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Pl. I: Pompei VIII ,2, 16. Marine scene. Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Naples, c. l 00 
BC, Dunbabin 2006, fig.46 

The question remains what the mosaic looked like, or more correctly 
which class of the mosaic decoration did it represent. Was it an , # - (, # $ mosaic, 
which showed marine life, fi sh and shell fi sh, set against an impressive navy 
blue background, in a well known type ofhell enistic mosaic decoration, as may 
appear judging by Choricius' highly generalizing and economic wording or an 
eloquent interpretation of Downey, which is suggestive of such an interpretation? 
(Pl.1). I do not think so. I would say that St.Stephen's . $/01, 2 mosaic decoration 
represented a popular Late Antique genre of floor mosaics which depicted hunting, 
pastoral, gardening, fi shing or genre scenes. They were favourite subjects for the 
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The mosaic and painting decoration in the church of Saint Stephen of Gaza ... 

Pl.2: Deir el-' Adas, Church of St.George, Bosra Castle, AD 722, Donceel- Voute 1988, 
fig.23 

decoration of floors in churches, public buildings as well as private villas in late 
Roman Syria, Palestine and North Africa. Their bibliography consists of a vast 
collection of books and papers and is still growing.I would like to refer only to 
a couple of selected studies and examples: I.Lavin, The Hunting Mosaics of 
Antioch and Their Sources (1963), M.Piccirillo, The Mosaics of Jordan ( 1993), 
P. and M. Can i vet, I complessi cristiani di Huarte ( 1980), J.Balty, Mosaiques 
antiques de Syrie ( 1977), K.Dunbabin, Mosaics of the Greek and Roman World 
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Pl.5: Hunting games, the Church ofMezra'a el-Ulia 5'h century, the National Museum 
of Aleppo, Donceel- Voute 1988, fig.149 
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Pl.6: Hunting games entwined in stylised palm and vine branches, the Church of St. Lot 
and St.Procopius in Khirbet el-Mukhayyet, AD 557, Piccirill o 1993 
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Pl. 7: The general plan of the floor decoration (Hunting games, The Four Trees of the 
Paradise, the N ilotic mosaic), the Church of St.Lot and St.Procopius on Mount Nebo, 

El Mukhayyet, 557, Piccirillo 1993 
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Pl.IO: Pantocrator, the Cathedral of Cefalu, Sicily, Demus 1947, fig.48 
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Pl. \I : Tabgha, Church of Multipli cation, second half of the fi fth century AD, Dunbabin 
2006, fig.207 
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The mosaic and painting decoration in the church o/Saint Stephen o/Gaza ... 

way painters portray rivers, but is suggested by means of distinctive currents and 
symbols, as well as by the meadows along its banks. Various kinds of birds, that 
often wash in that river's streams dwell in the meadows, trans. C.Mango). 

Nilotic mosaics were popular in Italy in the Hellenistic period, and in 
Roman Afr ica during Early Imperial times. From the 4th century on they had also 
become popular in the eastern provinces, in particular in the 5th 

- 6th century. Baity 
emphasises their wide territorial dispersion and longevity in Roman art. 30 In Jordan 
Nilotic landscapes appear on the floor mosaics from the 6th to the 8th century. The 
mosaics uncovered in Palestine are dated in general somewhat earlier, in the 5th 

- 

6th century31
• Thanks to the publications of Baity ( 1976, 1984) and Hach li li ( 1998) 

we have a fairly good idea of the Nil otic mosaic in the aisles of St.Stephen's in 
Gaza. What did it look li ke? Choricius observed that 'the river itself is nowhere 
portrayed in the way the painters portray rivers.' In other words, the mosaicists 
of St.Stephen's did not present a personifi cation of the River Nil e. As shown by 
Hachli li , the personifi ed figure of the N ile may be regarded as characteristic of 
the Nilotic landscapes in Palestine (Bet Shean, Sepphoris), but not of Syrian and 
Jordanian Nilotic paysages, where there is generall y no personifi cation (with the 
exception of Umm-el-Manebi).32 Choricius mentioned 'all the various types of 
birds' swimming or taking a dip in the water, or resting on the meadows along the 
river.' His 'birds' may be interpreted by numerous analogies as 'cranes, herons, 
ducks' with a duck resting in a lotus cup as a favourite motif.33 The latter appears 
on many Nilotic mosaics in Palestine (Sepphoris, Tabgha (Pl.11), Bet Guvrin). 
'The meadows' are suggestive of different plants as lotus flowers, nenuphars, or 
papyri. 'Lotus, papyrus and oleander plants fi ll the space in a similar manner in 
all the pavements and represent and distinguish the Nilotic landscape'34

