


J E W I S H  S Y M B O L S  

I N  T H E  G R E C O - R O M A N  P E R I O D  

A B R I D G E D  E D I T I O N  



MYTHOS 

J. J. Bachofen 

Joseph Campbell 

Henry Corbin 

F. M. Cornford 

Mircea Eliade 

Mircea Eliade 

Mircea Eliade 

Erwin R. Goodenough 
(Jacob Neusner, ed.) 

Jane Ellen Harrison 

Joseph Henderson & 
Maud Oates 

Carl Kerenyi 

Roger S. Loomis 

Bronislaw Malinowski 
(Ivan Strenski, ed.) 

Ench Neumann 

Erich Neumann 

Maud Oakes with 
Joseph Campbell 

Dora & Erwin Panofsky 

Paul Radin 

Otto Rank, Lord Raglan, 
Alan Dundes 

Gladys Reichard 

Geza R0heim 
(Alan Dundes, ed.) 

Robert A. Segal, ed. 

Philip E. Slater 

Tke PnncetontBolliTigen Senes tn World Alytkoiogy 

MYTH, RELIGION, AND MOTHER 
RIGHT 

THE HERO WITH A THOUSAND 
FACES 

AVICENNA AND THE VISIONARY 
RECITAL 

FROM RELIGION TO PHILOSOPHY 

IMAGES AND SYMBOLS 

THE MYTH OF THE ETERNAL 
RETURN 

YOGA. IMMORTALITY AND 
FREEDOM 

JEWISH SYMBOLS IN THE GRECO-
ROMAN PERIOD 

PROLEGOMENA TO THE STUDY OF 
GREEK RELIGION 

THE WISDOM OF THE SERPENT 

ELEUSIS: ARCHETYPAL IMAGE OF 
MOTHER AND DAUGHTER 

THE GRAIL: FROM CELTIC MYTH 
TO CHRISTIAN SYMBOL 

MALINOWSKI AND THE WORK OF 
MYTH 

AMOR AND PSYCHE 

THE GREAT MOTHER 

WHERE THE TWO CAME TO THEIR 
FATHER 

PANDORA S BOX 

THE ROAD OF LIFE AND DEATH 

IN QUEST OF THE HERO 

NAVAHO RELIGION 

FIRE IN THE DRAGON 

THE GNOSTIC JUNG 

THE GLORY OF HERA 



E R W I N  R .  G O O D E N O U G H  

J E W I S H  S Y M B O L S  

in the 

Greco-Roman Period 

A B R I D G E D  E D I T I O N  

Edited, with a Foreword, by Jacob JVeusner 

0I0 
B O L L I N G E N  S E R I E S  

P R I N C E T O N  U N I V E R S I T Y  P R E S S  



PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 

PUBLISHED BY PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS 

41 WILLIAM STREET, PRINCETON, NEW JERSEY 0 8 5 4 0 

IN THE UNITED KINGDOM: 

PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS, OXFORD 

C O P Y R I G H T © 1 9 5 3 , 1 9 5 4 , 1 9 5 6 , 1 9 5 8 , 1 9 6 4 , 1 9 6 5 , 1 9 6 8 

BY PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS 

FOREWORD AND ABRIDGMENT COPYRIGHT © 1 9 8 8 

BY PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS 

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING IN PUBLICATION 

DATA WILL BE FOUND ON THE PAGE FOLLOWING THE 

INDEX. THIS IS A ONE-VOLUME ABRIDGMENT OF "JEWISH SYMBOLS 

IN THE GRECO-ROMAN PERIOD," BOLLINGEN SERIES XXXVI I , 

ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED BETWEEN 1953 AND 1 9 6 8 

LCC 88—5857 

ISBN O—69I — O 9 9 6 7 —7 

ISBN O — 6 9 1 — O I 9 2 2 - 3 (PBK.) 

PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS BOOKS 

ARE PRINTED ON ACID-FREE PAPER, AND MEET 

THE GUIDELINES FOR PERMANENCE AND DURABILITY 

OF THE COMMITTEE ON PRODUCTION GUIDELINES 

FOR BOOK LONGEVITY OF THE COUNCIL 

ON LIBRARY RESOURCES 

SECOND PRINTING, FOR THE MYTHOS 

PAPERBACK EDITION, 1 9 9 2 

IO 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 



CONTENTS 

Editor's Foreword 

Abbreviations 

PART I. THE QUESTION, THE METHOD 
(frOIll VOIIIIll('S I & IV ) 

CHAPTER 1. The Problem 
( Volume I. pp 3-32 ) 

CHAPTER 2. Method in Evaluating Symbols 
(VolumeIV.pp 25-62) 

A. THE PROBLEM 

B. WHAT IS A SYMBOL? 

1. The Psycholopcal Approach to SymbohslIl 
2. Relzpous Symbols 

3· JHigralion of Live Symbols 

4. The Lmgua Franca of Symbolwn 

5. Modern Symbolmll 
6. The Paradox of Symbols 

C. THE JEWISH SYMBOLS 

D. EVALUATING THE JEWISH SYMBOLS 

E. PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION 

PART iI. THE ANSWER 
(fiOTli VO/lIlIIn II' & VIII ) 

CHAPTER 3. The Shofar 
( Volume lV. pp. 167-94. pp 208-12 ) 

pa{!,f 

IX 

XXXIX 

3 

37 
38 
42 
45 
47 
49 
51 

54 
56 
59 
62 

A. THE SHOFAR ON THE MONUMENTS 82 
B. THE SHOFAR IN THE TRACTATE ROSH HASHANAH 85 
C. THE AKEDAH 87 

I. In the Talmud 87 
2. In the Mldrash 89 
3. In the Cabbala 101 

D. SYMBOLISM OF THE SHOFAR 104 
E. CONCLUSIONS III 



V, COXTE.YTS 

CHAPTER 4. Pagan Symbols in Judaism: Astronomical Symbols 1 1 6 
( Volume VIII. pp 167-218 ) 

A. A S T R A L SYMBOLS IN J E W I S H R E M A I N S LL6 

B. A S T R A L SYMBOLS IN P A G A N I S M 127 

1. In Religious and Philosophic Thought of the Greco-Roman 

Period 1 2 7 

2. In Pagan Art 1 3 4 

C. A S T R A L I S M IN J E W I S H L I T E R A T U R E I 4 7 

1 . In Rabbinical Writings 1 4 8 

2 In Merkabah and Apocalyptic 1 5 5 

3. In Jewish Gnosticism of the Maaseh Beieshith lgg 

4 In HellenizedJudaism 1 6 1 

D. HEL IOS 1 6 8 

E. S U M M A R Y 1 7 0 

PART III. THE SYNAGOGUE 

A T DURA-EUROPOS 

(fwm Yv!Hints IX-Xll) 

CHAPTER 5. Interpret ing the A r t o f the S y n a g o g u e at D u r a - E u r o p o s 177 

( Volume IX, pp. 3-24 ) 

A. R E L A T I O N T O SUR VI V I N G J E W I S H L I T E R A R Y 

T R A D I T I O N S 1 7 8 

B. D U R A A N D B A B Y L O N I A N JEWS 1 8 3 

C . P R O C E D U R E 1 8 4 

I . Architecture 1 8 5 

2 Pagan Symbols 185 

3. Older of Considering the Paintings 1 8 8 

4 Methods of Interpretation 1 9 0 

D. T H E " P H I L O S O P H E R " OF T H E S Y N A G O G U E 1 9 2 

E. T H E G O U G E D EYES 1 9 3 

CHAPTER 6. Cosmic Judaism: T h e T e m p l e o f A a r o n 195 

( VolumeX. pp- 2—26 ) 

A. T H E P A I N T I N G A N D ITS D E T A I L S 1 9 6 

B. I N T E R P R E T A T I O N 2 13 



CONTENTS vi i 

CHAPTER 7. T h e Judaism of Immaterial Reality: T h e A r k vs. Paganism 222 

( Volume X, pp. 74—97 ) 

