILAlg I, no. 3424 

Haidra tombstone 509 Ha'idra I, no. 419 

Haidra tombstone 526 ibid., no. 413 

Madauros tombstone 531 ILAlg I, no. 2758 bis 

Timgad dedications 539-40 Durliat, Dedicaces, nos. 19, 2 0 

Tigisis dedication 539-44? ibid. no. 22 

Calama dedication 539-44 ibid. no. 4 

Sbeitla tombstone 543 MEFRA 68 (1956) 277, fig . 8 

Hr. Akrib relic deposit 543 Loca sanctorum I, no. 132 

Sbeitla tombstone 546 MEFRA 68 (1956) 282-83, fig . 10 

Haidra relic deposit 568/69 Ha"idra I, no. 1 

Hr. Sguidan dedication 578 -582 Durliat, Dedicaces no. 27 

Hippo Regius tombstone 587 or 602 Lib~ca 1 (1953) 217 n. 10 

Henchir 2 tomb Byzantine F. Bejaoui, L'Africa romana 
Sokrine mosaics 9 (1991) 333-34, pis . IV-XI 

Mactar tombstone Byzantine Mactar V, no. II 4 

Carthage tombstone Byzantine IFCC I, no. 403 
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It is characteristic of the mosaic epitaphs from workshop 4 at 

Chigarnia and from the Sidi Abich workshop, but it was not used by 

the Sousse workshops. 

Most of the Bs in our group of mosaic inscriptions are of the 

familiar Roman capital type consisting of a vertical line with two 

contiguous, semicircular loops to the right (fig. 6.1, no. 64). Two 

tomb mosaics from workshop 6 at Chigarnia (nos. 61 and 66) feature a 

g TABLE 9. B WITH SEPARATED LOOPS IN DATED 
INSCRIPTIONS FROM BYZACENA, PROCONSULARIS 

AND NUMIDIA 

SITE TYPE DATE REFER8'JCE 

Timgad dedication 539/40 Durliat, Dedicaces , 
nos. 19-20 

Hr. Sguidan dedication 578-82 ibid., no. 27 

Sila relic deposit Byzantine Loca sanctorum I, no. 106 

El Faouar tombstone Byzantine EI-Faouar, no. 2 

Carthage tombstone Byzantine IFCC Ill , no. 11 

Carthage tombstone Byzantine ibid., no. 34 

Carthage tombstone Byzantine ibid., no. 191 

distinctive form of B in which the loops are attached separately to 

the upright, leaving a space between them (fig. 6.1 , no. 66). This form 

is attested in two closely dated Byzantine inscriptions and five other 

inscriptions dated to the Byzantine period by the use of the indiction 

(Table 9). The "B with separated loops" thus appears to be not earlier 

than the Byzantine period . 
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• TABLE 10 • SUBTRIANGULAR ·o IN DATED 

I.) INSCRIPTIONS FROM BYZACENA, PROCONSULARIS 
AND NUMIDIA 

SITE TYPE DATE REFERENCE 

Hippo tomb mosaic after 431 Maree, Hippone 78, fig. b 
Regius 

Djemila tombstone 452 BAAlg 1 (1962-63) 207-209 

Kh. el Abiod relic deposit 474 Loca sanctorum I, no. 135 

Sbe itla 3 tombstones Byzantine MEFRA 83 (1971) 428-43, 
nos. VI, 11 ; Ill , 10; Ill , 11 

Sbeitla tombstone Byzantine MEFRA 68 (1956) 284-
86, pl. V, fig. 3 

Henchir 2 tomb mosaics Byzantine F. Bejaoui, L'Africa romana IX 
Sokrine (1991) pis . XI, XIII 

Carthage 2 tomb mosaics Byzantine IFCC Ill, nos. 597, 601 

Carthage tombstone Byzantine IFCC I, no. 114 

El Faouar 2 tombstones Byzantine EI-Faouar, nos. 2, 3 

El Faouar tomb mosaic Byzantine ibid. , no. 4 

Haidra tombstones Byzantine Ha"idra I, passim 

Mactar tombstone Byzantine Mactar V, no. Ill 20, fig . 54 

Haidra tombstone after Ha"idra I, no. 3 
568/69 

El Faouar tombstone 613or628 EI-Faouar, no. 1 

The classic Roman capital D consists of two elements, a 

vertical line and a roughly semicircular loop (pl. 6.1, no. 169). The 

"subtriangular" form has three elements: (1) a vertical line, (2) a 
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horizontal line meeting line 1 at the bottom, forming a right angle, 

and (3) a convex curving line joining 1 and 2. The arc of line 3 may be 

shallow or approaching a quarter-oval (compare nos. 121 and 88 in 

fig. 6.1 ). In the tomb mosaics the subtriangular D appears at 

Chigarnia in phase le (no. 61, CD 061 ), as well as at Sidi Abich (nos. 

121, 126, 129, CD 121, 126, 129) and at Mactar (nos. 88, 89, 90,CD 

088, 089, 090). The comparanda from dated inscriptions (Table 10) 

suggest that the form was introduced in the fifth century and 

persisted at least into the first decade of the seventh. 

€ 
,, 

TABLE 11 .. UNCIAL E IN DATED INSCRIPTIONS 
FROM BYZACENA, PROCONSULARIS AND NUMIDIA 

SITE TYPE DATE REFERENCE 

Madauros tombstone 445 ILAlg I, no. 2759 

Bagai dedication 539-44 Durliat, Dedicaces, no. 16 

Kenchela dedication 578-82 ibid., no. 28 

Haidra tombstone Byzantine Hsfidra I, no. 141 

A noteworthy form of E consists of a curved line like a C with 

a short horizontal line in the center. This form is undoubtedly 

derived from the uncial bookhands which survive in manuscripts 

from fifth- and sixth-century Africa (fig. 6.4). 310 In the tomb 

31 ° Fig. 6.4 illustrates the alphabets of: 1) A parchment codex of the Epistulae of 
Cyprian (Q.!.A IV, no. 458) divided among Turin (Bib. Naz. F. IV. 27), Milan (Bib, 
Ambros. D 519) and the Vatican (Vat. Lat. 10959). 2) The "Hilarius Basilicanus" 
(.C..1..A I, no. 1b; Vat. D. 182), a parchment codex of St. Hilary corrected at Karalis 
(Cagliari, Sardinia) in the 14th year of Thrasamund (A. D. 509) in the circle of 
Fulgentius of Ruspe and the African bishops exiled by the Vandals. The uncial section 
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mosaics the uncial E is found only in the products of workshops 2, 3 

and 5 at Chigarnia and the Sidi Abich workshop (nos. 11, 41 , 67, 124, 

CD 067). Examples from dated inscriptions demonstrate that the 

uncial E was in use in the region from the second quarter of the fifth 

century to the last quarter of the sixth (Table 11 ). 

0 
TABLE 12. SMALL O IN DATED INSCRIPTIONS 
FROM BVZACENA, PROCONSULARIS AND NUMIDIA 

SITE TYPE DATE REFEREJ\JCE 

Calama dedication 539-44 Durliat, Dedicaces , no. 4 

Sbeitla tombstone 543 MEFRA 66 (1956) no. 2, pl. VI , 1 

A'in Guigba relic ca. 543 Loca sanctorum I, no. 133 
deposit 

Haidra tombstone 560 Ha'idra I, no. 57 

Thibursicu dedication 572-74 Durliat, Dedicaces, no. 15 
Bure 

Hr. Akrib relic 579 or Loca sanctorum I, no. 126 
deposit 580 

El Faouar tombstone 613 or EI-Faouar, 313-15, no. 1 
628 

Carthage tomb Byzantine IFCC Ill , no. 601 
mosaic 

Sbeitla tombstone Byzantine Karthago 6 (1955) 90-93 

Haidra tombstones Byzantine Ha'idra I, passim 

Mactar tombstone Byzantine Mactar V, no. II 4 

A small, round 0, about half as tall as the other letters, was 

containing the Uber ad Constantium was probably written shortly after 509 . 
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used occasionally at Chigarnia, Mactar, Sbeitla and Sidi Abich (nos. 

54, 88, 89, 90, 91, 128). The form appears in inscriptions of 

Byzantine date throughout the region (Table 12). It was probably 

introduced towards the end of the Vandalic period or early in the 

Byzantine period. 

~ 
TABLE 13. CURSIVE Q IN DATED INSCRIPTIONS 
FROM BVZACENA, PROCONSULARIS AND 
NUMIDIA 

SITE TYPE DATE REFERENCE 

Haidra tombstone 526 Hsfidra I, no. 413. 

El Faouar tomb mosaic Byzantine EI-FaQyar, no. 4 

Haidra tombstones Byzantine Ha"idr§ I, passim 

Mactar tombstone Byzantine Mactar V, no. Ill 20 

Hr. Djalta relic deposit Byzantine LQca ~anctorum I, no. 14 

An unusual form of Q found in the tomb mosaics at Sidi Abich 

(nos. 121, 127, CD 121, 127) consists of a single, curving stroke 

forming a loop with an oblique tail. This form, derived from cursive 

writing, appears frequently in stone funerary inscriptions at Haidra 

and sporadically elsewhere in the region (Table 13).311 The 

orientation of the tail varies from horizontal to oblique and the loop 

may be open or closed. It appears to have been introduced in 

inscriptions in the first quarter of the sixth century or possibly at 

the very end of the previous century. 312 

311 Hajdra I, 361-63, fig . 284, nos. A2-9. 

312 Of all the Haidra inscriptions with the cursive Q , N. Duval sees only one as possibly 
earlier than the sixth century: no. 406 ("end of the fifth-beginning of the sixth c."). 
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, TABLE 14 .. UNCIAL Q IN DATED INSCRIPTIONS 
FROM BYZACENA, PROCONSULARIS AND NUMIDIA . 

SITE TYPE DATE REFERENCE 

Sila re I ic Byzantine Loca sanctorum I, no. 106 
deposit 

Sila tombstone Byzantine BAAlg 3 (1968) 283-92, fig. 1 

El Faouar tombstone Byzant ine EI-Faouar, no. 3 

Sbeitla tombstone Byzantine MEFRA 83 (1971) 437-39, no. Ill , 6 

Haidra tombstone Byzantine Ha"idra I, no. 118 

Haidra relic 568-69 ibid., no. 1 
deposit 

Kenchela dedication 578-82 Durl iat, Dedicaces, no. 28 

Hippo tombstone 587 or Marrou , Libyca 1 (1953) 217 
Regius 602 n. 10 

A second distinctive form of Q is present in the tomb mosaics 

only at Mactar (no. 89, CD 089). It consists of a vertical stroke with 

a loop attached on the left, a form clearly adapted from the uncial 

alphabet (fig. 6.4). All of the dated inscriptions with this form of Q 

are Byzantine, suggesting that it was not introduced into inscrip

tions until the sixth century (Table 14). 

The rounded form of V exemplified by nos. 16 and 59 

(Chigarnia) is another late innovation in African epigraphy. It first 

appears in dated inscriptions before the second quarter of the fifth 

century and remains current, though relatively rare, into the 

Ha"idra I, 263-64; 530. 
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Byzantine period (Table 15). 

u TABLE 15. ROUNDED V IN DATED INSCRIPTIONS 
FROM BYZACENA, P.ROCONSULARIS AND NUMIDIA 

SITE TYPE DATE REFERENCE 

Mactar tombstone after 439 Mactar V, no. Ill 3; p. 181 

Madauros tombstone 444 ILAlg I, no. 2761 

Madauros tombstone 445 ibid., no. 2759 

Hr. Sidi Ali tombstone 490 Bejaoui, Africa romana 8 
al Kefi (1990) 299-303, fig. 2, pl. V 

Bagai dedication 539-44 Durliat, Dedicaces, no. 18 

Haidra tombstone Byzantine Ha'idra I, no. 118 

Mactar tombstone Byzantine Mactar V, no. Ill 20 

Sila tombstone Byzantine BAAlg 3 (1968) 283-92, 
fig. 1 

The uncial form of X is composed of a long, straight or slightly 

curving line running from upper right to lower left crossed by a 

shorter line with a pronounced double curve. It appears in the tomb 

mosaics of Mactar (nos. 89, 90, CD 089, 090) and Chigarnia, 

workshop 4 (nos. 22, 54, 63). The form is used both for the letter 

and the numeral X, but in one case (no. 63, CD 063) where both the 

letter and numeral are represented, the uncial form is used for the 

letter only.313 The letter form appears to have been introduced in 

the late Vandalic period (Table 16). 

313 Similarly: EI-Faouar, 315-16, no. 3 and Ha'idra I, nos. 57 and 413. 
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;x TABLE 16. UNCIAL X IN DATED INSCRIPTIONS 
FROM BYZACENA, PROCONSULARIS AND 

NUMIDIA 

SITE TYPE DATE REFERENCE 

Haidra tombstone 526 Ha"idra I, no. 413 

Haidra tombstones Byzantine ibid., passim 

Carthage tombstones Byzantine I FCC I, no. 114; Ill, no. 34 

Sbeitla tombstone Byzantine MEFRA 83 (1971) 433-35, 
no. VI, 13 

Sbeitla tombstone Byzantine Merlin, Forum et eglises 
de Sbeitla, 34, fig. 6 

El Faouar tombstone Byzantine EI-Faouar, 315-16, no. 3 

Haidra tombstone 560 Ha"idra I, no. 57 

Haidra tombstone after ibid., no. 3 
568/69 

El Faouar tombstone 613 or 628 EI-Faouar, 313-15, no. 1 

The numeral VI is commonly represented in the tomb mosaics 

by a symbol that looks like a capital G (fig. 6.3, bottom row). This 

symbol is a nexus of V and I that originated in the Older Roman 

Cursive script. 314 The appearance of the symbol is not especially 

helpful for dating, because it was used in Africa from the third 

century until the Late Byzantine period.315 However, the squared 

314 J. Mallon, Paleographje romaine (Madrid, 1953) 125·28. B. Bischoff, .L...alin 
Palaeography: Antiguity and the Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1990) 176. 
315 Dated series from Altava: Altava. nos. 15 (A. D. 257), 29 (326), 108 (398), 121 
(408), 152 (435), 154 (438), 160 (444), 188 (492), 191 (497), 205 (537) . 
Carthage: l.E.Q.Q. I, no. 46 (438). Haidra: Ha"jdra I, no. 57 (510) . Sbeitla: Duval, 
"Inscriptions byzantines de Sbeitla," (supra n. 217) 433-35, fig. 6 (Byzantine, end of 
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version, which was used at Sousse (fig. 6.3, no. 169) and in early 

dated inscriptions from Altava, is possibly earlier than the curved 

version common at Chigarnia (fig. 6.3, no. 63). 

Phonology 

The spelling in the mosaic epitaphs reflects the phonological 

divergence of the vulgar Latin spoken in Late Antique Africa from 

literary Latin. 0 is often rendered as U, indicating an opening of the 

vowel sound in common pronunciation.316 Examples are Spendeu for 

Spesindeo (no. 64), octabu for octavo (no. 90) and quillu for cum 

il/o (no. 175). I could also be pronounced as U after voiced con

sonants, as in Bruttanicus (no. 49) and Bigulantius (no. 150).317 In 

Agustus (nos. 51, 56, 80, 87) the U in the second syllable causes the 

diphthong AU in the first to shift to A by dissimilation. 318 The 

diphthong AE could be pronounced as E, as indicated by the spelling 

of (a)eternus (no. 77) and s(a)eculum (nos. 89, 183) as well as in 

the feminine case endings of the genitive singular (nos. 11, 90, 93, 

107, 108, 109, 111, 121), dative singular (nos. 7, 103, 107, 174, 

the 6th/early 7th c.--possibly 638?). 
316 v. Vaananen, Introduction au latjn vulgajre (Paris, 1967) 36, §54. H. Zilliacus 
and R. Westman, "Langue des Inscriptions," in~ 2, 8. Compare from Haidra: 
Adeudata (Ha"idra I, no. 201); Theudorus (no. 38); octabu (no. 109). 
317 v. vaananen, Le latjn vulgaire des inscriptions pompejennes (Berlin, 1959) 25-
26. 
318 Zilliacus and Westman (supra n. 316) in filQY 9; Vaananen, Inscriptions 
pompeiennes (supra n. 317) 32. This spelling is also common at Haidra: Ha"idra I, nos. 
3, 51-, 66, 72, 132, 402. Compare the vulgar spellings of the names Cla(u)dius, 
Gla(u)cus, Sca(u)rus: C. Grandgent, An Introduction to Vulgar Latin (1934, repr. 
New York, 1962) 89. 



183) and nominative plural (no. 98).319 The spelling was over

corrected in no. 85: pacae. Groups of two vowel sounds in hiatus 

are frequently simplified: febr(u)arias (nos. 4, 133), requ(i)escat 

(no. 30), qu(i)aevit (no. 82), dormi(i)t (nos. 93, 112), Vergil(i)i 

(no. 110), D(e)i (no. 126). 
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The semivowel V and the consonant B were pronounced similarly, 

probably as a labio-dental fricative. This is apparent from the 

numerous cases is which B is substituted for V or vice versa. 320 The 

aspirate H is regularly dropped, indicating that it was not always 

pronounced: (h)ic (no. 17), (h)os (no. 90), (h)oc (no. 88), (h)oras (nos. 

93, 95, 96, 110, 181 ). However it was usually retained in proper 

names such as Honorius (nos. 36, 63, 75, 91 ), Honor (no. 129), 

Honorata (no. 90), Hierius (no. 86), Heraclamon (no. 174), Hermes 

(no. 137) and Herac/ius (no. 145). The nasal consonants N and M were 

confused before plosives: quamta (no. 90), Noben(bris) (no. 160).321 

The un-voiced labial P became voiced by assimilation in no. 70: in 

bace. The unvoiced dental T replaces the voiced D in Cotbuldeus (no. 

173). C and QU were used interchangeably, suggesting that the sounds 

had become similar because of the muting of the w sound in QU: 

Quiriacus 

319 Vaananen, Introduction (supra n. 316) 38-39, §59, idem, "Etude sur le texte et la 
langue des Tablettes Albertini," AnnAcFenn 141, 2 (1965) 27: Haidra I, 497. 
320 On this phenomenon, see Vaananen, Introduction (supra n. 316) 51-52; idem, 
"Etude," (supra n. 319) 29; Zilliacus and Westman (supra n. 316) 12. 
321 Vaananen, Introduction (supra n. 316) 69. Cf. from Haidra: im pace (Ha"idra I, no. 
7), bolumtatis (no. 300), novenbres (no. 83), conplevit (no. 200 C), Redenptus 
(no. 204). Byzantine ostracon from Negrine: inperatori(s) . E. Albertini, "Ostrakon 
byzantin de Negrine," Cinguantenaire de la Facuite des Lettres d'Alger (Algiers, 1932) 
53-62. 
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(= Cyriacus) (no. 116), qui/Ju (= cum illo) (no. 175), Cotbuldeus 

(= Quodvultdeus) (no. 173).322 A dental followed by the yod (English 

initial Y) sound was commonly pronounced as a voiced sibilant, as 

reflected in the spellings ziaconus (no. 49) and Bonifazia (no. 26). 323 

Terminal M was regularly dropped in accusatives (e. g., nos. 41, 

175) and indeclinable numerals (nos. 28, 43, 106), showing that it 

had become silent in these instances. Another instance of apocope 

is quil/u (= cum i//o) (no. 175).324 Groups of two or three con

sonants were usually simplified, either by assimilation, as in the 

name Quodvul(t)deus (nos. 73, 172, 173), or by the reduction of one 

consonant sound in the cluster, as in san(c)tissima (no. 25), 

Co(n)st[antia] (no. 88), Bena(n)tia (no. 141).325 Polysyllabic names 

were frequently shortened by haplology or syncope: Res(ti)tutus 

(no. 16), Res(ti)tuta (no. 18), Spe(si)ndeu (no. 64), Bernac(u)lus 

(no. 37), Vernac(u)la (no. 13), Fa(v)onius (no. 30).326 

322 Cf. from Carthage: Qui rill us (= Cyrillus) (1..E.Q,Q II , no. 671 ), cesquet (= 
quiescit) (.lf_QQ Ill, no. 474). Several similar exx. from Haidra: Ha'jdra I, 500. See 
also SJ.CY I, 14. 
323 Haidra I, 409. This phonological phenomenon was widespread in Late Antique 
Africa. El Djem: zies (= dies) (C!L. VIII, no. 11099). Thina: Zionysius (= 
Dionysius) (Novak in .6AQ, 1919, cciii-cciv). Haidra: prizie (= pridie) (Haj'dra I, 
no. 126). Mactar: Elpizia (= Elpidia) (Mactar V, no. X 24); Bonifazius (= 
Bonifatius) (ibid. , no. XII 43). Carthage: Gauziosus (= Gaudiosus) (.l.ECC 11, no. 
271). 
324 Compare Vaananen, "Etude" (supra n. 319) 30 and Hajdra I, no. 400. 
325 This again was very common in Late Antique African inscriptions. Compare from 
Haidra lspera(n)tia (Hajdra I, no. 205) and Flore(n)tia (ibid., no. 307). From 
Kelibia: Vi(n)centius (Kelibja. no. 12) and Co(n)stantia (ibid., no. 36). From 
Carthage: Redem(p)ta (.LEQ.Q. 111, nos. 139, 377) and san{c)torum (ibid., no. 299) . 
Albertini tablets: Vaananen, "Etude" (supra n. 319) 32. 
326 Vaananen, Introduction (supra n. 316) 43-44; idem, loscrjptjons pompejennes 
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Orthography 

Many of the unusual spellings in the mosaics are not related to 

phonology but are simply errors made by the marginally literate 

epitaph composers and mosaicists. The letter x in Latin represents 

the double consonant sound ks. This led to a great deal of ortho

graphic confusion, with various attempts to render the sound with 

two consonants: vicsit (nos. 31, 73); vixsit (no. 120) and exsivit 

(no. 160); vicxit (nos. 5, 27, 76, 83).327 Single consonants were 

doubled, as in Exxitiosa (no. 178); double consonants were singled, 

as in quat(t)uor (nos. 70, 42, 89) and Lucil(l)ianus (no. 32).328 In 

no. 31 the mosaicist, probably confused by the similar shapes of the 

letters, twice substituted C for G: Caudentia for Gaudentia and 

vicinti for viginti. 329 Other errors are clearly the result of 

carelessness on the mosaicist's part: 

No. 6, line 5: P for Q in req(uievit) 

No. 61, line 3: I for P in pace 

No. 89, line 6: 0 for D in fidei 

No. 90, line 8: dittography: TONANTITIOS for tonanti hos. 

The Greek letter x was transcribed as C in no. 55 (Pascasius), 

no. 81 (arcediaco[nu]s) and no. 162 (Euticius), as K in no. 17 

(arki<c>tectus) and as CH in no. 107 ( Christo) and no. 138 

(supra n. 317) 41-43. Zilliacus and Westman (supra n. 316) 11. 
327 See Zilliacus and Westman (supra n. 316) 16. 
328 Ibid. 17. Cf. Alexxander. Mactar V, no. X 32. 
329 On this common confusion, see Vaananen. Inscriptions pompeiennes (supra n. 317) 
53; Zilliacus and Westman (supra n. 316) 13. 
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(Eutychianus). The Greek letter was sometimes retained in the name 

of Christ and its derivatives: XRO (abbreviation for Christo) (nos. 1, 

89), xristilla (no. 140). Greek <p was always transcribed as F: 

Filoca/us (no. 57), E[u]frosi[n]a (no. 118), filosofae (no. 174). 

Greek u could be represented by I, as in presviter (no. 60), Quiriacus 

(no. 116), Euticius (no. 162) or by Y as in Eutychianus (no. 138). 330 

Greek 0 was transcribed TH in the only instance in which it appeared: 

Theodorus (no. 81 ). 

Abbreviations 

Three basic types of abbreviations appear in the mosaic 

epitaphs. In the first type the initial letter of a word or the initial 

letters of each word in a short phrase stand for the complete word 

or phrase. For example: 

A. = annis/os 

B. M. = bonae memoriae 

D. = dies/ebus 

K. = kalendas 

M. = menseslibus 

0. = (h)oras 

P. = pace 

P. M. = plus minus 

R. = requievit, recessit 

S. D. = sub die 

330 Similarly at Haidra: presviter (Ha'idra I, no. 6), Ciprianus (no. 406), Egiptius 
(no. 49), Polibius (no. 91 ). 
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V. = vixit 

Occasionally we find more complex abbreviations erroneously 

punctuated as if they belonged to this type: P. L. M. for plus minus 

(no. 162); F. L. M. P. P. for flamen perpetuus (no. 36). 

word: 

The second type of abbreviation is the simple truncation of a 

AGU., AUG. = Augustas 

AN., ANN. = annislos 

APRIL. = Aprilis 

DECEM., DECEMB. = Decembres 

DOR. = dormit 

FEB. = Februarias 

FID. = fide/is 

FIL. = filiis 

ID.= idus 

IN., IND. = indictione 

IUL. = Julias 

IUN. = lunias 

KAL., KALE. = kalendas 

MIN.= minus 

NON.= nono 

NOBEN. = Novembres 

OCT. = Octobres, octo 

PL., PLU. = plus 

POS. = positus/a 



PR., PAI., PAID. = pridie 

PRESS. = presbyter 

REGES., RECESS. = recessit 

REQ. = requievit 

VIX. = vixit 
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A third category is abbreviation by contraction. In a short word, a 

single vowel may be omitted: 

ANNS. = annislos 

SIXT. = bixit 

IDS.= idus 

MINS. = minus 

PLS. = plus 

In a longer word, the first two letters and the final letter may be 

retained, with the intervening letters omitted: 

AGS. = Augustas 

XPO., XRO. = Christo 

Alternately, a few selected letters may be used to represent the 

whole word (these usually include the initial consonant and the first 

consonant of the second syllable): 

DP. = depositus/a 

KL. = kalendas 

MR., MAT. = Martias 

NN. = nonas 

NOVS. = Novembrisles 

OCTS. = Octobres 
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PRSB. = presbyter 

Abbreviation by contraction appears to be a late phenomenon. It is 

commonly used by Lamta workshop 2, Chigarnia workshop 4, 

and the Mactar and Sidi Abich workshops, but it is not found at Thina 

or Sousse. 

Abbreviations were usually signalled to the reader by marks, 

of which several different types can be recognized. A single dot 

placed after the final letter of the abbreviation is the commonest 

mark at Sousse and Sfax (e. g., nos. 95, 154, 177). A decorative 

variant is the V-shaped mark in the same position, which appears at 

Lamta (no. 74), Sfax (no. 110) and Skhira (no. 133). A single dot may 

also appear above the final letter of the abbreviation, thus saving 

more space. This mark appears only with the letters M and V, where 

the shape of the letter provides a convenient space above (nos. 87, 

91, 95). 

