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Beyond the Roman World: A Decorated
Glass Plate in Sudanese Nubia

Vincent Francigny and Henry Cosmo Bishop-Wright

The Kingdom of Meroe occupied the area of modern Sudan and was contemporary with Ptolemaic and Roman

Egypt. Its position on the periphery of the Hellenistic and Roman worlds granted it access to wide-ranging trade

networks, and, as a result, imported glassware is a consistent feature of Meroitic archaeology. This paper pre-

sents a hitherto unpublished glass plate recovered from a Meroitic grave on Sai Island (about 1,000 km south of

Alexandria). This exquisitely decorated object is identified as the most southerly example of Fremersdorf’s so-

called Lynceus Group of facet-cut glassware, popular in the third century CE and thought to have been produced

in Cologne. The discussion contextualizes the Sai Plate within Meroitic studies and includes a detailed assess-

ment of its date and origin. Based on a considered review of its stylistic and iconographic parallels, it is identified

as a product of Fremersdorf’s Cologne workshop and represents an extraordinary example of long-distance

trade in luxury glassware.

INCE THE EARLY twentieth-century inau-

guration of formal archaeology south of

the First Cataract, imported vessel glass
has been recovered in modest quantities from
Meroitic contexts across Sudan. Hellenistic ma-
terial is infrequent and consists of little more
than a core-formed amphoriskos from Sedein-
ga,' and the well-known selection of cast bowls
from the royal cemeteries at Gebel Barkal and
Meroe (Fig. 1).> However, the discovery of glass-
blowing and the subsequent first-century CE
mass-production of utilitarian forms resulted in
increased exportation of vessels to the Kingdom
of Meroe (270 BCE-340 CE). Thus, blown-glass
containers of various forms have been recovered
in relative proliferation from Meroitic mortu-
ary sites.® Such finds are concentrated in the
north, between the Second Cataract and the Ro-
man frontier at Maharraqa,* but are also known
around the capital Meroe and as far south as
Abu Geili on the Blue Nile.’

A representative selection of glassware was
recovered from the major Meroitic cemetery of
Faras during the Oxford University excavations
of 1910-1912.° Of the 60 diagnostic vessels

from this site, plain unguentaria, aryballoi with
faceted decoration, and mold-blown flagons
with reeded handles are dominant (Fig. 2).” Such
forms are well attested on other Meroitic sites
and are found throughout Roman Egypt, whence
they were doubtless imported as receptacles for
scented oils or powdered kohl.> Whilst of great
significance to the increasing scholarly interest
in material connectivity, these utilitarian vessels
are not unexpected from such a peripheral re-
gion of the Roman world. More surprising is the
presence of luxury vessels: a late first-century CE
“Almond Beaker” from Faras (Fig. 2D),” head

1. Leclant 1971; Nenna 2010, 125, fig. 166.

2. Stern 1977, 1981.

3. For concise syntheses on imported glass from Meroitic
contexts, see Hofmann 1978, 200-213; Gradel 2012, 114-119.

4. See, for example, Woolley and Randall-Maclver 1910,
37-39; Griffith 1924b, plates XXXI.Ia-IIIj.

5. Crawford and Addison 1951, 92 (O.C. 463).

6. Griffith 1924a, 1925.

7. For a summary of vessel glass from Meroitic Faras, see
Bishop-Wright, forthcoming.

8. See, for example, Harden 1936, plates IX-XX; Bailey
2007, fig. 8.15-.19; Brun 2003b, figs. 5-8.

9. Griffith 1924b, plate L1.22.

59



~-Q.
7\

\ / \-\

./ JORDAN e
\ ! ;

Karanis o v s

> -

S
=
—
i L L
i
i .
i Sai Island
_____ i Sedeinga
. d 3rd Cataract
i
i
2
: '
1
E SUDAN 6th Cataract L
. /-/ ERITREA
T
1___/'\_ ARSE
j v
i /
Abu Geili J ETHIOPIA
15cm

FIG. 2. Glass vessels from Faras Meroitic cemetery.
(Drawing: © H. C. Bishop-Wright)

flasks of cobalt blue or opaque yellow from
Gebel Adda and Sai (Fig. 3),'° marbled poly-
chrome bottles from Berber and Meroe City,"!
and three spectacular cobalt-blue flutes with
enameled figurative scenes from tombs at Sede-
inga and Meroe."? In terms of morphology, ex-
ecution, and style, however, the engraved glass
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FIG. 1. Map of Egypt and Sudan
centered on the Nubian region.
(Map: © V. Francigny)

FIG. 3. Mold-blown janiform flask from Sai
Island Meroitic cemetery 8-B-52.B. H. 9.3 cm,
Diam. (max.) 4.7 cm. SEDS - Sudan Nation
Museum, Khartoum. (Photo: © V. Francigny)

plate from Sai Island that is the subject of this
paper is exceptional (Figs. 4-5).

