ON THE WITHDRAWAL OF THE ROMAN TROOPS FROM THE
DODECASCHOENOS IN AD 298: MANY QUESTIONS AND
FEW ANSWERS — THE PROBLEMS IN PERSPECTIVE

B Hendrickx (University of Johannesburg)

In 298 Diocletian withdrew the Roman troops frome th
Dodecaschoenos, thereby — according to Procopiumaking a
treaty with the Nobadai and the Blemmyes and argat buffer
zone to be filled and administered by the Nubidnsthis article |
examine with which people(s) or groups the Romdogght at the
Nubian limiton at the end of thé“entury AD and made peace,
which was the former and later status of this ‘buffone’, and
finally when and why was the balance, realized iD R98,
disturbed. There remain more questions than answershe
problems. This article discusses the different pieints and theories
concerning the Roman withdrawal in the frameworkhaf Meroitic
Kingdom and the existing relationship with diffeterbes. This will
lead to a more ‘refined’ understanding and assessmé the
problematic of this historically complicated sitioat, and thus
narrowing the problems, while proposing some sohgifor some
specific questions.

1. Introduction

In AD 298 Diocletian withdrew the Roman troops frahe Dodecaschoenos —
according to ProcopiuDg bellis 1.19.27-37) making a treaty with the Nobadai
and the BlemmyesHis testimoniuncan be supplemented by that of Olympiadoros
(AD 423) and a number of inscriptions and graffitipst of them to be found in the
Fontes(1998). The theme has attracted much attentionpaoduced a variety of
proposed and supposed solutions.

Procopius gives the following reasons for the wistweal of the Romans
from the Dodecaschoenus: (a) the arable land whaeregly narrow, there were
rocks everywhere and the tribute coming from thggore was not valuable, (b) the

! The Blemmyes are considered to belong to the Bija or are synonymous with the
latter. See Kirwan 1957:15; Papadopoullos 1966thi3: author not only identifies the
Beja with the Blemmyes, but put forward the hypstiéthat “Blemmyes” is a generic
name applying to the native tribes of the Nubiasedeeast and west of the Nile,
bordering on the limits of the civilized world angevitably having contact with the
Egyptian provinces in the north and the Ethiopifmie groups in the south’; Paul
1954:1-2,55 also believes that the Blemmyes were Bleja or perhaps a ‘more
advanced’ group of them.
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maintenance of Roman garrisons was very expenaive,(c) the Nobadai were
plundering all places in the region. Therefore, éhaperor persuaded the Nobadai
to migrate and settle on both sides of the Nilehahope that they would drive out
the Blemmyes from there. Then Diocletian decreeplatp every year an amount of
gold to both the Blemmyes and Nobadai so that twewld stop plundering
Roman-Egyptian territory. However, both groups @umd their incursions
although they received their subsidy every yeagnayp to Procopius’s time.

The Dodecaschoenos was a region between Egypt ahi Kalso named
Meroe and Aithiopia) extending 12yoivor (= 120 stadia i.e. 18 geographical
miles [Ptol. 4.5.74; Hdt. 2.29]). The northern fiien was at Philae, and the
southern one at Pscelcis (Dakka) or — in the laten& period — at Hiera-
Sycaminos. In the Roman times the Dodecaschoenssattached to Roman Egypt
and was viewed as a buffer state between the Rdingpire and the Meroitic
Kingdom after the victory of Cornelius Gallus leaglito the latter’s trilingual
inscription at Philae in 29 BAOGISII, no. 654, pp. 360-65; Hendrickx 1991:55-
61; Hoffmann, Minas-Nerpal & Pfeiffer 2009) and tbe-called treaty of Samos
in 21 BC (Strabo XVII, 54).

Procopius’s presentation of events has in geneet ffiollowed by the older
generation of modern scholars. Thus historianstingrion the Roman Empire in
general and even specialists on the Egyptiares (or Aiuitov) region reflect
directly or indirectly Procopius’s viewpoint, suas, among many others, Milne
(1924:80), Enf3lin (1943:31,55), Jones (1964:611DakB& Sinnigen (1965:427),
Papadopoullos (1966:8), Adams (1977:389), Barne381(117-18), Bowman
(1986:45) and Vantini (1981:24-26).

2. An overview and analysis of the scholarly tieoand interpretations

2.1 L P Kirwan is arguably the scholar who hastidbated most — during the
second and third quarters of the"2@entury — to the study of Roman-
Nubian history. While east of the Nile, the BejdgifBmyes) were roaming
in the deserts, west of this river numerous tridegwn in Antiquity as
‘Ethiopians’ or ‘Nubians’, ‘whose wanderings andgpings are hard to
disentangle’ were present or on the move (Kirwa®57115). A ‘great
migration of peoples called Noba' in the south-westw known as
Kordofan, took place in eastward and northwarddiiioas; together with
the invasion of the Axumitéghis led to the final fall of Meroe by the
middle of the & century. On the other hand, the attacks of thenBiges-