Another abbreviation mark is a short diagonal line that inter

sects a single letter, usually slanting up from left to right. 331 This 

mark is used with the letter R as an abbreviation for recessit or 

requievit (nos. 21, 162), with O for (h)oras (nos. 93, 95, 96), with 

K for kalendas (no. 80) and with D for dies/ebus (no. 96). It ap

pears in the mosaics of Sfax and more rarely at Sousse, Chigarnia 

and Lamta. 

Horizontal lines placed over letters mark abbreviations at 

Mactar, Sidi Abich and Sbeitla.332 The "correct" use of this mark 

331 Cf. Ha'idra I, 394 ("barre oblique" ). 
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apparently was to place it over all of the letters of the abbreviated - -word or words, e. g. KAL for kalendas (no. 89), ID for idus (no. 90), - - -IND for indictione (nos. 89, 90), SD for sub die (nos. 121, 129), AN 

for annis/os (nos. 126, 130). Sometimes, however, the horizontal 

line was extended in error over adjoining, unabbreviated words or 

numerals (e. g. no. 88, line 6: IIINN; no. 89, line 7: XPO FIDELIS). 

Elsewhere, we find short horizontal lines over only one or two 
-

letters of the abbreviated word: MAIS (no. 89), EPISCOP (no. 91 ); DP 
- -(no. 125), RECESS and APRIL (no. 128). 

The rarest abbreviation mark in the Byzacena group is the S

shaped mark placed after . the abbreviated word. It appears only 

twice, in mosaic no. 130 from Sidi Abich: PRESBJ = presbyter (line 

2) and FEB, = Februarias (line 7). This mark is often mistaken for 

an S, although its curvature is distinctly less pronounced.333 

Sometimes more than one type of abbreviation mark will 

appear in a single mosaic epitaph. In no. 130, for example, the 

horizontal line (AN = annis/os, line 4) coexists with the S-shaped 

mark. In no. 91 (Sbeitla) we find both the superscript dot and the 

horizontal line, while in no. 95 (Sfax) no fewer than three different 

marks are in evidence (diagonal line, single dot after abbreviation, 

superscript dot). 

Grammar and usage 

Despite the brevity and formulaic character of the mosaic 

332 Ibid., 392-94 ("tilde horizontaf'). 
333 Ibid., 395 ("tilde ondule"). 
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epitaphs, they present some minor points of interest in matters of 

grammar and usage. Most noteworthy (and jarring to Latinists) is 

the casual approach to noun and adjective declensions. This is 

especially evident in the formula introduced by vixit expressing the 

age of the deceased. It was common practice to mix cases, using the 

ablative for years and the accusative for months, days and hours:334 

Bixit in pace annis X, menses VIII, dies XX/. (no. 6, Boutria) 

Vixit in pace annis XXXX/1, menses n(ovem), dies XV, (h)oras V. 

(no. 181, Thina). 

Annos also occurs in this formula, but it is far less common than 

annis. 335 For the mosaicists grammatical propriety was a matter 

of little concern. Saving space and labor was apparently more 

important, since the shortest forms are consistently preferred 

( dies rather than diebus, menses rather than mensibus). 

Case endings are more consistent in date expressions. The 

date of death or burial is normally introduced with the ablative die 

(later, sub die). Then follows the date statement with idus, nonae 

or kalendae in the accusative and the adjectival form of the month 

in the feminine plural accusative, agreeing with the preceding noun: 

Depositus (est) sub die VIII idus Au<g>ustas. (no. 63, 

Chigarnia) 

334 On case mixtures like this elsewhere in Christian inscriptions, see Marrou, 
"Mosaiques chretiennes de Tenes" (supra n. 188) 228, rn. 27-31; Haj"dra I, 505. 
335 Nos. 3, 29, 41, 52, 54, 70, 89, 97, 151. Diebus occurs in only one epitaph (no. 
40). Mensibus and horis are not used. Based on these frequencies, I have used annis, 
menses, dies and (h)oras when completing abbreviations in the catalogue entries. 



Qu(i)aevit in pace die pridie kal(endas) Octobres. (no. 82, 

Lamta) 
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Deposita (est) s(ub) d(ie) nonas {l]anuarias. (no. 129, Sidi Abich). 

In months that decline like third-declension adjectives the alternate 

-is accusative plural endings are sometimes used: 

Sub die deposita (est) octabu id(us) Aprilis. (no. 90, Mactar) 

Reddidit (spiritum) die kal(endas) Nobembris. (no. 169, 

Sousse). 

The single exception to this pattern is no. 5 (Bou Ficha), in which 

dies appears in the accusative preceded by idus and the month in 

the genitive: 

Requievit Ill idu(u)m Octobrium diem. 

The name of the deceased regularly appears in the nominative 

at Lamta, Mactar, Chigarnia and Sidi Abich. The dative occurs only 

at Boutria, Sfax, Sousse and Thina: 

Dulcissmo com/pari /ulio lan/uario ... (no. 8, Boutria) 

B(onae) m(emoriae) Lumini Mustulae ... (no. 92, Sfax) 

Miri exempli et pudoris, Concordiae Exuperantiae ... (no. 174, 

Sousse) 

Quintill(a)e Oonatianill(a)e, honest(a)e femin(a)e ... (no. 183, 

Thina). 

The use of the dative for the name of the deceased is a point of 

continuity between pagan inscriptions and the Early Christian 

inscriptions of Africa. Though the use of the dative in itself is not 

enough to date a mosaic early in the series, taken together with 
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other factors it can be a useful chronological index. 

Nomenclature and Onomastics 

The system of Latin nomenclature, which in the Early Empire 

had crystallized in its classic forms, the tria nomina (praenomen, 

nomen gentilicium, cognomen) tor men and the duo nomina (nomen 

gentilicium, cognomen) tor women, evolved further in the Late 

Empire in response to practical needs and social developments.336 

The first change was the replacement of the praenomen by the 

cognomen as the element that distinguished one individual from 

another. Having lost its diacritic function, the praenomen began to 

slip out of general use in inscriptions in the first and second 

centuries, although in aristocratic circles it was retained as an 

ornament. 337 In the inscriptions of the later third and fourth 

centuries the nomen gentilicium became increasingly rare in both 

men's and women's names (although again it survived longer among 

aristocrats). Because the right to use the nomen gentilicium was a 

prerogative of the Roman citizen, its desuetude may be attributed 

largely to the devaluation of the citizenship following the Constit

utio Antoniniani of 212. The great frequency of a few imperial 

gentile names such as Aurelius and Flavius, also limited the 

practical usefulness of the nomen gentilicium. 338 

336 I. Kajanto, "The Emergence of the Late Single Name System," in L'Onomastigue. 
421-30. B. Salway, 'What's in a Name? A Survey of Roman Onomastic Practice from 
c. 700 B. C. to A. D. 700," J.B.S. 84 (1994) 124-45. 
337 Kajanto. Onomastic Studies. 3, 16; idem, "Single Name System," (supra n. 336) 
422. 
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The epigraphic nomenclature of slaves and freed slaves also 

changed in the Late Empire. With the growth of Christianity in the 

fourth century the markers of slave and freed-slave status (i. e. 

servus/a and libertus/a) were increasingly omitted from 

inscriptions. 339 These status distinctions surely remained 

important in the everyday life of communities, but in Christian 

cemeteries the dead were presented as equals before God in keeping 

with the Pauline ideal (Gal. 3.28; Col. 3.11 ). 

By the end of the fourth century Latin nomenclature--at least 

as manifested in the funerary inscriptions of the middle class--had 

evolved into a single-name system, the single name being more or 

less equivalent to the cognomen of the earlier system. 340 Names 

consisting of a single cognomen or (more rarely) double cognomina 

account for approximately 90% of the names recorded in the 

Christian tomb mosaics of Byzacena, while tria nomina or duo 

nomina appear in just 10% of the cases (Table 17).341 

338 Kajanto, Onomastic Studies, 122. Salway (supra n. 336) 133-36. 
339 Ibid. 6-9, table 2. Of the 840 Christian epitaphs from Carthage tabulated by 
Kajanto, not one indicated slave or freed status, although many surely belonged to slaves 
or freed slaves. 
340 Occasionally in Christian inscriptions a name could consist of a nomen alone, which 
functioned exactly as a single cognomen, e. g. lulia (no. 25). For a full discussion of 
this, see Kajanto, Onomastjc Studjes. 18-23. Note that although the gentilicium was 
not commonly used in funerary inscriptions, individuals may have retained it for 
administrative or judicial purposes. See the comments of P.-A. Fevrier and M. Marrou 
in L'Onomastjgue, 428-30. 
341 The rarity of the gentilicium is common to most of the Christian epigraphic groups 
from Africa. However, two sites were exceptionally conservative in their nomenclature, 
with a higher frequency of gentilicia: Mactar (see Mactar V, 193-94) and especially 
Altava: Altava 224-25 and Kajanto, "Single Name System" (supra n. 336) 424-25. 
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TABLE 17. NAME FORMS IN CHRISTIAN TOMB MOSAICS 
FROM BVZACENA 

single name 122 82.4% 
89.2% 

double cognomina342 10 6.8% 

duo nomina343 14 9.5% 
10.8% 

tria nomina344 2 1.3% 

total names identifiable by form 148 100% 100% 

These percentages are similar to those obtained by liro Kajanto in 

his analysis of dated Christian inscriptions from Rome (Table 18). 

"" ~ -
TABLE 18. NAME FORMS IN DATED CHRISTIAN EPITAPHS 

FROM ROME (!C.U.B 11, 12-111), AFTER I. KAJANTO . 
date range 313-410 410-500 500-600 total 

cognomen 
and double 606 89.2% 183 95.8% 129 97.0% 918 91.5% 
cognomina 

duo nomina 73 10.8% 8 4.2% 4 3.0% 85 8.5% 

total 679 100% 191 100% 133 100% 1,003 100% 

342 Men: Quodvultdeus Eupalius (no. 172). Women: Matr[ona?] Dic(entia?] (no. 9); 
Mamma Donata (no. 30); Cilonia Grata (no. 44); Lumen (?) Mustula (no. 92); lnnoca 
Rustica (no. 106); Optata V( .. . ] (no. 113); lngenua Pia (no. 160); Concordia 
Exuperantia (no. 174); Quintilla Donatianilla (no. 183). 
343 Men: lulius lanuarius (no. 8) ; Varius Donatianus (no. 22); lulius Honorius (no. 
36); C(a)ecilius Tunninus (no. 82); Vergil(i)us Atticus (no. 11 O); Aurelius Robustius 
(no. 141 ); E. Lucilus (no. 147); Verrius Petronius Candidus (no. 181 ); F(lavius?) 
V(alerius?) Dion (no. 70). Women: Fabia Restituta (no. 47); Attia Quintula (no. 93); 
Aurelia D ... (no. 105); [ . . . ]sia E[u]frosi(n]a (no. 118); Caelia Rogata (no. 119). 
344 M(arcus) Eustorgius Heraclamon Leonides (no. 174); T. E. D. qui et Evasius (no. 
154) . 
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Tria nomina are entirely absent from Kajanto's sample of more than 

1,000 inscriptions and duo nomina become extremely rare in the 

fifth and sixth centuries. Because of the lack of dated inscriptions, 

this kind of chronological analysis is not possible for the tomb 

mosaics from Byzacena, but we may assume a broadly similar trend. 

Thus the name forms can be used in a limited way in dating the 

Byzacena tomb mosaics. The appearance of the nomen gentilicium 

alone is not sufficient to prove an early date, but taken together 

with other factors such as letter forms, symbols and stylistic 

criteria, the form of the name can be a chronological indicator. 

Most of the cognomina in the mosaic epitaphs of Byzacena 

derive from participles or adjectives (Tables 19, 20, 21 ). Suffixes 

such as -ius/ia, -illus/illa, -inus/ina and -ianus/iana were 

frequently grafted to the adjectival or participial roots to create 

new cognomina. Suffix formations like this were more common in 

Africa than elsewhere in the Empire. Especially noteworthy are the 

cognomina formed by adding a suffix to a perfect participle (nos. 

1 O, 29, 38, 61, 48, 183), a procedure that is quite rare outside 

Africa. 345 A smaller group comprises cognomina derived from 

abstract nouns: Felicitas (nos. 7, 56, 155?), Victoria (nos. 27, 98), 

Concordia (no. 174) and Honor (no. 129). Names of this type were 

especially common for women.346 

345 I. Kajanto, "Peculiarities of Latin Nomenclature in North Africa," Philo log us 108 
(1964) 312. 
346 Kajanto, Cognomjna. 97-98, table 23. 
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· TABLE 19. COGNOMINA DERIVED FROM PRESENT PARTICIPLES ,,, 

name nos. verb suffix 

Amant[ia?] 136 amo -ius /i a? 

Bena(n)t ia 1 41 venor? -ius /i a 

Bigulantius 150 vigilo -ius / ia 

Constantin us 89 consto -inus / ina 

Co(n)st[ant ia? ] 88 ,, 
-ius / ia? 

Crescentius , -la 49 , 42 cresco -ius / ia 

Exuperantia 174 exsupero -ius / ia 

Florentina 51 floreo -inus /i na 

Gaudentius , -ia 7, 31 gaudeo -ius / ia 

Optantius 1 1 opto -ius / ia 

Vincentia 125 vinco -ius/ia 

t 
,,,, 

TABLE 20. COGNOMINA DERIVED FROM PERFECT PARTICIPLES 
' 

.. vr -~ ~· 

.\ i 
name nos. verb suffix 

Donata 3 do 

Donatianilla 183 
,, 

- i an i 11 us / i an i 11 a 

Donatianus 48 II -ianus / iana 

Emeritus 60 emereo 

Fastiditus 39 fastidio 

Fortunatus 58 fortuno 

Honorata 90 honoro 

Quadratianus 29, 38, 61 quadro -ianus /i ana 

Quadratilla 1 0 ,, 
-illus / ilia 

Renata 169 renascor 

Renobatus 128 renovo 

Reparatus 62 reparo 

Rest(it)utus 16, 18, 71 res tituo 

Rogata 96, 119 rogo 
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TABLE 21. COGNOMINA DERIVED FROM ADJECTIVES 

name no. adjective SU ff i X 

Aprikus 24 apricus 

Blandin us 179 blandus -inus/ina 

Candidus 181 candidus 

Crispina 95 crispus -inus/ina 

Faustinus, -a 111, 130, 65 faustus -inus/ina 

Felicianus 40 felix -ianus/iana 

Felicissimus 45?, 131 felicissimus 

Felix 20 felix 

Geminius 158 geminus -ius/ia 

Grata 44 gratus 

lngenua 160 ingenuus 

lnnoca 106 innocuus 

Innocenti us, -ia 149, 143 innocens -ius/ia 

Maxima 50, 77? maximus 

Maioricus 1 5 maior -icus/ica 

Paulus 1 21 paulus 

Paulina 107 II -inus/ina 

Priscianus 94 priscus -ianus/iana 

Robustius 142 robustus -ius/ia 

Rufinus, -a 2, 4 rufus -inus/ina 

Rustica 106 rusticus 

Rusticilla 28 II -illus/illa 

Secundianus 1 8 secundus -ianus/iana 

Severina 51 severus -inus/ina 

Vernaclus, -a 13, 37, 119 vernaculus 

Vital is 126 vita/is 
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The names used by African Christians were not exclusively or 

even predominantly Christian in their meanings. Many were "names 

of good omen," a category that was especially characteristic of 

African names in both the pagan and Christian eras.347 By bestow

ing a "name of good omen," parents expressed their hopes for their 

children. Many names of this kind evoke good luck, e. g. Bonifatia (no. 

26) and its Greek equivalent Eutychianus (no. 138), Fa(v)onius (no. 

30), Faustina/Faustinus (nos. 65, 111, 130), Felix and its derivatives 

(nos. 7, 20, 40, 45, 56, 131, 155) and Fortunatus (no. 58). Others 

relate to worldly success and honor: Emeritus (no. 60), the various 

derivatives of honoro (nos. 129, 90, 36, 63, 75?, 91) and vinco 

(nos. 125, 75? 86, 148?, 27, 153), Maxima (no. 50) and Exuperantia 

(no. 174). A third group consists of names suggesting growth or 

vitality: Crescentius/ia (nos. 49, 42), Florentina (no. 51) and Vitalis 

(no. 126). 

Among the cognomina formed on perfect participles are those 

that indicate the child was wished for or received as a gift from 

God: Rogata (nos. 96, 119) and Donata (no. 3). 348 Names based on the 

Graeco-Roman gods are not uncommon in the Christian mosaics, e. g. 

Saturninus (no. 54), Hermes (no. 137) and Heraclius (nos. 145, 167?). 

Traditional Latin names based on the calendar, such as lanuarius/ia 

347 The names Felix and Fortunatus were more than twice as common in Africa as 
elsewhere, possibly due to the influence of Punic names of similar meaning: Kajanto, 
"Peculiarities" (supra n. 345) 311. 
348 Names of this type were especially popular in Africa, perhaps, as Kajanto suggested, 
because of the influence of similar Punic names: "Peculiarities" (supra n. 345) 311. 
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(nos. 8, 122, 139) or based on birth order (nos. 18, 43, 41, 93, 97, 

155, 183) were popular. Other names relate to geographic origin, 

either in a ethnic sense, such as (H)ispa[nus/a?] (no. 164), 

Bruttanicus (no. 49) and probably lcosu[ ... ] (no. 23), or in an 

environmental/topographical sense, such as Nemorella (no. 163), 

Rustica (no. 106), Rusticilla (no. 28) and (V)illatica (no. 74). Names 

based on terms of family relationship were common (e. g. Sorica, no. 

162, Matrona, nos. 9, 133) as were names derived from flora (Viola, 

no. 5, Nardus and Turassus, no. 71 ). 

A misunderstood name type is the pejorative-prophylactic 

cognomen, of which two examples are found in the Byzacena tomb 

mosaics: Exxitiosa (no. 178, literally "disastrous") and Fastiditus 

(no. 39, "despised"). Names like this are often misleadingly called 

"names of humility" and are thought to be typically Christian.349 

Many of the instances are indeed Christian, but a significant number 

are not.350 Unlike the uncomplimentary nicknames of the Republican 

era (e.g. Calvus, Naso), these names do not usually refer to specific 

physical defects, but instead to abstract negative qualities: 

Proiectus, lnuriosus, Calumniosus, Contempta, Neglicta, Periculosa. 

The explanation for this phenomenon lies in the superstitious belief 

349 I. Kajanto, "On the Problem of 'Names of Humility' in Early Christian Epigraphy," 
Arctos n. s. 3 (1962) 45-53. 
35° Christian or probably Christian: Alogiosa (Uchi Maius, .QlL. VIII, no. 24331 and 
supra n. 125), Morosuus (from Mactar, Mactar, no. X 53), Praeiectus/ta (common in 
Christian inscriptions). Pagan: [R]epulsa? (Carthage, .QlL. VIII, no. 13888), Vitiosa? 
(Cirta, .QlL. VIII, 7801 ), Ridicula (Rome, .QlL VI, no. 7885). The names Stercorius/a 
and Foedosus/a were used widely by pagans and Christians. Additional examples in 
Kajanto, Cognomina 286-87. 
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in lnvidia or the Evil Eye, which was thought threaten any happy 

event, such as the birth of a healthy child. 351 A pejorative

prophylactic name given at birth was intended to protect the child 

by averting envy. The ultimate purpose of these names was thus 

similar to the "names of good omen," although the apparent 

meanings are antithetical. 

Fewer than one in five of the names in our mosaic group are 

overtly Christian in meaning. 352 Perhaps the most noteworthy of 

these are the compound Christian theophoric names of which the 

Byzacena mosaics provide three examples: Quodvultdeus (nos. 59, 

73, 172, 173), Spesindeo (no. 64) and Adeodata (nos. 79, 120). 

Several similar names are known from African Christian 

inscriptions and documents: Deogratias,353 Deumhabet,354 

Habetdeum,355 Servusdei,356 Deusdedit,357 Vincetdeus,358 

351 This idea was suggested by L. Ennabli, "Nouvelles mosa"iques" (supra n. 3) 157. 
Belief in the Evil Eye is still common in Tunisia today. On lnvidia, see A. Merlin, 
"Amulettes contre I' invidia provenant de Tunisie," REA 42 (1940) 486-93, A. 
Beschaouch, "Echec a l'envieux, d'apres une inscription metrique sur mosa"ique 
decouverte dans les thermes a Sullecthum en Tunisie," RendUnc 23 (1968) 65-66, 
and K. Dunbabin and M. Dickie, "!NVIDIA RUMPANATUR PECTORA: The Iconography of 
Phthonos/lnvidia in Graeco-Roman Art," JAQ 26 (1983) 7-37. 
352 27 of 148 identifiable names, or 18.2%. This is consistent with the proportion of 
overtly Christian names in the inscriptions of Carthage, Mactar and Haidra, estimated 
by N. Duval at 15-20%: "Observations sur l'onomastique dans les inscrip-tions 
chretiennes d'Afrique du Nord," in L'Onomastjgue, 453. 
353 Maier, L'Eoiscooat 290. 
354 Ibid. and .eAC. 273. 
35-5 Maier, L'Eojscooat 331-32: Mactar V, XI 10 and XII 39. 
356 Maier, L'Eojscooat 417-18; ~ 1066-67. 
357 1.EQ.C. I, no. 190. 
358 lU 1147. 
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Cumquodeus. 359 Kajanto argued that the popularity of these names 

in Africa was due to the influence of Punic names, such as BDMLQRT 

= Bodmilcar ("ln-the-Hand-of-Melqart"), YTNB'L = latanbaal ("Given

by-Baal") or }:t NB'L = Hannibal ("Favored-by-Baal").360 However, if 

the Christian compound names are Latin "translations" of the Punic 

names (Kajanto's term), it is difficult to understand why they should 

appear only in the fourth century, when the Punic names were 

rare, 361 rather than in a pagan context immediately after the Roman 

colonization of Africa, when the Punic names were more common. 

This phenomenon must be understood instead as a development 

within early African Christianity. Christian converts and sectarian 

partisans were eager to give their children conspicuously Christian 

names, just as the 17th-century Puritans named their children 

Praisegod or Livewell and Russian Communists of the 1930s saddled 

their offspring with names like Rural Electrification. The African 

Christians could have found formal models for their new coinages in 

the old Punic names, but also in common Greek and Latin compound 

names, for example, Theodorus/a, Theodotus, Theophilus/a, Lucifer, 

Bonifatius/a and Benenatus/a. 362 From Africa these distinctive 

359 Gregory the Great, .EQ.., 7.35 (ed. Migne, 895). 
36° Kajanto, Cognomina 23, 59-60; idem, Onomastic Studies, 101-103. G. Halff, 
"L'Onomastique punique de Carthage," Karthago 12 (1963-64) 63-146. 
361 Punic names are very rare In L. Ennabli's three volumes of Christian inscriptions 
from Carthage. None of the complex Christian theophoric names is attested in the 
documents of the third-century African councils or in the correspondence of Cyprian. 
362 All of theses names appear in non-Christian inscriptions in .Q1L VIII. A rarer name 
of this type is Homobonus, which appears on a pre-Christian funerary inscription of 
uncertain provenance preserved in the Bardo Museum: Z. Benzina ben Abdallah, 
"Supplement au catalogue des inscriptions latine paiennes du Musee du Bardo," AntAfr 



Christian compound names spread to Italy and throughout the 

Western Empire, but nowhere reached a comparable level of 

popularity. 363 
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Suprisingly few names were borrowed from biblical figures, 

saints or martyrs. Petrus (no. 53) and Paulus (no. 121) were 

certainly named after the apostles. Saturninus (no. 54) was a very 

popular cognomen in pre-Christian Africa because of the 

assimilation of Punic Baal to Roman Saturn. The continued use of 

this pagan theophoric name in Christian times may have been 

legitimized by reference to the important African martyr 

Saturninus, the leader of the Abitina martyrs. 364 Similarly the 

name Felicitas (nos. 7, 56), already common among non-Christians in 

the second and third centuries, may have been favored even more by 

African Christians because of its association with the famous 

African martyr Felicitas. 365 On the other hand Theodorus the 

32 (1996) 138-39, no. 65 . 
363 Kajanto, "Onomastic Studies" 102, table 25. Cf. Vitachristi at Trier: N. Gauthier, 
Recueil des inscriptions chretiennes de la Gaule I: Premiere Belgigue (Paris, 1975) no. 
120. 
364 See Loca sanctorum 11, 682-86. For this phenomenon of the "Christianization" of a 
pagan theophoric name, compare the names Martinus and Martinianus, which by the 
fifth or sixth century came to be associated with Martin of Tours and no longer with 
Mars: H.-1. Marrou, "Problemes generaux de l'onomastique chretienne," in 
L'Onomastjque, 433. 
365 In .C.U. VIII there are fewer Christian than pagan instances of the name Felicitas 
(24/35) but this must be attributed to the much greater number of pagan inscriptions 
preserved. It is significant that Perpetua, the name of Felicitas' companion in 
martyrdom, appears six times in Christian inscriptions, but never in pagan inscrip
tions in QlL VIII. Kajanto concludes that the popularity of the name Felicitas in Christian 
epigraphy is "not likely to be attributable to the martyrdom of a Felicitas" (Cognomjna 
98). However his statistical analysis is flawed because it conflates evidence from 
Carthage and Rome and so does not take into account local African enthusiasm for the cult 
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archdeacon of Leptiminus (no. 81) probably was not named after the 

Eastern soldier-saint, as the cult of Theodore did not become 

important in Africa until Byzantine times (see supra p. 27) and there 

is no indication that the tomb mosaic is this late. 

Another important group of overtly Christian names are those 

that express the idea of rebirth or redemption through baptism: 

Renata (no. 169), Reparatus (no. 62), Renobatus (no. 128) and 

Restitutus/a (nos. 16, 18, 47, 71 ). 366 Rare in pagan inscriptions, 

names derived from innocens (nos. 106, 149, 143) evoked for 

Christians the idea of a state of grace or sinlessness.367 Pascassa 

and Pascasius (nos. 103, 55) refer to Easter, the most important 

festival on the Christian calendar. Natalica (no. 6) is probably 

another Christian calendar-name, referring to Christmas (natalis). 

