A New Mithraeum in Hawarti, Syria


Michal Gawlikowki has in a preliminary report published in 1998 in the journal Polish Archaeology in the Mediterranean
 announced the excavation of a recently discovered mithraeum in Hawarti (Huarte), around 15 km north of Apamea in Syria. The mithraeum was discovered when the ground beneath the mosaic floor of the earlier of two superimposed early Christian basilicas (late 4th and late 5th cent.) subsided during the winter of 1996-1997. The ensuing collapse of the floor revealed a stone wall belonging to an ancient room. Robbers cleared the wall, entered the room, and removed part of its wall paintings (later recovered and now in the Damascus Museum). Photographs of the remaining paintings taken during September, 1997 were identified by the Gawlikowski as belonging to a mithraeum, and he began excavation to reveal it during August and September, 1998.


During two weeks in 1998 the north and east walls were excavated. The mithraeum lies north/south (fig. 1) and at that time was estimated to be wider than long — 6m north/south and 7.4m east/west — with a southern entrance as yet unexcavated. Its floor lay 3.5m below the mosaic floor of the 4th-cent. church, and its west wall was obscured by a foundation wall for the narthex of the 4th-cent. church (fig. 2, at right), apparently built after the ceiling of the mithraeum had already collapsed. A podium was recovered only on the east side (that on the west was possibly destroyed by the foundation wall of the church). Originally the north, east and west walls and the ceiling were painted, but the paintings from the east wall have disappeared for the most part and most of the ceiling collapsed and now lies in fragments under the fill on the floor of the sanctuary (fig.2, center). Gawlikowski has identified between two and five or six layers of paintings. In the latest layer the paintings seem to have been part of a continuous frieze extending to the east and west walls. The north wall has an unpainted semi-circular niche of sandstone blocks inserted into the natural rock of the hillside. It is framed by two pilasters supporting a lintel and was undoubtedly meant to house a tauroctony relief (not yet recovered). At a later point a small podium was added in front of the niche, perhaps to provide a new setting for the tauroctony relief. Later still a “pedestal” with two steps leading to the podium was added on the east side. The latest two layers of painting also cover the pedestal and podium as well as the walls.
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Chronology and finds:

Twenty-three coins were found during exavation, all from the 4th cent. and the latest featuring Arcadius. Also found were lamps and pottery dating to the same period. The contents of the fill (what exactly was not stipulated) in the steps leading to the podium dates to around 360. The excavators proposed that the mithraeum remained in use until late in the 4th cent. and that it was “sacked” and filled in to make way for the earlier of the two churches. This dating makes this mithraeum the latest known and used.
 Also found but not discussed in detail were chicken and pork bones, lamps and lamp fragments, pottery and glass, the latter all dating to the 4th and 5th cents.

Paintings:

The paintings from a continuous frieze 110 cm high separated fron the ceiling by a wide, red band and from the floor by a dado with alternating panels featuring a lattice pattern and a scale pattern (fig. 3).
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The north wall, east side: Closest to the niche is Zeus struggling with two giants. Zeus is poorly preserved and lacks his head entirely. He is clad in a cloak and boots. The two giants are nude and human except for their legs, which terminate in snakes winding up around them. Above the giant on the right is the end of what was once a garland. Next, at the northeast corner, is Zeus enthroned and disposed inside a circular wreath.

The east wall: Next to Zeus enthroned is an image of Mithras as a youth emerging (up to his navel) from a conical shaped rock sitting atop a square base consisting of two tiered stages. He is nude, entwined by a snake, and looks to his left. Both forearms are extended; in his left hand he holds a Phrygian cap, while his right hand is open. To Mithras’ left is a cypress with the figure of a standing, frontal nude youth amongst the leaves. Over him hovers a Phrygian cap. At the top of the frame two garlands hang to either side of the cypress tree. Finally, at the far right is a male figure who fills the entire frame. He has a halo with seven rays on his head and wears a long gown girdled at the waist and a cloak draped about his shoulders and some sort of sash running from his right shoulder to his waist. He looks to his right, with right hand held up, palm outward and left forearm raised and apparently clasping part of his garment or the end of his cloak. Beside his head, at right is the beginning of another garland. Gawlikowski proposes that this series of figures represents “Mithra’s identification with various gods of other myths, here perhaps Apollo, Attis and Helios.” The remaining paintings on the east wall have been lost, although traces of what appears to be Mithras dragging the bull upside down behind him can still be seen.

The north wall, west side: What remains on this side of the niche (the rest was unexcavated at the time of publication) is a scene featuring part of a city wall of regular quadrate blocks with an arched entrance (fig. 4). Atop the wall are four rather horrific heads with shaggy hair and dark, wrinkly skin. Each head is pierced by a long yellow line, undoubtedly a ray of light. At the lower right a fifth head has fallen and lies upside down on the ground, also pierced by a yellow ray. Underneath are the remains of a wreath and to the right a leafy branch.
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The ceiling: From what remains, it appears that the ceiling had a symmetrical decoration consisting of a basket of grapes between two birds, possibly peacocks, and discs inside a frame of vegetation. A fragment of painting bearing Mithras’ name in Greek letters may indicate that he was represented on the ceiling at an earlier point.

Early reports concerning the outcome of the second season.


Gawlikowski proposed that the series of paintings on the walls represents good versus evil, a conclusion which would seem to be confirmed by the paintings revealed on the west wall in 1998. These he discussed these in a lecture at Hama in Syria in October 1999. Glenn Bowersock comments “As I recall, one scene shows three black Africans in loincloths being tormented and (I think) mutilated. Another shows the bottom part of a magisterial figure in Persian garb, who is assumed to be Mithras himself, holding on a chain a naked writhing black figure, who has two heads (looking in opposite directions, Janus-like).”
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