10. Millet 1963, fig. 10.

11. Bashir 2013; Garstang, Sayce, and Griffith 1911, plate
XXVIL3.

12. Leclant 1971, 254, plate XLVI; Leclant 1973; Brill 1991;
Dunham 1957, fig. 83: 21-12-47c.
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FIG. 4. Drawing of decorated plate
from Sai Island Meroitic cemetery

8-B-5.A. Diam. 18.3 cm, Th. about
0.1 ¢m. (Drawing: © V. Francigny)

FIG. 5. Decorated plate from Sai
Island Meroitic cemetery 8-B-5.A.
Diam. 18.3 cm, Th. about 0.1 cm.
SEDS - Sudan Nation Museum, Khar-
toum. (© V. Francigny)
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FIG. 6. Aerial view of the Meroitic cemetery 8-B-5.A at Sai Island.
(Photo: © V. Francigny)

CONTEXT OF FIND

After the defeat of Marcus Antonius and
Cleopatra VII at the Battle of Actium in 31 BCE,
Egypt became a Roman province with its south-
ern frontier organized at Maharraqa, about 125
km south of Aswan. The region directly beyond
this frontier—“Lower Nubia”—then served as
a buffer zone between the nascent Roman Em-
pire to the north and the Kingdom of Meroe to
the south. The relationship between these pow-
ers was initially turbulent and, in the 20s BCE,
culminated in a short period of conflict between
Egypt’s third prefect, Publius Petronius, and the
Meroitic queen Amanirenas. This conflict was
resolved in 21 BCE and, ignoring the disruptive
actions of antagonistic desert tribes (Blemmyes
and Nobades) who periodically attempted to
settle the frontier region, resulted in sustained
peace between Rome and Meroe. Consequently,
the importance of Lower Nubia as a region of ex-
change increased: it mediated the long-distance
trade of resources from sub-Saharan Africa (ebo-
ny, ivory, slaves, etc.), allowed the diffusion of
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Roman material culture south, and, to a limited
extent, facilitated Roman architectural and re-
ligious influence on the Meroitic kingdom. It is,
therefore, common to find objects imported
from the Roman Empire in Meroitic royal and
elite graves, particularly those from the north of
the kingdom (i.e., close to the border with Egypt)
and around the capital, Meroe."

At Sai, a large island of 11 by 4 km located
south of the Second Cataract, a wealthy Meroitic
community is known to have been buried near
an antique town founded during the Egyptian
New Kingdom colonial period (Fig. 6). Whilst
the corresponding Meroitic settlement has yet to
be located, the cemetery is related to a Meroitic
temple that was in use at least as early as the first
century CE." First discovered and explored by

13. See de Voogt, Francigny, and Baas 2017.

14. The first century CE is attested by a royal inscription
from the king Natakamani and the candace Amanitore (Franci-
gny 2011, 2015).



Francis Geus in 1996," the cemetery was named
“8-B-5.A,” corresponding to Hinkel’s The Ar-
chaeological Map of Sudan.'®

8-B-5.A consists of several rows of graves,
some of which were covered by small, mudbrick
pyramids. Such superstructures were common-
ly used by the Meroitic elite as diminutive imi-
tations of the royal tombs at Meroe and Barkal,
which, in turn, imitated Napatan (eighth—third
century BCE) mortuary tradition.'” On the east-
ern face of these pyramids, a small chapel was
usually erected to contain ceremonial artifacts
dedicated to the cult of the dead: namely a fu-
nerary stela, in front of which an offering table
was placed on a small pedestal. The burial cham-
ber was located beneath the superstructure and
was accessed by a descending slope or stairway
cut into the soil. A mudbrick or stone wall was
built at the base of this descent and could easily
be deconstructed to facilitate the addition of fur-
ther burials in the chamber. Such reuse was com-
mon in the Meroitic period, and graves some-
times housed the remains of family units over
several generations. This practice problematizes
the assessment of chronology, as assemblages
are often disturbed by later burials.'® Further
difficulties are presented by frequent plundering
that, in some cases, occurred during the Meroit-
ic period itself. Consequently, undisturbed buri-
als are extremely rare in Meroitic archaeology
and the dating of funerary deposits is seldom un-
ambiguous."’