The linguistic origins of the names reflect the multi-ethnic 

character of Romano-African society. Babelo (no. 67) and Medden 

(no. 84) are Latinized versions of Punic names.368 Mustula (no. 92), 

Tunninus (no. 82), Gudulus (no. 144), Zarzio (no. 17) and Fasilia (no. 

of Perpetua and Felicitas. For the cult, see Loca sanctorum II, 682-83. 
366 In Kajanto's opinion, the Christian character of Renatus/a is "somewhat open to 
doubt" (Onomastic Studies. 112). Certainly Renatus/a and Restitutus/a were common 
cogomina in pre-Christian times, but their frequency appears to increase significantly 
in Christian inscriptions, at least in Africa. 
367 Kajanto, Onomastic Studies 114-15. The names Irene (no. 19) and Agathe (no. 
124) do not increase in frequency in African Christian inscriptions and so are unlikely 
to refer to "Christian virtues." 
368 Babelo = Punic BDB'L ("In-the-Hand-of-Baal"), elsewhere Latinized as Bubbal 
(.c.I.L. VIII, no. 21099) and Bubalus (QL VIII, no. 27701 ). G. Halff, "L'Onomastique 
punique," (supra n. 360) 94. Medden = Punic MTN ("Gift of ... "), elsewhere Latinized 
as Muttun, Mutthun, Mutun or Metun (ill VIII, nos. 8714, 19169, 8716, 20492). F. 
Benz, Personal Names in the Phoenician and Punic Inscriptions (Rome, 1972) 143-44. 
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171) are probably derived from the Berber language, while Tzal[ ... ?] 

(no. 159) may be Germanic. 369 

Greek names are more common, comprising about 9% of the 

total. 370 These can be derived from abstract nouns (no. 19, Irene, 

from ~ eipftvfl; no. 118, Eufrosina, from ~ euq,pom>Vfl) or more often 

from adjectives (no. 124, Agathe, from ciya06c;; no. 57, Filocalus, 

from q>tAoKaAoc;, no. 85 Asterius, from cicr'tiptoc;). Greek adjectival 

roots were regularly provided with Latin suffixes: Eutychianus 

(no. 138); Eustorgius (nos. 174, 175), Gorgonius (no. 146), Eupalius 

(no. 172). The name Quiriacus (no. 116), whose original meaning, 

"belonging to the master," was appropriate for slaves, gained 

popularity as a Christian name with the new meaning "belonging 

to the Lord."371 Xristilla (no. 140) is an unusual Christian 

theophoric name combining the Greek Xptcr'toc; with the Latin 

369 Mustula is one of many popular cognomina beginning Must- that are found almost 
exclusively in Africa, suggesting a Berber origin (Kajanto, Cognomjna 17-18). The 
name Tunninus is fairly common in Numidia and Byzacena, and the phoneme tun-
figures in several toponyms in Proconsularis. Gudulus (Gudullus, Gutulus) was common 
in Numidia and Proconsularis (Kajanto, Cognomina 163) and appears in the Albertini 
Tablets. Zarzio is apparently unique, but the phoneme zar- is common in toponyms in 
the region. For more on these names, see the corresponding catalogue entries. For 
Berber names, see M. Benabou, La resistance afrjcajne a la romanisation (Paris, 1976) 
491-578 and for the Berbers in general, see now E. Fentress and M. Brett, The Berbers 
(Oxford, 1996). 
370 16 of 183 identifiable names (8.7%). 14 of 159 individuals (8.8%) bore at least 
one Greek name. The frequency of Greek names is approximately 9% in the Christian 
epigraphic material from Mactar, slightly higher at Haidra, and about 13% at Carthage. 
See N. Duval, "Observations sur l'onomastique dans les inscriptions chretiennes 
d'Afrique du Nord," in L'Onomastjgue, 451 and Kajanto. Onomastic Studjes, 58, table 
15. 

371 L.SJ. 1013. 
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diminutive suffix -ilia. 

The African Christians were inventive namers. Even leaving 

aside the names of Berber, Punic and possible Germanic origin, from 

a sample of just 183 names we have identified five unica: 

Nemorella (no. 163), Xristilla (no. 140), Turassus (no. 71 ), Lumen (no. 

92) and Donatianilla (no. 183). Many other names are rare or at least 

rare outside Africa: Adeodata, Billatica, Cilonia, Exuperantia, 

Exxitiosa, Eupalius , Euasius, Fastiditus, Gemma, Gorgonius, lnnoca, 

Maioricus, Nardus, Natalica, Quintula, Spendeu. The complex 

Christian theophoric names and the creative use of suffixes are 

especially noteworthy features of Christian onomastics in Late 

Roman, Vandalic and Byzantine Africa. 

Formulas 

In addition to the name of the deceased most epitaphs included 

formulas that introduced the details of age, date of death or date of 

burial and offered conventional expressions of affection or grief. As 

a rule the earliest epitaphs use the simplest formulas, while later 

ones are more prolix, but in every period a short formula could be 

chosen for reasons of modesty, economy, or to fit the smaller field 

of a child's tomb. 372 Local preferences and traditions produced 

diversity: a particular formula common in the epitaphs of one site 

might be rare or entirely absent at another nearby site. 373 

The verb morior never appears in the epitaphs; various 

372 As noted by Duval , Ha"idra I, 491. 
373 As noted by Monceaux, Histlitt Ill, 203. 



euphemisms for death were used instead. Most often death is 

expressed with the metaphor of rest or sleep, using the verbs 

dormire (nos. 77, 78, 83, 85, 92-97, 105-107, 111, 112), 

quiescere (no. 82), requiescere (nos. 5, 8, 22, 39, 53, 56, 73, 74, 

152 

79, 121, 123, 127, 130, 133, 163) and recedere (nos. 33, 38, 55, 57, 

71, 80, 84, 87, 128). The idea that the dead are not extinct but 

simply "fallen asleep" to await the Resurrection is a commonplace 

in Early Christian thought. It derives its scriptural authority from 

Christ8s words on the occasions of the miracles of reanimation in 

Luke 8. 52 ("stop your weeping; she is not dead: she is asleep") and 

John 11 .11 ("Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I shall go and 

wake him").374 This idea is also implicit in the commonly used 

Greek and Latin names for a Christian burial ground, Kotµt1'tT1Pt0v / 

coemeterium (literally, "sleeping-room"). The formulas exit de 

saeculo (no. 183) and exsivit (no. 160) imagine death as a 

departure. Other euphemisms, using the verbs tradere and reddere, 

portray death as an act of surrendering or returning the spirit to its 

source: animam suam Deo et Christo eius tradidit (no. 1 ), reddidit 

(spiritum) (no. 169), debitum vit(a)e finem reddidit (no. 90). 

The ablative die introduces the date of death, although in 

practice this word is often omitted for the sake of brevity. In later 

epitaphs, for example those from Sidi Abich (nos. 121, 126, 128, 

129) and Mactar (nos. 89, 90), die is superseded by sub die. Most 

epitaphs use the standard Roman calendar: after the first day of the 

374 See also I Thessalonians 4. 13; Ephesians 5. 14. 
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the nones, after the nones, days are similarly numbered to the 
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ides and after the ides to the kalends of the following month. In 

the mosaics the day immediately preceding the ka/ends or ides is 

always indicated by pridie rather than II kal. or II id. (nos. 21, 56, 

71, 82, 87).375 With only one exception (no. 133) the epitaphs 

employ numerals rather than spelling out ordinal numbers in dates. 

The medieval calendric system in which the days of the month 

are numbered sequentially appears occasionally in African 

inscriptions of the fifth and sixth centuries.376 Two of the 

Byzacena epitaphs may have used this system: [di]e XV m[ensis?} 

Decem[b(ri)s] (no. 10, Chigarnia); (die) XIII/ (mensis?) April(is) (no. 

77, Lamta). Unfortunately, both mosaics are lost, so the readings 

cannot be checked. 

The day of the week is never specified in the mosaic epitaphs, 

although it does sometimes appear in African Christian inscrip

tions. 377 The hour of the day probably appeared in two instances, 

although again both epitaphs are fragmentary. In no. 94, the time of 

death may have been noted: Dormibit in pace d(ie) X k(alendas) 

375 Presumably the same would have been true of the nones, but none of the epitaphs 
records a date of death on the day before the nones. Note that counting is inclusive in the 
Roman system, so that Ill kal. is two days before the kalends, II kal. is the day 
before, and there is no "/ kal." 
376 .LLQY. no. 2186: [mensis? O]ctobres die sex[to] (Orleansville, A. D. 406); .LLQY. no. 
2104: die Ill m(e)n(sis) Aug. (Setif, A. D. 453); l.L.C.Y. no. 2057: XI die mensis VII 
(Henchir Akrib, 543); AE. 1990, no. 1034: ... depositu[s] (est)NI die mensi[s]lmazii 
(Sidi N'Sir, after 533). 
377 E.g., .QlL. VIII, no. 8630 (Setif); .QlL. VIII, no. 23128 (Kairouan). 



154 

F[e]bruarias, o[r]a p[rima?]. In mosaic no. 112 the epitaph may have 

specified the hour of birth of an infant who lived less than one day: 

[ ... natus/a (est) (h)ora?j noctis V. 

It was important to record the date of death on the mosaic 

epitaph so that survivors could perform commemorative rites for 

the deceased on the death-anniversary.378 In a group of the latest 

epitaphs (from Mactar, Sbeitla, Sidi Abich and Chigarnia phase le) 

the date of death is replaced by the date of burial, introduced by the 

formula depositus/a est. 379 This probably reflects a change in the 

commemorative observances, which in the later period apparently 

took place on the anniversary of burial rather than the anniversary 

of death. It was apparently not as important for the survivors to 

record the year of death or burial, as this is indicated in only a 

handful of instances. Different dating systems are used in these 

cases: one epitaph specifies the year by the Roman consuls in office 

(no. 86), two use the regnal years of the Vandal kings (nos. 10, 74), 

one gives the year in the Egyptian era of Diocletian (no. 185), and 

two provide the year in terms of the 15-year Byzantine indiction 

cycle (nos. 89, 90).380 

378 In Africa it was common practice to observe the death-anniversary (natalicium) 
with the celebration of the eucharist, prayers for the deceased, funerary meals and 
perhaps the distribution of alms. These rites were not limited to the tombs of the 
martyrs. See chapter eight, n. 480. 
379 Nos. 10, 22, 54, 61, 63, 66, 88, 89, 90, 91, 125, 126, 129, 131. The helping 
verb est is spelled out only in nos. 22 and 88. Pos(ita est) occurs once (no. 124). 
Note that the meaning of this formula differs subtly from situs est, the most common 
pagan parallel--depositus est implies that the body has been placed in temporary 
safekeeping in the tomb, rather than finding its eternal home there. 
380 lndiction years may also have appeared in the fragmentary mosaics nos. 75 and 91. 
On dating systems in general, see N. Duval, "Recherches sur la datation des inscriptions 
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Of 157 complete or nearly complete epitaphs, 125 or 80% 

include the age of the deceased. The formula introducing the age 

invariably begins with vixit (often abbreviated vix.). Figures are 

usually given as numerals, but in about 10% of the epitaphs the 

numbers are spelled out.381 Most of these epitaphs give the age of 

the deceased in terms of years only, but sometimes the months, days 

and even the hours are counted (Table 22). Of the six instances in 

which the hours are noted, five come from Sfax (nos. 93, 95, 96, 97, 

110) and one from nearby Thina (no. 181 ). Two of these are epitaphs 

of adults, two belong to children and in two cases the age cannot be 

---- --- -

TABLE 22. PRECISION IN AGE STATEMENTS 

age given in terms of: no. of epitaphs percentage 

years only 83 66% 

years + months 15 12% 

years + months + days 17 14% 

years + months + days + hours 6 5% 

age statement incomplete 4 3% 

TOTAL 125 100% 

determined. The practice of recording the age to the hour is well 

known from pagan epitaphs. It has been suggested that this was 

connected to astrology,382 but it seems more likely that it is merely 

chretiennes d'Afrique en dehors de la Mauretanie," Atti del terzo congresso 
internationale di epjgrafia greca e latina (Rome, 1959) 245-62. 
381 Nos. 15, 20, 28, 31, 32, 42, 43, 52, 70, 106, 113, 144, 153. 
382 Frend, The Donatist Church (supra n. 46) 95. 
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a sentimental expression, conveying the idea that every moment the 

loved one spent on earth was precious. Uncertainty about the exact 

age is indicated by the expression plus minus (usually abbreviated), 

which appears in 21 of 125 cases (17%).383 In epitaph no. 85 the 

expression vixit an(nis) XXV minus apparently indicates that the 

deceased lived less than 25 years. 

The formula in pace is extremely common, appearing in 132 

epitaphs. The idea that the faithful find peace in death is another 

commonplace of Early Christian thought. Commenting on Luke 2. 29, 

Cyprian wrote: 

... then do the servants of God have peace, then do 
they have a free, then a tranquil repose, when we on 
being released from the storms of the world have 
sought the harbor of our abode and eternal security, 
when on this death being accomplished we have 
come to immortality. For that is our peace, that our 
sure tranquility . . . (De mortalitate 3). 384 

In pace is most often placed directly after the name of the 

deceased: 

Bon(a)e memori(a)e Optantius in pace. (no. 11) 

Cotbuldeus in pace. (no. 173). 

The formula may also be combined with the verb dormire in the 

383 Nos. 8, 74, 75, 77, 80, 84, 86, 87, 105, 113, 114, 119, 148, 158, 162 (a+ 
b) , 163, 166, 171, 172, 177. 
384 . . . tune esse servis Dei paeem, tune liberam, tune tranquil/am quietem, quando de 
istis mundi turbinibus extraeti sedis et seeuritatis aeternae portum petivimus, quando 
expuneta hae morte ad immortalitatem venimus. Illa est enim nostra pax, ii/a fida 
tranquillitas . . . Trans. M. L. Hannan, .e.S1 36 (1933) 23. 
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present tense: 

Cresconius dormit in pace. Vicxit annis XXV, menses VI. (no. 

83). 

In pace may also be combined with an age formula: 

Vernacla vixit in pace annis XIII/. (no. 13) 

Mamma Donata vixit fide/is in pace annos . . . (no. 3) 

Adeodata vixsit annis XX/, m(enses) X, d(ies) XX in pace. (no. 

120). 

Finally, in pace can appear together with a death formula in the 

perfect tense, with or without the inclusion of the date of death: 

Matrona ... requievit in pace die non(o) kal(endas) 

Febr(u)arias. (no. 133) 

Renobatus recess(it) in pace [s(ub) d(ie)J VIII/ k(a)l(endas) 

April(es). (no. 128) 

Du/cissmo compari Julio /anuario ... In pace requievit. (no. 8). 

It would be a mistake to insist too much on semantic distinctions 

related to the placement of in pace (i. e., was the deceased con

sidered to be at peace with God in death, or at the moment of 

death, or during his/her lifetime?). The composers of the epitaphs 

probably did not dwell on these fine points. It was important to 

include the appropriate formulas, but given the flexibility of Latin 

word order, the exact placement of each was not especially signi

ficant. 

In two cases (nos. 26b, 147), in pace is followed by the chi

rho monogram, to be read "in pace Christi' (this form was fairly 
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common in inscriptions from Africa Proconsularis and Byzacena).385 

In no 26a we read vixit ... in Christo (with Christ's name 

abbreviated as the chi-rho) and in no. 107: dormit in pace in 

Christo (with the name apparently spelled out in full). The formula 

in Christo is thus a rarity in the Byzacena mosaic series, although 

it is common in the Byzantine inscriptions from Basilica I at 

Haidra.386 

Another type of formula praises or expresses affection for the 

deceased. Most of these are conventional tags that were used both 

for pagan and Christian epitaphs. The most common, especially 

popular at Sfax, is bonae . memoriae, often abbreviated b. m. (nos. 

11, 83, 92, 95, 103, 106, 107, 109, 111 ). Du/cissimae memoriae 

(abbreviated d. m.) occurs twice at Sfax (nos. 98, 110). The 

adjective dulcissimus/a could also apply directly to the deceased 

(nos. 6, 7, 137). Honest(a)e femin(a)e occurs only once, at Thina 

(no. 183). Complimentary adjectives could be strung to-gether in a 

manner that is familiar from pagan epitaphs: dign(a)e merit(a)e ac 

obse/quentissim(a)e (no. 7), d(u/cissimae) m(emoriae), [femin]a, 

b(ene) m(erens) (no. 98), miri exempli et pudoris ... rarissim(a)e, 

unicae, filosofae (no. 174). 

More distinctively Christian are formulas based on the 

adjective sanctus/a, such as san(c)tissima puel/a (no. 25), 

s(anctissima?) f(emina?) (no. 113) or simply sanctus (no. 91, 

385 Cf. Carthage (.Q!l VIII, no. 14128); Apisa Maius (.Q!l VIII, no. 791 add. p. 1260); 
Sousse (.C.U. viii, no. 10509); El Djem (.Q.!..L. VIII, no. 11099). 
386 Haidra 1, 463. 
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applied to a bishop). lnnocens occurs only once: Bictoria, innocens, 

fide/is in pace (no. 70, Sidi Djedidi). Note that in African Christian 

inscriptions innocens ("innocent," "blameless") is usually, but not 

exclusively, applied to young children.387 A simple expression of 

praise, innocens is not a designation of initiation status like 

audiens or fide/is. It should not be taken to mean that the de

ceased was not yet baptized, as our example, in which innocens is 

combined with fide/is, demonstrates. 388 

Unlike pagan tomb inscriptions, Christian tomb mosaics sel

dom included the name of the survivor who paid for the memorial. 

Only three instances of this occur in the Byzacena series, all of 

them probably early: Gaudentius on behalf of his wife, Felicitas (no. 

7, Boutria); Hermes on behalf of his unnamed wife and children (no. 

137, Sousse) and M. Eustorgius Heraclamon Leonides on behalf of his 

wife, Concordia Exuperantia (no. 174, Sousse). 

Three of the Byzacena mosaics feature expressions that may 

be categorized as blessings or acclamations. The fragmentary 

epitaph no. 104 probably contained a condensed version of the 

angelic hymn (Luke 2. 14): [deo la]udes et p[ax hominibus!]. This 

phrase appeared frequently carved on lintels and elsewhere in 

387 Examples of older children and adults termed innocens, innox or innocuus, -a: 
Keljbja 171, no. 23: Kelibia, age 11; lEQ.Q I, no. 110: Carthage, age 11; QAQL. Vll.1, 
603 (H. Leclercq): Kourba, age 17; lEQ.Q Ill, no. 208: Carthage, age 19. 
388 Other African inscriptions in which innocens is combined with fide/is: Furnos 
M1n.u.s. 888-89, no. 5, fig. 8; lEQQ I, no. 74B; ECTM no. 278 = lnvMos 11, no. 1051 
(Tabarka). Duval is aware of these cases, but retains the idea that innocentes are the 
unbaptized: Keljbja 210-11, Ha"jdra V, 457-58. 
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African churches of the sixth century. 389 The acclamation in no. 17, 

(h)ic qui digni sunt sic accipiant!, expresses the idea that the 

deceased is worthy to be buried in a holy place. In pace 

requ(i)escat! (no. 30) is a conventional wish for the repose of the 

deceased. 390 Slightly different in character is [0cipcrn] ... ou&[d<;] 

ci0civcl'to<; (no. 185), which addresses the deceased with a consoling 

platitude familiar from many pagan inscriptions: "Have no fear . . . 

no man is immortal."3 9 1 

Anepigraphic mosaics 

Three or possibly four tomb mosaics from Chigarnia were 

intentionally designed without an epitaph (nos. 12, 34, 68?, 69). All 

were produced by workshop 2. Anonymous tomb mosaics like this 

may be compared to the fairly common Christian dedicatory mosaics 

that do not give the name of the donor.392 In both cases the mosaic 

is designed to be read as a gesture of humility or self-effacement 

(albeit a rather conspicuous one). Anepigraphic tomb mosaics are 

not known at present in Byzacena outside Chigarnia but they appear 

389 E. g., Ha"idra I, 229; ill VIII , no. 10642 (lintel from Numidia); Cagnat in BAC 
1887, 135 (also from Numidia); Q1J.. VIII, nos. 462 and 11644 (consoles from Haidra) ; 
ill VIII, no. 706 (from Kessera) and QlL VIII, no. 16720 (from Tebessa) . 
39° Cf. vivas in pace! and qu(iescat) in pace! (Sousse catacombs: Hadrumetum, 
354-55). 

391 For comparanda see catalogue entry. 
392 E. g., the inscription in the apse of the cruciform basilica at lunca: CUIUS NOMEN 
DEUS SCIT [vo]TUM SOLBIT. G. Feuille, "Eglise cruciforme de lunca (Macomades 
Minores)," .6.AQ 1950, 125, pl. VII. For additional examples see N. and Y. Duval, 
"L'Eglise dite de Candidus a Ha"idra (Tunisie) et !'inscription des martyrs," in Melanges 
d'archeologie et d'histoire offerts a Andre Piganiol II (Paris, 1966) 1177 n. 2. 
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sporadically in Proconsularis and elsewhere in North Africa .393 

Comparable anepigraphic stone slab tomb covers were occasionally 

used at Haidra and Mactar.394 

Poetic epitaphs 

The site of Mactar produced two complete poetic tomb 

inscriptions in mosaic (nos. 89, 90). The epitaphs appear to have 

been cobbled together from original material and bits of conven

tional metrical epitaphs, without any concern for prosody. An 

analysis by F. Prevot demonstrated that the author or authors had no 

understanding of traditional Latin metrics based on syllabic 

quantity. 395 Where one or two lines scan (as lines 1-2 of no. 90, 

which approximate dactylic hexameters), it is probably because of 

wholesale borrowing from an earlier epitaph. The language is 

stilted, favoring poetic locutions like oriundus (rather than the 

pedestrian filius in no. 89) or apices (for verba in no. 90). The age 

of the deceased is expressed periphrastically: bis tricenos 

quat(t)uor annos (no. 89), bis quaternos ... annos (no. 90). In no. 90 

the earth is personified as Terra, the word Manes is used for the 

393 Tabarka: lnvMos II, no. 1018 and Suppl. no. 1049d. Oued Ramel : lnvMos II, no. 
462. Tebessa: BAAlg 3 (1968) 173, fig . 3; N. Duval, "Les mosa"iques funeraires 
d'Algerie comparees a celles de Tunisie," Colli 17 (1970) 158, fig . 6. Hippo Regius: 
Maree, Hippone 90, no. 1. Tenes: Fevrier, Mosa"iques funeraires (supra n. 278) 437-
38, fig. 8; Marrou, "Mosa"iques chretiennes de Tenes," (supra n. 188) 229, figs. 3-4. 
394 Ha"idra I, 451 and nos. 48, 52, 70, 112. Mactar V, no. XII 55. Cf. Also the tomb 
mosaic from the Plaza of Antonio Maura, Barcelona: de Palol , Argueologia cristiana 
(supra n. 239) 326, pl. XCVIII. 
395 Mactar V, 22-24, 26. Referring to no. 89, Prevot commented: "ces vers sont 
inscandables selon les lois de la metrique latine car leur auteur n'a manifestement tenu 
aucun compte de la quantite des syllabes." 
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spirit of the deceased, and the Christian God is referred to with an 

epithet of Jupiter, Tonans. This self-consciously "classicizing" 

idiom is striking in a Christian epitaph and unique among the 

Christian tomb mosaics in the region. 

The fragmentary epitaph no. 98 may also include a bit of 

second-hand poetry: [Cari?]ssim(a)e sunt [ciner]es tuae . . . The use 

of cineres here--for what must certainly have been an inhumation 

burial--is in any case an intentionally archaic or poetic word

choice. Epitaph no. 104 is extremely fragmentary: [ ... J honorem. 

Migro [ ... JI [Deo la]udes et p[ax/hominibus ... ?]. In the first 

surviving line, migro may possibly have introduced a poetic 

euphemism for death, with the deceased imagined as speaking (see 

catalogue entry). If this conjecture is correct, the line may be 

another appropriation from a metrical epitaph, here combined with a 

familiar Christian acclamation. 

Age data 

The age of the deceased can be read with reasonable certainty 

in 108 of the mosaic epitaphs. Of these, 56 belong to males, 47 to 

females, and in five cases the sex of the deceased cannot be deter

mined. The age statistics present a superficial plausibility in some 

respects. For example, the mean age at death for women is 25.1 

years, which seems to fit neatly with scholarly estimates of life 

expectancy in the Roman population (20-30 years).396 But the small 

396 Keith Hopkins summarized the reasoning behind this view: "On the assumption of a 
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size of the sample should make us wary of extrapolating any broad 

demographic conclusions from these data, and on closer study clear 

patterns of distortion become apparent. 

A graph showing the reported ages at death in the Byzacena 

mosaic epitaphs (fig. 6.5) demonstrates a strong tendency to present 

the age of the deceased as a multiple of five years. Of 108 ages, 55 

or 50.9% are given as multiples of five years, where in a normal 

distribution we would expect approximately 20%. Clearly in many 

cases the survivors who commissioned the tomb mosaics were 

ignorant of the exact age of the deceased and so provided estimates 

reckoned in five- or ten-year increments. 397 The Byzacena mosaics 

are not exceptional in this regard. Age estimation is the rule in the 

Christian inscriptions of North Africa and at some sites it was even 

more pronounced (e. g., at Carthage, where approximately 60% of all 

stationary population, the expectation of life at birth must have been above 20, because 
otherwise the difficulties of self-replacement are too great. Life expectancy at birth 
was probably under 30 . . . for this has been generally true of pre-industrial 
populations and correlates with the predominance of agriculture, low average income, 
and scarcity of doctors and of useful medical knowledge, which together distinguish the 
Roman Empire and other pre-industrial societies from modern industrial societies." 
"On the Probable Age Structure of the Roman Population," Population Studies 20 
(1966-67) 263. T. Parkin agrees that "an estimate in the 20 to 30 year range is 
clearly right." Demography and Roman Society (Baltimore, 1992) 84. On the basis of 
census data preserved on papyri, R. Bagnall and B. Frier recently estimated the overall 
life expectancy in Egypt in the early Roman Empire as "in the lower twenties, probably 
between 22 and 25 years." The Demography of Roman Egypt (Cambridge, 1994) 109. 
397 As R. P. Duncan-Jones observed, dating systems that identified years in terms of the 
consuls in office or the regnal years of rulers may have been partly to blame. For 
someone trying to compute a lapse of time from a known year these systems are much 
less practical than a continuous numerical series. "Such obstacles may have made age
reckoning difficult, even for those who were perfectly able to identify the year of their 
birth." "Age Rounding, Illiteracy and Social Differentiation in the Roman Empire," 
Chiron 7 (1977) 336. 
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ages were given in multiples of five years).398 

In the Byzacena mosaic epitaphs the likelihood and extent of 

age estimation apparently varied as a function of age at death. In 

ages 0-1 O there is no significant deviation from a normal distribu

tion. In ages 11-50 there is frequent "rounding" with peaks on the 

multiples of five years (15, 25, 35, 45) and on the multiples of ten 

years (20, 30, 40, 50) . In the 51-90 group "rounding" is even more 

pronounced and ages are twice as likely to be expressed as multiples 

of 10 years (60, 70, 80, 90) than as multiples of five years (55, 65, 

75, 85). It appears that precise ages were usually recorded for 

children, but age statements became increasingly imprecise for 

older subjects. 

