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ARCHAEOLOGICAL DISCOVERIES IN THE AREA OF SFAX

Mosaic of the Oceans

EXCAVATION OF THE GARDEN OF SALAH OUARDA

In a property belonging to Mr. Salah Ouarda, and located at some distance on the Rue El
Attaya, at 7 km, to the North-West of Sfax, were brought to light the remainders of an
important Roman dwelling whose essential interest lies in the mosaics which decorated the
pavement. The last known of them, a mosaic on a marine subject, was released at the

beginning of 1957 and constitutes the principal object of this study.

However, this discovery assumes a particular value owing to the fact that it falls within an
archaeological unit with which | had already been occupied with before. From March 15 to
June 30, 1953, | indeed directed, in this same property, a first excavation campaign.
Although partial, it had given interesting results of which the most spectacular were
announced by Mr. G CH Picard, then Directeur of Antiquities, in a report to the Academy of

the Inscriptions and then to the Archaeological Bulletin of the Committee (1).

However, it appears to to me useful to point out the circumstances of this discovery and its
principal results, on the one hand to bring some complementary precise details, and on the

other to place the discovery of 1957 in its complete archaeological context.

EXCAVATION OF 1953

With the owner of the garden wishing to recover the land upset by the work of excavation as
soon as possible, to cultivate it, it was thus not a question of preserving the cleared
buildings, nor even to take time to make a thorough study of it. The campaign was primarily
devoted to the removal of the mosaics of value, the systematic photography of the

pavements of less importance and to the statement of the excavation.

From the very start of work, it proved that we were in the presence of an important Roman
dwelling whose walls had been very firmly built according to a technique which approaches

the opus incertum : the stones are rough stone built in to lime mortar.

The plan of the house presents a multiplicity of parts, often rather vast, laid out in a rather
confused way (2). Eleven of them were paved mosaics of a great richness, certain rooms

had a marble coating on the base of the walls (room 3), others still had the trace of frescos.



Room 1 was heated by hypocaustes (3). Room 3 was completed by a projecting hemicycle
connecting to the northern frontage of the house. Still let us note that the mosaic pavement
was exclusively reserved for the left wing of the building, the limit being formed by the room

with hemicycle and room 4 located in the extension.

The right wing, very narrow, was composed of smaller parts, a terrace preceded by two
small elevated basin-reservoirs; construction there was less workmanlike, the topsoil beaten
down. It would thus be the part of the building reserved for the outbuildings and seems

therefore definitely separate from the main building where, probably, the owners.

The unit evokes one of these "lordly villas" built in the suburbs of important cities, as are
frequently met with, which grew in parallel with the development of the urban centres, the
need for luxury and the taste for rural residences (4). However, it is known that Thaenae
was less than 10 kilometers away and Taparura 7 kilometers. Moreover, as is the habit in
this kind of houses, this site had been particularly well selected: on a small rise in the ground
and on the edge of a wadi. It will be noticed that the countryside surrounding ancient
Thaenae has already revealed many vestiges of dwellings or groups of Roman dwellings (5).
All are characterized by a good quality of construction, in that forming a striking contrast with
the poverty of materials used in Acholla, for example, where the luxury lay primarily in the
care taken to the mosaic pavements (6) and the mural frescos (7). It is certain that all the

area which surrounds Thina was inhabited by rich proprietors (8).

Among the marble mosaics which entirely covered the ground of the eleven dwelling rooms,

| will recall the most remarkable ones.

Room 3, with a semicircle, comprised a pavement with decorations out of polychrome
chevrons in which four rectangular tableaus were inserted representing a hare devouring a
bunch of grapes, a pheasant, a squatted gazelle and a duck; all these animals are placed in

the middle of tufts of grass or plants. (9)

In the small room 4, located in the extension of the preceding one, a mosaic is seen at the

center of a very cluttered geometrical decoration (a combination of rhombuses composed of
8-pointed stars, and of rectangles or squares decorated with knots of Solomon or braids), an
octagonal emblem outlined by a meandering border, where appeared a drunk Hercules. The
hero, supported by Pan and a satyr, is stripped of his qualities: the scyphos has fallen to the

ground, the bludgeon is supported on a tree trunk over which the skin of lion is thrown (10).