During the 1997 season at 8-B-5.A, a series of
glass shards were recovered from grave T 008.%°
Prior to their reconstruction, these shards were
identified as part of a cup, and a single fragment
decorated with a fish was published in 1998
(Fig. 7).*' The death of Francis Geus in 2005
prevented further investigation and the mission
at Sai was temporarily paused until 2009, when,
after a five-year hiatus, excavation of 8-B-5.A
resumed.” It was only in 2017, however, that
resources were sufficient to finish the work on
the cemetery and examine the mission’s archives.
This encouraged a reassessment of the 1997
glass fragments from T 008 that, in the interim

FIG. 7. Fragment of the plate from Sai Island show-
ing a fish. (Photo: © Sai Mission)

period, had been restored in France and returned
to the National Museum of Sudan.

The funerary deposit of T 008 had been dis-
turbed by plunderers and only six objects were
reliably associated with the glass plate. They
were recovered from a thick layer of hardened
soil composed of sand and debris that had
formed after the door was damaged and the in-
terior of the chamber exposed to air, wind, and
possibly rain. In addition to the plate, the as-
semblage contained a bronze cosmetic stick, a
bronze finger ring, a wooden kohl container
decorated with ivory inlay, a diminutive three-
footed bronze bowl engraved with a vine scroll
(Fig. 8), and an intact aryballos and broken piri-
form unguentarium of transparent colorless
glass (Figs. 9-10).

15. Geus 1998.

16. Hinkel 1977.

17. Francigny 2014.

18. de Voogt and Francigny 2012.
19. Francigny and David 2013.
20. Formerly recorded as T 306.
21. Geus 1998, 102, plate XVIa.
22. Francigny 2009a, 2009b.
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FIG. 8. Three-footed bronze bowl from Sai Island
Meroitic cemetery 8-B-5.A. SFDS - Sudan Nation
Museum, Khartoum. (Photo: © R. David)

Of the anthropological remains, little could
be discerned, as the bodies had been rifled and
removed from the burial chamber by plunderers.
However, an inscribed stela from the funerary
chapel had fallen into the grave’s descent, where
it was protected from surface erosion and was
still legible when excavated. It was dedicated to
the woman Par[.]-qu-la and dated on palaeo-
graphic grounds to the mid-third century CE.*”
Whilst Par|.]-qu-la had no title, she was related
to three local officials and evidently belonged to
an influential family. She may, therefore, have
been the original owner of the glass plate.

The abundance of Roman material in T 008—
the glassware and bronze bowl—is not an iso-
lated phenomenon. Throughout Meroitic Su-
dan, mixed inventories of local and imported
artifacts are commonly associated with Meroitic
royal and elite burials. Indeed, other graves at
Sai produced various imported glass vessels,
intaglio seal rings, coins, and dice.** Excluding
the glass vessels that arrived as containers for
perfumed oils, these objects demonstrate a con-
nection with the Roman world that extends
beyond commercial exchange. They could only
be acquired through long-distance trade, diplo-
matic gifts, or direct contact with Roman Egypt
through pilgrimage or embassy. This encour-
aged their use as prestige goods that, for the
elite, were vital tools with which to express
status and wealth. In Meroitic contexts, there-
fore, imported objects gained an applied social
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FIG. 9. Glass aryballos from Sai Island Meroitic
cemetery 8-B-5.A. SFDS - Sudan Nation Museum,
Khartoum. (Photo: © R. David)

1cm

FIG. 10. Glass unguentarium from Sai Island Meroit-
ic cemetery 8-B-5.A. (Current whereabouts un-
known.) (Photo: © R. David)

value that exceeded their purely economic worth.
Coins, for example, were useless to the non-
monetized Meroitic economy but, as demon-
strated by evidence from Qasr Ibrim, were high-
ly valued as religious offerings.”* Counters and