It could be argued that the statistical errors caused by age 

estimation operated equally in both directions, that is, "rounding 

down" might have been as common as "rounding up," with the result 

that relatively little net distortion was introduced into the age data. 

However, we have no way of knowing this; it is also quite possible 

that ignorance of exact ages led to systematic age inflation through 

general "rounding up" of adult ages. 

A second factor distorting the statistics is the under

recording of infant deaths. Only two deaths of children less than one 

year of age were commemorated in surviving tomb mosaics from 

Byzacena, producing an apparent rate of infant mortality (approx-

398 Calculations for Carthage are my own, based on the epitaphs published in l.E.C.C. I, II 
and 111. 93 of 156 usable inscriptions (59.6%) give the age as a multiple of five or ten 
years (inscriptions in which sex of the deceased is not determinable excluded). 
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imately 2%) that is impossibly low. A very similar pattern is 

evident in the Christian inscriptions of Carthage, where infants 

again account for only about 2% of the recorded deaths.399 Infants 

in Late Antique Africa faced huge dangers in the first year of life: 

neonatal survival was rare in cases of premature or obstructed 

delivery and there were no effective treatments for infectious 

diseases. Based on comparative data from modern pre-industrial 

populations (where most of the same risk factors apply), we would 

expect an infant mortality rate of 25-30%. 400 We must conclude 

that infant burials in Byzacena were only rarely marked with tomb 

mosaics. 

This phenomenon is understandable in sociological terms. 

Because the deaths of young children were such common events, the 

practice of mourning for them was not encouraged.401 A Late Roman 

law actually prohibited mourning for children who died under one 

year of age.402 The commemoration of newborns with tomb inscrip

tions--public expressions of mourning--was likewise not encour

aged. (This is not to say that parents did not feel their losses 

399 3 of 156 inscriptions or 1.9%. Comparative percentage from Mactar: 4.1 %; from 
Haidra: 3.8%. 
4oo Parkin (supra n. 396) 92-95. K. Hopkins, Death and Renewal (Cambridge, 1983) 
225. A. Burn, "Hie breve vivitur. A Study in the Expectation of Life in the Roman 
Empire," Past and Present 4 (1953) 14. 
401 S. Dixon, The Roman Mother (London, 1988) 24. Similarly: Parkin (supra n. 
396) 95 and M. Finley, ''The Elderly in Classical Antiquity," Greece and Rome 28 
(1981) 159. 
402 Minor anniculo neque lugetur neque sublugetur. Frag. Vat. 321. Ed. S. Riccobono et 
al., Fontes lurjs Romani Anteiustjniani2 (Florence, 1940) II , 536. 
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public). 403 
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We have identified two cultural factors that certainly distort 

the age data: the acceptance of age estimates on tomb inscriptions 

and the under-recording of infant deaths. The data are probably also 

skewed by other cultural factors that encouraged or discouraged 

commemoration of particular age or age-sex groups.404 These 

biases make the Byzacena age data problematic for demographic 

purposes. Although one bias may compensate for another, opposite 

one, the full extent of the biases cannot be measured accurately and 

the overall statistics, however plausible they may appear at first 

glance, have only a tenuous connection with the real underlying 

mortality patterns. 405 Although our conclusions at present are 

mostly negative, there is reason to hope that future research in this 

area may produce useful results.406 Continued demographic 

investigation of the Christian funerary inscriptions of North Africa 

together with controlled excavation and analysis of human remains 

4o3 Parkin (supra n. 396) 95. For more on this question, see M. Golden, "Did the 
Ancients Care When Children Died?" Greece and Rome 35 (1988) 152-63. 
404 One additional area to consider is the higher rate of recording of old men vs. old 
women in the Byzacena mosaic data (men 60+ = 39.3% of the recorded male deaths; 
women 60+ = only 10.6% of the recorded female deaths). Is this a statistical anomaly 
attributable to the small sample size, or another instance of culturally-determined 
differential commemoration? See also Hopkins' observations on the overrepresentation 
of young adult women in Roman tomb inscriptions: "On the Probable Age Structure" 
(supra n. 396) 261. 
4~5 Parkin (supra n. 396) 7-8. 
406 Parkin is quite pessimistic in this regard, but I incline more towards Frier's point 
of view (see his thoughtful review of Parkin in Bryn Mawr C!assjcal Review 3 [1992] 
383-87). 
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from cemeteries may make it possible to extract more information 

about natural mortality patterns from the cultural factors 

surrounding tomb commemorations. Meanwhile identifying those 

cultural factors is in itself of considerable interest from a 

sociological point of view. 

Ecclesiastical titles. initiation status. occupations 

Many of the mosaic epitaphs provide information about the 

title, occupation or status of the deceased. These designations 

include ecclesiastical orders, monastic status, initiation status, 

secular occupations and municipal offices. 

The highest ranking clergyman commemorated in the mosaics 

is Paulus (no. 121 ), the provincial primate of Mauretania (episcopus 

primae sedis provinciae Mauritaniae), who apparently died while in 

exile at Uppenna (Chigarnia).407 There are epitaphs for six other 

bishops (nos. 63, 66, 73, 91, 121, 179), one archdeacon (no. 81 ), 

three priests (nos. 60, 130, 131 ), one deacon (no. 49) and one lector 

(no. 41).408 

Two monks were commemorated with tomb mosaics. 

Felicissimus was described as servus Dei (no. 45) and Vitalis as 

famulus Dei (no. 126), both terms which indicate that the deceased 

had taken monastic vows. 409 Vital is was further described as 

407 For the title primae sedis episcopus ct. Breviarium Hipponense 25 (Concilia 
Africae, ed. Munier, 40, dated A. D. 397), Augustine, .EJ;L. 53. 2. 4, (ed. Migne, PL 33, 
197) and the Acta of the Lateran Council of A. D. 649 (M.a.n.sl X, 919-920). 
408 For more on these ecclesiastical offices, see chapter 1, pp. 5-7. 
409 For comparanda, see the catalogue entries. 
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eremita, an anchorite or hermit. In the anchoritic model of 

monasticism, developed in the Egyptian and Judean deserts in the 

fourth century, monks intentionally separated themselves from 

human society. As described by the fifth-century writer Theodoret: 

[they] cling to the solitary life and strive to talk 
with God alone; having no part of human comfort, 
thus they win acclaim. Some sing praises to God 
while dwelling in shelters or huts. Others, again, 
prefer to live in caverns or caves. 41 O 

Anchorite monasticism was never as popular or prestigious in Africa 

as it was in the East. This may have been due at least in part to the 

influence of Augustine, who, though he founded several monasteries 

on the cenobitic model, was leery of anchorites.411 The tomb 

mosaic of Vitalis is a valuable and rare bit of evidence for 

anchorites practicing in Late Antique Africa. 

The initiation status of laypeople was indicated by two terms, 

audiens and fide/is. Audiens designates a catechumen, a candi-

date for Christian baptism. 412 The term appears only twice in the 

410 Religiosa historia (ed. Migne, 1484C-1485A ["Baradatus"]}. Trans. J. R. Martin 
in Ar.ta. 1951, 221. 
411 Augustine expresses his opinion slyly between the lines in De morjbus ecclesiae 
cathoUca: Nihil de iis dicam quos paulo aute commemoravi qui secretissimi penitus ab 
omni hominum conspectu, pane solo, qui eis per certa interval/a temporum affertur, et 
aqua contenti, desertissimas terras incolunt . . . Nihil, inquam, de his loquar: videntur 
enim nonnullis res humanas plus quam oporteret deseruisse, non intelligentibus 
quantum nobis eorum animus in orationibus prosit, et vita ad exemplum, quorum 
corpora videre non sinimur. . . in tantum processisse temperantiam et continentiam 
sanctissimorum catholicae fidei christianorum, ut restringenda nonnullis, et quasi ad 
humanos fines revocanda videatur. . . (1. 31. 66, ed. Migne, 1337-8). 
412 A. Thiel, ed. Epistolae romanorum pontifjcjum (Brunsberg, 1868): Gelasius, trag. 
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Byzacena mosaics, in the double epitaph from Chigarnia, no. 26: 

(a) ... s, audien/[s, in pace.] Vix(it) an/[ . .. , men]s(es) duo,/ 

[dies .. . ] X in (Christo). 

(b) Bonifazia, audilens, in p(ace) (Christi). Vi/xit annul unu 

et m(enses) Ill/. 

An interesting detail is the age of the second deceased (assuming 

Gauckler's reading is correct). 413 Infant baptism was the generally 

accepted practice in the African church by about 250.414 If she 

were the daughter of Christian parents, under normal circumstances 

Bonifatia should have been baptised shortly after birth. Why was 

she still a catechumen when she died at age 16 months? One 

possible explanation is that Bonifatia was accepted into the 

catechumenate as an infant, but her parents decided to delay 

baptism. The life of Augustine provides a parallel: the son of the 

pagan father and a Christian mother, the future bishop was accepted 

as a catechumen "fresh from my mother's womb" but was not 

baptized until adulthood. 415 Another possibility is that Bonifatia's 

family was in the process of conversion. In this case the older 

49 (later 5th c.): catechumeni latine dicuntur instructi vel audientes. Cf. QL VI, no. 
26660. 
413 The mosaic is now lost. For the readings, see catalogue entry. 
414 Cyprian recommended that baptism of infants take place on the second or third day 
after birth: ER.. 64 (ed. Hartel, 717-21) and see the notes of G. W. Clarke in IM 
Letters of Saint Cyprian (New York, 1984-89) 11, 301-305 and K. Aland, Did the 
Early Church Baptize Infants? (Philadelphia, 1963) 46-47. On the later survival of 
the adult catechumenate, see M. Dujarier, A History of the Catechumenate (New York, 
1979) 91-111 and T. Finn, Early Christian Baptism and the Catechumenate 
(Collegeville, Minn., 1992) 154-57. 
415 Confessjones 1. 11 (ed. O'Donnell, I, 9-10). 
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family members would have received religious instruction and 

parents or godparents would have taken responsibility for the 

religious education of the very young.416 In any case, Bonifatia did 

not survive long enough to receive the sacrament, nor did the second 

audiens who shared her tomb, probably another family member. 

The term fide/is, which describes a baptized Christian, was 

applied in the Byzacena mosaics to 23 individuals, equally to adults 

and children. 417 It was not obligatory, showing up most frequently 

where the epitaphs are long (e. g. Bou Ficha, nos. 3, 4, and 5), but 

usually omitted where epitaphs are shorter (only one instance at 

Sousse, no. 158). Fide/is never appears together with an 

ecclesiastical title because clergy were obviously understood to be 

baptized Christians. 

lanuaria was described on her epitaph (no. 139) as vestiar(i)a, 

a seamstress.418 The products of the African clothing industry 

were highly prized in Late Roman times and the prices of garments 

manufactured in Africa were regulated empire-wide by Diocletian's 

416 See P. Riche, Educatjon and Culture io the Barbarian West (Columbia, s. c., 1976) 
479-83 and ns. 226-227. 
417 Nine adults (nos. 3, 4, 5, 27, 37, 65, 94, 125, 158), nine children (nos. 20, 28, 
29, 52, 56, 62, 64, 124, 132). Age unknown: nos. 50, 71 (three individuals), 123. 
418 The stone epitaph of a tailor ( vestiarius) was found elsewhere in the Sousse 
catacombs. CatAfr2 338, no. 5 = lLA no. 62 (Catacomb of Agrippa). For these terms see: 
s. Joshel, Work, Identity and Legal Status at Rome (Norman, Okla., 1992) 71, 95 and n. 
10, 108; J..EQC. 11, no. 288; .G..lL I, no. 1268; .G..lL V, no. 6777; .G..lL VI, nos. 6348-6351, 
9969-9975, 33920-33924. Note that tailors and seamstresses (vestiarii, -ae) are to 
be distinguished from linen-weavers (linarii, -ae or lintearii, -ae), makers of woollen 
cloth (lanarii, -ae), clothes-menders (sarcinatores, -trices) and garment wholesalers 
(negotiatores vestiaril). 



Price Edict. 419 lanuaria may have done piecework for the export 

trade or sold the clothing she produced from her own shop. 
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In mosaic no. 17 (Chigarnia) the epitaph described the deceased 

Zarzio as "ARKICTECTUS." In Late Antiquity as in Roman times the 

architectus both designed buildings and supervised construction. 

Like a teacher or physician, he was expected to have some formal 

education, which raised his social status above that of a simple 

artisan. 420 The profession of architectus appears only rarely in 

Early Christian inscriptions, but the term was used in this sense 

frequently by Christian writers of the fourth, fifth and sixth 

centuries. 421 

The epitaph of lulius Honorius (no. 36) informs us that he held 

the office of flamen perpetuus. The perpetual f/amines were 

originally priests responsible for the imperial cult at the municipal 

level. The office survived in a secularized form well into the 

419 SHA, Vita Carini 20. 6; Vita Aureliani 48. 5. Edictum Diocletiani et collegarum de 
pretiis rerum venalium 19. 35; 19. 51 ; 19. 54; 19. 61; 19. 68; 19. 72 (ed. Giacchero 
I, 276-79). For more on the African clothing industry, see R. M. Haywood in T. Frank, 
ed., An Economic Survey of Ancient Rome IV (Baltimore, 1938) 117-18. 
420 An edict of Constantine dated A. D. 334 required "a taste of the liberal studies" as a 
prerequisite for potential architecture students: Cod theod, 13. 4. 1 (ed. Mommsen and 
Meyer, 1.2, 745; trans. C. Pharr, The Theodosian Code and Novels and the Sirmondian 
Constitutions [New York, 1952] 390). See also the observations of Vitruvius. De aed. 
1. 1-2 and Cicero, De off, 1. 42. 151. Discussion in A. Burford, Craftsmen in Greek and 
Roman Society (London, 1972) 101-107, c. Mango, Byzantine Architecture (New 
York, 1976) 24 and W. MacDonald, "Roman Architects," in S. Kostoff, ed. , The 
Architect (New York, 1977) 28-58. 
421 One example of an inscription: C.ll VI, no. 9153 (Rome) dated A. D. 441. In 
literature: Ambrose, Hexameron 5. 21. 69 (ed. Schenk!, 191-92); Jerome, Vulgate. I 
Cor. 3. 10 (ed. Weber II, 1772); Augustine, De civ. Dei 18. 48 (Loeb ed. VI , 58) ; 
Sidonius Apollinaris EJ;L_ 2. 2. 8 (ed. Anderson I, 424); Ennodius EJ;L_ 2. 19 (ed. Hartel, 
63); Venantius Fortunatus, Carmina 3. 7. 11-12 (ed. Reydellet, 95) . 
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Vandalic period in Africa.422 Several African Christians are known 

from epigraphic evidence to have held the office.423 

A thorough epigraphic analysis of the Byzacena tomb mosaics 

generously repays the effort. Proper understanding of paleography, 

orthography, phonology, grammar and usage contributes to more 

accurate readings. Better readings correct errors that have been 

sources of confusion (e. g., no. 77), and salvage valuable information 

from lost or damaged epitaphs (e. g., nos. 1, 10, 17, 82, 175, 179, 

185). Letter forms, formulas and abbreviations provide vital clues 

for identifying and dating workshops (see chapter seven). 

Considered as a whole the Byzacena mosaic epitaphs give 

evidence of a culture in transition. The sounds and structures of the 

language were changing rapidly away from classical norms, the 

traditional system of Latin nomenclature was hardly more than a 

memory and the Roman calendar was beginning to give way to 

medieval innovations. Beyond this, epigraphic investigation opens 

unexpected windows into the mentalities of average Romano-African 

Christians. Cases in point would be the superstitious practice of 

assigning pejorative names to protect children from the Evil Eye, the 

final gesture of humility implied in the choice an anepigraphic tomb 

422 A. Chastagnol and N. Duval, "Les survivances du culte imperial," (supra n. 11) 
87-118, esp. 109~110. 
423 Astius Vindicianus and Astius Mustelus at Haidra, Minucius Apronianus in the 
vicinity of Medjez el Bab and Flavius Geminius Catullinus, a Byzacenian landholder who 
appears in legal documents dated between A. D. 493 and 496. QlL VIII, nos. 450, 10516 
and 11528; ~ no. 389A; Tablettes Albertjnj Ill, 6-7; IV, 5; VI, 5; VII, 5; VIII, 5; IX, 
5; X, 3; XI, 4; XII, 5; XIII, 4; XIV, 3; XV, 5; XVII, 4; XVIII, 5; XIX, 5; XX, 3-4; XXII, 2; 
XXIII, 4; XXIV, 4. 
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mosaic, or the reluctance of parents to commemorate the deaths of 

infants, as demonstrated in the age statistics. 



CHAPTER SEVEN: WORKSHOPS AND CHRONOLOGY 

The tomb mosaic workshops of Byzacena shared a regional 

style with workshops in Proconsularis and Numidia--a style 

characterized by a limited range of formats and a common repertory 

of borders and symbols (see chapters four and five). However, every 

workshop had its own way of doing things. Certain practices and 

preferences were taught by master to apprentice and identify the 

output of a particular workshop as handwriting identifies and 

individual. Close study of the technical, stylistic, iconographic and 

epigraphic details of the mosaics reveals fourteen internally 

consistent groups, each the product of a separate workshop. 

In this chapter we will first examine the Chigarnia basilica 

which, because it yielded such a large number of tomb mosaics, is 

essential to understanding the production and chronology of tomb 

mosaics in the region. The six Chigarnia workshops will be 

described in the context of the architectural history of the basilica, 

then we will turn to the other identifiable workshops at Sousse 

(three workshops), Lamta (two workshops), Sfax, Sidi Abich and 

Mactar. 

Mosaic workshops in Late Antique Africa were called 

officinae, as we learn from inscriptions from Thuburbo Maius, 
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Timgad, Kenchela and Beni Hassen.424 We have no direct evidence 

for the internal organization of the officinae that produced the 

Byzacena tomb mosaic workshops, but we can make inferences based 

on their output and by analogy with other mosaic ateliers. The 

workshops producing tomb mosaics in Byzacena were apparently 

small, local operations, probably organized along family lines.425 

However it seems unlikely that even a small workshop could have 

supported itself exclusively by producing tomb mosaics. 

Commissions would have been unpredictable probably not very 

lucrative. Workshops th~t produced tomb mosaics thus probably also 

sought commissions for decorative pavements, whether in church 

buildings, secular public buildings or private domestic contexts.426 

Some African mosaic workshops undoubtedly moved from place 

to place following important commissions (for example, an African 

424 Thuburbo Maius, House of Nicentius, threshold panel: ex of(f)icina/Nicenti. 
Bardo Museum, A370. Beginning of the fourth c.? .QM.I II. I, 49-50, no. 40, B, pl. XX. 
M. Donderer, Pie Mosaizisten der Antike und ihre wirtschaftliche und soziale Stellung 
(Erlangen, 1989) 101, no. A 76. Thamugadi: [e]x of(f)ic[ina]I ... Jre{... Timgad, 
Archaeological Museum. Fourth century? Germain, Tjmgad (supra n. 264) no. 231, pl. 
LXXIV. Donderer, Mosajzjsten 114, no. A 90. Mascula (Kenchela): ex of(f)icine 
lunioris. Formerly Musee Gustave Mercier, Constantine. Fourth century? J. Lassus, 
"La Venus de Kenchela au Musee de Constantine," Recuejl des notices et memoires de la 
Societe archeologigue de la Wilayia de Constantine 11 (1969-71) 43-55, fig. 9. 
Donderer, Mosajzisten 95, no. A 66. Beni Hassen: (H)ic of(f)icina Lauri. Sixth 
century? lovMos II, no. 117 . .GlL. VIII, no 11133. Donderer, Mosajzisten 95, no. A 67. 
425 Epigraphic evidence documents this type of organization for mosaic workshops 
elsewhere in the Mediterranean region. See, for example, the funerary inscription from 
Perinthus of Proclus and his son, both in the mosaic trade (Donderer, supra n. 424, 
73-74, no. A32) and the mosaic signatures of the artisans Marianos and his son at the 
Beth Alpha synagogue (ibid. 69-70, no. A25). 
426 Alexander was undecided on this point in her discussion of the Tabarka workshops: 
'Whether the tomb mosaic artisans were members of floor mosaic workshops may never 
be known." "Mosaic Ateliers" (supra n. 3) 3. 
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officina produced many of the famous mosaics at Piazza Armerina, 

Sicily427). However, there is no evidence yet for the same workshop 

producing tomb mosaics at more than one locality in Byzacena. Tomb 

mosaic production in Byzacena appears to have been decentralized, 

with many small ateliers dotted around the populated parts of the 

province, each serving a narrowly circumscribed local market. 

The Chigarnia basilica 

The basilica at Chigarnia, located 5 km. north of modern 

Enfidha, is the most important and most problematic Christian site 

in Byzacena. Sixty-one tomb mosaics were discovered there, of 

which 44 are at least partially preserved. Because the church was 

in use for more than two centuries, tomb mosaic production may be 

correlated to the architectural phases of the building. However, 

previous efforts at such a reconstruction have been hindered by the 

incomplete and sometimes contradictory documents that survive 

from the excavations. 

The church was first excavated in the years 1904-1906 by an 

amateur, Monsieur Robin, the regional Supervisor of Roads and 

Bridges for the French colonial administration. His dig was funded 

and loosely supervised by the colonial Service des Antiquites et 

Beaux-Arts. After the initial discoveries, the site became the ob

ject of a tug-of-war between the Antiquities Service, represented 

427 R. J . A. Wilson, Piazza Armerina (Austin, Texas, 1983) 44-68. F. Ghedini, 
"lconografia urbana e maestranze africane nel mosaico della Piccola Caccia a Piazza 
Armerina," B.M. 98 (1991) 323-35. 
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by Paul Gauckler, the ecclesiastical authorities, led by the 

formidable A.-L. Delattre of the Peres Blancs, and the Archaeological 

Society of Sousse, headed by Dr. L. Carton.428 The feud over control 

of the site meant that the responsibility for supervision, docu

mentation and publication was divided, with predictable results. 

The key document of the early excavations is a plan published 

by Gauckler in 1907 (fig. 7.1 ).429 It was not drawn by the primary 

excavator, Robin, but by E. Sadoux, an employee of the Antiquities 

Service. Sadoux died soon after and the plan was prepared for 

publication by Gauckler, ~ho was then living in Paris. The plan is 

thus twice removed from the excavation, a fact that accounts in 

large measure for its inaccuracies.430 Gauckler himself died soon 

after the initial publication, so he never revised the plan for the 

definitive book on the Tunisian basilicas that he envisioned. 431 

The Sadoux/Gauckler plan presents the architectural history of 

428 The unedifying story is summarized in D. Raynal, "La basilique d'Uppenna: de la 
periode vandale a l'epoque byzantine. Interpretation des resultats des fouilles, 1904-
1906," Africa 7-8 (1982) 181-85. 
429 "Basiliques d'Uppenna et de Sidi Abich," NouvArch 15 (1907) pl. XVII. Reprinted 
in P. Gauckler, Basiligues chretjennes de Tunisia (1892-1904) (Paris, 1913) 21. 
430 See N. Duval, "Les mosa"iques de l'Enfida et la chronologie des mosa"iques funeraires 
de Tunisie," RACrist 50 (1974) 149. Note that Gauckler's original numbering of the 
Chigarnia mosaics, which included errors and duplications, has been dropped in favor of 
of the consecutive catalogue numbers used in this study. Gauckler's numbers may be 
found in fig. 7.1 and in the catalogue entries under "references." 
431 "Ce grand savant avait des moeurs jugees alors intolerables, au moins dans les 
milieux universitaires. Elles lui valurent une atroce persecution, qui le chassa en 
1906 de Tunisie, avant de l'acculer, quelques annees plus tard a Rome, a une suicide 
tragique." G. Picard, "La recherche archeologique en Tunisie des origines a 
!'independence," CahEtAnc 16 (1983) 17. The plan was reprinted unchanged in the 
posthumous Basjligues chretiennes de Tunisie (supra n. 429) 21, with a brief 
commentary by P. Monceaux, 23-24. 
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the basilica complex in three phases. In the first phase (premiere 

epoque) the basilica was 23 m. long and 12.55 m. wide. It featured 

a nave, two side aisles and an apse at the west end flanked by 

rectangular sacristies. 432 Opening off the north aisle were a large, 

apsidal chapel and a baptistery equipped with a square font. At the 

east end the nave terminated in a small, apsidal martyrium which 

projected from the east wall. In the second phase ( deuxieme 

epoque) the basilica was reconstructed on a larger scale, with the 

axis of the building shifted approximately 3 m. to the north. A new, 

larger apse projected west and north of the original and a new 

eight-lobed font was installed in the baptistery. The martyrium 

was rebuilt on a square plan and an enclosure surrounded by a screen 

(the "east choir") occupied the space in front of it. The entire 

complex was extended to the east with a monumental entrance and 

to the south with a series of chapels. The third phase (troisieme 

epoque) consisted only of minor additions to the range of chapels on 

the south side of the complex. 

Noel Duval was the first to tackle the Chigarnia problem. In 

the 1970s he analyzed the plan and supplemented it with his own 

observations on the site, inventoried the surviving tomb mosaics and 

proposed a stylistic classification for them.433 Duval had access to 

an archive of correspondence at the lnstitut National d' Archeologie 

432 The plan lacks a scale. Dimensions are given by Duval. Eglises II, 92. Robin gave 
the dimensions as 23 x 12 m. (BAQ 1905, 369). 
433 Duval, Egljses II, 87-106; idem, "Les mosa"iques de l'Enfida" (supra n. 430) 
145-73; MFAP Appendix 11, 97-119. 
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et Arts which provided some clues. 434 This archive is apparently no 

longer preserved. 

In 1995 the author examined a dossier on the Chigarnia 

basilica at the Tunis Prelature and a cache of excavation photos at 

the Bardo Museum photo archive.435 These documents make it clear 

that Duval was mistaken in his attempt to re-integrate the tomb 

mosaics into the first two phases of the Sadoux/Gauckler plan. 