Itis in room 2 that the mosaic of Ennius was discovered of which the description and
interpretation were given by Mr. G-Ch. Picard (11). In the interior of some circular medallions
formed by the interlacings of a garland of bay-trees, eight Muses appear. In the central

medallion, Ennius is represented sitting in an armchair behind which is Clio. On the ground,



one notices a basket containing the volumina . The angles of the pavement are occupied by
the figures of the four seasons provided with their usual attributes: branch of an olive tree
and game, ears of corn and a sickle, flowered branch (12). The group consisting of the poet
and the Muse of History [Clio] imposes a comparison with the Virgile of Sousse which one
generally places at the beginning of 3" century (13). However, the relative size of the
tesserae and the poorer workmanship (the figures are flat, the features of the face and the
layout of the hands is rather awkward, the movement of the arms and the folds of clothing
are without flexibility), oblige us to regard this mosaic as definitely later: the second half of
the 3" century (14).

Room | with hypocaustes comprises a mosaic with geometrical design particularly well
studied: thick polychrome threads delineate a combination of 6-pointed stars and rhombuses
with interlocking decoration. At the interior of the stars, one observes there to be either a
vase from which a short stem emerges at the bifurcated end, a group of 3-point roses or
hederae, or bunches of grapes. The external edge of this mosaic comprises a decoration of
waves where all the colours used are found, though in degraded tone: ochre, mauve, red,

pale green, clear black, white.

Although this room is actually established on hypocaustes, it appears a little hazardous to to
me to deduce from it that they are true thermal baths. The assumption of a simple heated
section such as one sometimes meets in certain particularly luxurious dwellings seems more
probable. Though the circumstances of the excavation did not make it possible to continue
exploration beyond a limited sector, it is necessary to emphasize the total absence of a
basin in this part of the dwelling. Moreover, one knows that, when baths were arranged
inside a house of this kind, they are always placed beside the section which held the

kitchens, which is by no means the case for room 1, which is quite out of the ordinary (15).

The other rooms were paved mosaics with geometrical decorations whose photographs
presented make it possible to note the variety and the richness of composition still

emphasized by a sharp polychromy (16).

EXCAVATION OF 1957 - MOSAIC OF THE OCEANS

Four years leter, in January 1957, Mr. Salah Ouarda again called upon the service of
Antiquities, now become the National Institute of Archaeology. At some distance to the east
of the preceding unit, the clearing of a large-sized room (approximately 50 m?) was carried

out, of which the ground was entirely covered by a central mosaic on a marine subject.



Unfortunately, the very broad and coarsely built walls were erected at a late date of antiquity,
and even on the pavement. Their weight damaged a great part of this beautiful mosaic,

especially on the side of the primitive entrance whose threshold could not be found. (17).

This time also, because of the impatience of the owner as well as of the very reduced
appropriations placed at our disposal, the excavation was practically limited to the raising of
the mosaic currently deposited in the reserves of the Bardo Museum. However, the surveys
which | carried out around this discovery enabled me to note that the ruins still extended on
a great surface, confirming thus that in this place in the 3 century a grand domain or an

important hamlet existed (18).

As the plan shows it clearly (see plan 3), the arrangement of the various mosaic panels
constituting the pavement, make it possible to consider that one is in the presence of a

triclinium (19).

The central rectangle presents, on a marine sea-bed of very abundant fauna, a Nereide
stretched out on the rings of a tail of a sea lion which has a greenish coat mottled with red-
ochre ocelles, a head strongly moustachioed and carrying long a yellow mane. The Nereide
has the two legs narrowly wrapped in a veil from which the remainder of her naked body
emerges. The bust is narrow, the nipples placed high, and very broad hips. The right
shoulder and the bend of the right arm are awkwardly rendered. A collar with a circular
pendant surrounds her neck; she wears bracelets on the arms and the wrists whilst a tiara
girds her forehead. All the jewels are indicated by a line of cubes of a brilliant yellow framed
by two red threads. Molten glass is used only once, to symbolise the Verona-green pearl
which decorates the center of the medallion. The expression of the face is melancholic. The
hair, held by a bands in front, falls down in a simple loop to the height of the ears. In the left
hand, the Nereide holds one of the ends of her veil which, inflated by the wind, floats above

her head and finally comes to be rolled up around her right wrist.