2 For the controversy and interpretation of themest see — except the studies of
Kirwan, Burstein, Lenoble & Sharif, and Welsby, waiiare discussed in this article:
Héagg 1984:36-441, Hendrickx 1997:90-F0pntes nos. 285, 286, 298 and 299.
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Beja on Egypt led to Diocletian’s withdrawal (Kirwd 957:15). Thepax
romanaalong the Nile River continued until thd" £entury and Meroe
had been a Romaentrepdtfor Roman trade with Central Africa, but the
Noba invasions and then the Axumite attack led ¢conemic decline
of Meroe, which had become an easy target for iowas (Kirwan
1972:458, 460-464). Kirwan has also accepted Piastgpargument that
the impoverishment of Meroe was one of the reasfums Rome’s
withdrawal from the Dodecaschoenos and this withhdfamay have
encouraged the Axumite attack on Meroe, while tbehwards-moving
Noba then became known as ‘Nobades’ (Kirwan 1963:2870-271;
1957b:37-41 and 1958:69-73). When commenting on dhealled X
people, known for their tombs in the latest stafjderoitic civilization,
Kirwan (1937:60) considered the X group as wellhesNobadai a negroid
people® As for the Nubian language and its use, Kirwan3{t60-61)
notes two possible scenarios: either the Nubiaguage was introduced
from the South Kardofan region by the ‘Nubae’ ie @f' century BC and
co-existed as a spoken language next to the wiliienoitic one, or it was
introduced by the Noba in th& ¢entury AD.

2.2 The renowned archaeologist W Y Adams (1983:@3) has stressed that
not only the Dodecaschoenos once belonged to tieaR Empire, but
that there was also a Roman presence in the Ttaschoenos, the region
extending to the " cataract, which is known as Lower Nubia. Adams
considered the suggested pre-Roman existence dggptian-Kushité
condominiunas unacceptable to the Roman conquerors of Egya8 BC
the Kushites attacked the Roman frontier garris@atsPhilae, Syene,
Elephantine), an action that ended with Roman safgiand the ‘treaty
of Samos’, whichinter alia appears to have re-establishecbadominium
(see also Desanges 1969:139-14%)ams accepts Procopius’s assertion
of Diocletian’s withdrawal, which put the frontiat Philae. Nevertheless,
Adams refers to a'3century papyrus, indicative of the presence of a
Roman legion at Primis (Qasr lbrim, Phrim), southHiera Sycaminos
(Adams 1983:94, 97cf. Desanges 1969:145). The content of this

Adams 1993:19, in an unusual article, reviewingather superficially — the origin and
role of the ‘Nubians’, remarks that they ‘are tlestf historically recognizable black
African people’, and therefore Nubia was used odern ‘Afrocentric’ research as the
‘Mother of the World'. This Nubia, he remarks, thé black nationalists’ Nubia’.
Kushite (or Cushite: the spelling varies from haut to author) is used in modern
scholarship as synonymous with Meroitic in the MNubicontext. In this article |
respected — as far as possible — the spellingi@tbby each author.
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document, which has not been compiled inkbeates has been confirmed
by Olympiadorus, writing in 423, who after havingsited Primis states
that this stronghold had once been Roman Egypt'st reouthernimes
although in Olympiadorus’s time it was occupied the Blemmyes.
Adams further observes that the excavation at @a@ém confirms the
presence of Roman soldiers, and that althoughattiee$s was re-occupied
by the Meroites after AD 100, it appears that thess still or again a
Roman military centre as ‘a military outpost orealsoil’. Adams explains
this situation as follows: ‘Nubians’ immigrated ént.ower Nubia from the
Southern lands of the Empire of Kush (i.e. Merd#)e Dodecaschoenos
was inhabited mainly by Egyptians and Romans, thezeghe immigrants
took the vacant lands nearby Primis, which at timé was mentioned
in Meroitic inscriptions as Pederne. Thus, Adamectudes, one should
distinguish between Bmites an administrative one (at Hiera Sycaminos),
a military one (at Primis), and later on an ethaie (again at Hiera
Sycaminos). Adams explains this ‘seeming anomaly'falows: since
there has been little or no Kushite settlementmoftthe 3 cataract since
the last millennium BC, the Kushite power centrd Bhifted from Napata
to Meroe. The real threat for the Romans in Lowebid and thdimes
zone were the Beja (Blemmyes). The fortress of @aam (Primis) was
therefore maintained to prevent the Blemmyes froettlisg in the
surrounding region, while on the contrary the setttnt of the ‘Nubians’
was encouraged. This explains, according to Addre83:100;cf. Adams
1976:14-24), why'Procopius has recorded how Diocletian invited the
oasis—dwelling Nobatae tribe to occupy Lower Nulig,a buffer against
Blemmye attacks, at the time when he withdraw tlenBn garrisons’,
and he stresses his conviction that the Nobadagé weteed the ‘Nubian
resettlers of whom we find so much archaeologicatlence’, thereby
remarking that their immigration into Lower Nubia ieality began long
before the period of Diocletian and the withdraafthe Roman troops.

2.3 P Lenoble & Nigm ed Din Mohammed Sharif (1825-35) have doubted

that the collapse of Meroe was the result of arasion of barbarians
comparable to the collapse of the Western Romanifémpn the contrary
Meroe’s collapse took its own course and the ‘Efdvieroe’ ... would
not designate a political or military event atttdole to invasion or
barbaric influence, but would describe a continueuslution over the
and %' centuries, leading the same Nilotic peoples frone golitical
system to another’ and thus from paganism to theethraditional
Nubian Christian Kingdoms (Lenoble & Nigm ed Din Mommed Sharif
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1992:629). The two authors consequently appear ast cdoubt on
Procopius’s mention of Nobaddand not of Meroites), presuming that the
Meroites and Nobadai were in fact the same people.