The linchpin of a new interpretation is a photograph from the Bardo 

archive (fig. 7.2).436 It was taken during the excavations from a 

point near the center of the Phase I apse, looking east along the nave 

towards the martyrium. Part of the apse mosaic is visible in the 

foreground (lower left corner) and in the middle ground, behind the 

capital, is a section of the choir mosaic. In the background, just to 

the left of the group of men, is part of the east choir mosaic, and 

behind it the elevated martyrium. At right center are the aligned 

foundations and column bases of the phase II south colonnade. At the 

extreme left in the background is one column foundation and base 

from the phase II north colonnade. Finally on the right, next to the 

man in light pants, is one of the columns of the phase I colonnade, 

434 The lnstitut National d'Archeologie et Arts is now the lnstitut National du Patri
moine. Inquiries about the correspondence at the I. N. P. in 1995 were unsuccessful. In 
the archive Duval examined documents that enabled him to place three tomb mosaics 
"tres probablement" on the plan. I have accepted these placements (see fig. 7.4 and 
catalogue entries for nos. 11, 49, 50). 
435 With the generous help of Father Jerome Thomson at the Prelature and M. Habib ben 
Younes at the Bardo Museum. 
436 Previously published (reversed) in Raynal, "La basilique d'Uppenna" (supra n. 
428) as fig. 7d. 
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apparently in situ. 

The photograph demonstrates that the foundations of the phase 

II colonnade of the Sadoux/Gauckler plan were at a substantially 

higher level than the pavement of the east choir. 437 The east choir 

and the phase II colonnade thus cannot be joined in a single phase, as 

Duval proposed (following the plan, which is incorrect on this 

point). 438 The east choir in fact belongs to Phase I, as was noted 

both by the excavator, Robin, and by Gauckler in his entry on 

Chigarnia in the lnventaire des Mosa·igues (1910).439 The difference 

in elevation between the east choir and the Phase II colonnade, 

approximately one meter, is about the same as the difference 

between the Phase I and Phase II baptistery fonts, still visible at 

the site (fig. 7.3). A second important piece of information provided 

by the excavation photograph is that the apse, choir and east choir 

pavements were all above the level of the Phase I colonnade, 

represented by the single column at right. 440 

All of the tomb mosaics shown on the Sadoux/Gauckler plan 

were installed in Phase I, before the complex was rebuilt on a larger 

scale and at a higher level in phase II. Gauckler intended this to be 

clear on the plan: the outlines and numbers of all the tomb mosaics 

437 Raynal recognized the importance of the Bardo photograph: "La basilique 
d'Uppenna" (supra n. 428) 207-15. Unfortunately, the rest of this article only adds to 
the confusion. Unaware of the nature of secondary tomb mosaics (pp. 198-99, 202-
203), Raynal multiplied phases unnecessarily and arrived at conclusions that are pure 
fantasy (262-84). 

438 Eglises 11, 105-106, fig. 48. 
439 Robin in eAC. 1905, 374 n. 1. Gauckler, lnvMos 11, 89-90. 
440 The apse was also raised in relation to the choir and nave: Gauckler, lnvMos II, 89. 
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were printed in black, like the phase I walls, rather than in red, like 

the Phase II walls and the second martyr mosaic (fig. 7.1 ). The 

problem that remains to be solved is the sequence of the tomb 

mosaics within phase I. 

Phase 1a 

We can distinguish three phases before the phase II recon

struction. In phase la (fig. 7.4) the first basilica complex was 

essentially complete. Tombs and tomb mosaics were inserted in the 

choir, the aisles, the north chapel, the baptistery vestibule and the 

(presumed) narthex. The nave immediately west of the apsidal 

martyrium was paved with a plain white mosaic through which 

were inserted tombs covered with tomb mosaics.441 Three mosaic 

workshops were active in this phase. 

Chigarnia Workshop 1 

Workshop 1 produced only three tomb mosaics that have 

survived, nos. 18, 19 and 23 (pl. 18, CD 018, 019, 023). Robin stated 

that no. 23 was found "au niveau le plus bas des fouilles" and he 

believed it to be the earliest of all the Chigarnia tomb mosaics.442 

441 Describing the excavations under the phase lb east choir mosaic, Delattre wrote: 
"Pendant les travaux de deblaiement, on reconnait plusieurs portions d'une mosa'ique 
anterieur a celle qu'on vient d'enlever. Elle est composee uniformement de cubes blancs. 
Elle parait de meme epoque que la portion de mosa'ique primitive decouverte a la pre
cedente seance et mentionnnant les Martyrs, celle qui recouvrait le sol de l'absidiole." 
Proces-verbaux 20. 
442 .MQ 1905, 371. Although he is clear on this point, Robin's other observations 
about the relative levels at which the tomb mosaics were found are vague, contradictory 
and generally suspect. As N. Duval observed: "Robin a cherche surtout a classer les 
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The workshop 1 mosaics exhibit a competent, precise technique, 

with tesserae uniform in size and closely spaced. All employ the 

simple format. The epitaphs are oriented lengthwise and are very 

brief, with the formula limited to in pace. The Christogram appears 

in no. 18 as an abbreviation (IN PACE ~ = in pace Christi). This 

workshop apparently favored wide borders with unusual patterns. 

The outer border of no. 23 imitates a fancy marble veneer. No. 19 

features polychrome garlands with illusionistic tricks: the garlands 

forming the upper and lower borders have "twists" and the left 

border garland appears to hang from a string. 443 The border of no. 

18 is a simplified version of a three-dimensional laurel garland. 

Similar borders are known from Tifech, Setif, Kelibia and Furnos 

Minus in contexts of the fourth and the first half of the fifth 

century. 444 

Workshop 1 was also probably responsible for the first martyr 

mosaic, which covered the apsidal martyrium (CD x02).445 There is 

mosa'iques d'apres le texte de l'epitaphe. Cette option peut avoir 'oriente' sa strati
graphie: ii a pu ajouter des mosa'iques d'un niveau superieur a d'autres qui presentaient 
le meme formulaire." MFAP 110-11. 
443 These two border patterns are unique in the Christian tomb mosaics of North Africa, 
but parallels may be found in decorative mosaic pavements from the region. For the 
marble veneer, compare the fragment of imitation cippolino in the Carthage Museum: 
Blanchard-Lemee et al., Mosaics of Roman Africa (supra n. 150) fig. 212. For the 
illusionistic garland, compare the garland hanging on the wall in the third/fourth
century pagan tomb mosaic from Thina, fig. 5.48. 
444 Duval, Eglises II, 15-19, figs. 6, 8 (mosaic of bishop Renatus, Church of 
Alexander, Tipasa); SM.ii, nos. A4, A7, A11, A18, BS, B46, figs. 67, 69, 73, 77, 85 , 
126-27; Kelibia. nos. 16, 47; Furnos Minus, no. 6 (1953 excavations), fig . 33. 
445 The semicircular mosaic contained a list of martyrs' names with the dates of their 
martyrdom and of the deposition of their relics. See D. Raynal, "Culte des martyrs et 
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not enough preserved of the martyr mosaic to make a definitive 

identification, still the letter forms of the martyr mosaic are 

generally similar to those of nos. 19 and 23 (compare the backward

tilting As, the Is lacking serifs, and the narrow Es in which the 

horizontal strokes do not extend left of the vertical stroke). Also, 

the careful technique of the martyr mosaic, with uniform cubes 

closely spaced and laid in regular rows, is most like the technique of 

workshop 1. 

Chigarnia Workshop 2 

Workshop 2 was the most prolific at Chigarnia, producing 29 of 

the surviving tomb mosaics. The format is usually tripartite, with 

the exception of children's tombs, which are bipartite (nos. 20, 28, 

42, 43). The Christogram is overwhelmingly the most common 

symbol, but the monogrammatic cross appears in two instances (nos. 

12, 36). The most common images in the third panels of the tripart

ite mosaics are roses (nos. 13, 31, 32, 36, 45, 47, 48), geometric 

motifs (nos. 16, 40, 44, 69) and allover patterns (nos. 34, 49, 37). 

The epitaph invariably runs widthwise and guidelines are 

fairly rare (nos. 32, 36, 41, 70). In pace + vixit annis + years is 

the normal formula and abbreviations are rare. Letters are generally 

small and squarish. The horizontal stroke of the A frequently ex

tends past the diagonals on one or both sides (e. g., nos. 13, 43, 48, 

propaganda donatiste a Uppenna" CahTun 21 (1973) 36-37, pl. Ill. A reliquary 
amphora was found beneath the mosaic, but when opened, it contained only dust (Proces
verbaux 15). 
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50). In the letter E the three horizontal strokes often extend past 

the vertical equally on the left and on the right (e. g., nos. 16, 27, 43, 

47). The uncial E appears once (no. 41) and the O is sometimes 

pointed at the bottom (nos. 20, 36, 70; fig. 6.2). The short stroke of 

the L typically joins the vertical stroke about one-third of the way 

up and slants downward (nos. 28, 36, 40, 70). The I typically has a 

single horizontal serif at the base, while the T has serifs at apex 

and base (nos. 13, 31, 43, 44, fig. 6.2). 

The palette is distinctive, with a preference for light colors 

such as pink and butterscotch yellow (fig. 3.4). The artisans 

extended their palette by carefully sorting tesserae cut from a 

greenish-gray limestone, producing distinct olive green and gray 

shades. 446 The artisans also sometimes compensated for the 

limited colors of natural stone available by using the "checker

board" technique, alternating tesserae of two colors to create the 

effect of an intermediate color (e. g., no. 46, CD 046). All of the 

tesserae used by workshop 2 were stone, with the exception of the 

gold glass tesserae in no. 52. The borders in workshop 2 mosaics are 

generally thin and unassertive, most often simply a fillet composed 

of single or double row of dark cubes. Occasionally we find poly

chrome bands comprising four or five parallel rows (e. g., nos. 31, 

40). Four mosaics in this group have more complex borders: no. 16 

(embattled band with rounded merlons), no. 27 (embattled band), no. 

446 Pantone S-308 and S-315 (green) vs. S-325 and S-329 (gray). The mosaicists 
were not always patient enough--compare no. 31, in which the green and gray were not 
separated. 
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39 (meander) and no. 46 (undulating ribbon). 

Workshop 2 was active in the same phase as workshop 1. This 

is demonstrated in the south aisle, where mosaics nos. 17 and 40 

(workshop 2) were aligned with no. 23 (workshop 1 ). 

Chigarnia Workshop 3 

Three mosaics from phase 1a, nos. 11, 25, and 51, present a 

puzzle that tests our assumptions about the way tomb mosaics were 

made. None of these three mosaics is preserved, but to judge from 

the photographs, they formed a consistent group. These were the 

only mosaics from Chigarnia to employ the medallion format (pl. 21 ). 

The letters were generally crude and unlike the letter forms of 

workshops 1 and 2 (note the clumsy first T in no. 11, line 3 and the 

reversed N in no. 25, line 4). The epitaphs were obviously not 

carefully planned or sketched out in advance (note the awkward line 

breaks in no. 25 and the way the epitaph in no. 11 overruns its 

medallion). The general sloppiness of these mosaics suggests that 

they were not prefabricated in the workshop (see chapter three), but 

probably laid directly in situ. 

This group was apparently produced in the same phase (1 a) as 

the products of workshop 2.447 In order to distinguish this group 

from the output of the other Chigarnia workshops we assign it to 

"Chigarnia workshop 3"--acknowledging that we are perhaps 

stretching the term "workshop" here. It appears that at some point 

447 Mosaics nos. 11 and 25 were aligned with nos. 50, 49 and 24 (workshop 2) in the 
choir (I rely for this point on Duval, MFAP 110 and fig. 43). 
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in phase 1 a the artisanal tradition of workshops 1 and 2 was 

interrupted and tomb mosaic production was taken over temporarily 

by a semi-skilled worker or workers. "Workshop 3" was probably a 

single individual, perhaps a church employee such as a gravedigger 

or doorkeeper. He had seen mosaicists at work and knew the 

rudiments of the technique, but his products were of an amateurish 

quality that revealed his lack of proper training. 

Phase 1b 

This phase is characterized by a re-paving of the church that 

raised the floor level approximately 10 cm. A new, square martyr 

mosaic (CD x03) was installed over the original martyr mosaic, 

partly destroying it (fig. 7.5).448 In front of the martyrium the new 

east choir was enclosed by a screen and paved with a geometric 

mosaic of octagons alternating with squares and crosses (fig. 

7.9). 449 The foundations of the east choir enclosure were laid over 

448 The second martyr mosaic was preserved intact and transferred to the Ent idha 
Museum. The inscription reads: Hee sunt nomina martirum: Petrus,/Paulus, 
Saturninus presbyter/idem Saturninus, Bindemius, Saturnin/us, Donatus, 
Saturninus, Gududa,/Paula, Clara, Lucilla, Fortun,/lader, Cecilius, Emilius. Passi 
die/ nonas Agustas. Depositi VI idu/s Nobembres. Gloria in esce/lsis Deo et in terra 
pacs ominibus! This inscription reproduces the original martyr list (CD x02), but 
with the addition of the angelic hymn (Luke 2:14) and the names of Peter, Paul and 
Saturninus the priest (probably the chief of the martyrs of Abitina). Beneath this 
mosaic the excavators found a stone reliquary box containing dust and a gold thread. It 
seems that in phase 1 b a second deposit of relics of the apostles and Saturninus (in the 
stone box) was added to the original relics of the thirteen martyrs (in the amphora 
beneath the first martyr mosaic). Both the original and the new deposit were 
commemorated in the second martyr mosaic--note the separation implied by the 
placement above and below the horizontal cross arm and the word idem. See Raynal, 
"Culte des martyrs" (supra n. 445) 34-39 and Duval, Egljses II, 97-102 and fig. 50. 
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two tomb mosaics from the previous phase, no. 27 (workshop 2) and 

no. 35 (workshop unknown).450 The construction of the east choir 

also covered the tombs of Faustina and Spendeu, whose epitaphs 

were reproduced in secondary mosaics incorporated into the new 

east choir mosaic (nos. 64 and 65, CD 064+065).451 

In addition to the east choir mosaic, three other decorative 

pavements were probably laid in phase lb (all three are lost). The 

apse mosaic, partly visible in fig. 7.1, featured two canthari, one 

with a peacock perched on it. Grapevines grew from the base of each 

cup. The foundation trench of the Phase 11 south colonnade destroyed 

the center of this mosaic. 452 The choir mosaic, also partly visible 

in fig. 7.1, consisted of lozenges and circles alternating with 

squares filled with various motifs.453 This mosaic was apparently 

destroyed by the continued excavation of the choir. The vestibule of 

the baptistery was paved with a mosaic of interlaced laurel garlands 

forming medallions containing birds (fig. 7.7) . At the north end of 

the pavement a rectangular panel enclosed a symbolic scene 

appropriate to its placement near the threshold of the baptistery: a 

stag and hind drinking from the four rivers of Paradise.454 In the 

449 The screen was apparently supported by white marble colonettes: "M. Robin 
decouvrit . . . des colonettes et des chapiteaux de marbre blanc, provenant probablement 
d'un chancel ou d'un balustrade entourant le choeur ... " (Gauckler, .B.AQ 1904, cxcviii). 
45o Proces-yerbaux 21 and illustration p. 25. 
451 The corresponding tombs were found beneath the secondary mosaics: Proces
verbaux fig. p. 25 (note that the names are reversed in error) . 
452 Drawing and composite photo in Raynal, "La basilique d'Uppenna" (supra n. 427) 
pl. II and figs . 1 a-1 b. 
453 "Carreaux charges d'ornements divers alternant avec des losanges et des disques" 
(Gauckler, lnvMos II, 90). 
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lnventaire des mosa"igues Gauckler mentioned other geometric 

pavements in the aisles, the north chapel and the rooms east of the 

baptistery. 455 All of these certainly predate the rebuilding of phase 

11. 456 It is possible that they were all laid in the re-paving of phase 

1 b, but without photographs or stratigraphic records we cannot be 

certain. 

During phase 1 b the Christian congregation of Uppenna 

(Chigarnia) continued to fill their church with tombs and tomb 

mosaics (fig. 7.5). Two ateliers were active, workshops 4 and 5. 

Chigarnia Workshop 4 

Workshop 4 is represented by 14 tomb mosaics (nos. 21?, 22?, 

29, 38, 54-58, 60, 62-65). The format is usually tripartite.457 The 

symbol is invariably the monogrammatic cross with alpha and omega 

beneath the crossbar. The lines of the epitaph may run either 

lengthwise or widthwise. In the third panels of the tripartite 

454 Compare the similar scenes in mosaics from Bir Ftouha (Carthage), longa (lunca) 
and Cued Ramel: M. Fantar et al., La mosa"jgue en Tunjsje (supra n. 134) 230-231, P. 
Gauckler, Basiligues chretjennes de Tunisie (1892-1904) (Paris, 1913) pl. XVIII, 
P .-A. Fevrier, "Les quatre fleuves de paradis," RACrist 32 (1956) 179-99. 
455 "Bas-cotes de droite et de gauche.--Motifs geometriques: peltes, conques, ecailles 
imbriquees. Bordures d'entrelacs." "Grande chapelle a abside, au nord du bas-cote de 
droite.--Motifs geometriques: dans le narthex, hexagones en nid d'abeille; dans les 
ailes laterales, conques et peltes imbriquees. Bordure d'entrelacs." "Chapelles a l'est 
du baptistere.--Motifs geometriques: tresses et entrelacs" lnvMos II, 90. 
456 For Gauckler the pavements of the apse, choir, aisles, first martyrium, east choir, 
north chapel, baptistery and rooms east of the baptistery together made up "le pavement 
primitif de la basilique" (lnvMos 11, 89). 
457 Exceptions are no. 63, the secondary mosaics nos. 64 and 65, and the child's mosaic 
no. 62. 



mosaics we find allover patterns (nos. 22, 38), a geometric motif 

(no. 58), doves and roses (nos. 56, 60) and the unusual image of 

Jonah's gourd vine (no. 57). Borders are wide and eye-catching, 
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often taking up more than half the total area of the mosaic. Border 

patterns include the undulating ribbon with lotus (nos. 55, 57, 60), 

semi-ovals with lotus (no. 58), meanders (nos. 21, 54), triangles (no. 

22) and the jeweled band (no. 63). The palette is generally darker 

than that of workshop 2: gray-green and dark red are dominant and 

pink is rare. 

In addition to the formula in pace + vixit annis + years, the 

workshop 4 mosaics add a formula for the date of death or the date 

of burial. The most common is recessit + date of death (nos. 38, 55, 

57, 58), but requievit + date of death is used in one instance (no. 

56) and depositus (est) + date of burial is used three times (nos. 22, 

54, 63). Abbreviations are common, including several examples of 

abbreviation by contraction: IDS = idus (no. 21 ), AGS = Augustas 

(no. 56), KL = kalendas (nos. 38, 54, 55, 62), OCTB = Octobres (no. 

38), MR = Martias (no. 62). 

The letter A usually has a broken crossbar (nos. 55, 56, 57, 58, 

63). There is one subtriangular D (no. 22, line 2), but most Os have 

the classic form with a semicircular loop (e. g., nos. 21, 38, 63). The 

Fs often take an elegant shape with the upper horizontal stroke 

begin-ning to the left of the vertical and curving up on the right 

(nos. 56, 57, 62, 64, 65, fig. 6.1 ). The small O appears in only one 

workshop 4 mosaic, no. 54 (lines 5 and 6). Most of the epitaphs have 
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dark guide-lines. 

Two workshop 4 mosaics (nos. 60, 62) were placed just out

side the east choir and aligned with the enclosure screen, proving 

that the tombs to which they belong must post-date the construction 

of the east choir (fig. 7.5). In the south aisle a workshop 4 mosaic 

(no. 56) partly covered a workshop 2 mosaic (no. 41 ), with a 

difference in elevation of about 1 O cm. (fig. 7.8). No. 57, also 

belonging to workshop 4, was adjacent to no. 56 and at the same 

level. 

Technical, stylistic and iconographic links between the 

decorative pavements and the tomb mosaics of workshop 4 suggest 

that this workshop was responsible for most of the re-paving of 

phase 1 b. The artisans who laid the east choir mosaic were also 

responsible for the secondary tomb mosaics nos. 64 and 65. In terms 

of technique and materials the secondary mosaics are identical to 

the surrounding geometric mosaic and there is no sign of intrusion 

or damage. 458 The secondary mosaics were integrated into the 

geometric pattern when it was laid, not inserted later. The border 

of the east choir mosaic (semi-ovals alternating with upright lotus 

flowers) is virtually identical to the border of tomb mosaic no. 58. 

The same pattern was also used in the border of the baptistery 

vestibule mosaic (fig. 7.7, unfortunately barely visible in this old 

photo).459 One of the octagons of the east choir mosaic contained 

458 This did not prevent Raynal from claiming that they were inserted later: "La 
basilique d'Uppenna," (supra n. 428) 202-203; 237-38. 
459 This border pattern appears at the Sidi Ghrib baths in the vestibule mosaics of the 
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the unusual symbol of the gourd vine (fig. 7.9), an iconographic link 

to tomb mosaic no. 57. The border of the second martyr mosaic (CD 

X03), a simplified undulating ribbon with alternately upright and 

inverted lotus flowers, is the same pattern as the border of tomb 

mosaic no. 60. 460 The doves pecking at roses, which filled the 

medallions in the baptistery vestibule mosaic (fig. 7.7), may be 

compared to the similar motifs in nos. 56 and 60. Finally, the 

pattern of tangent peltae in the lower panel of no. 22 recalls the 

peltae patterns of the aisle and north chapel mosaics, which 

unfortunately are known only from Gauckler's brief description.461 

Chigarnia Workshop 5 

Two mosaics from phase 1 b, nos. 59 and 67, share enough 

features to define a distinct product (fig. 7.10). Both are bordered 

by a pattern of outlined tangent semi-ovals, perhaps a crude 

imitation of the semi-oval and lotus border of no. 58 and the east 

choir mosaic. The symbol is the monogrammatic cross with lower

case alpha and omega below the crossbar. In both cases the symbol 

is contained in a much-simplified corona (a circle two tesserae 

wide). The cubes are large and the letters are crudely formed and 

Lady at her Toilet and the Departure for the Hunt (now in the Bardo Museum). Stratified 
pottery finds give a terminus post quern of the beginning of the fifth century. A. 
Ennabli, MonPiot 68 (1986) pl. XIV and pp. 55-56. Similar patterns appeared in two 
other tomb mosaics from Byzacena, now lost: no. 3 (Bou Ficha) and no. 132 (Sidi 
Djedidi). 
46° For this border pattern see chapter four, pp. 64-65. 
461 lnvMos II, 90. 
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irregularly spaced. In the one preserved example (no. 67, CD 067) 

the palette is reduced to just three colors: white, dark red and dark 

gray-green. The overall lack of control and precision suggests that 

the panels were laid directly in situ, as in workshop 3. "Workshop 

5" appears to be another case of an unskilled worker or workers 

taking over from or substituting for an established atelier. 

Phase 1c 

The most significant renovation of this phase (fig. 7.6) was the 

re-paving of the room east of the baptistery, which raised the floor 

level approximately 20 cm. A new geometric pavement was install

ed, covering a tomb mosaic from phase 1 b (no. 38, CD 038). Within 

the new pavement the earlier epitaph was reproduced as a secondary 

tomb mosaic (no. 61, CD 061 ).462 In the east choir a tomb mosaic 

(no. 66, CD 066) was inserted into the geometric pavement of phase 

1 b (fig. 7.9). In the north chapel another new tomb mosaic was laid 

over no. 22 (phase 1 b). 

Chigarnia Workshop 6 

Nos. 61 and 66 clearly represent the production of yet another 

atelier, workshop 6 (fig. 7.11 ). The rayed coronae and stylized 

lotuses in the upper panels are virtually identical, suggesting that 

the same workman may have laid both mosaics. The tesserae are 

462 Two minor changes were introduced in the copied mosaic: recessit was replaced by 
depositus (est) and the date VX k(a)l(endas) Octobres was corrected (?) to XV 
kal(endas) Octobres (see catalogue entry). Note that the change in formula supports 
the idea that the formula depositus (est) is late: see chapter six, pp. 152-53. 
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closely spaced and laid in neat rows. The palettes are similar, with 

ceramic tesserae used for red. The letters are large, elegant and 

generously spaced. The alphabet is distinctive, with subtraingular 

D, B with separated loops and A with a broken crossbar extending 

past the diagonals on both sides. The formula in each case is 

depositus (est) die + date of burial. There are only three real 

differences between the two surviving examples: dark guidelines 

are used in no. 66 but not in no. 61, the lines of the epitaph in no. 61 

alternate colors, and the symbol in no. 66 is a monogrammatic 

cross, in no. 66 a poised_ cruciform square. 

Dating of the Chigarnia mosaics 

Mosaic no. 10 was discovered in poor condition and is not 

preserved, but the archive photograph supports a reading that gives 

a date of death in the reign of the Vandal king Hildiric: Dec. 15, 527 

(see catalogue entry). Unfortunately we cannot assign this mosaic 

fragment to a workshop based on style or iconography and there is 

no record of its findspot in the church. Still, this mosaic provides 

one valuable piece of information: burials and tomb mosaic 

production at Chigarnia continued at least until the closing years of 

the Vandal kingdom. 

This bishop Honorius whose epitaph appears in mosaic no. 63 

(phase 1 b, workshop 4, fig. 7.6) is almost certainly the "Honorius 

Oppennensis" whose name was included on a list of Catholic bishops 

compiled between 483 and 487.463 The usefulness of this fact is 
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limited because Honorius lived a very long life--ninety years, 

according to his epitaph. Thus his death could have occurred as 

early as the late 480s or--assuming he was a young bishop of 35 or 

40 when his name appeared on the list--as late as the 530s.464 

Judging by the formula ( depositus + date of burial), the letter 

forms (including uncial X), the border pattern (jewelled band) and 

the presence of Greek and Latin crosses, the tomb mosaic of 

Honorius was one of the latest products of workshop 4. 465 

The proposed chronology summarized below takes into account 

all of the dating factors discussed in this and the previous chapters 

(Table 23). 

463 Notitiae provinciarum et civitatum Africae. On the date, see C. Courtois, Victor de 
Vita et son oeuvre (Algiers, 1954) 100 and Maier, L'Episcopat 85-91 . 
464 We should probably assume some exaggeration or "age-rounding" and not allow 
Honorius a full ninety years (see chapter six, pp. 159-60). 
465 Also note that it was inserted through the decorative pavement of the baptistery 
anteroom, which was probably laid at the beginning of phase 1 b. Insertions like this 
were common practice at Chigarnia: the tomb of Baleriolus (no. 66) was inserted into 
the east choir mosaic and some the tombs of phase 1 b in the aisles, the north chapel and 
the room east of the baptistery probably cut through the decorative pavements in these 
spaces described by Gauckler (lnvMos II , 90). The intention in the case of Honorius was 
to give the bishop a prominent and privileged tomb site, not to destroy the earlier mosaic 
(as argued by Raynal, "La basilique d'Uppenna," [supra n. 428] 282-83) . Still, it is 
more likely that the mosaic of the stag and hind would have been sacrificed if it were 
fairly old and perhaps worn or damaged than if it were new at the time of Honorius' 
death. 
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TABLE 23 .. CHRONOLOGY OF THE CHIGARNIA BASILICA AND 

TOMB MOSAICS 

PHASE WORKSHOP DATE RANGE 

la 1 second quarter of the fourth c.? -
fourth quarter of the fourth c. 