• I had the 
good fortune of seeing the Nilotic mosaic of Tabgha in situ (5th century) (Pl.li). 
This mosaic is conspicuous for the wide range of species it presents. It belongs to 
a class of Nilotic mosaics which call to mind pages of ill uminated codices with 
atlases of birds. In Tabgha we can recognise a cormorant, a dove, ducks, a goose, 
herons, a swan and a flamingo kill ing a snake. The birds in the Nilotic mosaics 
are frequently depicted with the use of splendid, fresh colours for their plumage 
to cheer the eyes of the viewers (Sts. Lot and Procopius in Khirbet el-Mukhayyet 
(Pl.12), Casa del Fauno in Pompeii (Pl.13), Tabgha (Pl.11)). 

30 Baity 1995a, p.245, bibl.n. I, p.245 
31 Hachlili 1998, p.111 
32 Hachli li 1998, table I, p. I 08 
33 Hachli li 1998, p. 107 
34 Hachlili 1998, p.116 
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Pl. I 2: The N ilotic mosaic, the Church of St. Lot and St.Procopius in Khirbet el­ 
Mukhayyet, Mount Nebo, AD 557, Piccirill o 1993 

What does 'with appropriate symbols' (cruµ~oAot~ 'tOt~ 01.KEiot~ - LMII, 
50) mean? These words clearly refer to some usual components of the Nilotic 
mosaic landscape, like the nilometer, crocodile or a sailing boat". The nilometer 
occurs exclusively on Palestinian mosaics, while the crocodile may be seen also 
in North African mosaic painting. It is interesting to observe that the crocodile is 
missing in the Syrian and Jordanian mosaic decoration36

. Choricius' 'appropriate 
symbols' must have also referred to the usual representations of towns in the 
mosaics of Palestine and Jordan, as for example of a representation of Alexandria 
(Bet Shean, Sepphoris), of Alexandria and Memphis (Gerasa, Khirbetas-Samra)37

. 

Hachlili's description of Sepphoris' Nile as 'one central stream consisting of ... 
wavy lines which divide the pavement and another thinner stream flowing down 
on the right side of the mosaic':" probably illustrates Choricius' expression: 
'depicted with streams'. 

Nilotic landscapes sometimes make up a highly complex and unified 
compositions. This is the case with St.Stephen's decoration, as well as with the 
Tabgha (PI.11), Gerasa and Scythopolis mosaic decorations. Sometimes they 
resemble narrow and elongated carpets (el-Haditha, Kafr Kama, the House of 
the Earth and Seasons in Antioch, Tell Hauwash, Halawa, Umnir el-Qubliye). 
Nilotic subjects may also appear as small, decorative images ,- . /+/%/$0(. $123

35 Hachlili 1998, p.107 
3r, ibid. table I 
37 Ibid. pp. I I I ff. 
38 ibid. p. 110 
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The mosaic and painting decoration in the church of Saint Stephen of Gaza ... 

Pl.13: A Nilotic landscape, the floor mosaic in the Casa del Fauno, the National 
Museum ofNaples, 2nd halfofthe 2nd century BC, Charbonneaux, Martin, Villard 1971, 

fig.166 

applied in the intercolumnia of church interiors (Sts. Loth and Procopius' in 
Khirbet el-Mukhayyet (Pl.12)) or simply as motifs de remplissage", They were 
also frequently employed as additional decorative motifs in different kinds of 
mosaic adornments. In all those classes, whether of carpet mosaics, or decorative 
frames or small images we find both simple conglomerations of motifs collected 
together on a surface (Tell Hauwash, Halawa) as well as truly artistic creations 
(Tabgha (Pl.11), Khirbet el-Mukhayyet (Pl.12))40

. 