A. P A G A N I S M 222 

B. T H E A R K 22G 

C. T H E T H R E E MEN 2 4 1 

D. C O N C L U S I O N 2 4 6 

CHAPTER 8. S u m m a r y : Judaism at Dura 249 

( Volume X,pp 197-2/0, Volume XII, pp 197—9$) 

Index 267 

List o f Illustrations 279 

Illustrations 283 





E D I T O R ' S  F O R E W O R D  

TH I S  A B R I D G M E N T  p r e s e n t s  t o  a  n e w  g e n e r a t i o n  o f  r e a d e r s  s o m e  o f  
the more important parts of Goodenough's now-classic Jewish Symbols in the 

Greco-Roman Period (I—XIII). Goodenough took as his problem the interpre­
tation of symbols of art and archeology in the study of religion. In his monu­
mental work, published between 1953 and 1968, he developed a method for 
explaining, without recourse to literary testimony and evidence, the meaning 
and use of symbols. In this synopsis I mean to provide a clear picture of Good-
enough's method and how it works in substantial examples of his results. Let 
me first briefly explain the structure of this book, then proceed to an account 
of Goodenough and his principal ideas. 

In Part I we go straight to Goodenough's statement of the problem he 
proposes to solve in this study, then to the method he uses to work out his an­
swer. In Parts II and III we then review Goodenough's discussions of specific 
problems and give a brief summary as he provided it. How does this abridg­
ment relate to Goodenough's Jewish Symbols? 

The original work was set out in thirteen volumes: 

V O L U M E S  ! - in  The  Archeologica l  Evidence  f rom Pales t ine  and  the  

Diaspora  VOL HI: 1209 i l lus t ra t ions  

V O L U M E  iv  The  Problem of  Method;  Symbols  f rom Jewish  Cul t  117 

i l lus t ra t ions  

V O L U M E S  v-vi  Fish ,  Bread ,  and  Wine  455 i l lus t ra t ions  

V O L U M E S  vi i -v i i i  Pagan Symbols  in  Judaism 459 i l lus t ra t ions  

V O L U M E S  ix -x i  Symbol ism in  the  Dura  Synagogue  V O L .  X I :  354 i l lus t ra ­

t ions ,  2  1 co lor  p la tes  

V O L U M E  X I I  Summary and Conclus ions  5  text  f igures  

V O L U M E  xi i i  IndexesandMaps  

Goodenough's massive conception encompasses three separate issues. First, he 
describes the archeological evidence for Judaism in Greco-Roman times, in 
Volumes I to III. I do not reproduce that part of his work because, while ac­
curate for its time, it is now dated by recent discoveries. I believe, moreover, 
that the current generation will find more interesting Goodenough's method 
and results than the archeological finds he surveyed. 

Second, in Volume IV, Part V, he takes up the interpretation of specific 
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svmbols, and from Volume IV, Part VI, through Volume VIII, he considers 
various symbols, individually. These he divides into two groups: those origi­

nating in distinctively Jewish settings and those deriving from "pagan" or non-
Jewish provenance. The former he rightly identifies as distinctively Jeyvish be­
cause they originate in the cult of the Jeyvish Temple in Jerusalem. The latter 
do not. Of the former group I have selected the shofar, of the latter, astrological 

symbols. 
Third, in Volumes IX to XI Goodenough proceeds to analyze a particular 

archeological site—one that, all parties concur, employs symbols symboli­
cally—to address the difficult question of how to deal as a whole and in one 
place with the entire symbolic vocabulary he had traced item by item. Because 

I regard the Dura study as the climax of Goodenough's work on Jeyvish symbols, 
I have included three major essays on Dura: first, Goodenough's statement of 
method in interpreting the svnagogue-art at Dura, second, his discussion of 
"cosmic Judaism," and third, his description of "the Judaism of immaterial 
reality." These seem to me his most systematic statements of results. 