23. Rilly 2008, 145.

24. In a grave dated from the second-third century CE; see
Gradel 2007, 142, fig. 1.

25. Plumley 1975, 17.



dice, meanwhile, were used by the Meroitic
elite to display their knowledge of the external
world by engaging with Roman gaming.*

DESCRIPTION

Having been restored with limited lacunae,
the glass fragments from T 008 were shown to
constitute a medium-size plate (183 mm in di-
ameter) of thin (about 1 mm), transparent color-
less glass containing numerous pinprick bubbles
(see Figures 4-5).”” It has oblique walls that are
everted toward a ground rim, and a slightly con-
vex base. Its inside face is undecorated, but the
outside is subject to a variety of cut techniques
used to create a composite scene.

The border was scratched freehand with a
sharp point (burin) and consists of a vegetal gar-
land composed of two opposite “running-dog”
patterns. This design is reasonably homogenous,
but some irregularities are observed on the left
side where the artist ended his work. It is fol-
lowed by four concentric circles that frame the
tondo and were wheel-cut whilst the plate was
rotated: the engraver started each cut from the
bottom right, where a momentary loss of pres-
sure on the wheel is indicated by short breaks
in the circles. The main motif was completed by
carving shallow facets into the surface of the
glass with a round-tipped drill or wheel to cre-
ate the approximate shape of the central figure,
sea creatures, and column. These facets were
polished and internal detail was scratched on
freehand. Further facets are randomly scattered
across the scene in clusters of two or three and,
combined with curvilinear scratches, enhance
the naturalism of the image.

The use of facets to compose the primary de-
sign of the Sai Plate negates the necessity of en-
graved outlines. Instead, the figurative elements
are defined by the edge of the facet and are only
legible when viewed from the uncut interior.
From this side, the cuts create the impression
of three-dimensionality, as if the image were
carved in relief. Viewed from the exterior, how-
ever, the contours disappear and the image is flat
and ill-defined. This technique corresponds to

the so-called Lynceus Group discussed by Fre-
mersdorf and is returned to below.?

The central design is a man leaning against a
twisted column with his right foot and left arm,
whilst glancing over his left shoulder and stand-
ing on a floor of six horizontal facets. He wears
a tunic that is drawn in at the waist and termi-
nates with a flared skirt decorated with circles
and concentric lines. On his head is a peaked
cap that shades his forehead and neck and,
based on the parallel lines, has the appearance of
wicker or straw. Vague marks over his feet may
indicate that he also wears sandals. In his right
hand, he holds a fishing rod attached to a line
and baited hook. Below his left hand is a wicker
basket or lidded creel suspended from his belt.
He is surrounded by eight large swimming fish
and a squid identifiable by two long feeding ten-
tacles.”” The latter demonstrates that a marine
environment was intended.

Above the figure’s head, two pairs of uneven
cut lines create a horizontal register that frames
eight oval facets. The function of this design is
uncertain: it may simply be a decorative border
intended to orient the scene for the viewer.*® Al-
ternatively, it could represent an architectural
feature designed to complement the column and
suggest a built environment in which we might
recognize a colonnade and central portico.’ If

26. See, for example, the remains of a Duodecim Scripta
board and pieces found at the nearby site of Sedeinga and known
as the southernmost evidence in the Roman world for this game;
de Voogt, Francigny, and Baas 2017.

27. We note some yellowish tint, probably due to wear and
light weathering.

28. Fremersdorf 1951, 1.

29. The morphology of the fish, particularly the short shape
with a long continuous dorsal fin, could correspond to the sea
bream—perhaps the famous Orata valued by the Romans.

30. For similar designs on cut-glass vessels that also belong
to the Lynceus Group, see Fremersdorf 1951, 8, fig. 4.1, plate
75 Nenna 2003, 363, fig. 10; Brun 2003a, fig. 241.39. Regis-
ters of facets framed by cut lines are also relatively frequent on
fourth-century CE flagons with abraded decoration; see Dop-
pelfeld 1966, figs. 150-151; Harden and others 1968, 81, fig.
105; Stern 2001, 164.