The question remains whether Choricius' description refers to a painting 
or a mosaic decoration. St.Stephen's Nilotic mosaics were located on the walls 
of the naves: bd '!WV wixwv cd. o roui (LM li , 51 ). In his ecphrasis Choricius 
described the space of the aisles as well-lit by many spacious windows. To me 
the word qxoró; ( of light) suggests mosaics and their luminous effect. 

Baity in her invaluable paper on the Nilotic mosaics ( 1995) raised the 
question of their interpretation. She asked if they carried an allegorical meaning. 
Basing on the archaeological material, she argued that the Nilotic mosaics had 
a purely decorative character, and that it was exactly this quality which brought 
them such a widespread and long lasting popularity. She emphasised that Nilotic 
mosaics have been found in pagan sanctuaries, private houses, synagogues and 
Christian churches". It was Maguire who emphasised the allegorical meaning of 
the images of the Nile, 'the river which brings fertility' and which was also a symbol 
of creation. He also regarded the story of the Flight into Egypt as crucial to the 

39 Baity 1995a, p.250 
"

0 ibid. p.251 
"' ibid. pp. 249, 251, 252, 253 
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The mosaic and painting decoration in the church of Saint Stephen of Gaza ... 

Fathers (787). Thummel 's argument on the Letter to O/ympiodorus is worth 
adducing, because it reflects more general diffi culties which face the reader of 
texts on Christian images. The Fathers of the 787 Council classified this letter 
together with the writings of Epiphanius and declared it a forgery made by the 
iconoclasts. The writings of Theodotus of Ancyra (5th century), attributed to 
him by the iconoclasts, were also recognised as forged by the Fathers in Nicea 
(787). 

Thummel turned their argument upside down. In his view all three sources 
were original and aniconic. These writings must have created an embarrassing 
problem for the participants of the Council. The reputation of their authors called 
for the reinterpretation or intervention in the text, which was eventually done, 
as Thummel argued. In this way the original content ofNilus', Epiphanius' and 
Theodotus' teaching was subsequently intentionally distorted. The documents 
were rewritten for the good of the icon defenders, Thummel concluded.47 

Let us follow Thummel 's analysis and reconstruction of the allegedly 
integral text: Nilus recalls the design of the church decoration presented to 
him by the Prefect Olympiodorus. Concluding, the author gives the following 
advice: '(I) ( ... ) represent a single cross in the sanctuary, i.e. in the east of 
the most-holy church( ... ) (2) [fi ll the holy church on both sides with pictures 
from the Old and the New Testaments, made by an excellent painter, so that 
the ill iterate who are unable to read the Holy Scriptures, may, by gazing at 
the pictures, become mindful of the manly deeds of those who have genuinely 
served the true God, and may be roused to emulate those glorious and celebrated 
feats( ... )'] (3) And as for the nave, which is divided into many compartments 
of different kinds, I consider it suffi cient that a venerated cross should be set up 
in each compartment; whatever is unnecessary ought to be left out. '48 Thummel 
argued that part (2), which expresses the usual iconodule arguments, sounds 
contradictory to the part (1) and (3), which contain the iconoclast views. The 
application of figural decoration in churches for an educative purpose, used as 
a Biblia pauperum, became an argument popular with and widely adduced by the 
defenders of icons. We know it from the works of Nilus' contemporaries, e.g. 
Paulinus ofNola, Basil the Great, Gregory the Great, or later John ofDamascus.49 

Thiimmel concluded that the Letter's integral content and argument must have 
run something like this: (1) Olympiodorus was going to raise a martyrion and 
adorn its nave (the profane space) and chancel with crosses and a hunting scene 
to please the congregation, (2) Nilus answered that the chancel should remain 

47 Thiimmel 1986, p.14 
48 Mango 2004, p.33; PG 79, 577-80 
49 Thiimmel 1956, p. 18 
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