Volume XII, published after Goodenough's death, summarized his main 
results. Out of this volume I present Goodenough's concluding chapter. Vol­
ume XIII included an index, compiled by Delight Anslev, a list of corrections 

and reconsiderations, and maps drawn bv Liam Dunne, with research assist­
ance by Irene J. Winter. The corrections and reconsiderations are incorpo­
rated in this abridged edition 

In addition to selecting what I believe to be representative and important 
chapters, I also have edited the selections and omitted some materials of the 
chapters presented here. This I did only for the sake of brevity. I urge readers 
to go to the original and review for themselves the whole of Goodenough's 

grand conception and presentation. 

E R  H7.V R .  G O O D E . X O I  G H .  I H 9 3 - I 9 6 5  

E R W I N  R A M S D E L L  G O O D E N O U G H  was the greatest historian of religion 

America ever produced, and Jewish Symbols is his major work. He was born in 

Brooklyn, Neyv York, was raised in a family devoted to Methodist fundamen­
talism, and studied at Hamilton College, Dreyv Theological Seminary, and 

Garrett Biblical Institute, from which he received his bachelor's degree in the­

ology in 1917. He then spent three years studying at Harvard University with 

George Foot Moore, the first important historian of religion in America, and 
another three years at Oxford University. He received his D. Phil, from Ox­

ford in 1923, and in the same year became instructor in history at Yale Uni­
versity. He spent his entire teaching career at Yale, being named Professor of 

the History of Religion in 1934 and John A. Hoober Professor of Religion in 
1959. He retired in 1962 and spent a post-retirement year at Brandets Univer-
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sity. The complete bibliography of his writings, by A. Thomas Kraabel, ap­
pears in J. Neusner, ed., Religions in Antiquity. Essays in Memory of Envin Ramsdell 
Goodenough (Leiden, 1968). 

Because Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period comprised twelve volumes 
of text and pictures and a thirteenth volume of index, only specialists worked 
their way through the whole. The work reached its audience principally 
through the reports of reviewers. While not all of the reviews proved hope­
lessly unsympathetic and supercilious, enough of them were so that Goode-
nough's achievement scarcely registered in his own day, and twenty years after 
his death, his work has lost access to that large world ofliterate readers inter­
ested in symbolism and the definition and meaning of religion that Goode­
nough proposed to address. Goodenough deserves a general audience be­
cause, through the specific case of the symbolism of ancient Judaism and the 
problems in its interpretation, he raises a pressing general question: how to 
make sense of the ways in which people use art to express their deepest 
yearnings, and how we are to make sense of that expression in the study of the 
people who speak—without resort to words—through it. 

The importance of Goodenough's work lies in his power to make the par­
ticular into something exemplary and suggestive, to show that, in a detail, we 
confront the whole of human experience in some critical aspects. Goodenough 
asks when a symbol is symbolic. He wants to know how visual symbols speak 
beyond words and despite words. We find ourselves surrounded by messages 
that reach us without words, that speak to and even for us beyond verbal ex­
planation. Goodenough studied ancient Jewish symbols because he wanted to 
explain how that happens and what we learn about the human imagination 
from the power of symbols. It is difficult to point to a more engaging and 
critical problem in the study of humanity than the one Goodenough took for 
himself. That is why, twenty years after the conclusion of his research, a new 
generation will find fresh and important the research and reflection of this 
extraordinary man. 

G OODΕΛ ΟUGH S ES,SE.YTIA L C0.\ 1 RIB I "IIO.X 

Wh e n  i n  1963 I had originally collected some of the ideas presented (after 

much revision) in what is to follow, I reviewed them with Goodenough, He 

asked me what I thought he had contributed. I turned the question on him. I 

recall my surprise at how he understated his contribution. Goodenough was a 

great man, one of the few truly great human beings I have known in scholar­
ship. The modesty of his assessment of his own work strikes me as evidence of 
that fact. At the same time, let it now be said that he had a sense of not having 
been adequately appreciated in his day- Even when he lay dying, Goodenough 
expressed a sense of disappointment and hurt. Academic life sometimes turns 
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paranoia into understatement. But Goodenough's continuing influence, the 
keen interest in his work two decades after his death, surely vindicates him and 
marks him as one of the giants of his age. 