31. Although belonging to the fourth century CE, a useful
parallel is found on a cut-glass bowl depicting Constantine the
Great published by Fremersdorf (1951, 24, plate 23.1).
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so, the combination of urban and marine set-
tings recalls a seaside resort such as Oplontis,
where fishing may have been a leisure activity.
Such an interpretation is harmonious with the
well-dressed central figure casually posing in
contrapposto and would have appealed to the
elite audience for whom the plate was doubtless
intended.

The use of fish and crustaceans as decorative
motifs on Roman glassware is relatively well
known and is particularly common on Egyp-
tian vessels corresponding to another style of
cut decoration: the so-called Contour Grooves
Group.** Fish also feature on a spectacular enam-
eled bowl from a late first-century CE context
at Berenike,* and various cut-glass fragments
of the Lynceus Group excavated at Karanis or
acquired in Egypt.** The main scene of the Sai
Plate is, however, unique and may have been in-
spired by early Roman mosaics where similar
images of fishermen feature in broader schemes
of aquatic fauna or maritime mythology.*” This
link with mosaics strengthens the hypothesis
that the subject matter of the plate was deliber-
ately selected to encourage a connection with
luxury living and, thus, appeal to its intended
audience.

DATE AND PROVENANCE

In the early Roman period, raw glass made
from sand and natron was produced in the
Levant and Egypt, whence it was exported to

32. See Stern 2001, 136-137, 156-158; Nenna 2003, 361-
363, figs. 6-8; Nenna 2007, 141-142; Rodziewicz 2005, 26,
plate 8.171; Whitehouse 1997, 237, no. 401.

33. Nicholson and Price 2003, 390-391; Nicholson and Price
2007, 220-224.

34. Harden 1969, fig. 3.183, 312; Nenna 2003, 363-364, fig.
9; Whitehouse 1997, 245, no. 417.

35. Such representations of aquatic life shed light on various
ecosystems and the dispersal of Greco-Roman myths and tradi-
tions far from Rome. In comparison with the Sai Plate, a de-
tailed example of a squid can be seen on the floor of the tepi-
darium in Herculaneum. For scenes representing a fisherman
holding a rod and a wicker creel, see the Roman mosaic from
Cuicul at the Djemila museum in Algeria. For other fishing
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secondary workshops throughout the empire.*®
For the Kingdom of Meroe, the closest primary-
glass workshops were located in the Nile Delta
and Wadi Natrun, with Alexandria functioning
as the major center of secondary production and
trade.’” Recent analysis based on hafnium iso-
topes has confirmed that antimony-decolorized
glass, as opposed to Levantine manganese-
decolorized glass, was produced in Egypt dur-
ing the Roman period.*® This is significant as it
raises the possibility that high-quality vessels
such as the Sai Plate were products of an Egyp-
tian workshop that capitalized on the local
availability of decolorized “raw” glass. It does
not, however, preclude the possibility that the
Sai Plate was produced outside of Egypt, par-
ticularly as no scientific analysis identifying the
source of its primary glass has been performed.

Regarding the date, several chronological
markers suggest that the plate was produced in
the third century CE. This is recommended by
the Meroitic inscription of the lady Par|.]-qu-la
(see above, p. 64) and is substantiated by an
assessment of the other objects from grave
T 008. The transparent colorless glass of the
unguentarium renders an early date unlikely,
and its form corresponds to a mid-second—
fourth century CE type (see Figure 10).” This is
supported by the three-footed bronze bowl and
the classic Egyptian aryballos (see Figures 8-9),
both of which are well known from Lower Nu-
bia and commonly appear in third-century CE
contexts.* The date of the Sai Plate, therefore,

scenes, see, for example, the collection of Roman marine mosaics
recovered from the House of Dionysus and Ulysses at Dougga
and currently on display at the Bardo Museum in Tunisia. See
also Matteis 2004; Marzano 2018, 438.

36. Nenna 2008.

37. Jackson and others 2016; Nenna 2015.

38. Barfod and others 2020.

39. Hayes 1975, 137, no. 554-8; 141, no. 588; Arveiller-
Dulong and Nenna 2005, 443, fig. 1242.

40. For a similar bronze bowl from Karanog, see O’Connor
1993, 159, no. 159; Wenig 1978, 261, no. 197; for Egyptian
aryballoi, see Harden 1936, 252, 259-261, nos. 767-782;
Fleming 1996, 24-25, fig. 23.
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is relatively secure, but the question of origin is
complicated by a detailed assessment of its dec-
oration.

