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NOTES ON THE NEW EDESSENE MOSAIC OF
PROMETHEUS

A spectacular mosaic that was made public as recently as 1999 has created
a problem of interpretation that must interest anyone concerned with Helle-
nism in the Near East. I should like to think that the philological reasoning
that contributes to its resolution is of the kind that Professor Zaicev exem-
plified and would have appreciated. His control of ancient languages was
subtle and precise, and yet it never inhibited the freedom of his ideas and
imagination. The little Edessene puzzle that follows might have intrigued
him, and it is offered, at a very late date in the compilation of this Gedenk-
schrift, as a small tribute to a great man.

For admirers of the mosaic art of Edessa and Osrhoene the publication
in 1999 of a new and substantially augmented edition of Han Drijvers’ Old
Syriac (Edessean) Inscriptions in collaboration with John Healey was a
major event. The new volume, under the title The Old Syriac Inscriptions of
FEdessa and Osrhoene in Brill’s series Handbuch der Orientalistik (no. 42),
included several hitherto unpublished mosaics with mythological themes
and accompanying Syriac texts.' These have recently been republished with
extensive commentary and excellent color photographs by Janine Balty and
Frangoise Briquel-Chatonnet.? Those two scholars, one a specialist in near
eastern mosaics and the other a Semitic epigraphist, have been able to add
two additional unpublished mosaics that appear to be closely related to the
Drijvers — Healey group with its depictions of Achilles, Patroclus, and
Briseis. The two new pieces show Hecuba and Priam on one, and Troilos on
the other. Altogether these mosaics, from the third century or later, consti-
tute a major accretion to our repertoire of classical mythology in the Semitic
East.

One important item in this Balty — Chatonnet group stands apart from
the Trojan story. It had been in the hands of an art dealer in New York when
Drijvers and Healey published it, but it now reposes in a private American
collection. Thanks to the owner Balty and Chatonnet have been able to pub-
lish a splendid full-page color reproduction. The piece is an impressive
square mosaic illustrating Prometheus’ creation of mankind. The space is

' See Drijvers — Healey. pp. 211-213 and 221-222. together with plates 66, 67 and 72.
! Janine Balty and Frangoise Briguel-Chatonnet. “Nouvelles mosaiques inscrites
&’Osrhoeéne™. Fondation Eugéne Piot: Monuments et Mémoires 79 (2000) 31-72.
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divided into upper and lower registers. In the upper part are five dominating
figures, beginning with Zeus on the right enthroned in a royal chair with an
arm-rest for his left hand. In the lower register is a scene, overseen by the
grandees above, in which Hermes, unnamed but identified by small wings
on his head, is propelling Psyche, identified by her butterfly wings, towards
the first of three clay statues that have been readied by Prometheus for the
introduction of a soul (psyche).* An attentive Eros is the centerpiece of the
scene in the lower register.

The whole mosaic is a stunning representation of Prometheus and the
gods watching the creation of man. Quite properly Zeus leads off the upper
viewing gallery on the right. His identity is guaranteed not only by the
throne on which he sits and a nimbus around his head but by a highly legible
inscription, MRLH’ or marallahe ‘lord of the gods’. Standing beside him is
Hera, looking in his direction across an open space that contains the Syriac
form of her name HR. One might have expected HR'. Disturbance of the
tesserae elsewhere allow for the possibility of a tampering here that might
have eliminated the alef.

Next on the left stands a bearded figure with a round hoop of some kind.
To the left beside him is another bearded figure, behind whom stands a
woman on the extreme left. Two Syriac words, for which the tesserae of the
first (on the right) have been manifestly altered, span the upper space be-
tween the head of the man with the hoop and the mid-point of the woman.
The second word, to the left, is clear enough, PRMTWS ‘Prometheus’, even
if the first is not (we shall return to it). Each of these two words is thus
placed over two of the three figures. Therefore, the unmistakable colloca-
tion of word and image that exists in the cases of Zeus and Hera is missing
here. The words run across the tops of the figures, spreading leftwards from
the head of the old man with the hoop. It has been assumed hitherto that the
first two of the three figures are named by these two words, and that the
woman was simply left unidentified.

Drijvers and Healey did not even venture a reading for the third word,
that is — the word before Prometheus, but they offered a tentative transcrip-
tion of the letters as OZMSYS. They assumed, as did Balty and Chatonnet,
that, whatever this name was, it applied to the old man with the hoop.

3 Balty. 43-44. doubts that the two figurines farther away from Psyche. in the lower right
corner. are clay statues waiting for their animation. She draws attention to the odd angle of
the pair. neither standing nor lying. one male and one female tilting backwards towards the
carth. She also notes that they are colored in a roseate gray as opposed to the carth-colored
tigure that Psyche is approaching. We must await the promised interpretation of this part of
the mosaic. For the moment the assumption that the tilting couple represents two more clay
figures scems the easiest one.
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Chatonnet, for her part, transcribed QR(W?)NWS for ‘Kronos’, and this in-
terpretation elicited from Balty a thorough discussion of the iconography of
the old figure with the hoop. She was compelled to assume that what ap-
peared on the mosaic could be reasonably construed only as a Kronos with
the attributes of Aion, and she made appropriate comparisons with repre-
sentations of the aged figure of Aion, notably at Aphrodisias and and at
New Paphos (Cyprus). The circular object, which the figure is holding or
revolving in his hands, seemed to Balty the zodiacal circle, but she noted
that this element is missing in the Aphrodisias relief and the Cypriote mo-
saic.' Hence there has been a certain aporia about both the reading of the
Syriac word and the interpretation of the image of the old man.