In any event, let us now consider the essential contribution made by Jewish 

Symbols. Why are these books so important that they deserve careful study? 
Here is Goodenough's own view: First, a great deficiency in earlier scholarship 
on the archeology of this period has been the failure of most investigators to 
reckon openmindedly with the implications for classical Judaism of the relics 
of a supposedly aniconic faith which consistently used plastic symbols of all 
shapes, sizes, and significations. Whether one holds that decoration is "mere 
ornament" or not, one cannot lightly dismiss, as many have done, the astonish­
ing appearance of pagan ornament in Jewish settings. 

To this I would add one comment. Such offhand dismissal represents an 
act of faith in prevailing presuppositions that no scholar can afford to make. 
The eagle, the vine, the human and divine figures, including the head of Zeus, 
and the wreath all warrant serious consideration in the context of the art in 
which they generally were found, namely pagan art, as well as the unexpected 
places in which they turned up, on Jewish synagogues and ossuaries. By simply 
reviewing the finds in such a way, Goodenough has forced a reconsideration 
of their meaning. By proposing an explanation of them, he has forced the 
scholarly world to a thoughtful reappraisal of its earlier position: and he has 
rightly insisted that if his theses are rejected, others must be proposed in their 
place. In this way, a deficiency in earlier treatment of Jewish symbols in the 
Greco-Roman period has been addressed. 

Second, Goodenough's essential contribution, I believe he would say, is to 
be measured by evaluating not his "proof" of any of these theses, but rather 
his method and its cumulative consequences. Goodenough forced some of us to 
take seriously the question posed by the Jewish symbolic vocabulary yielded by 
ancient synagogues and sarcophagi. 

Goodenough does not claim to "prove" anything, for if by proof one 
means certain and final establishment of a fact, there can be no proof in the 
context of evidence such as this. The stones are silent. Goodenough reports 
what he understands about them, attempting to accomplish what the evidence 
as it now stands permits: the gradual accumulation of likely and recurrent ex­
planations derived from systematic study of a mass of evidence, and the 
growing awareness that these explanations point to a highly probable conclu­
sion. That is not a "demonstration" in the sense that a geometrical proposition 
can be demonstrated, and for good reason are the strictly literal (and, there­
fore, philological) scholars uncomfortable at Goodenough's results. But all 
who have worked as historians, even with literary evidence, must share Goode­
nough's underlying assumption, that although nothing in the endeavor to re­
cover historical truth is in the end truly demonstrable or positive, nonetheless 
significant statements about history may be made. 
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Third, Goodenough would claim that he has clearly indicated his method 
in his words, "a substantial probability recurrently emerging from this mass of 
evidence." If the cumulative evidence is inspected as cautiously as possible, it 
can hardly yield a statement other than the following; At the period between 
the first and sixth centuries, the manifestations of the Jewish religion were var­
ied and complex, far more varied, indeed, than the extant Talmudic literature 
would have led us to believe. 

Besides the groups known from this literature, we have evidence that 
"there were widespread groups of loyal Jews who built synagogues and buried 
their dead in a manner strikingly different from that which the men repre­
sented by extant literature would have probably approved, and in a manner 
motivated by myths older than those held by these men." The content of these 
myths may never be known with any great precision, but clearly they compre­
hended a Hellenistic-Jewish mystic mythology far closer to the Qabbalah than 
to Talmudic Judaism. In a fairly limited time before the advent of Islam, these 
groups dissolved. This is the plain sense of the evidence brought by Goode-
nough, not in any sense a summary of his discoveries, hypotheses, suggestions, 
or reconstruction of the evidence into a historical statement. Such a summary 
would not be possible, since Goodenough's central interest is the material and 
the method by which it may be dealt with, grave by grave, and symbol by sym­
bol. But the summary he does present is a very substantial contribution to 
scholarship indeed, the great significance of which should impel many readers 
to turn to the evidence itself for closer study. 