As stated above, the techniques used to deco-
rate the Sai Plate correspond to a well-known
collection of glass vessels named the Lynceus
Group after a third-century CE engraved cup
from Cologne depicting Hypermnestra, Lyn-
ceus, and Pothos (Fig. 11).* Vessels of this group
frequently bear mythical scenes annotated with
Greek inscriptions,* but their defining char-
acteristic is the use of facets with scratched in-
ternal detail to create the shape of figures. This
technique differentiates the group from other
recognized schools of glass cutting that rely on
engraved outlines to define their figures: name-
ly, the aforementioned Contour Grooves Group
and Harden’s so-called Wint Hill Group.* Based
on the concentration of third-century CE exam-
ples from Cologne, Fremersdorf asserted that
the Lynceus Group was locally produced and
likely the product of a single workshop.** This
was disputed by Harden, who cited the Greek
inscriptions as evidence against a Western prov-
enance and, using fragmentary examples from
Karanis, suggested Alexandrian production as
early as the second century CE.* Subsequent
research has uncovered examples as widely dis-
persed as Caerleon and Dura Europos,* hence
multiple late second-third century CE work-
shops are now suggested.*’

An emblematic example of the Lynceus Group
is a bowl found at Leuna near Leipzig that is
now in the collection of the British Museum
(Fig. 12).*® It parallels the Sai Plate in its trans-
parent colorless glass and the execution of its

FIG. 11. Unrolled decoration of
a Cologne glass beaker depicting
Hypermnestra, Lynceus, and
Pothos. Romisch-Germanisches
Museum, Cologne. (Drawing:
after Fremersdorf 1951, plate 2.1)

FIG. 12. Decorated glass bowl found in Leuna, Ger-
many. British Museum, London, 1868,0501.320.
(Photo: © The Trustees of the British Museum)

decoration. This applies, particularly, to the
skillful use of modular facets to depict the fig-
ure’s limbs, and the engraved curvilinear lines
that constitute their internal detail.

The running-dog pattern that decorates the
Sai Plate is also attested in the Lynceus Group
and is found on five vessels from Germany that

41. Fremersdorf 1951, no. 1, plates 1 and 2.1; also see Hard-
en 1987, 198-199, no. 108; Nenna 2003, 364-366; Fiinfschil-
ling 2015, 92-95; Foy and others 2018, 110-111.

42. Fremersdorf 1951, plates 1, 3, 5.

43. Stern 2001, 136-167, 156-158; Harden 1960, 67.

44. Fremersdorf 1951, 23-25.

45. Harden 1969, 54n49.

46. Clairmont 1963, 57-59, no. 235; Boon 1968. For a use-
ful, if incomplete, list of Lynceus Group vessels, see Meyer 1992,
23-24.

47. Nenna 2003, 366; Foy and others 2018, 348.

48. Museum entry S.320; see also Slade 1871, 57, figs. 74—
75.
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FIG. 13. Colorless glass bowl of the Cologne Lynceus
Group with a double running-dog motif below the
rim. (Current whereabouts unknown. Thought by
Fremersdorf to have been burned at the end of World
War 11.) (Photo: after Fremersdorf 1951, plate 4.1)

are discussed by Fremersdorf as products of a
Cologne workshop.* As on the Sai Plate, the ex-
ecution of this motif is cursory and always pro-
duced freehand with a burin. One of these bowls
even utilizes an identical register of two running-
dog bands arranged in mirror image (Fig. 13).”°
In contrast, the motif is scarce on the Egyptian
comparanda. Indeed, the only published exam-
ple is roughly executed—hardly more than a
chain of garlands—and belongs to a goblet from
Douch (Kharga) identified by Nenna as an ex-
ample of the “late” Lynceus Group and dated
to the fourth century CE.’! The scarcity of this
motif in Egypt, combined with its relative pro-
liferation on the German vessels, suggests a con-
nection between the Sai Plate and the Cologne
workshop. This is supported by a detailed as-
sessment of the central figure.