2.4 In 1998 Stanley Burstein (1998:125-132) prigbra new interpretation,
rejecting Procopius and the scholars who followed, because (a) they
ignored the role of the kingdom of Meroe, (b) bessathe Nobadai only
occupied the Dodecaschoenos in tHe century AD, and (c) because
Diocletian was not intimidated by the Blemmyes, butcessfully warred
against them. Thus, relying on earlier researchTbyok (1980:82-85;
1988a:28-29; 1988hb:282-285), Burkhardt (1985:16-48) Kormysheva
(1989:305-315), Burstein believed that it was thegdom of Meroe
that was the main beneficiary of Diocletian’s withdal (not the
Blemmyes and certainly not the Nobadai), althoughskates that this
interpretation offers only a partial explanatiorince the scholars to
whom he referred, i.e. Térok, Burkhardt and Kornexah ‘presuppose that
the Roman military presence in the Dodecaschoendsalfready ended,
when Diocletian decided to make Aswan the soutlientier of Egypt
in 298 AD'. Here, according to Burstein, Procopius’s insistetiag the
Roman forts in the Dodecaschoenos were still irsterce in AD 298
proves to be correct since this is confirmed byatirmilestone inscription
(CIL 3.14148; text repeated in Burstein 1998:130)upatriginally along a
road in Lower Nubia, constructed or repaired betw2@3 and 298 AD
(Burstein 1998:130). Burstein suggests that whilerditic influence
increased, some Roman forts were still maintainethé Dodecaschoenos.
This policy of Diocletian thus aimed at shiftingetltontrol over the
Blemmyes to Meroe, a policy that ‘enjoyed a consible degree of
success’ (Burstein 1998:131).

2.5 In the same year as Burstein’s publicationume 3 of the excellent
edition and commentary by T Eide, T Hagg, R HoRderce & L Torék on
the textual sources of the Middle Nile Region frira £'to the &' century
AD was publishedKontes1998). It contributed to a new understanding of
several Nubian documents of the Late-Roman ang estlieval period as
well as to the chronological order of events. I$ laéso shed new light on
the border situation around Philae in the time wiclztian.

® Modern authors have spelled the name of thig firidifferent ways: Nobatai, Nobadai,
Nobatae, Nobadae, Nobates and Nobades. In thideartive will adopt the spelling
‘Nobadai’, but we respect the authors’ spelling wine quote their texts.
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L Térok, commenting on the withdrawal of the Ronfieomtier in AD 298
as well as on Procopiubé¢ Bellis1.19.27-37), has stated that Procopius’s
information according to which the withdrawal oftlRomans coincides
with the ‘settlement of the Nobatai in an evacuaBtlecaschoenos’,
cannot be accepted. He believes it more probableagsume that the
vacuum [...] was filled by the Meroitic kingdom, igh during the second
and third thirds of the "3 century AD exerted an increasingly effective
control over this territory, i.e. a territory whickas inhabited mainly by
a non-Egyptian, ‘Aithiop-ian’ (sic) population attiat the re-settlement of
the region as well as its new military organizatibarefore was no longer
a Roman task, but became a Meroitic of@rtes1192-3). Tordk thereby
accepts the possibility of a Roman treaty — atsdume period — with the
Blemmyes (Beja), but not with the Nobadai.

2.6 D A Welshy, publishing his book on the Medielkahgdoms of Nubia in

2002, does not agree with Burstein’s scenario (@tlwhe was not aware),
neither with that expressed by Toérok in thentes He notes that the
Romans had two policies vis-a-vis the ‘barbariaos’the Nubiardimiton.
Citing John of Ephesus, he points out that subsidy paid to the Nobadai,
and repeating Procopius he accepts that Dioclep@nsuaded the
‘barbarian’ Nobadai to migrate (Welsby 2002:18). Hen uses the
testimoniumof Olympiadorus (of 423), an inscription of theeBimyan
phylarchosPhoinen in the Mandulis temple, dating from theibring
of the 3" century (Wilcken 1901:413; cEontes no. 313) , the triumphant
inscription of King Silko, a Nobadian, dating frasome years before 450
(OGISI 201;cf. Fontesno. 317), the Coptic correspondence of the Roman
commander of the Egyptiadimiton troops with Tantaniphylarchosof
the An(n)oubades (ca. 450Fdntes nos. 320, 321, 322) and finally the
peace treaty of 452 (or 4537?), inscribed in theplenof Philae(Prisci
Panitae Fragmentano. 21, as illustrations and proof that the Roman
policy had — in contradiction to Burstein’s belief only limited success
(Welsby 2002:18-19). Finally, Welsby believes tlve¢ have a plethora of
names which may refer to a single people, among tNebae, Nobades,
Nobates, Annoubades, Nouba and Red N¢R@02:15). Welsby accepts
that Procopius’s reference to the Nobadai may banaichronism and that
it was the Cushites (i.e. Meroites) wistepped into the vacuum left by the
withdrawal of Roman garrisons, if such a vacuunr exésted’ and that the
Cushite State (i.e. the Meroitic Empire), which vestering its final phase
by the end of the3century AD, most likely broke up along the Nilgei