II 2 fourth quarter of the fourth c. -
second quarter of the fifth c. 

II 3 second or third quarter of the fifth C.? 

lb 4 fourth quarter of the fifth c. -
first quarter of the sixth C. 

II 5 first quarter of the sixth c.? 

le 6 second quarter of the sixth c. or later 

II - second quarter of the sixth C. or later 

The initial construction of the basilica may have coincided 

with the first wave of African church building after the Edict of 

Milan (see chapter one). The church was probably sited over a pre

existing shrine commemorating local martyrs of one of the third

century persecutions (the group of thirteen martyrs named on the 

first martyr mosaic is otherwise unknown). The major recon

struction of Phase II was an expensive project: it was unlikely to 

have been initiated by the Catholics under Vandal rule. In all 

likelihood it was undertaken after the Byzantine conquest, perhaps 

as part of Justinian's African church-building campaign, described 

in Procopius' De aedificiis. 466 

The products of workshops 3 and 5 were incompetent even by 

466 See chapter one, pp. 17-18. 
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modest provincial standards. It seems that on two separate occas

ions untrained workers took over mosaic production at Chigarnia. 

These episodes may offer an opportunity to link the chronology of 

the building and its mosaics to the larger historical context. As 

noted in chapter one, the persecution directed by the Vandals against 

the Catholics was intermittent. The main phases were the 

persecution under Geisiric (ca. 439-474), the severe but short-lived 

persecution under Huniric (ca. 482-84) and the persecution under 

Thrasamund (ca. 502-523).467 During a period of persecution 

business would have dried up for mosaic workshops dependent on 

Catholic churches and communities. With bishops exiled and 

ecclesiastical property confiscated, there would have been a 

shortage of funds for decoration projects in Catholic churches. With 

Catholic congregations diminished by exile and apostasy, opportun

ities for private commissions and tomb mosaics would also have 

diminished. In these circumstances, the mosaic artisans might well 

have been forced to take up another line of work. By the same token 

church renovation projects, such as the repavings of phase lb and le 

at Chigarnia, could hardly have been undertaken during periods of 

persecution. Only during a prolonged period of toleration would the 

Catholics have had the resources and the confidence to invest in new 

mosaic floors · for their churches. 

Table 24 summarizes how the construction and mosaic 

sequences at Chigarnia might relate to the history of the period. 

467 Victor, Hist, pers. 1. 12-51; 2. 17-55; 3. 1-60. Courtois, Vandales 289-99, 
302-304. 
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TABLE 24. HISTORICAL CIRCUMSTANCES OF TOMB MOSAIC 
PRODUCTION AT CHIGARNJA-AN HYPOTHESIS 

PHASE WORKSHOP CIRCUMSTANCES 

la 1 Roman rule. 
II 2 Late Roman period - Vandal conquest (439) -

first years of Vandal rule? 
II 3 Persecution of Geiseric (439-74) 

lb 4 Toleration under Gunthamund (484-96) and 
Thrasamund (to 502) 

II 5 Persecution of Thrasamund (502-23) 

le 6 Early years of Byzantine rule (533-ca. 550) 

II - Byzantine period (later reign of Justinian?) 

In the absence of new finds of intrinsically dated mosaics, the 

hypothetical scheme above is not at present susceptible to testing. 

Still, it may explain some of the puzzling aspects of the sequence. 

The long-established tomb mosaic workshop 2 disappeared from 

Chigarnia in the second quarter of the fifth century, probably forced 

out of business by the disruptions of Geiseric's persecution. 

Untrained replacements took over for a time (workshop 3), then 

mosaic production at the site appears to have lapsed altogether. The 

most likely time for the renovation of phase 1 b is the period of 

toleration in the reign of Gunthamund. Tomb mosaic production 

started up again (workshop 4) and the elderly Catholic bishop 

Honorius was buried. When Thrasamund launched a new round of 

persecution, mosaic production was again interrupted. The ensuing 

years saw only a few amateurish imitations produced by workshop 5. 
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With the relaxation of persecution under the last two Vandal kings, 

Hilderic and Geilamir (523-33), the Catholic community at Uppenna 

(Chigarnia) regrouped once again. Burials resumed within the church 

(tomb of Quadratilla, dated 527). The modest renovation in the room 

east of the baptistery and the interment of bishop Baleriolus in the 

east choir probably took place soon after the Byzantine takeover. 

Later in the Byzantine period the community got a new, larger 

church, but the practice of intramural burial with tomb mosaics was 

not resumed. 

Sousse workshop 1 

The first atelier at Sousse was responsible for the tomb 

mosaics in the Gallery of Christ in the Catacomb of Hermes (fig. 

2.12): nos. 139, 140, 141, 142 (CD all) and probably the lost no. 138. 

All are in the simple format. Border patterns are the two-strand 

guilloche or right-angled Z-pattern. The white tesserae forming the 

background of the epitaph field are laid in neat horizontal rows. 

Epitaphs are short, consisting only of the name + in pace (as in 

workshop 1 at Chigarnia). In nos. 140 and 141 the epitaph is framed 

by a tabella ansata. The artisans were not especially good at laying 

out their letters in advance (ordinatio). In no. 139 the letters at 

the end of the first line are crowded and the second line is not 

properly centered. In no. 140 IN PACE is rendered in smaller letters 

and run together because of a lack of space and in no. 142 there is 

leftover space at the end of the line. The letter forms are mostly 
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unremarkable. The crossbar of the A slants upward from right to 

left in nos. 139 and 140. Serifs are added to letters inconsistently 

(e. g. the X in no. 140, the second and third As in no. 141, A, R, N and 

P in no. 142). Format, borders, formulas and letter forms all indic

ate a fourth-century date, making this workshop roughly contempor

ary with workshop 1 at Chigarnia. 

Sousse workshop 2 

The second Sousse workshop produced the tomb mosaics in the 

Cubiculum of Parthenope in the Catacomb of Severus (figs. 2.9, 2.10): 

nos. 143, 144, 145, 147, 150, 151, 153 (CD all) and probably the lost 

mosaic no. 149. The bipartite format was used, except for the 

children's mosaics (nos. 143, 147), which are in the simple format. 

The Christ-symbol is invariably the Christogram without the 

apocalyptic letters. The coronae in nos. 150, 151 and 153 are 

distinctive. Each consists of a pair of laurel sprigs that curve 

around the symbol and join at top and bottom. The individual leaves 

are represented at regular intervals on either side of the curving 

stems. The borders in nos. 143, 144 and 145 are similar, each a 

variation on the motif of the embattled band with "towers" in the 

corners. (The embattled band border pattern links this workshop to 

Chigarnia workshop 2--compare nos. 16 and 27). Nos. 143 and 153 

have inner borders surrounding the epitaph, in each case a single 

fillet. Nos. 150 and 151 have more complex inner borders consisting 
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of bands of crosslets between single fillets. 

The epitaph may run lengthwise or widthwise. The layout is 

generally neater in workshop 2 than in workshop 1 (compare nos. 139 

and 143). The formula is in pace+ vixit annis + years/months/ 

days (with the exception of the children's mosaics, where the age is 

omitted). Abbreviations, which are totally absent in workshop 1 are 

fairly common here (nos. 144, 145, 147, 150, 153). There are just 

two unusual letter forms: the G like an open buckle (nos. 144, 150) 

and the H with broken c~ossbar (no. 145). 

Several of the workshop 2 mosaics used multicolored glass 

tesserae in addition to stone. The glass tesserae provide brilliant 

hues such as deep blue-violet, aquamarine, lemon yellow, bright 

orange and emerald green (CD 150det). The palette of workshop 2 is 

thus much wider than that of workshop 1, which was limited to 

earth tones. The artisans of workshop 2 used their wide variety of 

colors to create clever decorative effects such as the the rainbow 

loop in the Christogram of no. 147 (CD 147) and the confetti ring in 

the corona of no. 144 (CD 144). The format, borders, letter forms 

formulas and symbols suggest a date range between the last quarter 

of the fourth and the first quarter of the fifth century. 

Sousse workshop 3. 
The products of the third Sousse workshop include the mosaics 

from the Arsenal basilica (nos. 158-164, 167, 169, 171) as well as 

the fragment from the Kasbah site (no. 155), the mosaic of 



Pascasius from the Oued Laya road hypogeum (no. 177) and the 

mosaic of Exxitiosa from the Lycee Technique (no. 178) (CD 159, 
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160, 161, 162, 163, 169, 177, 178). With the exception of no. 177 

the format is always bipartite with the epitaph running lengthwise. 

The symbol is usually the Christogram, but the monogrammatic 

cross appears twice (nos. 167, 178) and the Greek cross once (no. 

160). Alpha and omega accompany the symbol in nos. 158, 160, 161, 

167, 171 and 178. The symbol is invariably enclosed in a corona. 

The workshop 3 coronae are very different in style from those of 

workshop 2. The most common type consists of concentric rings of 

color shading from dark on the outside rim to light in the center and 

back to dark on the inside rim. The rims are serrated both inside and 

out. The symbol is frequently accompanied in the upper panel by a 

pair of doves flanking either a rose (nos. 160, 161, 162, 163) or a 

garland (no. 178). The most common border is the right-angled Z

pattern (nos. 158, 159, 162, 163, 169, 171 ), followed by the simple 

fillet (nos. 155, 177, 178, 164) and the undulating ribbon (no. 160). 

The usual formula is in pace + vixit annis + years. In nos. 

160 and 169 this is supplemented with a second verb ( exsivit, 

reddidit) introducing the date of death. The ages of adults are 

usually given . as estimates with plus minus, abbreviated P. M. or PL. 

M. (nos. 158, 162, 163, 171, 177). The epitaphs are generally care

fully laid out, although there is some crowding no. 162. Guidelines 

are used in nos. 162 and 163. The letters are expertly drawn and 

regularly spaced. A, B, C, D, E, N, 0, Q, V and X are classic in form. 
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The loop in P and R extends slightly past the upright on the top; the 

is without serifs. 

A characteristic technique of workshop 3 is the use of differ

ent types of stone to produce two slightly different shades of white. 

For example, in no. 178 a bright white is used for the background of 

the symbols and the epitaph, a grayer white for the background else

where (CD 178). A similar technique was used in nos. 159, 160, 163 

and 177 (see catalogue entries). Glass tesserae appear in three of 

the mosaics (nos. 160, 162, 163). Unlike the practice of workshop 2, 

the glass was used only sparingly in the symbols and never in the 

letters of the epitaph. 

The mosaic of Pascasius (no. 177) is the most problematic. 

The format (tripartite, with the epitaph running widthwise) is 

unlike the other products of workshop 3. The symbol of the can

tharos with emerging vines is unique in this workshop, as is the 

corona with white-tipped laurel leaves and jewelled clasp (CD 

177det). However, other features link no. 177 to the products of 

workshop 3: the slender Christogram without alpha and omega, the 

doves, the technique of using two shades of white, the formula with 

p(lus) m(inus), and most clearly the letter forms, which are vir

tually identical to those of no. 169. The mosaic of Pascasius may 

exhibit unusual features because it was a "deluxe" model, commis

sioned for a caisson tomb in a private hypogeum. 

The products of Sousse workshop 3 present some stylistic 

links to Chigarnia workshop 2. For example, the undulating ribbon 
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border executed with the "checkerboard" technique is used in both 

no. 160 (Sousse) and no. 46 (Chigarnia). The coronae at Chigarnia 

occasionally resemble the Sousse versions (e. g., no. 39, CD 039; cf. 

nos. 161, 163, 178 etc.). The dating criteria for Sousse workshop 3 

all point to a period roughly contemporary with Chigarnia workshop 

2: the first and second quarters of the fifth century. 

Lamta workshop 1 

The earlier works_hop at Lamta is represented by just two 

surviving mosaics, nos. 82 and 83 (CD 082). Found side by side at 

the Dar el Ka"id site (fig. 2. 7), these two share a palette that is 

unlike any of the other Lamta panels. Glass tesserae produce a range 

of brilliant greens as well as turquoise and dark blue-violet. The 

glass cubes are complemented by stone cubes in yellow, gray and 

brick red. Each mosaic features a very large, multicolored Christo

gram enclosed in a multicolored circle. In no. 82 the Christogram is 

composed of parallel rows of red, green/blue and yellow and the 

circle is blue, green and yellow. In no. 83 the Christogram is red -

blue - yellow and the circle is blue - turquoise - yellow. The 

epitaph in each case is underlined and runs widthwise. The use of 

the simple Christogram suggests a date in the second half of the 

fourth century, but with only two mosaics preserved (one frag

mentary) it is difficult to be more precise than: second half of the 

fourth - first quarter of the fifth century. 
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Sfax workshop 

Four mosaics define the style of the Sfax workshop, nos. 93, 

95, 96 and 116 (CD all).468 The first three come from the north 

necropolis excavations of 1886, the fourth, of unknown proveni

ence, has been preserved in the Sfax Museum since early in this 

century. 469 Two are large-image mosaics with orant figures (nos. 

96, 116), one is tripartite (no. 95) and the fourth is fragmentary. 

Two are bordered by dentilled fillets (nos. 95, 116) and two by 

simple fillets (nos. 93, 96). The Christ-symbol in every case is the 

monogrammatic cross without apocalyptic letters. 

With the exception of a few glass tesserae used to represent 

jewels, 470 all of the cubes are stone, but despite this the Sfax 

workshop had the broadest palette of all the Byzacena ateliers. By 

carefully sorting the available materials, the Sfax artisans were 

able to separate many subtlely different shades of gray-green, 

brown, brownish red, dark pink, flesh tone and yellow in addition to 

a range of whites, grays and black. 

The epitaphs are introduced by bonae memoriae, either spelled 

out or abbreviated 8. M., followed by the name of the deceased. The 

age is introduced as usual by vixit annis, but at Sfax it is given 

with extraordinary precision: once to the day (no. 116) and three 

468 Four lost mosaics from the north necropolis (nos. 92, 97, 106, 107) may also be 
associated with the Sfax workshop, based only on the epitaphs and the brief descriptions 
of the excavators. 
469 CatSfax (1912) 10-11, no. 31, pl. VII, 2. 
470 A single green jewel on the clasp of the corona in no. 95 and a bracelet (now lost) on 
the left arm of the orant in no. 96. 
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times to the hour. The remaining formula is either dormiit in pace 

die + date of death (nos. 93, 116) or simply dormit in pace (nos. 95, 

96). Abbreviations for dies and (h)oras are formed by oblique lines 

through the initial letters (nos. 93, 95, 96) . A second style of . 
abbreviation uses a dot placed above the initial letter: M = menses 

(no. 95, line 4). Elsewhere abbreviations are marked with a dot in 

the middle of the line after the letter. Three letter forms are 

noteworthy: the A with its horizontal stroke extended past the 

diagonal on one side or the other (but never on both sides), the 0 

pointed at both ends (nos. 93, 95) and the E with its three horizontal 

strokes extended equally to the left and right (the same type of E is 

found in workshop 2 at Chigarnia). 

The laurel corona in no. 95 is comparable to the coronae of 

Sousse workshop 2. The figure style of the orants (discussed in 

chapter four) together with the symbols, the letter forms and the 

borders all point to a date for this workshop in the first quarter of 

the fifth century, perhaps continuing as late as the middle of the 

century. 

Lamta workshop 2 

Because the epitaph panels are narrow and the text runs 

widthwise the products of Lamta workshop 2 have a distinctive long, 

slim shape (CD 074, 080, 084).471 Most of the epitaphs take up ten 

lines or more, a length that would be remarkable elsewhere. The 

format may be tripartite (no. 74) or bipartite (nos. 79, 84, 86). The 

471 Average length-to-width ratio in complete examples = 3.8:1. 
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most popular border is the undulating ribbon (nos. 74, 80, 86). The 

Christ-symbols are the Latin cross (nos. 74, 79?, 84) and the rose 

(no. 86).472 Glass tesserae were used only in no. 74. 

Several formulas were used, the most popular being in pace + 

vixit + years + recessit + date of death (nos. 80, 84, 87). The date 

of death is usually supplied. The age is almost always given as an 

estimate with plus minus (nos. 74, 76, 77, 80, 84, 86, 87). Letters 

are squarish and compact, with classic forms comparable to Had

rumetum workshop 3 (CQ 087). This workshop exhibits a strong 

tendency to join letters in ligatures.473 The abbreviation mark is 

sometimes placed above the letter (no. 87), as at Sfax. 

Two of this workshop's mosaics are internally dated. No. 86 

provides the names of the consuls, Hierius and Arteburus, placing it 

in 428. No. 74 gives the date as anno XXV/111--surely year 29 of the 

Vandal era of Geiseric, equivalent to 469. The bulk of the activity of 

Lamta workshop 2 appears to belong to the second and third quarters 

of the fifth century. 

Sidi Abich workshop 

Three closely related tomb mosaics from the baptistery 

attached to the Sidi Abich basilica (fig. 2.4) define the production of 

another workshop (nos. 121, 127 and 129, CD all) . The three mosaics 

share a palette of off-white, blue-gray, olive green, light brown-

472 See chapter five n. 252. 
473 No. 74, line 10; no. 76, line 6; no. 77, line 11; no. 79, line 7; no. 80, line 3; no. 
86, lines 6 and 15. 
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yellow and brick red (ceramic). All three feature the Latin cross as 

the primary Christ-symbol. In each case the cross is surrounded by 

a wide corona consisting of three concentric rings of laurel with 

white-tipped green leaves and red stems. The slim red crosses in 

nos. 121 and 127 are virtually identical. The symbol in no. 129 is 

different: the arms of the cross are flared and the corona consists 

of concentric serrated rings with tassels. 

The formula in nos. 121 and 127 is requiebit + date of death; 

in no. 129 deposita (est) + date of burial. In all three epitaphs the 

name of the month is spelled out in full. Nos. 121 and 129 introduce 

the date with sub die, abbreviated SD. No. 127 uses the same 

abbreviation mark for [l]DS = idus (line 6). 

Similar letter forms link the three mosaics closely. All three 

use an O pointed at the top, the uncial X, subtriangular D, A with 

broken crossbar and a distinctive S in which the curves are extended 

until they almost form a figure 8. Nos. 121 and 127 also share the 

cursive Q. Nos. 127 and 129 both have S occasionally reversed and in 

the numerals the Is diminish in size (no. 127, line 5; no. 129, line 3). 

None of the epitaphs has contrasting guidelines. 

No. 121 provides a clue to the date of this workshop. The 

bishop Paulus is styled prim(a)e sedis provinci(a)e Mauritani(a)e, 

the provincial primate of Mauretania.474 The ecclesiastical pro

vinces of Mauretania Caesarensis and Mauretania Sitifensis were 

474 The provincial primate was chosen on the basis of seniority of tenure, see chapter 
one, p. 6, n. 19 and the catalogue entry for no. 121. 
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apparently not combined into a single province until the reign of 

Justinian. 475 The reference to "Mauretania" tout court thus 

suggests a Byzantine date, but we should not to base our judgment 

on this wording alone (it is possible that the full name of Paulus' 

province was omitted because whoever prepared the epitaph was 

ignorant of this detail or simply because the mosaicist needed to 

save space in an epitaph that was already long). Perhaps more 

significant is the unusual circumstance of finding a bishop from 

distant Mauretania dead in Byzacena. The reign of Justinian was a 

period of unsettled conditions in the Mauretanias, which might have 

provided a reason for a Mauretanian bishop to seek refuge closer to 

the center of Byzantine power.476 These historical considerations 

fit well with the use of the Latin cross and late letter forms, 

especially the cursive Q and the uncial X. The Sidi Abich workshop 

thus was active in the Byzantine period, probably in the second and 

third quarters of the sixth century. 

Mactar workshop 

The three mosaics from Mactar, nos. 88, 89 and 90 (CD all), 

clearly were produced by a single workshop, perhaps by the same 

hand. The format is tripartite (no. 89) or bipartite (no. 90), depend-

475 fiAC. 1905, cliii. Proces-verbaux 27-28, n. 1. On the question of the ecclesiastical 
province of Mauretania see also C. Diehl, L'Afrjgue byzantine (Paris, 1896) II , 411-
18 and Jones. The Later Roma.a Empire (supra n. 14) 11, map VII and p. 1069. 
476 Beyond the control of the Byzantine administration, Mauretania served as a refuge 
for the defeated rebels Stotzas and laudas. See D. Pringle. The Defence of Byzantine 
Africa from Justinian to the Arab Conguest (Oxford, 1982) 22-31 and Raven. Rome in 
Africa (supra n. 30) 213-14, 217-20. 
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ing on the space available after the epitaphs. The basic palette of 

stone tesserae (olive, black, white and gray) is supplemented by 

ceramic (brick red) and glass cubes in a variety of vivid hues: sea 

green, blue-violet, orange, red, yellow-green, brilliant white and 

possibly gold.477 The primary Christ-symbol is a stubby Greek cross 

of Byzantine type (cf. figs . 5.17, 5.18) set in a serrated corona and 

flanked by backward-facing doves (figs. 5.46, 5.47). 478 The epitaphs 

are preceded by small Latin crosses with serifs (cf. figs. 5.26, 5.27, 

5.28). 

Abbreviations are common and are marked by a horizontal line 

above the letters. Two of these are abbreviations by contraction: 

NN = nonas (no. 88, line 6) and XRO = Christo (no. 89, line 7). 

Ligatures are also common. 479 The line-by-line alternation of three 

colors in the epitaph of no. 90 recalls the similar arrangement in no. 

61 (Chigarnia workshop 6). The letters are tall, spindly and 

crowded. Several are similar to forms we have seen at Sidi Abich: O 

pointed at the top (no. 88), uncial X, A with broken crossbar, and 

subtriangular D. The basic formula is depositus/a + sub die + date 

of burial, with sub die abbreviated SD, exactly as in Sidi Abich nos. 

121 and 129. 

All three of the Mactar mosaics give dates of burial using the 

indiction system, proof positive that they belong to the Byzantine 

477 In the symbol of no. 90. Given the present condition and placement of the mosaic, 
the presence of gold tesserae cannot be determined for certain. 
478 For the cross and doves, see chapter five , pp. 78-79 and 89-90. 
479 No. 88, line 5; no. 89, line 6; no. 90, lines 7 and 12. 



period. 480 The similarities of the letter forms and formulas 

suggest some overlap with the activity of the Sidi Abich atelier. 

However, two late letter forms, the small O (nos. 89, 90), and the 

uncial Q (no. 89) were used at Mactar but apparently not at Sidi 

Abich. The border pattern of no. 89, which was popular in the 

eastern empire in the second half of the sixth and the seventh 

century, 481 also suggests a slightly later date for the activity of 

the Mactar workshop: fourth quarter of the sixth-first quarter of 

the seventh century. 
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We have been able to associate most of the preserved tomb 

mosaics (and some of the lost ones) with fourteen workshops that 

are defined by their technical, stylistic, iconographic and epigraphic 

characteristics (Table 25). None of these workshops appears to have 

operated for more than two or three generations, but as a group they 

reach from as early as the second quarter of the fourth century to as 

late as the first quarter of the seventh century. A summary of the 

proposed chronology for the Byzacena tomb mosaic workshops is 

presented in figure 7.14. 

480 See supra n. 309. 

481 See supra n. 170. 
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TABLE 25. WORKSHOP ATTRIBUTIONS OF THE BYZACENA 
TOMB MOSAICS 

workshop nos. total 
attributed 

Chigarnia 1 18, 19, 23 3 

Chigarnia 2 12, 13, 16, 17, 20, 24, 27, 28, 30?, 31, 29 
32, 34, 36, 37, 39-50, 68-70 

Chigarnia 3 11, 25, 51 3 

Chigarnia 4 21 ?, 22?, 29, 38, 54-58, 60, 62-65 14 

Chigarnia 5 59, 67 2 

Chigarnia 6 61, 66 2 

Lamta 1 82, 83 2 

Lamta 2 74, 76?, 77?, 79?, 80, 84, 86, 87 8 

Sousse 1 138?, 139-142 5 

Sousse 2 143-145, 147, 149?, 150, 151,153 8 

Sousse 3 155, 158-164, 166?, 157, 169, 171, 1 4 
177, 178 

Sfax 92?, 93, 95, 96, 97?, 1 06?, 1 07?, 116 8 

Sidi Abich 121, 127, 129 3 

Mactar 88, 89, 90 3 



CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSIONS 

Having investigated the Byzacena tomb mosaics from 

contextual, technical, stylistic, iconographic and epigraphic 

perspectives, we may now turn to five key questions. Who were the 

patrons who commissioned these mosaics? What social and 

religious functions did the mosaics serve? Why was the tomb 

mosaic such a popular form of funerary art in Byzacena (and in 

Africa generally) but not elsewhere? Why did this art form 

apparently die out in Byzacena before the end of the Byzantine 

period? Finally, what is the place of the Byzacena tomb mosaics in 

the study of the art of Late Antiquity? 

Socio-economic status of patrons. 

The price of a tomb mosaic was not negligible. The master of 

the mosaic workshop needed to cover his costs and expected to turn 

a profit. The cost of materials was usually a small part of the 

overall cost. 482 Labor was a more significant item: a day's wages 

482 Some stones for tesserae (gray limestone, for example) were no doubt to be had 
without cost from local sources. Other necessary colors, such as true white (from white 
marble), deep red (from Djebel Oust stone) and yellow (from Chemtou marble), 
probably had to be purchased, but the mosaicists could obtain waste stone from 
sculptors' workshops or building sites at bargain prices. Bits of revetment or opus 
sectile could also have been taken, with or without payment, from derelict buildings. 
See supra pp. 44-46. The cost of materials would of course have increased if the patron 
insisted on extensive use of glass or gold glass tesserae. 
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for an apprentice to cut tesserae and one or two days' wages for a 

skilled artisan to lay the mosaic (depending on the size and the com

plexity of the design) .483 Additional labor would have been needed 

to transport the panel to the tomb site, prepare and lay the mortar, 

set the mosaic and do the final cleaning and polishing (see chapter 

three). 

