The Decorated Faience Puteals from Meroe

KrzyszTOF GRZYMSKI

The discussion of the hollow faience cylinders found ar Meroe M 200 identified as puteals, i.e. drain or shaft
heads. The practical and cultic importance of water at Meroe is also discussed.

This is an exceedingly modest contribution to hono-
ur a scholar of such international standing as Profes-
sor Steffen Wenig, but the subject of this paper seems
particularly fitting as it concerns the class of objects
which he published many years in the catalogue of
the “Africa in Antiquity” exhibition.! In that publi-
cation Wenig called attention to large, thin-walled,
glazed faience cylinders from Garstang’s excavations
at Meroe which until that time received little atten-
tion. The illustrated example is the largest of these
cylinders which is in the Nubian collection of the
Royal Ontario Museum (ROM 921.4.1; Fig. 1a-d,
col. fig. 12a-d). The faience cylinders were found
by the University of Liverpool expedition on the
east side of M 200, an area which was only cursori-
ly explored and whose function remains uncertain.
Garstang only mentioned briefly the discovery there
of “a series of glazed columns”.2 Additional infor-
mation about finds from M 200 was provided by
Pythian-Adams? who mentioned that on and about
the east wall of M 200 “(...) were found green glaze
pedestals ornamented with goddesses, Amon-rams,
and dancing figures showing a Hellenistic influence
(...).” He also suggested that M 200 might have been
a garden attached either to the Royal Palace or to
the Temple of Amun. The two excavators dated the
cylinders to circa 100 BC.# In his exhibition cata-
logue Wenig suggested that these hollow cylinders
from Meroe were perhaps used as column caps for
wooden posts and he dated the Toronto cylinder to
the 2nd - 3rd century AD.

Some ten years after Wenig’s pioneering work, Inge
Hofmann returned to the subject publishing an in-
depth study of the faience cylinders from Meroe
providing a detailed description and iconographic
analysis of the scenes depicted on the three known
cylinders.> She thought the cylinders likely served
as bases for wooden columns or posts supporting

1 Wenig 1978, 91; 94, fig. 76.

2 Garstang, Phythian-Adams, Sayce 1914-16, 6.
3 Garstang, Phythian-Adams, Sayce 1914-16, 13.
4 Garstang and Phythian-Adams 1914, 3.

5 Hofmann 1989.

either a baldachin or a tent-like structure of the type
known in Ptolemaic Egypt. In analysing the Toronto
specimen Hofmann suggested that the four panels
were arranged symmetrically depicting two rams
and two lions.® In fact, there can be little doubt the
animal in the third panel, facing the lion is definitely
aramand notalion, as can be seen in the photograph
fig. 1a, col. fig. 12a and drawing fig. 2. Hofmann’s
dating of the cylinders was based on the analysis of
the fleece pattern on the Toronto ram. She observed
that the fleece on the rams from the Natakamani’s
reign usually had a spiral pattern (“Sechserlocken”),
while the fleece on the Toronto cylinder ram has
fish-scale pattern (“Rautenmuster” i.e. “diamond”
pattern).” According to Hofmann the latter design
was introduced after Natakamani and so Hofmann
dated the cylinders to the second half of the st centu-
ry AD. Recently, Hofmann’s conclusions regarding
the dating of the fleece pattern were confirmed by
Vincent Rondot.8

The existence of other cylinders was known from
Garstang’s preliminary reports and from Torok’s
publications? but their present whereabouts were
revealed only with the publication of the fragments
from the Redpath Museum in Montreall® and the
Louvre.!1 In his article, Bruce Trigger refrained from
dating the cylinders and merely listed the dates given
by other scholars, namely Garstang (100 BC), Wenig
(2nd -3rd century AD), Torok (1st century AD) and
Hofmann (late 1st century AD). As to the function
of the cylinders Trigger followed Hofmann sugge-
sting that they might have been used for cladding
the wooden post, except for a fragment of another,
previously unknown faience cylinder from the Royal
Ontario Museum (ROM 921.4.27) decorated with
lotus petals, which may have been part of a column
capital (fig. 3). Alternatively, the decorated cylinders

6 Hofmann 1989, 110-111, Abb. 1-4.
7 Hofmann 1989, 128.
8 See Anderson and Ahmed 2013, 70-72.
9 Torok 1989, 133-134; 1997, 99-102.
10 Trigger 1994.
11 Pierrat-Bonnefois 2010.
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Fig. 1a-d: Faience cylinder ROM 921.4.1, © Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto

might have been Meroitic imitations of cylindrical
“well” altars known from the Hellenistic world.12
It was a visit to Pompeii in 2011 that revived
my interest in these objects. In one of the open-air
storage rooms I noticed an object bearing a remark-
able similarity to the Meroitic cylinders and took a
photograph of it for my records (fig. 4). The scene
of a dancing maenad was reminiscent of the Louvre
piece.!3 This similarity became even more apparent
when I saw the same object displayed at the Pompeii
exhibition organized at the British Museum in 2013.
It was identified as a puteal, a cylindrical head of
pipe or shaft used for drawing water in the garden.14

12 Trigger 1994, 396-397; Hofmann 1989, 126.
13 Pierrat-Bonnefois 2010, 123.
14 Roberts 2013, 153.

Remarkably, Pythian-Adams has already sugge-
sted in the above-mentioned excavation report that
M 200 at Meroe might have been a garden. If the
faience cylinders found there were indeed puteals
we would have a striking parallel to the Pompeii
find, both in terms of function and chronology. The
probability that the cylinders should be associated
with the water supply at Meroe is very high. Cer-
tainly wells must have existed at the site providing
good drinking water, and the existence of a draina-
ge system supplying the Nile water to the Royal
Baths has been known since Garstang’s excavations.
Recently, Hans-Ulrich Onasch provided a detailed
description of such a water drain on the east side of
the Royal Baths.1>

15 Wolf et al. 2009, 229-231.
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Fig. 2: Faience cylinder ROM 921.4.1 (drawing by J. Phillips and I. Grzymska), © Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto

Another interesting aspect is the relationship bet-
ween the profane and the sacred. While water was
needed for the most practical purposes such as drin-
king, bathing, gardening and agriculture, it always
possessed a spiritual aspect, being the life-giving

element. This helps explaining the iconography of
the Meroe cylinders, especially the Louvre speci-
men with its Dionysian motifs. Assmann has called
attention to the cultic importance of water in ancient
Egypt and its association with Oisiris (i.e. Dionysius
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for the Greeks) related to the concept of renewal and
rejuvenation.!® This readily brings to mind Herodo-
tus’ account of the “fountain of youth” at Meroe and
makes one wonder whether the ornately decorated
Royal Baths should not be interpreted as represen-
ting the later, Hellenistic version of such a life-giving
font. The proposed identification of the decorated
faience cylinders as puteals, rather than column clad-
ding or base, would further signify both the practical
and spiritual importance of water for the Meroites.

Fig. 3: Section of faience cylinder ROM 921.4.27 (drawing
by J.Phillips and I Grzymska), © Royal Ontario Museum,
Toronto

Fig. 4: Terracotta puteal in Pompeii open-air magazine (photo

K. Grzymski), © Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto

16 Assmann 2003.
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