The skirt of the Sai fisherman, including its
internal detail, is exactly paralleled on two cups
from Cologne and a two-handled bottle found
further south at Hohensiilzen (see Figure 11).%
All three vessels belong to the Lynceus Group
and the two cups also include the running-dog
motif below their rims. Along with two further
German glasses,™ including the Leuna bowl,
they exhibit the same characteristic treatment
of their figures: the facets that constitute the
limbs lack internal detail except for specific
clusters of parallel scratches on the calf, thigh,
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bicep, and forearm. This idiosyncrasy is evident
on the Sai Plate, where internal detail is delineat-
ed by identical scratched lines. When these fac-
tors are considered holistically—the adherence
to the Lynceus style, the running-dog motif, the
skirt, the pattern of scratches on the limbs—the
analogy between the Sai Plate and the German
vessels cannot be ignored.

A further vessel from Cologne, likewise pub-
lished by Fremersdorf and assigned to the
Lynceus Group, must also be considered. It is
a colorless glass bowl decorated with a central
medallion containing a male bust in left profile
surrounded by a ring of fruit baskets, grape
bunches, a duck, and a fish (Fig. 14).>* Of par-
ticular significance to the Sai Plate, the bust
wears a peaked cap and holds what appears to
be a fishing rod or a harpoon. It is reasonable
to assume that an aquatic environment is intend-
ed and that the bust represents a fisherman. A
second bowl, almost identical to this Cologne
vessel, is published from Bakar (Croatia) and is
decorated with a similar bust and border of ma-
rine creatures, including a squid.”* Extraordi-
narily, the same profiled bust wearing a peaked
hat and holding a fishing rod is found on two
unprovenanced colorless glass bowls of the Con-
tour Grooves Group.*® Both vessels are dated to
the late second—third centuries CE and have sim-
ilar borders of sea creatures including fish and
squid. Considering these four bowls, the image
of a fisherman wearing a peaked hat and clutch-
ing a rod was evidently a stock motif of third-
century CE figure-cut glassware. The Sai fisher-
man is clearly related to this motif, and it is sig-
nificant that, of the four comparative vessels, the

49. Fremersdorf 1951, nos. 1, 3, 4, 5, 7, plates 1, 3, 4-5,
8.2/4, 9.4; Harden 1960, 46.

50. Fremersdorf 1951, no. 4, plates 4-5.

51. Nenna 2003, 365-366, fig. 12.

52. Fremersdorf 1951, nos. 1, 7, 12 = plates 1.3, 2.1, 7, 8.2.

53. Fremersdorf 1951, nos. 4-5, plates 2.2, 3,4, 5.

54. Fremersdorf 1951, no. 21, fig. 6, plate 13.1.

55. Fremersdorf 1951, no. 22, plate 13.2.

56. Whitchouse 1997, 237, no. 401; Stern 2001, 156-158;
Nenna 2003, 361-363, figs. 6-7.



two that are provenanced were found in west-
ern Europe and belong to the Lynceus Group.
This observation, combined with the stylistic
analogies with other German vessels of the Lyn-
ceus Group (see above), strongly suggests that
the Sai Plate originated in Fremersdorf’s Co-
logne workshop. It is, nevertheless, essential to
survey comparanda from Egypt and Sudan be-
fore any conclusion is offered.

In Sudan, parallels from Meroitic contexts are
indirect. Whilst engraving is relatively frequent
on utilitarian forms and, in rare instances, table-
ware, it never exhibits the technical complexity
of the Sai Plate.”” Instead, it is restricted to sim-
ple wheel-cut bands, circles, and ovoid facets
(compare Figure 2A): the only figurative glasses
are the enameled vessels from Meroe and Se-
deinga.’® Morphological parallels are similarly
vague, but a shallow bowl of colorless glass from
Gabati and two colorless bowls with cut deco-
ration from Sedeinga are tolerably close.*’

From Egypt, it is useful to consider a frag-
ment of a colorless glass plate from Elephantine
decorated with two incised fish within a wheel-
cut tondo.®® Although the fish are not cut in the
Lynceus style, the iconography is relevant and
may relate to a series of ceramic dishes decorat-
ed with painted fish and produced in connec-
tion with the annual Elephantine festival of in-
undation (“Somasia”).®! An important example
of these Elephantinian “Somasia vessels” is an
unstratified ceramic plate painted with a single
figure surrounded by fish.®* This scheme recalls
the Sai Plate, but major differences forbid either
a connection between the two vessels or the pos-
sibility that the Sai Plate was manufactured on
Elephantine: the contrapposto of the Sai figure
relies on classical—not Egyptian—tradition and
the activity of fishing strongly recalls the afore-
mentioned Roman mosaics and Cologne glasses.
Furthermore, a marine environment, as opposed
to a Nilotic scene, is indicated by the squid, and
the general quality of the plate is indicative of
a major glasshouse, not the Elephantine work-
shop.