in a number of parts (Welsby 2002:15-t7;also Welsby 2006). He also
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refers to the inscription of Kharamadoy€oftesno. 300), who was an
independent ruler gore’ ruler) of Lower Nubia (early"5century), having
successfully fought king Yismeniye (i.e. probabhetBlemmyan King
Isemne). Kharamadoye maintained his links, howewdth the Meroitic
culture by using the Meroitic language in his iftion, which was the
last one written in that language. Welsby furthesuanes that the Nobadae
‘were presumably the subjects of Kharamadd\éelsby 2002:16-17).

Two years after Welsby’s book, D N Edwards lighled his own study
on the Nubian past (Edwards 2004). He approached.dbke-Roman and
Post-Meroitic periods mainly from an archeologigabint of view.
He heavily criticizes the different constructions 20" century authors
around the ‘end of Meroe’, considering them elato@nd imaginative,
but leaving the fundamental problems unsolved. Héebes that the
Axumite texts are by no means straightforward, #mt the Noba and
Khasa, mentioned in these inscriptions cannot batifiled with certainty,
and doubts Burstein's belief that Meroe had becamessal of Axum
(Burstein 1981:47-50 [= Burstein 1995:207-211]). &lso tends to reject
the theories of Adams (1977:385) and Torok (19872, who suggested
that Axumite competition in the trade with Late-RamEgypt was a
contributing factor to Meroe’s decline, statingtthmodern perceptions of
international trade and commercial competition \Whianderlie such
suggestions seem anachronis{igdwards 2004:183-184). Therefore, the
disappearance of the Meroitic Starust be sought in the political
dissolution or devolution of that state’ (Edward802:185), while the
migration theories of Noba and Nubian tribes wesienple explanations’
of the last century.

Finally, recently Effrosyni Zacharopoulou (®0305-333) tackled the
problem ‘Procopius and Diocletian’ in an interegtiarticle, written in
Greek, which claims to solve the problem. Her basi is to approach
Procopius’s account and the measures taken by @iaclto secure the
defense of the southelimes of Egypt critically, as well as to assess how
justified Procopius was in referring to the Nobadgtie believes that the
Dodecaschoenos was in the Roman period a polyeethmd multi-lingual
society, consisting of Greeks, Romans, Egyptiars [aften Hellenized]
Blemmyes, but especially a society of a populatioat came from the
south (i.e. Meroe) and whose people was known athiopians’. The
governance of the Dodecaschoenos is centered ofsitheult. She also
holds that during the8century the Meroites profited from the crisis e t
Roman Empire to promote via the Isis cult their oadministrative
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organization over the Dodecaschoenos. Diocletiars wa Egypt to
terminate the revolt of Domitian, and went souttdgamwhere he defeated
the Blemmyes and the Meroites after which he reizeghthede facto
situation in the Dodecaschoenos, which he strength¢he Philae region
with strong fortifications. She explains Diocletimndecisions by the
stagnation of trade with and through the Dodecasob® and the
importance of trade with Ethiopia through the pafrtAdoulis. Moreover,
the Meroites would now be obliged to contain therBinyes and Nubian
tribes which moved in Lower Nubia from the soutin¢s the ' century
BC?) and thus the people of Lower Nubia consistehtty of Nubians,
who became ‘meroiticized’, strongly connected witte Isis cult and
its temples. From the ™ century Christianity took over the Roman
religious framework. Since the bulk of the ‘Aithiap’ population of
the Dodecaschoenos consisted of Nubians duringlates part of the
4" century, the Meroitic ‘elite’ was no longer able tontrol the
Dodecaschoenos and new rulers (the so-called XpgpowBallana, known
by their tombs) took over. Thus there was a traorsio replacement of the
Meroitic culture by a Nubian one, in which Nubiaecame the new
general and dominating language. This explainstiggn of the kingdom
of Nobadia and its wars with the Blemmyes. WhencBpius referred to
Nobadai, it was an anachronism as for the namestiluthe population
was greatly ‘Nubian’ in Diocletian’s time.

3. Toward some conclusions and new solutions: ificak assessment of the
theories

The disagreement and contradictions between hasterifrom Procopius to
Zacharopoulou mainly concern the following aspeatsich are interconnected:

(i) Which people(s) the Romans fought at the Nabifaiton at the end of
the 3° century AD and made peace with?

(i) Which were the relations between the differgnbups on thdimiton,
i.e. Blemmyes, Nobadae, Romans, Aithiopians, antbites?

(iif) When and why was the balance reached in AB @Bturbed? Was a
new population displacement one of the causes? and

(iv) Should the problem of the Dodecaschoenos (En@tontaschoenos)
be put in a wider geographical context, i.e. tHishe larger Meroitic
region?
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3.1 The different theories, exposeslprg have not only very often
contradicted each other, but also — to a point futeel each other. By
having examined and debated the same problems diffemrent and new
angles within their own specific chronological peti of ideas and
prejudices, they produced nevertheless a valuadypesit, which can be
used and re-used to refine our historical insigtithin the framework of
the intellectual milieu of the day.