The presence of this gracious figure from the Roman Pantheon is very common on the
mosaics of our country where it is reproduced on a number of pavements that have a marine
scene (20). In their ceaseless search for the explanation of the phenomena which they
observed in nature, the Romans applied to a multitude of divinities from which they sought
protection and assistance. Thus, among so many other marine divinities, Nereides,
considered as benevolent, were the object of a particular veneration on all the
Mediterranean littoral. Their names likewise translate the infinite variety of the phenomena
and aspects of the sea: some render account of its beauty and its seductions, others of force
and violence, others express the rhythm of the tides, and some refer to the prophetic

faculties allotted to the majority of the marine divinities.



The other characters still visible on the mosaic (21) are of the winged cupids, of the type that
are generally reproduced on marine scenes presenting the coronation of Venus or the
weddings of Amphitrite and Neptune (22). These cupids have the aspect of small and
graceful chubby children, entirely naked with fair hair; some carry bracelets, ankle rings, a
collar and (at least for one of them) a diadem. The wings are treated with much care as are
the colors (in faded tones from golden yellow to the red ochre) and the movement: on
several occasions, one of the wings is blown backwards by the wind onto the head of the

child of which it covers the hair.

Four of the loves are placed on rocks or a section of shore indicated by grasses and the
presence of a domestic duck. Two others pilot boats of the vegeiia or placidia types (23): the
stem is completed with a slightly curved spur, the prow is decorated of a stolos bent towards
the outside, the back is strongly raised, the poop finishes at a bifurcated peak (undoubtedly
with prophylactic intention) (24) [HERE] or is decorated with a cascade of ribbons. The oars
are not illustrated although the thole pins are clearly visible (25). The slats of the hull are
outlined in yellow. One of the wherries, to the back of which a oar-rudder (26) is attached
obliquely, comprises a square white square sail, blocked out in maroon, inflated by the wind
and manoevred by a cupid. Except this last one, each cupid is occupied in the fishing in a
different way: one withdraws a sparrowhawk from the water, the other inserts a three-
pronged fork, a third share shares in the fishing carrying on its shoulder a kind of net passing

through the end of its three-pronged fork (27).

On the surface of the sea, illustrated by interrupted zigzag lines of different thicknesses and
colors (28), fish or molluscs of all species amuse themselves, the majority of them
disproportionate in the size of the characters as is usual in representations of this kind (29).
One will note the concern for detail which preoccupied the mosaicists of the garden of Salah

Ouarda, and thanks to whom it would be easy to differentiate each variety of fish (30).

It will be noticed that the motifs which border the tableau are laid out in order to be seen by
the spectators who circulate the pavement (or the diners layers on the beds) (31); the
parallel features delineating the waves follow this rule. To attenuate the inevitable
abruptness of the right angle formed by the change of direction of the undulations of the sea,
the mosaicist furnished one of the angles with a group of fish which seem to precipitate
towards a cupid, while elsewhere, he gave to the school of fish an oblique movement and in

a vacant space installed another cupid perched on a rock.

A decorated band on a white base, 40 cm wide, circumvents this central tableau. It is
circumscribed on both sides by a multicoloured twist of two strands whose colors vary with

each twist, then by a black and green scalloped net.



The band itself, whose dominant colour is green, comprises a frieze of stylized dolphins —
bifurcated tail, muzzle very pointed, large eye extended by thick black line rounded -
obliquely facing around a small roughcast conch shell (nearer to the winkle than the triton)
surmounted by a reversed scallop. The triangle drawn by the body of the animals is filled by
an identical conch, but much bulkier. The shells are treated in faded shade of yellow and
green. The colours chosen for the body of the Cetacea are particularly well studied: the
upper half, circled in black, passes gradually from green to the yellow, then the lower half

begins in which ochre will meet the red to join the garnet-red external outline (32).