Elsewhere in Egypt there is no direct compa-
randum but, as discussed, colorless glass vessels

FIG. 14. Colorless glass bowl of the Cologne Lyn-
ceus Group with a central bust wearing a peaked
hat. Romisch-Germanisches  Museum, Cologne.
(Photo: after Fremersdorf 1951, fig. 6)

decorated with sea creatures are well known.*
In addition, glassware attributed to the Lynceus
Group is published from Berenike,** Douch
(Kharga),®® Karanis,*® Maximianan,®” and Qu-
seir Al-Qadim,® and various facet-cut fragments
in The Corning Museum of Glass are said to
have been acquired in Egypt.”” None of these
Egyptian examples offer such close stylistic or
iconographic parallels to the Sai Plate as the

57. For example, Woolley and Randall-Maclver 1910, plate
88; Leclant 1973, figs. 2—4; Cool 1996, 203-204, fig. 3.3.

58. Brill 1991; Berger-el Naggar and Drieux 1997, fig. 2.
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60. Rodziewicz 20035, 26, plate 8.171.

61. Rodziewicz 2005, 65-66.

62. Rodziewicz 2005, 73, fig. 16.1.

63. Above, notes 32-34.

64. Nicholson 1998, 282-283, fig. 14-2.

65. Nenna 2003, 364-366, figs. 12-14.

66. Harden 1969, 54, fig. 3.

67. Brun 2003a, 517-518, fig. 241.36-41.

68. Meyer 1992, 22, plate 5.88.

69. Whitehouse 1997, 239-242, 245, nos. 404-406, 408,
416, 417.

69



vessels from Cologne. Nevertheless, the Quseir
“Hero Cup” is significant as it depicts a central
medallion containing a male bust in right profile
wearing a peaked cap. Although fragmentary,
this clearly corresponds to the “Fisherman Bust
Bowls” discussed above and appears to repre-
sent a fifth example of the type. If so, its presence
in Egypt supports the suggestion that this was a
stock motif of third-century CE figure-cut glass
and may have been utilized by multiple work-
shops.

The Egyptian examples of the Lynceus Group
support the existence of a specialist workshop
producing such vessels in Egypt from the late
second century CE. Therefore, the current con-
sensus that figure-cut glassware in the Lynceus
style was a product of multiple glasshouses (like-
ly Alexandria and Cologne) is not disputed.”
For reasons of geography, it is tempting to as-
sign the Sai Plate to a hypothetical Egyptian
workshop. However, the analogy with multiple
vessels from Europe, namely Cologne, is ex-
tremely convincing. For this reason, we propose
that the Sai Plate was a German product and is
an extraordinary example of long-distance trade
in luxury glassware that, unusually for the Nile
Valley, can be accurately dated from its archae-
ological context.

CONCLUSION

To its Meroitic owner, the Sai Plate was an
object of great prestige that, with its unfamiliar
sea creatures and exotically attired fisherman,
offered a direct connection with the Roman
world. The classical iconography implies that it
was not originally intended for export outside
of the Roman Empire. Nevertheless, through the
mechanism of long-distance trade, it was depos-
ited in an elite Meroitic grave on Sai Island over
4,000 km from its proposed point of production
in Cologne. An alternative, “middle ground,”
hypothesis might be that it was, in fact, an Al-
exandrian product and evidences a close profes-
sional connection with the master who pro-
duced the German vessels.”! However, this is
conjectural and until further evidence from
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Egypt emerges, we identify the Sai Plate as a
product of Fremersdorf’s Cologne workshop.
It is a remarkably well-preserved example of
the Lynceus Group with a contextual date of
about 250 CE. It demonstrates the wide disper-
sal of luxury figure-cut glassware and reminds
us of the importance of material discovered be-
yond the Roman imperial frontiers.
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