3.2 The theory of invasions (by Noba, Nobadai, mies), promoted or
accepted — to different degrees — by Kirwan, Bunst&orok, Welsby
and even Adams has been strongly criticized, if autright rejected by
Lenoble and Sharif and recently by Edwards, wheetdenied the concept
of a destruction of Meroe (‘End of Meroe’) as aulesf invasions. Instead
they believe that Meroe’s decline should be exglaiby internal factors.

The initiators of this ‘new’ theory do not commeaoh the
reasons for Diocletian’s withdrawal and do not toysolve the causes
and circumstances of the ‘immigrations’ (andt ‘invasions’) or debate
the origin and ethnicity of tribes in the MeroitEmpire and more
specifically in the Dodeca- or Triacontaschoenasither do they date
these ‘immigrations’. Edward’s outright rejectiorf economic factors,
specifically in the Roman-Meroitic-Axumite contexds contributing to
Meroe’s decline as anachronistic, does not holéman fact, commercial
activities between Egypt and its southern neighbalate from ancient
Egyptian times, while the ‘economic decline theds/not a 28 century
‘imagery’, but is solidly based on financial grosngvhich have been
explained by an ancient source (Procopius). Thesanwrcial factors
could well be one of the determining ‘internal’ @é&pments, which
Edwards appears to favour as a cause, althougé thew final evidence
for this. The withdrawal of the Roman troops in AB8 by Procopius
is therefore certainly not a 9@entury ‘imagery’. The weakening of the
safety and security situation in the Dodecaschoemabs the mention of
strong local rulers and leaders — as we shalliisea — may reflect the
economic decline, which in turn may probably haeerb precipitated by
civil and military unrest. Whether one accepts or that the Nobadai or
other ‘Nubians’ had already started their marauding incursiondefore
the 4" century, does in no way reason away or diminighekistence of
the continuing threat by the Beja, of which therses testify.

¢ One can assess the Beja activities from a largetber of document$@ntesnos. 279,
280, 282, 283, 284, 293, 295, 296, 302, 305, 388yal as from Ezana’s inscriptions in
Nubia.
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It is therefore most plausible that peaceful immigm by tribes
such as the Noba and other ‘Nubians’ into Merdéititory was alternated
by brutal invasions, and that the integration psscef these newcomers
into Meroitic civilization and the ‘Aithiopian’ pagation as well as violent
changes introduced by invaders contributed tod¢he ‘of Meroe'. It is also
quite impossible to cast doubt on the Axumite invas, since Axumite
inscriptions were found at Meroe itself. Whethee tMeroitic kings
became or did not become vassals of Axum is — Har article — not
directly relevant, but these invasions certainlptdbuted to Meroe’s final
decline.

Whether Diocletian’s withdrawal created a vaous relative and indeed
debatable. The withdrawal, which probably was nosotute, does not
appear to have created a ‘new’ situation, and sbiletian and his
successors paid subsidy to the Blemmyes and tarities then living in
the Dodecaschoenos, who were later usedoaderati or symmachoi
(cf. Fontesnos. 309-313 and 320-322).

The epigraphs gathered and commented inFtwesby Holton
Pierce and Tordk convincingly illustrate the preseand cultural-religious
supremacy of the Meroites in Philae and even sulabtep as Qasr lbrim
(cf. Fontesno 276) in the Dodecaschoenos (and Triacontasolspdrom
the middle of the "8 century AD to 298: there are no fewer than nine
Meroitic demotic graffiti from Philae, referring fmr mentioning Meroitic
kings and princesHontesnos. 249, 250, 252, 256, 257, 259, 260, 261,
262) as well as four from Dakk#&@ntesnos. 251 [with one hieroglyphic
and one demotic graffito], 254, 255). Most of theme also connected
with a proskynemato Isis. Moreover, at Karanog there is a Meroitic
funerary non-royal inscription of the ‘noble’ higffficial, Netewitar, and
a Greekproskymenainscription of Abratoye (Abratoeis) in Philae, who
was the psentesof the King of Aithiopia’ Fontes no. 265). There are
also a demotic Meroitic and a Greptoskynemaof Tami, who was a tax
collector of Isis at Philae for the Roman Empenud at the same time the

There is some confusion between the use of thastéederati and symmachoiin
the Northern African context. Maspet874:61-63 holds that tHeederatiin Byzantine
(i.,e. Late Roman) times, in Constantinople and Afekia, were not organized
according to tribal lines, like the classical onBops like the oldoederatiwere now
known assymmachoi

‘Psentes’ yévng) is the Greek version of the Meroitic term ‘pesetoeaning ‘son [of
the king]’, i.e. governor (Torok ifrontes1022). Such governors were appointed for a
limited period. They should not be confused wita tore’, who were independent (or
semi-independent [ ?]) rulers or kings.
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tax collector for the estates under the contrathef king of Meroe (Hagg
and Torok, inFontesnos. 261, 266).