Through the present work Goodenough attained the rank of premier 
American historian of religion of the twentieth century, a status achieved, 
among native Americans, only by George Foot Moore. No other works have so 
decisively defined the problem of how to study religion in general, and, by way 
of example, Judaism in particular, as have Moore's Judaism and Goodenough's 
Jewish Symbols. Goodenough worked on archeological and artistic evidence, so 
he took as his task the description of Judaism out of its symbolic system and 
vocabulary. Moore worked on literary evidence, so he described Judaism as a 
systematic theological structure. Together they placed the systematic study of 
Judaism in the forefront of the academic study of religion and dictated the 
future of the history of religion in the West to encompass not only the religions 
of nonliterate and unfamiliar peoples, but also of literate and familiar ones. In 
all, Moore and Goodenough have left a legacy of remarkable power and intel­
lectual weight. 

The Archeological Evidence 

T H E  F I R S T  T H R E E  V O L U M E S  collect the Jewish regalia uncovered by arche-
ologists working in various parts of the Mediterranean basin. Goodenough's 
interest in these artifacts began, he reports, with the question of how it was pos-
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sible, within so brief a span as fifty years, that the teachings of Jesus could have 
been so completely accommodated to the Hellenistic world. Not only central 
ideas, but even widespread svmbols of earlv Christianity appear in retrospect 
to have been appropriated from an environment alien to Jewish Palestine. 
"For Judaism and Christianity to keep their integrity, any appropriations from 
paganism had to be very gradual" (I, 4). Yet within half a century of Jesus' 
death. Christian churches were well established in Hellenistic cities, and Chris­
tian teachings were within the realm of their citizens' discourse. If the "fusion" 
with Hellenistic culture occurred as quickly as it did, then it seems best ex­
plained by reference to an antecedent and concurrent form of Hellenistic Ju­
daism that had successfully and naturally achieved a comfortable accommo­
dation with Hellenism. Why so? Goodenough maintains that the Judaism 
known from the writings of the ancient rabbis, hence, "rabbinical Judaism," 
could not accommodate itself to Hellenism. Goodenough's main point follows: 

"While rabbinical Judaism can adjust itself to mystic rites . .  . it would never 
have originated them" (I, 27). 

That is to say, we would look vainly in the circles where Talmudic litera­
ture developed for the origins of the symbols and ideas of Hellenistic Judaism. 
It follows that evidences of the vise of the pagan inheritance of ancient civili­

zation for the specifically Jewish purposes derives from Jews whose legacy is 
not recorded in the pages of the Talmud. So Goodenough's first question is, if 
the rabbis whose writings we possess did not lead people to use the symbols at 

hand, then who did? If, as Goodenough contends, not all Jews (perhaps, not 

even many Jews) were under the hegemony of the rabbis of the Talmud, then 
what shall we think if we discover substantial, identifiably Jewish uses of forms 

we should expect in a pagan setting? To these two questions the first eight vol­

umes are devoted, for substantial Jewish iconic remains have been uncovered 

from Tunisia to Dura, from Rome to the Galilee, and at many places in be­

tween, and these remains are surprising from the viewpoint of Talmudic law. 

One conclusion would render these finds insignificant. While illegal, sym­

bolic representations of lions, eagles, masks, and victory wreaths, not to men­

tion the Zodiac and other astral symbols, were made for merely ornamental 

purposes, "the rabbis" may not have approved of them, but finding it neces­
sary to "reckon with reality," may have "accepted" them. That view was com­

monly expressed but never demonstrated. For his part Goodenough repeats 

again and again, symbol by symbol and volume bv volume, that it is difficult to 
see how the handful of symbolic objects so carefully chosen from a great vari­
ety of available symbols, so frequently repeated at Dura, Randanini, Bet Al­
pha, Hammam Lif, and elsewhere, selected to the exclusion of manv other 

symbols and so sloppily drawn that no ornamental artist could have done 
them, could have constituted mere decoration. Furthermore, it begs the ques­

tion to say that these symbols were "merely" ornamental: why specifically these 
symbols and no others? Why in these settings? 
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Two extreme positions present themselves. One maintains that a "symbol" 
is perpetually symbolic, retaining its emotive value forever and everywhere. 
The other contends that symbols (in this sense, representations of real things) 
are never more than "mere" ornament. What do people mean by "mere or­
nament"? What other instances of wholly meaningless decoration attached to 
other places of worship and burial, which in antiquity were normally adorned 
with meaningful and evocative designs, do we have? Those who reject Goode-
nough's insistence that symbols ordinarily bear meaning do not trouble them­
selves with such questions as these. Rather, Goodenough's critics asked how we 
know that a symbol is symbolic, as though Goodenough himself did not ad­
dress that question. 