Each angle of this framework was occupied by small fireclay heads of Ocean of which only
two have reached us. On the top of the head, from the middle of the disordered locks
emerges a pair of strong lobster claws; at the height of the ears a half-opened bivalvular
shell appears (with red interior) surrounded by two other pairs of long legs, fine, articulated
and fitted with pincers. An immense beard is turned over largely on the sides, matching the
angle perfectly. The physiognomies of the two Oceans resemble each other without being
identical: one has finer features, a sharp gaze, malicious, a straight and thin nose, high
cheekbones; the other, on the contrary, seems more serious, almost sad, his features are
pale, the nose is large, the mouth fleshy. Hair and beard are treated, as is the custom, in a

whole range of greens, to point out the variety of colours of the sea.

We have here a rather exceptional example of the use of a head of Ocean used as the
decoration of a corner angle (33). Innumerable pavements on which this god is reproduced
are well-known and attest to the popularity which he enjoyed in Africa in the middle of the
second century to the end of the 4™ (34). But generally one only finds the head of Ocean
appearing in a medallion (35) or placed on the sea bed with and abundance of fish creatures
sometimes accompanied by mythological characters (Nereides, Amphitrite, Neptune,
Venus...), or fishermen in boats (36). A mask of Ocean employed as a repeated decorative
element is observed on the mosaic of the satyrs and the bacchantes displayed in the

Museum of Sousse (37).

The repetition by four of an allegorical figure on a marine mosaic is observed for other
traditional topics: the seasons (38), the four winds (39), sometimes factions of the circus
(40).

We will recall the prophylactic character allotted to the Ocean with its lobster grips and his
pointed beard (41).

The site reserved for the beds had a cluttered geometric decoration: in a band outlined by a

braid of three stands, paired with a chain of multicoloured loops, a combination of



rhombuses and triangles with encased decoration delineate squares adorned with a knot of
Solomon (42).

The square space between the wall and the end of the branches of the U is filled on the left
by four-petaled flowers which outline curvilinear squares decorated with a simple brace; on
the right, one finds a decoration made up of peltes joined together in fours, combined with a

cordiforme sheet (43).

DATING SUGGESTED

In the absence of more precise archaeological indicators, only the stylistic examination of the
pavements makes it possible to propose an approximate date for the discoveries of the

Salah Ouarda garden.

Although, generally, the execution of all the mosaics indicates a meticulous care (44), the
tesserae used in the sections with illustrated decoration have the dimensions usually
observed for the late pavements of the 3" century: from 80 to 100 tesserae with the dm?. A
very sharp polychromy characterizes these mosaics, but the faded colours are already

treated in a rather immoderate fashion.

The tendency to the representation of scenes occupying a wide area (thus limiting itself
more to the emblems) appears in the mosaic of the oceans. The geometrical decorations are
very cluttered; there seems to be this horror of empty space characteristic of late mosaics.
The composition of the tableaux with illustrated scenes is still being studied closely, but
already the impression is that the worry over realistic detail carries it. The painting of scenes
borrowed from the everyday life is illustrated by the occupations of the cupids fishing and the

presence of the boats.

It is especially in the representation of the characters that one can note a very appreciable
decline compared to the achievements of the 2™ and even of the beginning of 3" century.
The movements of the characters lack naturalness: we pointed it out in connection with
Ennius and Clio; is even more visible for Nereide: her position on the sea lion is very
awkward, the bend of the folded arm particularly badly rendered. The naked bodies are
disproportionate and often heavy: the legs of the winged cupids are enormous, the bustis in
general very narrow compared to the hips, the breasts of Nereide are badly drawn, as for the
feet and the hands, they are poorly outlined. The faces present features that are too stylized
or badly defined, although the gaze, always directed to the side remains rather expressive

(at least for Nereide and the Oceans).



The abundance of marine animal-life and its extreme variety as well as the disproportion of
size between fish and characters are observed here as on other mosaics of this period (45).

One will note also the irregularity in the thickness of the zigzags indicating the sea.

Lastly, the choice of the angles as a place to locate a head of Ocean, insistence on the
prophylactic character of this divinity (the use of which will increase somewhat in 4™ century)
(46), can be regarded as an additional indicator allowing the attribution of the mosaic of the
room discovered in 1957 to the same period as the pavements previously brought to light,

i.e. towards the end of 3" century.
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