The price of a mosaic would have limited potential buyers to 

those with at least modest savings or access to credit based on the 

expectation of future income. Slaves, the destitute who depended on 

charity, and laborers and peasants who lived from hand to mouth 

were surely not able to commission tomb mosaics. At the other end 

of the social spectrum, large landowners and high-ranking imperial 

officials normally chose more ostentatious monuments. This group 

no doubt provided most of the commissions for the makers of carved 

sarcophagi. 484 Their expenditures on sarcophagi and grandiose 

tombs to house them were a favorite target for Augustine's 

barbs.485 

483 The estimate of labor is based on the author's observations and conversations with 
workers making mosaics for the tourist trade in Tunisia. According to Diocletian's .E..d1g 
on Maximum Prices 7. 7 (ed. Giacchero, I, 150-51), a tessellarius (mosaic pavement 
worker) was paid 50 denarii per day, the same wage as a wagon-maker, blacksmith, 
mason or baker. There is no reason to assume that the pay-scale of mosaic workers 
changed significantly in the fourth, fifth or sixth centuries. 
484 H. Fournet-Pilipenko, "Sarcophages remains de Tunisia," Karthago 11 (1961) 
77-168, pis. I- XXX. List of Christian sarcophagi (now much in need of updating) p. 
80. 

485 .5.film.... 102. 1. 2 (ed. Migne, PL 38, 611 ): ... et positi sunt in pretiosis 
sarcophagis, in sepulcris pulcherrime et operosissime fabricatis. Ibid. 172. 2 (ed . 
Migne, PL 38, 936): ... monumentorum opulenta constructio ... Enn. in Ps. 48. 15, 
sermo 1 (ed. Dekkers and Fraipont, 563): Habeo marmoratum domum quam relicturus 
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In the Sousse catacombs the dead were usually identified only 

by simple inscriptions written in charcoal or scratched into plaster. 

Tomb mosaics were quite rare. Apparently only the relatively well

to-do chose this more expensive alternative. In Basilica II at Mactar 

three large, deluxe tomb mosaics (nos. 88, 89, 90) shared floor space 

with much simpler stone inscriptions.486 Here the tomb mosaics 

here were again undoubtedly the more expensive choice. 

The families who commissioned tomb mosaics belonged to a 

fairly wide spectrum in the middle of provincial Romano-African 

society. The family of lanuaria the seamstress (no. 139) was 

probably near the lower end of this spectrum and the families of 

Julius Honorius the flamen perpetuus (no. 36) and Dion the 

successful olive-planter (no. 70) near the upper end. For the less 

affluent or more budget-conscious within this group, stone tomb 

inscriptions could offer a less expensive alternative.487 However 

we should not assume that those with limited resources would 

necessarily choose the least expensive option--relatives might well 

spend all of their available funds on funeral expenses in an 

outpouring of respect and affection for the deceased. 

sum et non cogito mihi aeternam domum ubi semper ero. Ibid. 48. 1, sermo 2 (ed. 
Dekkers and Fraipont, 564): ... nisi quemadmodum eis procurentur funera pomposa et 
sepeliantur in monumentis opere mirabili exstructis. 
486 The 14 stone inscriptions found in the church or nearby are as a rule rougly shaped 
slabs of local limestone with the inscriptions fairly lightly and inexpertly incised. 
Mactar V, 28-35, nos. II 4-1117. According to Prevot's chronology, nos. II 4, II 11 , II 
12, II 13, II 14 and II 17 belorig to the Byzantine period. 
487 The option of using a stone inscription was not necessarily always available. At 
Chigarnia, for example, no stone inscription was found, suggesting that only mosaics 
were permitted as tomb markers there. 
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Sectarian affiliation of patrons 

Although the evidence is scant it is important to re-examine 

the question of whether some of the Byzacena tomb mosaics may 

have been commissioned by non-Catholics. Alexander argued that 

the Donatists were drawn largely from the poor agrarian classes, 

and so could seldom afford the luxury of tomb mosaics.488 

Admittedly the peasantry was an important element of the Donatist 

movement, especially in the hinterland of Numidia and the 

Mauretanias, but in more urbanized provinces such as Byzacena the 

Donatists recruited actively from all classes.489 And although 

Donatism was strongest in the western African provinces, its 

influence in Byzacena should not be underestimated. The detailed 

attendance records of the Conference of Carthage, which preserve a 

record of the relative strength of the two factions in 411 , show the 

Catholics and Donatists in a dead heat: fifteen cities in Byzacena 

sent both a Catholic and a Donatist bishop to the conference, eleven 

sent only a Catholic and eleven sent only a Donatist. 490 Though the 

488 ECTM 136-37. 
489 Frend, The Donatist Church (supra n. 46) 170: ''The urban environment of 
Donatism . .. is as important for understanding the movement as is rural Numidia." 
Idem, "The Donatist Church--Forty Years on," (supra n. 46) 80. Mattingly and 
Hitchner, "Roman Africa: An Archaeological Review," (supra n. 17) 208: "It is now 
clear that Donatism was not a movement restricted to the lower orders of society (as the 
existence of Donatist senators reveals), nor primarily rural based." 
49° Catholic and Donatist: Aggar, Benneffa, Bladia (?), Capsa, Cillium, Cenas (?), 
Menefessi, Thelepte, Leptiminus, Pupput, Segermes, Sufes, Sufetula, Thaenae, Thiges, 
Thysdrus. Donatist only: Aquae Albae, Dices (?), Druas (?), Horrea Caelia, lunca, 
Mactaris, Madassuma, Masclianae, Midica, Nara, Thala. Catholic only: Pheradi Maius, 
Vegesela, Marazana, Mididi, Fundus Jubaltianus, Abthugni, Aquae Regiae, Ruspae, Tapa
rura, Temunia, Usula. Gesta conlationis Carthaginensis in Maier, L'Episcopat 44-63. 
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Catholics certainly gained ground in Byzacena after 411, by 439 

Donatists and Catholics again found themselves on an equal footing 

--both dispossessed and intermittently persecuted by the Arian 

Vandals. 491 

Donatists certainly buried the dead inside their churches, 

despite a prohibition enacted by a Donatist council in 340. 492 They 

also undoubtedly used mosaics, including epigraphic mosaics, in 

church pavements.493 However at present we cannot place any of 

the Byzacena tomb mosaics in an undoubted Donatist context. Some 

scholars have identified the cemetery basilica at Chigarnia as 

Donatist, 494 but the only real evidence pointing in this direction is 

491 There is no evidence that the Donatists received preferential treatment from the 
Vandals. Catholic writers like Victor of Vita would certainly have added collusion with 
the Donatists to the catalogue of the Vandals' crimes if there had been any basis for the 
charge. In Victor's Historia persecutionis Vandal legal prohibitions appear to be 
directed against all non-Arians, rather than specifically against Catholics (e. g. 1. 43; 
2. 23, ed. Petschenig, 18-19, 32). C. Courtois noted the presence of Donatist exiles at 
Lyon in the early sixth century and concluded: " ... s'il n'est pas prouve que les 
Vandales aient persecute les donatistes, ii l'est encore beaucoup mains qu'ils aient eu la 
moindre collusion avec eux." (Vandales 285 n. 5). 
492 Church burials: P. Courcelle, "Une seconde campagne de fouilles a Ksar-el-Kelb," 
ME FRA 53 (1936) 178-80, fig. 1, pl. 2, fig. 7; L. Leschi, "Basilique et cimetiere 
donatistes de Numidie (Ain Ghorab)," RevAfr 78 (1936) 27-46. The churches at 
Vegesala and Ain Ghorab were identified as Donatist on the evidence of inscriptions 
relating to Donatist martyrs. Prohibition by Donatist concil: Optatus, De schjsmate 
Donatistarum 3. 4 (ed. Ziwsa, 81-85). 
493 Several decorative mosaics and mosaic inscriptions were found in the ecclesiastical 
complex surrounding the Donatist cathedral (a. k. a. "West Monastery") at Timgad: 
Germain, Les mosai'gues de Timgad (supra n. 164) 122-29, fig. 17, pis. LX-LXVIII, XC. 
For the identification of the complex as Donatist, see E. Albertini, "Un temoignage 
epigraphique sur l'eveque donatiste Optat de Thamugadi," CRAI 1939, 100-103. 
494 Paul Monceaux was the first to propose a Donatist connection and Dominique Raynal 
explored this theory at length. Histlitt IV, 467. D. Raynal, "Culte des martyrs et 
propaganda donatiste a Uppenna," CahTun 21 (1973) 33-72. 
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the acclamation from tomb mosaic no. 17: (H)ic qui digni sunt sic 

accipiant! The implied exclusiveness certainly calls to mind the 

uncompromising spirit of the Donatists.495 Still, this is very slight 

evidence on which to base the identification of the church. An 

expression like this could have been used either by Donatists or 

Catholics in the context of the controversial rhetoric of the later 

fourth and fifth centuries.496 Whatever its previous sectarian 

affiliation, the church was certainly in Catholic hands by the time 

the Catholic bishop Hon_orius was buried there, probably in the last 

two decades of the fifth century.497 

When we turn to the question of possible Arian tomb mosaics, 

the situation is no clearer. Arian control over church buildings in 

Byzacena surely waxed and waned during phases of persecution and 

tolerance, but at all times during the Vandalic period a significant 

number of churches in the province would have been in Arian hands. 

495 Comparable expressions are known from likely Donatist sites elsewhere in North 
Africa. Cf. QVI PVRE PETIT ACIPIT, from Henchir el Ogla, near Tebessa: P. Monceaux in 
BAntFr 1909, 276-77. 
496 The other arguments advanced by Raynal in favor of the Donatist identification are 
otiose. They depend on the names of the martyrs recorded on the second inscription of 
the martyrium (see supra, n. 448). Even if we agree that the "Saturninus presbyter'' 
mentioned third in the inscription was the leader of the martyrs of Abitina (and this is 
not universally accepted, see Loca sanctorum I, 66), the Abitina martyrs were not 
exclusively the property of the Donatists. Although their passio survives only in a 
Donatist recension, a Catholic version almost certainly existed, and their feast days were 
listed on the Catholic calendar of Carthage (see H. Deleheye. Les Orjgjnes du Culte des 
Martyrs. 2nd ed., Brussels, 1993, 386-87). Similarly, the presence in the mosaic 
inscription of the names of the apostles Peter and Paul cannot be used to support a 
Donatist identification--a fact that Raynal himself admits: "Culte des martyrs" (supra 
n. 494) 46. 
497 Supra pp. 193-94. 
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Not all of these churches stood empty; many were used by Arian 

congregations composed of Vandals and former Catholic and Donatist 

converts. 498 A stone inscription from Haidra provides a vivid 

glimpse of the sectarian rivalry in one provincial town. An Arian 

bishop, Victorinus, was buried in a privileged location in the 

basilica of Melleus, his tomb marked with the inscription 

VICTORINUS EPISC(opus) IN PACE. When the church was returned to 

Catholic hands after the Byzantine conquest the new occupants 

added a single word to his tomb inscription: VANDALORUM.499 The 

Catholics stopped short of desecrating the grave of their former 

rival, but they made sure that he would not be confused with one of 

their own. 

Vandal-era tomb mosaics bearing Germanic names demonstrate 

that the Vandals adopted the African custom of marking tombs with 

mosaics. 5oo However, the absence of Germanic names does not 

498 Historians have offered widely divergent views about the extent of conversion to 
Arianism. For C. Speel, Catholicism was effectively "extinguished" in Proconsularis 
during the Vandalic period: ''The Disappearance of Christianity" (supra n. 90) 380. 
For J. Cuoq, despite defections, "which were numerous and in all classes including the 
clergy," Catholicism was maintained "like a rock in a storm": L'Eglise de l'Afrigue 
(supra n. 22) 84-85. Without doubt prohibitions, fines, confiscations, banishments 
and violence had the desired effect over the course of a century of Vandal rule. As a 
Catholic propagandist, Victor of Vita offers edifying tales of heroic resistence to 
rebaptism, but other sources, such as the Acta of the Roman Council of 487/88, show 
the Catholic church wrestling with the problem of the African apostates: K. von Hefele, 
Histoire des conciles 11.2 (Paris, 1908) 934-35. 
499 Ha"idra I, 87-88, no. 58, fig . 71; N. Duval, "Rapport preliminaire sur les travaux 
effectues a Ha"idra en sept.-oct. 1967," A1ri.c.a. 3-4 (1969-1970) 204, fig. 18. 

soo In 1912 and 1921 L. Drappier excavated four tomb mosaics from the site of "Bir el 
Knissia 2" at Carthage (Bardo Museum A333-A336). All bore Germanic names: 
Hostrildis (twice), Tanca and Vilimut. A. Merlin in M.Q 1913, clxxix-xxx. l.E.Q.Q_ Ill, nos. 
393-396. For the names, ibid. 13 and H. Reichert, Lexikon der altgermanischen Namen I 



necessarily preclude an Arian presence in a particular cemetery, 

because Arian congregations, especially outside the large cities, 

would have consisted largely of Romano-African converts. The 

fragmentary name Tzal. .. , found in the epitaph of tomb mosaic no. 

159 (Sousse), is possibly Germanic. 501 The mosaic is here 
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attributed to Sousse workshop 3, active in the first half of the fifth 

century. If Tzal. .. was indeed a Vandal then he or she was almost 

certainly an Arian and some or all of the others buried in the same 

cemetery may have been Arians as well--but this is a very fragile 

chain of speculation. 

We can be sure that the mosaics from the Sousse catacombs 

(workshops 2 and 3), Chigarnia workshop 1 and Lamta workshop 1 

were not made for Arians because they pre-date the Vandal 

conquest. The mosaic of bishop Honorius (no. 63) from Chigarnia is 

certainly Catholic, as very probably are the later mosaics from 

Chigarnia (nos. 59, 61, 66, 67). The mosaics of the Mactar and Sidi 

Abich workshops are unlikely to be Arian because they belong to the 

period after the Byzantine conquest. As for the other tomb mosaics, 

there is. no solid evidence one way or the other. 

Our conclusions are thus mostly negative. The symbols and 

formulas used in the mosaics offer no reliable clues regarding 

sectarian affiliation. We do not know the sectarian affiliation of 

(Vienna, 1987) 433, 648, 780. . For mosaics bearing the Germanic names Valilu, Dagili 
and Giuliaruna from Hippo Regius, see Maree, Hippone 59-60, 57 fig. a; 71, 69 fig. b; 
74-83, 78 fig. b and N. Duval in Karthago 9 (1958) 274 and n. 5. 
501 See catalogue entry. 
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most of the patrons who commissioned tomb mosaics. 

Social and religious functions 

For the families of the deceased the tomb mosaic served 

several purposes. Commissioning a mosaic was first of all a gesture 

of affection and respect for the deceased, an act that helped the 

survivors express and cope with their grief. 502 This cathartic 

function of the tomb mosaic is especially apparent in the mosaics 

that express personal sentiments along with the usual formulas 

(supra pp. 158-59). 

A second purpose relates to the cult of the dead. For African 

Christians it was customary to observe the death-anniversary 

(natalicium or dies natalis) with a mass and special prayers for 

the deceased. These annual commemorations could also include 

funerary meals (refrigeria, convivia) and distributions of alms to 

the poor.503 The tomb mosaic facilitated these observances by 

marking the location of the tomb and recording the exact date of 

death or burial.504 

502 Augustine emphasized this aspect of funeral observances in his De cura pro mort. 
g§L. 2. 4 (ed. Zycha, 626): ... magis sunt vivorum solacia quam subsidia mortuorum. 
Similarly: ,S_film_. 172. 2. 2 (ed. Migne, PL 38, 936). 
503 See Cyprian, .EQ. 1. 2 (ed. Hartel, 467); Tertullian, De corona 3. 3 (ed. Borleffs, 
1043); Apostolic Constitutions 8. 42 (ed. Funk, I, 552); Augustine, De cura 1. 3 (ed. 
Zycha, 623-24). For more on these practices see P.-A. Fevrier, "A propos du repas 
funeraire: culte et sociabilite," CahArch 26 (1977) 29-45; Saxer, Morts, martyrs, 
reliques (supra n. 6) 69-73, 158-59; idem, Vie liturgique et quotidienne a Carthage 
vers le milieu du Ule sjecle (Rome, 1969) 300-308; Kotila, Memoria Mortuorum 
(supra n. 6) 53. 
504 The date observed appears to have changed during the period under consideration, see 
supra p. 154. 
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The tomb mosaic also had a status-conferring function. By 

investing in mosaics to mark the tombs of their departed relatives, 

survivors reinforced the social standing of their family. Like 

endowed pews or memorial windows in American churches today, the 

African tomb mosaics proclaimed that the families responsible were 

substantial people with respectable ancestors. When the deceased 

had earned the honor of burial in a prestigious location, such as an 

isolated burial near the altar in a basilica, it was all the more 

important for the survivors to commission a tomb mosaic to signal 

his or her special status. 

Tomb mosaics also played a role in community identity and 

cohesion. When worshippers gathered in a cemetery basilica they 

participated in a community of the living and the dead.sos In the 

face of fierce sectarian rivalries, they could draw strength from a 

tradition of solidarity that reached back for generations. This idea 

would have been expressed most vividly through the large-image 

mosaics with orant figures, where the dead would have appeared to 

be physically present, joining in the prayers of the living members 

of the community.sos 

Finally and most importantly the tomb mosaics functioned as 

505 In this connection we should recall Augustine's idea that the souls of the faithful dead 
remained members of the church: Neque enim piorum animae mortuorum separantur 
ab ecclesia, quae nunc etiam est regnum Christi... fide/es etiam defuncti membra sunt 
eius. De civ. Dei 20. 9 (Loeb ed. V, 310-11). 
506 See Ferrandus' description of the burial of Fulgentius, in which the citizens 
demanded that the holy man "should be joined forever with their prayers" (supra pp. 
30-31) . 
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prayers offered by survivors on behalf of the souls of the deceased. 

This function connnects the tomb mosaics not to the here and now 

but to the time "when all who are in the grave shall hear His voice 

and come out" (John 5. 28). The iconography of the mosaics is best 

understood in this context. In chapter five we noted that the images 

used in the mosaics fall into four catagories: Christ-symbols, 

images of the soul, images of paradise and symbols of resurrection. 

The most essential and most common image was the Christ-symbol, 

because it was in the name of Christ that believers prayed for 

rebirth and eternal life: "When that day comes, you will make your 

request in my name ... " (John 16. 26). Other symbols served to 

reinforce and elaborate the basic message. For example, the soul in 

the form of an orant was pictured surrounded by candles, symbols of 

resurrection (nos. 6, 96) and the soul in the form of a dove was 

pictured with roses, representing paradise (nos. 56, 60, 71, 92, 133, 

160-64). This type of image may be termed proleptic because it 

pictures the prayed-for outcome as if it has already occurred.507 

The function of the tomb mosaic as a prayer helps to explain 

the popularity of the bipartite, tripartite and large-image formats, 

all of which combined images with text. The bald facts of the 

deceased's curriculum vitae--name, age, occupation, date of death 

or burial--were easily communicated in words, but the eschatolog

ical prayer was better expressed through images. Images in Late 

507 For discussion of this type of image in a different context, see "Mythological 
Sarcophagi: Proleptic Visions," in R. Brilliant, Visual Narratives: Storytelling in 
Etruscan and Roman Art (Ithaca, N. Y., 1984) 124-65. 
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Antiquity were endowed with power and the right images, especially 

the all-powerful cross, could increase the efficacy of the prayer in 

ways that words could not.SOB 

All of the functions outlined above could have been served as 

well or nearly as well with stone funerary inscriptions, which were 

by far the most common type of tomb marker throughout the 

Mediterranean world in Late Antiquity. Only in Africa did the 

Christian tomb mosaic appear as a significant alternative to the 

stone tomb inscription. What conditions or circumstances brought 

about this unique development? 

An African art form? 

Mosaic was used to cover and mark pagan tombs in Ostia as 

early as the second century after Christ. 509 (fig. 8.1) The idea of 

using an epigraphic mosaic as a tomb cover may have been 

transmitted to Africa from Italy or, since it hardly required a great 

leap of imagination, it may have arisen independently in Africa. A 

few examples of pagan tomb mosaics have been discovered in 

Byzacena and Africa Proconsularis, most notably the mosaics from 

Thina in which the deceased is pictured reclining on a banqueting 

508 On the concept of the "potentiation" of images in Late Antiquity, see E. Kitzinger, 
"Christian Imagery: Growth and Impact," in K. Weitzmann, ed .. Age of Spjrjtua!jty: A 
Symposium (New York, 1980) 141-63, esp. 148, 156. 
509 Mosaics of Stedia Tyrannis and Antonia Achaica (Isola Sacra cemetery): H. 
Thylander, loscrjptjons du Port d'Ostje (Lund, 1951-1952) vol. I, 35, no. A20; 170-
71, no. A236, vol. 11, pl. LXVIII, 1. G. Calza, La necropoli del Porto di Roma nell'lsola 
~ (Rome, 1940) 165-69, nos. 30, 86, fig. 82. MFAP 16, fig. 3. Calza dated the 
tomb of Antonia Achaica to ca. A. D. 160. For additional examples of pagan tomb mosaics 
outside of Africa, see ECTM 126-28 and MFAP 13-16. 
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couch (fig. 5.48, CD x01) and a mosaic from Dougga in which the 

deceased is portrayed seated as a philosopher (fig. 8.2).510 These 

pagan tomb mosaics, dating to the second half of the third or first 

half of the fourth century, have little in common with their 

Christian counterparts. Their imagery was derived from pagan 

sarcophagi and funerary stelae.511 

It is not certain which region of Africa first produced 

Christian tomb mosaics. The most likely candidates for this 

distinction would be co~stal Byzacena (where, as we have seen, 

early examples were produced at Sousse and Chigarnia) or coastal 

Mauretania Caesariensis (based on the evidence of the early groups 

from Tenes and Tipasa512). Wherever they were first made, the 

earliest Christian tomb mosaics in Africa were almost certainly in 

the simple format. This was quite unlike the earlier and/or 

contemporary pagan tomb mosaics with their elaborate figural 

scenes. 

In a Christian context the tomb mosaic enjoyed a popularity 

that it had never known before. The idea spread throughout the 

Christian communities of Roman North Africa by the first half of the 

fifth century. A common visual language of symbols evolved. Some 

510 Thina: 1MI. .14-16, nos. 23-27, pis. 23-24. E. Fortier and E. Malahar, "Les 
Fouilles a Thina (Tunisie) executees en 1908-191 0," 6.AQ. 1910, 90-92, 95-98, pis. 
XXI-XXII. CatSfax 8-10, nos. 23-26, pl. V, 3. Sfax Museum. Dougga: lMI Suppl. no. 
534a. Bardo Museum A389. 
511 For the image of the deceased reclining on a banqueting couch, compare Cumont, 
Recherches (supra n. 224) pis. XXV, 1-2; XLIII, 2 (sarcophagi) and pis. XLIV, 1-4; 
figs. 89-90 (stelae). For the seated youth as philosopher: ibid ., pl. XXXVI , 2. 
512 MFAP 81-84. 
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innovations, such as the bipartite, tripartite, and large-image 

formats, appeared on the scene and quickly proliferated, while other 

novelties, such as the relief mosaic (no. 68), did not catch on. 

Because the scattered pagan precursors had little or no influence in 

this development, we can say that the tomb mosaic was re-invented 

in a Christian context in North Africa. 

Three conditions combined to germinate this new art form in 

African soil. First, because of the pervasiveness of the African 

martyr cults and the r~sulting popular desire for burial ad sanctos 

(supra pp. 34-36), burial inside cult buildings became common 

throughout the region in the fourth century. Second, as the 

spectacular collections of the Tunisian museums attest, North 

Africa in the fourth century had a vibrant regional tradition of 

mosaic workmanship, a tradition that in terms of quality, variety 

and volume of production was second to none in the Roman Empire. 

Finally, North African churches in this period, especially in the 

larger towns and cities, were usually paved with decorative 

geometric or figural mosaics. When burials were inserted in a 

church floor paved with mosaics it was practical to use the same 

medium for the tomb covers, so that the damage caused by grave

digging could . be repaired and the floor restored as an unbroken, level 

surface (figs. 3.1, 3.2). 

These three conditi_ons were not present together and to the 

same degree outside Africa. Sporadic examples of Christian tomb 

mosaics have been found in late fourth- and fifth-century contexts 
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in Spain,513 Sardinia,514 ltaly515 and Sicily.516 These reproduce 

with minor variations the formats, motifs, formulas and border 

patterns of the African mosaics. These occurrences suggest that the 

practice of making tomb mosaics was exported from Africa, either 

by itinerant African artisans or by exiles who commissioned 

African-style tomb mosaics from local artisans. 51 7 This 

transmission followed normal routes of cultural and commercial 

exchange in the Late Roman West and the barbarian kingdoms. 518 

513 Tarragona, necropolis of . FrancoH: de Palol, Argueoiogia cristiana (supra n. 239) 
328-36, pis. c-cv. G. Alfoldy, Der romjsche lnschriften yon Tarraco (Berlin, 1975) 
no. 937 and pl. Color photos in de Palol, FruhchrjstUche Kunst (supra n. 239) figs. 
153, 156. Necropolis of Monte Cillas, Coscojuelo de Fontova (Huesca): de Palol, 
Argueo!ogia cristiana (supra, n. 239) 331-34, pl. CVI, 1. Denia (Alicante): ibid., 
334-35, fig. 92. Alfaro (Logrono), necropolis of Gracurris: ibid., 335-36, pl. CVI, 2. 
Barcelona, San Cugat del Valles: X. Barral y Altet, "Un mosaico sepulcral paleocristiano 
inedito di San Cugat del Valles (Barcelona)," Boletin del Seminario de Estudios de Arte y 
Argueo!ogfa de la Universidad di Valladolid 38 (1972-73) 476-85. Basilica on the 
Plaza de Antonio Maura: de Palol, Argueo!ogia cristiana (supra n. 239) 326, pl. XCVIII. 
Basilica of Santa Marfa de Tarrasa: ibid., 327-28, pl. XCIX. ltalica (Sevilla): ibid. 
336-39, fig. 93, pis. CVII-CVIII. Color photo in H. Schlunk and T. Hauschild, Hispania 
Antigua. Die Denkmaler der fruchristlichen und westgotischen Zeit (Mainz, 1978) pl. 
11. 
514 Porto Torres: G. Maetzke, "Porto Torres (Sassari). Tomba paleocristiana con 
rivestimento in mosaico," N.S.c. ser. 8, 20 (1966) 355-65. S. Angiolillo, Mosajci 
antichi in Italia: Sardinia (Rome, 1981) 193-94, nos. 173-175, pis. XXXVII I, XLVII I. 
515 Grado, "chiesetta" beneath the basilica of Sant' Eufemia: EA 2 (1947) 436-37, 
no. 3630, fig. 124 (M. Mirabella Roberti). G. Brusin and P. Zovatto, Monumenti 
oaleocrjstiani di Agui!eia e di Grado (Udine, 1957) 458-62, figs. 35, 37. G. Brusin, 
"Grado--l'epigraf~ musiva di 'Petrus'," ~ ser. 7, 8 (1947) 18-20. 
516 Church of S. Miceli, Salemi: B. Pace, "La basilica di Salemi," Monumenti Antichi 
24. 2 (1918) 700-736, 730, figs. 3-4, pl. I. MFA p 73, fig. 36. 
517 Note that Sardinia and Sicily were both used by the Vandals as places of exile for 
Catholic officials and clergy. Victor. Hist. pers, 2. 23 (ed. Petschenig, 32). On the exile 
community at Cagliari, see supra n. 310. 
518 H. Schlunk described a parallel phenomenon in this period, the export of carved 
marble sarcophagi from Africa to Spain: "Sarkophage auf christlichen Nekropolen in 



However no durable or prolific producers or regional schools 

developed outside Africa--the Christian tomb mosaic was not 

successfully transplanted. 