Goodenough attempts to uncover the meaning of various symbols discov­
ered in substantial quantities throughout the Jewish world of antiquity. His 
procedure is, first, to present the finds in situ, second, to expound a method 
capable of making sense of them, and, third, to study each extant symbol with 
the guidance of this method. He presents a majestic array of photographs and 
discussion, for the first time assembling in one place the material needed to 
give a portrait of Jewish art in antiquity, a portrait as magnificent as will ever 
appear. The Bollingen Foundation deserves credit for making possible Good-
enough's remarkable edition. Nothing like it has been done in the thirty years 
since the first three volumes made their appearance. 

In his survey Goodenough begins with the art of the Jewish tombs in Pal­
estine and their contents, studying the remains by chronological periods, and 
thus indicating the great changes in funerary art that developed after A.D. 70. 
He proceeds (I, ch. 5) to the synagogues of Palestine, their inscriptions and 
contents, describing (sometimes briefly) more than four dozen sites. He con­
cludes·. 

In these synagogues certainly was a type of ornament, using animals, human 
figures, and even pagan deities, in the round, in deep relief, or in mosaic, which 
was in sharp distinction to what was considered proper for Judaism . . . The 
ornament we are studying is an interim ornament, used only after the fall of 
Jerusalem, and before the completion, or reception, of the Talmud. The return 
to the old standards, apparently a return to the halachic Judaism that the rabbis 
advocated, is dramatically attested by the destruction, obviously by Jews them­
selves, of the decorative abominations, and only of the abominations, in these 
synagogues. Only when a synagogue was abandoned as at Dura . . . are the orig­
inal effects preserved, or the devastations indiscriminate. (I, 264) 

The decoration in these synagogues must have seemed more than merely dec­
orative to those who destroyed them so discriminatingly. 

Goodenough turns (II, chs. 1—5) to the archeological evidence from the 
diaspora. Here he presents the remains of the Roman Jewish catacombs, as 
well as symbols used with burials outside Rome, synagogues of the diaspora, 
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small objects such as lamps and glass remnants, the evidence of the inscrip­
tions, and charms and amulets. Everv student of the Talmud is aware, of 
course, that amulets and charms were part of the setting of rabbinic Judaism 
as well, but most dismiss such matters as evidence of the superstition of the 
ignorant masses. 

Goodenough argues that distinction between fetishistic magic and reli­
gion is generally subjective, and imposed from without bv the embarrassed 
investigator. He points out (II, 156) that magical characteristics, such as the 
effort to achieve material benefits bv fundamentally compulsive devices, are 
common (whether we recognize them as such or not) in the "higher" religions. 
It is certainly difficult to point to any religious group that did not quite openly 
expect religion to produce some beneficial consequence, and if that conse­
quence was to take place after death, it was no less real. Hence Goodenough 
concludes that "magic is a term of judgment," and thus the relevance of 
charms and amulets is secured. Goodenough summarizes the consequences of 
his evidence as follows: 

The picture we have got of this Judaism is that ot a group still intensely loyal to 
Yao Sabaoth, a group which buried its dead and built its synagogues with a 
marked sense that it was a peculiar people in the eyes of God, but which 
accepted the best of paganism (including its most potent charms) as focusing in. 
finding its meaning in, the supreme Yao Sabaoth In contrast to this, the 
Judaism of the rabbis was a Judaism which rejected all of the pagan religious 
world (all that it could). . .  .  Theirs was the method of exclusion, not inclusion. 
(II, 295) 

The problem then was how to establish a methodology by which material 
amassed in the first three volumes might be studied and interpreted. 