I believe that this aporia can be resolved. First, let it be noted that the
identity of Prometheus himself is not in doubt. He is clearly the bearded
figure who stands between Kronos /Aion and the unidentified woman. His
name is clearly written out in Syriac, but again let it be noted that the name
is written out over both his head and the woman’s. The space gave the artist
no way of tucking it in close to the image of Prometheus. Similarly the
problematic name is likewise written above both the man with the hoop and
Prometheus himself. So it would be wrong to force this name upon the man
with the hoop.

Although Balty invoked good reasons for thinking of Aion, the hoop as
a zodiacal circle was problematic. A passage in the Dionysiaca of Nonnus
solves the problem. In lines 422-3 of Book 36 Aion himself appears and is
described as follows

Kol TOTE TETPATOPOLO XPOVOV CTPOPAALYYO KVALVO®V
... Aldv

What the figure in the mosaic is holding in his hands is the wheel of time
with its four seasons, not the more complicated circle of the Zodiac. This
wheel shows the mosaic figure to be Aion just as definitively as the little
wings on the head of Hermes tell us exactly who he is. Hermes’ name does
not appear on the mosaic, and neither does the name of Aion. There is no
possibility that the letters that begin at the left side of his head could be read
as a Syriac rendering of Aion. ’

But in that mysterious third name in the upper register three letters are
so clearly and recognizably formed as not to be in any doubt. These are the
initial letter gof, the letter mem in the middle, and the final letter sin.
Drijvers and Healey were in complete agreement on this, and even
Chatonnet showed herself reluctant to replace a perfectly shaped mem with

* Balty — Chatonnel. 35-39.
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the waw she needed to conjecture the name of Kronos. Therefore the word
has a Q in the beginning, aM in the middle, and an S at the end. Between the
Q and M is a hasta that could be a zayin (which would be meaningless here)
or, I suggest, the right part of resh. The traces after the mem are hopelessly
muddled but would be consistent with yod and waw. This would deliver a
reading of QRMYWS, which I take to be the Syriac for Greek kepapeds or
kepauiog,’ a description of Prometheus as the potter who made the clay
figures that are so arrestingly depicted in the mosaic.

On this argument the placing of the two words for Prometheus as potter
across the top of Prometheus’ head 1s designed to show that both apply to
him. We have already noted that Aion and Hermes, as well as Psyche her-
self, had no words to identify them, because their attributes told it all. But
what about the woman beside Prometheus? Standing as she does in the up-
per register that depicts the divine party contemplating the creation of man,
she cannot be inconsequential. Here I am convinced that Baity has found
the right interpretation by invoking the appearance of Athena as goddess of
potters and protectress of Prometheus in other Promethean scenes from
postclassical art.® The woman is wearing a peplos. Normally Athena is ob-
vious from her helmet, but just as Hermes is discreetly signaled through the
tiny wings on his head, so is Athena, depicted here without a helmet, re-
vealed by her peplos. Janine Balty, with her experienced eyes, has spotted
the woman’s garment as uniquely revealing the divinity it covers.

G. W. Bowersock
Institute for Advanced Study, Princeton

AHanu3 ony6iMKOBAHHOW HENABHO *mo3auku [1pomeres”, Hail1eHHON HENOoAANEKY
OT Dmecchl, aBTOp HAYMHAET C OTOXKACCTBICHHA LeHTpaibHOi GHUIypbl BEPXHETO
pslla — CTapua ¢ KoabLoM. Paaom ¢ 3TOJ (UIypoil PacrooKeHa 1iI0X0 pacno3Ha-
BaeMas Haanuch ((pparMeHTbl MO3aUKH OblIM CABMHYTHI), KOTOPYIO UMTANH KakK
QZMSYS OR(W?)NWS; HafeKHbl TONBKO O, M v xoHeuHas S. Jins TONKOBAHHA
aTpubyTa cTapua asTop NpHBICKACT Naccax u3 Houna (Dionys. 36, 422 ci.), no-
3BONSIOLIMI YCTAHOBHTb Ha3HaueHNe Koniblla kak koneca yeTblpeX BpEMEH roua,
HaxonAllerocs B pykax Joua (Alov). Hro kacaercs YIIOMSHYTOM HAIIMCH, KOTO-
Y10 NbITAAHCH TOJIKOBATD KAk Kpdvog, TO OHa, 10 MHEHUIO aBTOPa, OTHOCHTCA HE K
JoHy, I0CTATOUHO ONPENEIEHHOMY CBOHMH aTpubyTamu (TOHHO TaK XK€ HE HallK-

S Thesaurus Syriacus (Payne Smith) I1. 3749 and Supplement p. 312 for ORMS and
ORMYS as Syriac forms of képapog and kepapiov.
s Balty — Chatonnet, 41.
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caHa u ¢urypa ['epmeca). Uutas naanucs kak QRMYWS, aBTop yraablBaet B 5TOM
CNOBE ApeBHECHPUICKOE 3aMMCTBOBaHHE, Bocxoasliee K rped. xepapebs. [Ipu ta-
KOM TOJIKOBAHMH MOANUCH OTHOCUTCA K TOH (pUType, N0 APYTylo CTOPOHY KOTOpOii
HaanucaHo uMs [Ipomeres, 1 MOXET CIY)KHTb YKa3aHHEM Ha poJib, B Kakoil THTaH
BbICTYNAET B 3AECCKOH MO3aHKE: 3TO 'OHYAP, CO3MAIOLIHMA NEPBBIX AIOAEH ([IMHA-
Hble QUTYPKH Ha nepefHeM niaHe). KpailHas skeHckas purypa BEpXHETo paaa, Kak
npeaiaraeT CYMTaTh aBTop, — OOruHs AduHa, ABIAIOWANACS, B HACTHOCTH, OKPO-
BUTENLHULENW TOHYAPOB.