Moreover, in the Meroitic Chamber of the Isis teept Philae,
there are inscriptions of a Meroitic embassy, wheaees, referring to
the queen, thpesetq(i.e. the ‘king’s son = the governor [of Lower Nal)
and high military and administrative Meroitic pemsoare mentioned
(2™ half of 3% century; Fontesno. 267). At Karanog again there is the
funerary cursive Meroitic inscription of KhawitargpesetoAkinte (‘the
King’s son in Lower Nubia’) Fontesno. 268), and at the same place also a
funerary Meroitic inscription opesetoAbratoye (Abratoeis) of the same
period is found Eontesno. 270).

Finally one should mention an inscription in Faf@achoras)
referring to pesetosand higher military commandergdntes no. 271)
and a demotic graffito of Teo, ‘the Lord of the wat(i.e. probably the
admiral of the Meroitic Nile fleet) from AD 273. Ehlatter graffito is
interesting since it is dated to the ‘fourth reggabr of Aurelian’, thus
recognizing the Roman importance in the regiéontesno. 272).

Modern scholars have in general ignored in thescussions
a Latin graffito from the 8 or 4" century at the Great Enclosure at
Musawwarat es Sufr&(L I11,83; cf. Fontesno. 297):

Bona fortuna. Dominae
Reginae in multos an-
nos feliciter! venit

e urbe mense Apr.

die XV traces

-tus

[Good fortune! To (Our) Lady the Queen with wisli@ssuccess for
many years to come (...)tus arrived from the citytioe 1%8' day of
the month of April.] (translation by Eide, in Foatp. 1093).

While Hintze (1964:298) has suggested that thgina is a queen of
Meroe, Torok (1886a:357 arfebntes1094) believes that it refers to the
goddess Isis. He also believes that the text waitewrby some foreign
visitor, anyway someone who spoke and wrote Latththat Latin was the
official language of the Roman army. However, Irdi see why a ‘Latin
speaking visitor’ would visit a monument in Musawataes Sufra and
refer to the Meroitic queen or Isis. Such a persdm certainly was not an
‘Aithiopian’, Egyptian or Greek, since he would rix# Latin speaking and
would not ‘erect’ a Latin dedication in Nubia, skebbe — in my view —
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anofficial Roman visitor, i.e. an envoy or a military. Indeddhe graffito
dates from the @ rather than the 8 century as suggested by Térok (in
Fontes1093), one should wonder what at this late stagh supersonage
was doing in Nubia if not representing the Romamegoment or army.
Such an eventuality would be an argument in faxadyrolonged Roman
involvement in Lower Nubia, be it political or ntdry. Combined with
the earlier Latin milestone inscriptiorCIL 3.14148) from between
AD 293 and 298 (Burstein 1998:130), which has begmred by the
authors of theFontes and Welsby, this graffito may give reason to
presume that the withdrawal of Diocletian was rmfisal and definitive
as stated by Procopius, and might even explain byalsdoubt about the
existence of a vacuum created by the evacuatiorreddby Diocletian
(Welsbhy 2002:15).

The mention of a ‘Nuba’ in an inscription 4iilRe dates to ca. 53Fgntes
no. 325) and is written in Greek. The fact that sone identifies himself
with the old identity of ‘Nuba’, as opposed to ttegm Annoubades or
Noubadai, indicates that people created a new itgleot were seeking
for one. The last inscription in demotic Meroitiatds to the late"4—
beginning §' century (inscription ofqore [king, ruler] Kharamadoye:
Fontesno. 300), and the last inscription in hieroglypagwell as demotic
Meroitic dates to 394 (graffito of Esmétakhdtuntesno. 306). There are
a number of Greek inscriptions and other writtenrses during the '3
century relating to Blemmyes-Bej&dntesnos. 279, 280, 281, 282, 283,
284). All these inscriptions show that from tHé ® the ' century the
population of Lower Nubia went through a transfotior which was
political as well as cultural and linguistic.

One can say with some degree of certainty Eliatletian’s withdrawal
made space for the last ‘Aithiopians’ of the disgriating Kingdom of
Meroe and not for the Nobadai as an independenupgrolhese
‘Aithiopians’ thus appear to be the descendant&omants of the original
population of the Ancient Dodecaschoenos, but itmipossible to say
whether they were already a mixed population or Natmenclature does
not help us a lot. The term ‘Nuba’ stems from Aniig and was still used
in Meroitic texts of the period of Diocletian, Wdithe ancient Greeks
refer to ‘Noubai’ and the ancient Egyptians usedb', linking it with

their word nub for gold (cf. Kirwan 1937:47-48; Vantini 1981:2&:2
Zacharopoulou 2010:313-314) In the beginning of #ecentury, the
Axumite king Ezana who conquered Meroe or a pait, apeaks about the
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‘Red Noba’ and the ‘Black Nob&Only in the first half of the B century
do we encounter the terms ‘Nobadae’, ‘Nobatae’ dAd(n)oubades’ or
‘nation of the Anouba’ in the sources. Modern aushhave not helped the
confusion, because they very often use the termsyasnyms for each
other, which — sensu stricto — they are.néantini (1981:26), trying to
conciliate different theories, proposed that theuNai moved northwards
from Kordofan, came into the Nile valley and mixedth the local
population who had been there since Meroitic timégiother people,
the Nobadai came from the western desert, won @oatd ‘intermingled
with the Noubai, forgot their own language and lretgaspeak that of the
majority’. Although Vantini sees in these movemeat®sgical explanation
for the fact that there are resemblances between ldmguage of
the ‘Nobiyin’ (the present day Nubians) and toddgisguages of the Nuba
Mountains as well as those of some Berbers in Ndkftica, his
explanation has not been accepted, since theteaare flaws. The original
inhabitants of the Dodecaschoenos belonged to thmikit Empire, and
the inscriptions use the Meroitic language (hieypglc and demoatic),
which up till now is only partly understood. Théanguage was certainly
not the later Nubian (Nobadian and / or Makourian)glaage, which
survived today in some parts of Sudan in a modermf As ‘Meroites’
they were the old ‘Aithiopians’ (of the Greek soes§, also called
‘Noubai’ by the ancient Greeks and ‘Nuba’ by therMies themselves.