The decline of a tradition 
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Why, following the heyday of the Christian tomb mosaic in 

Byzacena in the later fourth and fifth centuries, do we find so few 

examples surviving from the sixth and seventh centuries? The same 

phenomenon has been noted across North Africa, 519 so the apparent 

decline in tomb mosaic production in Byzacena in this period cannot 

be attributed merely to the hazards of preservation and excavation. 

Part of the answer at least must be sought in the disruptions of the 

Vandalic period. 

The intermittent persecutions of Donatists and Catholics by 

the Vandals caused a narrowing of opportunities for the mosaicists 

who had relied on the patronage of these communities. The Arian 

church probably did not make up this patronage shortfall--at least 

we cannot at present point to any large-scale mosaic projects 

financed by Arian bishops or congregations. This is perhaps not 

surprising when we consider the cultural background of the Vandals, 

who would have controlled to a large extent the purse strings of 

Karthago und Tarragona," Madrider Mitteilungen 8 (1967) 230-58, pis. 42-56. J . 
Breckenridge proposed that artistic influence may have travelled in the reverse 
direction (i. e., from Spain to Africa) but this theory should be treated with the utmost 
caution: "Christian Funerary Portraits in Mosaic," Gesta 13.2 (1974) 33-36. 
519 ECTM 124, 148. 
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Arian church patronage. Only a few generations removed from a 

pastoral way of life, the Vandals simply did not have as much 

invested in the mosaic medium as a bearer of cultural messages as 

the Romano-Africans. 

The organization of tomb mosaic production in Byzacena, with 

numerous family-based officinae each serving a small community, 

would have made those workshops especially vulnerable to the 

disruptions of the Vandalic period. We have seen that tomb mosaic 

activity at Chigarnia was interrupted on two occasions, and we have 

suggested a link between these interruptions and the persecutions of 

Geisiric (439-474) and Thrasamund (502-23). The tomb mosaic 

tradition proved resilient at Chigarnia: a new workshop took over 

production after each phase of persection. However, the volume of 

production apparently diminished, from the prolific workshop 2 (29 

suriving tomb mosaics), to the less prolific workshop 4 (14 

surviving mosaics), to the exiguous remains of workshop 6 (two 

surviving mosaics). The workshops at Sfax, Sousse and Lamta 

apparently did not survive the Vandalic period at all. 

The first decades after the Byzantine conquest saw a 

resurgence of Christian floor mosaics in Africa, with new 

pavements installed at Sabratha,520 longa (basilica 8),521 Skhira 

(phase 11),522 El Mouassat,523 and Carthage (Dermech basilicas I and 

520 s. Aurigemma, L'ltalia in Africa. Le scoperte archeologjche. Tripolitania I, 1. 
Monumenti d'arte decoratiya 1. I mosaici (Rome, 1960) 27-29, pis. 19-42. 
521 P. Garrigue, "Une basilique byzantine a Junca en Byzacene," MEFR 65 (1953) 
178-96, pis. II-VI. 
522 M. Fendri, Basiligues chretiennes de la Skhjra (Tunis and Paris, 1961) 27-34, 
45-53, 57-58, pis. XIII-XV, XX-XXIV. N. Duval, "Deux basiliques chretiennes de 
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11, Bir El Knissia 1 and the ecclesiastical complex beside the House 

of the Greek Charioteers).524 As Katherine Dunbabin has argued, 

master craftsmen were brought in from Constantinople or other 

Byzantine centers to work on some of these major projects. They 

brought with them their own distinctive traditions, which combined 

with what remained of the indigenous African mosaic tradition. 525 

The tomb mosaics of this period in Byzacena (Sidi Abich, Mactar, 

Chigarnia workshop 6) display new motifs, symbols, letter forms 

and border patterns, reflecting Byzantine influence. However, with 

only eight tomb mosaics attributed to the years after 533, we 

cannot speak of a resurgence in tomb mosaic production. The 

interruption of workshop continuity in the Vandalic period 

apparently reduced the scale of tomb mosaic production drastically 

throughout the region. The tomb mosaic seems to have survived into 

the Byzantine period only as the prerogative of the elite, people like 

the descendents of Constantinus at Mactar, the bishop Baleriolus at 

Chigarnia and the primate Paulus at Sidi Abich. Middle class 

Romano-Africans, who in the fourth and early fifth centuries had 

used tomb mosaics extensively, probably turned increasingly in the 

later fifth and sixth centuries to the more readily available stone 

Tunisie meriodionale" CahArch 13 (1962) 269-87. 
523 N. Duval, "Le dossier de l'eglise d'el Mouassat (au Sud-Quest de Sfax, Tunisie)," 
AntAfr 8 (1974) 157-73. 
524 N. Duval, "Etudes d'architecture chretienne Nord-Africaine," ME FAA 84 (1972) 
1081-94, figs. 4, 5, 8. Stevens, Bir el Knissia (supra n. 80) 304-305. Dunbabin, 
"Mosaics of the Byzantine P~riod" (supra n. 80) 11-15. 
525 Dunbabin, "Mosaics of the Byzantine Period" (supra n. 80) 17-20. 
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epitaph slabs. 

The Byzacena tomb mosaics and Late Antigue art 

The iconography of the Byzacena tomb mosaics fits comfort

ably into the framework of Western Christian funerary art in the 

period under discussion. 526 Iconographic connections to the art of 

the Roman catacombs are numerous, although some motives, such as 

the isolated gourd vine, ampulla, orarium, and backward-facing 

doves, are rare. 

The style of the Byzacena tomb mosaics is generally naive and 

formulaic, with little interest in illusionism or formal plasticity. 

This presents a sharp contrast to the sophisticated, naturalistic 

style of the mosaics that paved the villas of African aristocrats in 

the second and third centuries (fig. 8.3). This contrast should not be 

understood fundamentally as a matter of technical devolution. 

Rather, it is the index of a profound reorientation of the aims and 

purposes of art. As Jas Elsner writes: 

In a culture which subjected the artifacts it produced to 
increasingly complex symbolic, exegetic and religious 
interpretations, art was expected to stand for symbolic 
and religious meanings rather than to imitate material 
things. Not only was the mimetic illusionism of 
naturalistic art no longer necessary to late-antique 
culture, but its very attempt to deceive was a barrier for 
those who sought truth or religious edification in 
images. Art became "abstract" or "schematic" not 
because of a decline in taste or skill ... but because 

526 ECTM 148. 
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The abstract or schematic Late Antique style, a product of the 

Christian re-thinking of the role of the art object, eventually came 

to influence the style of objects produced in secular contexts as 

well. Thus, it is not suprising to find stylistic similarities between 

the orant figures in the tomb mosaics and human figures from con

temporary secular pavements with mythological and genre scenes 

(supra, pp. 60-64). 

In iconographic and stylistic terms the Byzacena tomb mosaics 

naturally compare most closely to the decorative mosaic pavements 

of the provincial cult buildings in which they were often laid. We 

also find close similarities to the stone tomb inscriptions and to 

objects in other media aimed at the same middle-class provincial 

audience, such as relief finewares, lamps and decorated tiles.528 On 

the other hand, the Byzacena tomb mosaics have relatively little in 

527 J. Elsner, Art and the Roman Viewer: The Transformation of Art from the Pagan 
World to Christianity (Cambridge, 1995) 19. 
528 For relief wares with Christian iconography, see F. Bejaoui, "Les Dioscures, les 
apotres et Lazare sur des plats en ceramique africaine," AntAfr 21 (1985) 173-77; 
idem, "Pierre et Paul sur de nouveaux fragments de ceramique africaine," RACrjst 60 
(1984) 45-62. For lamps: A. Ennabli. Lampes chretjennes de Juoisie, Musees du 
Bardo et de Carthage (Paris, 1976) and J. Rossiter, "Pottery Lamps from Late Roman 
and Vandal Africa," in M. Brouillet, ed., From Hannibal to Saint Augustine: Ancient Art 
of North Africa from the Musee du Louvre (Atlanta, 1994) 129-30. For the African 
tiles with figural scenes in relief, see .B..a,rgQ3 45, figs. 38 a and b, N. Duval, "L'histoire 
de l'Afrique du nord chretienne et le role de Saint Augustin," in Carthage, L'hjstoire, sa 
trace et son echo (supra n. 208) 288-91 and N. Ben Lazreg, "Une production du pays 
d'EI-Jem: les carreaux de terre cuite chretiens d'epoque byzantine," in L'Afrjca 
romana, Alli del VIII convegoo· di studio su ''!'Africa romana," SassarL 1990 (Sassari, 
1991) I, 523-41. 
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common with the lavish wall mosaic programs in the churches of 

Rome, Ravenna and Milan or with contemporary luxury arts such as 

precious metalwork or ivories. 

Investigation of vernacular, artisanal products like the 

Byzacena tomb mosaics brings balance to the study of Late Antique 

art, providing a counterweight to the strong impression that the 

elite arts of the capitals leave on our imaginations. We will not 

discover any masterpieces among the African tomb mosaics, but a 

familiarity with these modest objects broadens our understanding of 

Late Antique art in its social context. 
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APPENDIX 1. FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS AT MACTAR 

The three tomb mosaics from Basilica II at Mactar probably 

belong to members of a single elite family who, as patrons of the 

church, earned the right to privileged burial there (see p. 33). The 

tomb mosaics were products of a single workshop, which we have 

dated on paleographic, iconographic and stylistic grounds to the last 

quarter of the sixth or first quarter of the seventh century (supra pp. 

208-210). Constantinus, aged 68 (no. 89), and Honorata, aged 8 (no. 

90), were buried side by side at the west end of the nave, just in 

front of the choir screen and the altar.529 According to their 

epitaphs, both died in April of the fourteenth indiction. The two 

mosaics are adjoining and very close in style, probably by the same 

hand. It is thus extremely unlikely that the epitaphs could refer to 

two different fourteenth indictions, which would place the mosaics 

at least 15 years apart. Rather, the two almost certainly died 

within two weeks of each other in the same year (possible dates 

would be 581, 596 or 611 ). The third tomb mosaic (no. 88) belongs 

to a one-year-old girl, whose name was probably Co(n)stantia. It 

was found in the north aisle, separate from the other two. 

We learn from Constantinus' epitaph that his parents were 

Honorata and Paulus. The repetition of the names Honorata and 

529 For an interpretive plan of the basilica showing the locations of the tomb mosaics 
nos. 89 and 90 (but not no. 88), see Duval, Eglises II, 116, fig. 60. 
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Constantinus/Constantia supports the idea that we are dealing with 

multiple generations of a single family. Separated in age by sixty 

years, Constantinus and Honorata the younger are more likely to have 

been grandfather and granddaughter than father and daughter. A 

hypothetical stemma for the family would be as follows: 

Paulus = Honorata 

Constantinus = (name unknown) 
( d. aged 68) I 

I 
(name unknown) = (name unknown) 

Honorata 
(d. aged 8) 

I 
I 

I 
Co(n)st[antia] 
(d. aged 1) 

Following this conjectural family tree, an otherwise unknown 

son of Constantius buried his father and one daughter (Honorata) in 

April of the fourteenth indiction and buried a second daughter at 

another time. The same individual could thus have been responsible 

for commissioning all three tomb mosaics from the Mactar workshop 

within just a few years, which would account for their close 

similarities. Constantinus' son would have composed the epitaphs of 

Honorata and Constantinus, which are both marked by a distinctively 

florid, "poetic" style (see pp. 161-62 and catalogue entries for nos. 

89 and 90). 
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APPENDIX 2. ANCIENT AND MODERN TOPONYMS 

Listed below are selected ancient toponyms mentioned in the 

text with modern French or transliterated Arabic names following in 

parentheses. Cities and towns with bishops attested in written or 

epigraphic sources are marked with a "+". All localities are in 

modern Tunisia, except as indicated. 

Africa Proconsularis 

+Abitina (Chouhoud al Batin) 

+Ammaedara (Haidra) 

+Belalis Maior (Henchir el Faouar) 

+Calama (Guelma, Alg.) 

+Clupea (Kelibia) 

+Furnos Minus (Henchir el Msaadine, Bordj el loudi) 

+Karthago (Carthage) 

+Sicca Veneria (El Kef) 

+Simitthu (Chemtou) 

+ Thabraca (Tabarka) 

+ Theveste (Tebessa, Alg.) 

+ Thibursicu Bure (Teboursouk) 

+ Thuburbo Maius (Henchir Kasbat) 

Thugga (Dougga) 



Tubernuc (A'in Tebournok) 

+Uchi Maius (Henchir ed-Duamis) 

Vaga (Beja) 

Byzacena 

+Acholla (Boutria) 

+Aggar? (Beni Hassen) 

Asadi (Sidi Djedidi) 

+Cillium (Kasserine) 

+Capsa (Gafsa) 

+Hadremetum (Sousse) 

+Horrea Caelia (Hergla) 

+lunca (Bordj longa) 

Lariscus (Skhira) 

+Leptiminus (Lamta) 

+Mactaris (Mactar) 

+Masclianae (Hadjeb el A'ioun) 

+Pupput (Hammamet/Souk el Abiod) 

+Ruspe (Rosfa) 

+Segermes (Harat) 

Siagu (Bir Bou Rekba) 

+Sufetula (Sbeitla) 

+ Taparura (Sfax) 

+ Thaenae (Thina) 

+ Thala (Thala) 
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+ Thelepte (Medinet el Kdima, Feriana) 

+ Thysdrus (El Djem) 

+Uppenna (Chigarnia) 

Numidia 

+Bagai (Baghai, Alg.) 

+Cuicul (Djemila, Alg.) 

+Hippo Regius (Anaba, Alg.) 

+Mascula (Kenchela, Alg.) 

+Sila (Bordj el Ksar, Alg.) 

Madauros (Mdaourouch, Alg.) 

+ Thamugadi (Timgad, Alg.) 

Mauretania Sitifensis 

+Sitifis (Setif, Alg.) 

Mauretania Caesarensis 

+Altava (Lamoriciere, Alg.) 

+Cartennae (Tenes, Alg.) 

+Rusguniae (Tamentfoust/Matifou/Bordj el Bahri, Alg.) 

+ Tipasa (Tifech, Alg.) 
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Pl. 1 

Fig. 0.1 Thala basilica during excavations. 

Fig. 0.2. Nineteenth-century excavations at Lamta. 
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Fig: 2.5. 1882 excavation at Lamta (Leptiminus), after H. Saladin. 
Mosaic no. 82 has been inserted in its proper position (top row, center) . 



Fig. 2.6. Gallery with loculi in the Catacomb of the 

Good Shepherd, Sousse (Hadrumetum). 
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Fig. 2. 7. Catacomb of 
Severus, Sousse. 
( after A.-F. Leynaud). 

0 Sm. 
IM Ml 

Fig. 2. 8. Cubiculum of Parthenope 

(after Bouet). 
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4. Cubiculum of Hermes. 
5. Gallery of Paula. 

Fig. 2. 9. Catacomb of Hermes, Sousse (after A.-F. Leynaud). 
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Fig. 2. 10. Plan of the Cubiculum of Hermes, Sousse (after A.-F. Leynaud). 

Fig. 2. 11. Sketch of the interior of the Cubiculum of Hermes (after A.-F. Leynaud). 



Pl. 1 2 

Fig. 3.1. Tomb mosaic no: 121 and surrounding marine pavement (Sidi Abich). 

Fig. 3.2. Detail of the lower right corner of no. 121. The grave 
cut through the existing marine pavement. Damage to the ray 
was repaired when the tomb mosaic was laid, resulting in the 
awkward angle of the tail and the partially amputated left rear fin. 



Pl. 13 

Fig. 3.3 Tomb mosaic no. 181 (Thina). 
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Fig. 3.5. Church of the Priest Felix, Kelibia. Tomb 
mosaic no. 20, detail showing displacement of tesserae. 

Pl. 1 5 



no. 55 

no. 52 no. 58 

• 

Fig. 3.6. Chigarnia basilica, south aisle, phase lb. 
Partial plan showing placement of tomb mosaics. 
Note that the epitaph in no. 57 is inverted from 
the viewpoint of a person standing in the aisle. 

Pl. 16 
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Fig. 3.7. Tomb mosaics of Renobatus and 
Faustinus, nos. 128 and 130 (Sidi Abich). 

Pl. 17 



Pl. 18 

Fig. 4.1. No. 19 (Chigarnia) . 

Fig. 4.2. No. 23 (Chigarnia). Fig. 4.3. No. 18 (Chigarnia) . 

Fig. 4.4. No. 143 (Sousse). 

Fig. 4.5. No. 139 (Sousse). 

( not to scale) 



. (not to scale) Pl. 19 

Fig. 4.6. Fig. 4 .8. 
No. 42 (Chigarnia). Fig. 4.7. No. 62 (Chigarnia). 

No. 94 (Sfax). 

Fig. 4.9. No. 144 (Sousse). 

Fig. 4.10. Fig. 4.11. Fig. 4.12. 
No. 1 69 (Sousse). No. 128 (Sidi Abich). No. 90 (Mactar). 



Pl. 20 
( not to scale) 

Fig. 4.13. Fig. 4.14. Fig. 4.1 5. 
No. 174 (Sousse). No. 89 (Mactar). No. 16 (Chigarnia). 

Fig. 4.16. Fig. 4.17. Fig. 4.18. 
No. 7 4 (Lamta). No. 56 (Chigarnia). No. 95 (Sfax). 
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No. S 1 (Chigarnia). 
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Fig. 4.20 (above and left). 
No. 25 (Chigarnia). 

(not to scale) 

Pl. 21 

Fig. 4.21 (Carthage). 

Fig. 4.22 (Carthage). 



(not to scale) 

Fig. 4.23. Fig. 4.24. 
No. 6 (Boutria). No. 96 (Sfax). 

Fig. 4.26. Fig. 4.27. 
No. 116 (Sfax). No. 179 (Thala). 

Pl. 22 

Fig. 4.25. 
No. 105 (Sfax). 

Fig. 4.28. 
(Tabarka). 



Pl. 23 

Fig. 4.29. No. 96 (Sfax). Fig. 4.30. Venus (Djemila). 

Fig. 4.31. No. 116 (Sfax). Fig. 4.32. Horseman (Carthage). 

Fig. 4.33. Fig. 4.34. 



Pl. 24 

Fig. 4.35. No. 105. (Sfax). Fig. 4.36. Leda (Ouled Haffouz). 

Fig. 4.37. Racing fan (Gafsa). 
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Fig. 4.38. No. 95 (Sfax). 

Fig. 4.39. No. 18 (Chigamia). 

Fig. 4.40. No. 19 (Chigamia). 

Fig. 4.41. No. 23 (Sousse). 

Fig. 4.42. No. 46 (Chigamia). 

Fig. 4.43. No. 169 (Sousse). 

Fig. 4.44. No. 140 (Sousse). 



Pl. 26 

Fig. 4.45. No. 56 (Chigarnia). 

Fig. 4.46. No. 55 (Chigarnia). 

Fig. 4.47. No. 60 (Chigarnia). 

Fig. 4.48. No. 58 (Chigarnia). 

Fig. 4.49. No. 63 (Chigamia). 

Fig. 4.50. No. 89 (Mactar). 



Pl. 27 

Fig. 4.51. No. 2 (Bou Ficha). 

Fig. 4.52. No. 39 (Chigarnia). 

Fig. 4.53. No. 153 (Sousse). 

Fig. 4.54. No. 1 6 (Chigamia). 

Fig. 4.55. No. 143 (Sousse). 

Fig. 4.56. No. 27 (Chigamia). 

Fig. 4.57. No. 22 (Chigamia). 



Pl. 28 

Fig. 5.1. Sousse. 

Fig. 5.2. Carthage. 

Fig. 5.3. Carthage. 
Fig. 5.4. Mactar. 



Pl. 29 
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Fig. S.S. Sousse. Fig. 5.6. Sidi Abich. Fig. 5. 7. Sousse. 

Fig. 5.8. Sousse. Fig. 5.9. Chigarnia. Fig. 5.10. Skhira. 

Fig. 5.11. Tenes. Fig. 5.12. Haidra. 



Pl. 30 

Fig. 5.13. Carthage. Fig. 5.14. Carthage. 

Fig. 5.1 5. Carthage. 



Pl. 31 

Fig. 5.16. Setif. 

Fig. 5.17. Altava. 

Fig. 5.19. Constantinople? 

Fig. 5.18. Carthage. 



Pl. 32 

Fig. 5.20. El Asabaa. 

Fig. 5. 21. Ravenna. 

Fig. 5.22. Ravenna. 

Fig. 5.23. Sbeitla. Fig. 5.24. Thala. Fig. 5.25. Mactar. 



Fig. 5.26. Carthage. 

Fig. 5.28. Haidra. 

Fig. 5.30. Sidi Abich. 
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Fig. 5.27. Sbeitla. 

Fig. 5.29. Sidi Abich. 

Fig. 5.31. El Ket. 

Pl. 33 



Pl. 34 

Fig. 5.32. Lamta. 

Fig. 5.33. Henchir Sguidan. 

Fig. 5.34. Bordj el Amri. 

Fig. 5.35. Sbeitla. 

Fig. 5.36. Constantinople? 



Pl. 35 

Fig. 5.37. Delos. Fig. 5.38. Unprovenienced. 

Fig. 5.39. Rome. 

Fig. 5.40. Carthage. Fig. 5.41. Unprovenienced. 



Pl. 36 

Fig. 5.42. Rome. Fig. 5.43. Carthage. 

Fig. 5.44. Tifech. 

Fig. 5.45. Kelibia. 



Pl. 37 

Fig. 5.46. Mactar. Fig. 5.47. Carthage. 

Fig. 5.48. Thina. 

Fig. 5.49. Rome. 



Fig. 5.50. Thina. 

Fig. 5.52. Fumes Minus. 

Fig. 5.54. Chigarnia. 

Pl. 38 

Fig. 5.51. Chigamia. 

Fig. 5.53. Sousse. 
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Fig. 5.55. Chigarnia. 



Pl. 39 

Fig. 5.56. Sfax. Fig. 5.57. Sousse. 

Fig. 5.58. Rome. 

Fig. 5.59. Sidi Abich. Fig. 5.60. Tor de' Schiavi. 



Pl. 40 

Fig. 5.61. Thala. Fig. 5.62. Sousse. Fig. 5.63. Chigarnia. 

Fig. 5.64. Kelibia. Fig. 5.65. Tabarka. 

Fig. 5.66. Tabarka. Fig. 5.67. Carthage. Fig. 5.68. Carthage. 



Pl. 41 

Fig. 5.69. El Djem. Fig. 5.70. Sousse. 

Fig. 5.71. Sidi Abich. 

Fig. 5.72. Sbeitla. Fig. 5.73. Skhira. 



Pl. 42 

Fig. 5.74. Rome. Fig. 5.75. Tebessa. 

Fig. 5.76. Tabarka. Fig. 5.77. Tabarka. 

Fig. 5. 78. Henchir Zirara. Fig. 5.79. Tabarka. 



Pl. 43 

Fig. 5.80. Chigarnia. 

Fig. 5.81. Chigarnia. Fig. 5.82. Monza. 



Pl. 44 

Fig. 5.84. Rome. 

Fig. 5.83. Chigarnia. 

Fig. 5.85. Aquileia. Fig. 5.86. Tabarka. 
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Fig. 6.4. Uncial alphabets from African manuscripts 
of the fifth and sixth centuries. 
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Fig. 6.5. Reported age at death in Byzacena tomb mosaics ("?" indicates 
age with plus minus or age uncertain due to damage in epitaph). 
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Fig. 7.1. The Sadoux/Gauckler plan of the Uppenna basilica. 
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Pl. 51 

Fig. 7.2. View of the Chigarnia basilica under excavation (ca. 1905). 



Fig. 7.3. Superimposed baptismal fonts at Chigarnia: 
phase I (foreground) and phase II (background). 

Pl. 52 



narthex? 
I 
! ____________ _ 

- workshop 1 

- workshop 2 

D workshop 3 

CJ workshop unknown 

Fig. 7.4. Chigarnia basilica, phase 1 a 
(adapted from E. Sadoux and P. Gauckler). 
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D workshop unknown 

Fig. 7.5. Chigarnia basilica, phase 1 b 
(adapted from E. Sadoux and P. Gauckler). 
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I apse mosaic I 

narthex? 

•-------------

- workshop 6 

D workshop unknown 

Fig. 7.6. Chigarnia basilica, phase 1 c 
(adapted from E. Sadoux and P. Gauckler). 

Pl. 55 



Fig. 7.7. Tomb mosaic no. 63 inserted in earlier mosaic 
pavement in baptistery vestibule, Chigarnia basilica. 

Pl. 56 



Fig. 7.8. Chigarnia basilica. Nos. 56 and 57 (phase 1 b). 

At top, partly visible beneath no. 56, is no. 41 (phase 1 a). 

Pl. 57 



Pl. 58 

Fig. 7.9. Chigarnia basilica. East choir mosaic (phase 1 b) incorporating 
secondary tomb mosaics nos. 64 and 65 (upper right). At center, 
intrusive tomb mosaic no. 66. Above no. 66, octagon containing 
gourd vine motif. 



Pl. 59 

Fig. 7.10. No. 59 (Chigarnia). 

Fig. 7.11. No. 67 (Chigarnia). 



Pl. 60 

Fig. 7.12. No. 66 (Chigarnia). Fig. 7.13. No. 61 (Chigarnia). 
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Fig. 7 .14. Chronology of the Byzacena tomb mosaic workshops. Probable 

period of activity in dark gray, possible activity in light gray. 



Fig. 8. 1 . Pagan tomb 
mosaic from Ostia. 

Pl. 62 



Fig. 8.2. Pagan tomb mosaic from Dougga (Bardo Museum). 

Fig. 8.3. Spring: detail from the mosaic of Neptune and the 
seasons, La Chebba. Second century. (Bardo Museum). 

Pl. 63 
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