3.6 ltis indicative that the Nobadian ruler, 8ilkn his triumphal inscription at
Kalabsha (some time before 450 AD) uses the title' facidickoc
NovBadov kai 6Aov t@v Adneov’ (Fontesno. 317), thus indicating that
even at that later stage Lower Nubia was inhalbitedNobadai as well as
‘Aithiopians’, the latter being the descendantstloe survivors of the
original Meroitic (or Cushitic) population. The terAithiopians’ certainly

® Paul 1954:46 believes that the black Noba wedar&-skinned tribe from the South,
who had occupied — Ezana'’s time — a great parhefMeroitic kingdom, while the
Red Noba, also mentioned by Ezana, were living nmomthwards. Paul also believes
that it is ‘quite possible’ that these are the athes$ Diocletian had subsidised in 298.

It is remarkable that the editors of thentesappear to avoid the issue. Thus, in their
vol. 4 (Corrigenda and IndicesBergen, 2000:1307- 08) they list Noba/N(o)uba(i),
Nobatai, Noubades / Noubadians, Nuba, Nubai andadal{Nisyw), thereby referring
Nobatai to Noubades/Noubadians, Nuba and NubaidisaNand considering Nubians
(Nhsyw) as an entry apart, thus reducing all the faiwr® basic ones : Noba/N(o)ubal(i),
Noubades / Noubadians and NubianagfWv). However, the texts, to which the index
refers, give no clear idea about the differenceshefterms or the ‘ethnicity’ of the
groups.

10
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does not refer the Blemmyes, who were the foeslkd $Hendrickx 1984:
no.16;Fontesno. 317}

3.7 Torok’s opinion that Diocletian gave the Daalsrhoenos to the Meroites
is — as a result of the inscriptions and pending tlefinition of the
term ‘Meroites’ — correct, but that does not ‘idéyitthe ‘Aithiopians’ in
this region purely as Meroites, in exactly the samanner as (later)
inscriptions in Greek and Coptic made these inbalstneither Greeks nor
Copts. It also is very doubtful that the task oépimg out the Blemmyes
and safeguard the Romaimes was since AD 298 shifted to the
Meroitic Kingdom itself, which was declining, sintge so-called vacuum
was filled by independent rulers with a Meroitidtare and probably still
recognizing in theory the overlordship of the KingMeroe until when, at
a later stag® these rulers were succeeded by rulers coming fitwen
Nobadai tribe.

Moreover, Torék (inFontes1141) does not seem to be very
convinced about the relations or differences betwtbe old ‘Nuba’ and
the later An(n)oubades (Nobadai). At the occasibhi® commentary on
the petition of Bishop Appion in the Thebaid to EBrrs Theodosius Il
and Valentinian Ill (Feissel-Worp 1988:97-11Epntes no. 314), who
complains about barbarian attacks, more specificafl Blemmyes and
An(n)oubades, Tordk rather confusingly considems #n(n)oubades as
‘representatives of the large family of Nubian-dp@a appearing in the
ancient sources as Nuba'. In fact, the An(n)oubatiesild be identified as
Noubadai as can be inferred from the sequence airdents and events
from Tantani to Silkodf. Fontesnos 317-322).

The fact that parts of Torok's explanation are ectr does not
entail necessarily the incorrectness of Procopiusfrmation. In a
discussion of Diocletian’s withdrawal by Paul (1954), we read that the
Nuba relations with the Beja were uncertain. Momo\WPaul appears to
understand that Procopius's reference to ‘Nobadagi fact nothing else
than a reference to the ‘Nuba’. Zacharopoulou'sctgion (2010:325-

" The Greek contemporary sources never call thenBiges ‘Aithiopians’. Interestingly,
Papadopoullos 1966:15-16 believes that the Nobadae not a unified people, but
were ‘constituted by a number of tribes’, Silko rgpithe headman of one tribe,
‘imposing his rule on related tribes’. He rathenwocingly refers to lines 17-18 of
Silko’s inscription, reading:«ai oi &\\ot, NovBadwv dvotépw, éndpbnoa g ydpog
avt®v’. His conclusion, which is nothing more than arsuaaption, is that therefore
Silko’s kingdom comprised Meroe and stretchedaasi$ the Ethiopian territory.

2|t is quite impossible to give an exact date tfiis event, which probably was not a
violent one.
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326) is similar. This may indeed be the correctrapph for understanding
Procopius’s information. In the same way as modaunthors continue

to confuse the different ‘Nubian’ peoples (Nubiaréyuba, Nobadai,

Noba, etc.), Procopius — writing his work in Comgiaople during the

6™ century — was in no position to grasp the diffeemetween these
nominations, and used the term ‘Nobadai’ (which wasirrent term in his

century) for the non-Beja inhabitants of Nubia,smot referring to any

particular ‘tribe’ or ‘group’ of Nubians. As such, his analysf the facts is

correct: Diocletian made peace with the ‘Nubiamsthe Dodecaschoenos
and also with the Beja, who did not belong to tlteMeroitic Empire.

3.8 As for the Beja, it has been proposed that fbemed a sort of confede-
rated kingdom and that only the king of the confatlen used the title of
basileus while chiefs of subtribes or smaller groups wohklbasiliskoi
and / orphylarchoi Even acursushonoris has been proposed, based on
such titles® However, one should doubt the existence of afederated
kingdom’ at all times or even pose the questionthdrethere might have
been more than one ‘confederated kingdom’ at theesime. To avoid the
problem, some authors speak of ‘marauders’ or itlsgs’ to indicate
groups, who did not includall the Beja, and of marauding Annoubades,
who were in temporary alliance with the Begd (T6rok inFontes1141).

It therefore is far from certain — in my opinion that Diocletian made
peace with a ‘confederated Beja king’ in 298.

3|t is true that the small Beja groups subjugaiedthe beginning of the"4century by
the Axumite king Ezana are callédsiliskoj and also the later Beja kings (or kinglets)
of the Gebelein documents-dntes nos. 334, 336; Hendrickx 1996:152-164) call
themselvesbasiliskoi But so does Silko! Moreover, theasiliskoi of the Gebelein
documents appear in a Greek-Coptic text of the sgraap asIIPPO, which is the
currant Coptic term for ‘King’. Fontesno. 339). It is therefore accepted thasileus
andbasiliskoswere in fact used in Nubia as synonyms. It isghgrimportant to note
that bothbasileis(e.g. Phonen) and the lataaisiliskoiof the Gebelein documents were
assisted byhylarchoiandhypotyrannoi

% Torok (in Fontes1057), while commenting on the war between Meroé the Beja-
Blemmyes in 291, writes that the Blemmyes of thgiae between the Red Sea and
Lower Nubia appeared at that time to be moving td&a ‘united tribal kingdom’. Paul
1954:59 categorically rejects the opinion that Beja had ‘any organized form of
government’, but that each group had his own cliefvever he admits that they were
‘ready as ever to unite under an outstanding leddera major raid against their
neighbours’ and that they later appear to haveedrtib form a petty kingship, and that
they ‘had some pretensions to a settled existendeaa orderly form of government’
some time before Olympiadorus’s visit to Syene b 423.
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3.9 As for thecondominiumof Romans and ‘Aithiopians’ (Meroites), it
appears that this situation, whetldejure or defacto,was on and off from
the Gallus episode onwards until at least the wathval of Diocletian’s
troops, interrupted by wars and then re-establishegeace agreements.
The success of Diocletian’s withdrawal can be asxb different terms:
financially, it appears that the Roman subsidy baly a limited success,
while militarily the so-called ‘one hundred yearegre imposed on
the defeated Beja and Nobadai by the Roman-Byzantommander
Maximinus in AD 453 and its very brief duration tasuch doubt on the
long-term success of the Roman withdrawal. Theulise$s of Beja and
Nobadai used as auxiliary troops even at a latagestfoederati or
symmachgiremains debatablé.

4, Conclusion

The overview, analysis and critical assessmenheftheories and ‘solutions’ for
the problems regarding Diocletian’s peace with fiabians’ in AD 298 have
clearly illustrated their shortcomings and the ramimg problems. It would be
foolish to pretend that | solved all these probleimst not only are these now
clearly identified and defined, but for several eémng questions, posed under
section 3, solutions have been presented. Thoanibe accepted as fact that while
by the end of the "8 century AD the Romans were — at least partially —
withdrawing their troops from the Dodecaschoenbg, vacuum was filled by
different groups, including immigrating tribes, wtstowly integrated with the
original ‘Ethiopians’ of the region. This led to aautonomous Meroitic
‘principality’ in the region, where Meroitic remaid for some time the official
language of the leaders and Nubian the ‘new’ péstd@guage. Eventually a new
identity of ‘Nobadai’ was formed and a Nobadian ¢dom created. The Romans
also made peace with the Beja in AD 298, becaushowi such a peace the
withdrawal from the Dodecaschoenos would lead taonibtary and political
catastrophé.

15 See e.g. the content of the alleged letter ofatine Emperor Justin to the Ethiopian
Axumite ruler, Kaleb, in which he mentions sendBigmmyan and Nobadian troops to
Kaleb in order to attack the land of the Homer{féemen), where the Christians were
persecutedcf. Hendrickx 1984:66-69, no. 14. Another later exhaip the controversy
around the Blemmyan troops, supporting the Byzastiagainst the invading Muslims
from Egypt: Hendrickx 2012:110-11; El-Tahir 1994:923;idem 2007:153-156.

® This peace held for a short time only, and Befitiation or even rule appears to have
continued until Silko’s conquests, but this fallggide the scope of this article.
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