Goodenimgh Λ  Method of Interpreting Symbols 

T H E  S I M P L E S T  M E T H O D  Goodenough might have used would have been to 

interpret the archeological evidence on the basis of written documents of the 

period. As we shall see when we come to the Dura synagogue, that is the ap­
proach taken by Kraeling. Goodenough argues, however, that the written doc­
uments, particularly the Talmudic ones, do not suffice to interpret symbols so 
utterly alien to their spirit and, in any case, so rarely discussed in them. Fur­
thermore, even where some of the same symbols are mentioned in the Bible or 
Talmud and inscribed on graves or synagogues, it is not always obvious that 
the biblical antecedents or Talmudic references engage the mind of the artist. 
Why not? Because the artists follow the conventions of Hellenistic art, and not 
only Hellenistic art, but the conventions of the artists who decorated cultic 
objects and places in the same locale in which the symbols have turned up in 
the Jewish settings. 
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Goodenough asks for a general theory to make sense of all the evidence, 
something no one gives, and asks: "Where are we to find the moving cause in 
the taking over of images, and with what objective were they taken over? It 
seems to me that the motive for borrowing pagan art and integrating it into 
Judaism throughout the Roman world can be discovered only by analyzing the 
art itself" (IV, 10). An interpretive method is needed. Goodenough succinctly 
defines this method: 

The first step . . . must be to assemble . the great body of evidence available 
. . . which, when viewed as a whole, demands interpretation as a whole, since it 
is so amazingly homogeneous for all parts of the Empire The second step is to 
recognize that we must first determine what this art means in itself, before we 
begin to apply to it as proof texts any possibly quite unrelated statements of the 
Bible or the Talmud. That these artifacts are unrelated to proof texts is a state­
ment which one can no more make at the outset than one can begin with the 
assumption of most of my predecessors, that if the symbols had meaning for 
Jews, that meaning must be found by correlating them with talmudic and bib­
lical phrases. . . . The art has rarely, and then only in details, been studied for 
its possible meaning in itself; this is the task of these volumes. (IV, 10-11) 

Goodenough's method is presented in Volume IV, ch. 2. If the succeeding vol­
umes exhibit a monotonous quality, as one symbol after another comes under 
discussion and produces an interpretation very close to the ones already given, 
it is because of the tenacious use of a method clearly thought through, clearly 
articulated, and clearly applied throughout. 

What is this method? The problem here is to explain how Goodenough 
determines what this art means in itself. He begins by asking: "Admitting that 
the Jews would not have remained Jews if they had used these images in pagan 
ways and with pagan explanations, do the remains indicate a symbolic adap­
tation of pagan figures to Judaism or merely an urge to decoration?" (IV, 27). 

Goodenough defines a symbol as "an image or design with a significance, 
to the one who uses it, quite beyond its manifest content. . . an object or a pat­
tern which, whatever the reason may be, operates upon men, and causes effect 
in them, beyond mere recognition of what is literally presented in the given 
form." Goodenough emphasizes that most important thought is in "this world 
of the suggestive connotative meaning of words, objects, sounds, and forms." 
He adds that in religion, a symbol conveys not only meaning, but also "power 
or value" (IV, 33). Further, some symbols move from religion to religion, 
preserving the same "value" while acquiring a new explanation. In the long 
history of Judaism religious "symbols" in the form of actions or prohibitions 
certainly endure through many, varied settings, all the while acquiring new 
explanations and discarding old ones, and perpetually retaining religious 
"force" or value or (in more modern terms) "meaning." Hence, Goodenough 
writes: 
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Indped when the religious symbols borrowed bv Jews in those tears are put to­

gether.  it  becomes clear that the ensemble is not merely a "picture book w ithout 

text," but reflects a lingua franca that had been taken into most of the religions 

of the dav, for the same symbols uere used in association with Dionvsus, 

Mithra, Osiris,  the Etruscan gods, Sabazius, Attis,  and a host of others,  as well 

as by Christianity later.  It  was a symbolic language, a direct language of values, 

howev er,  not a language of denotation. (IV, 36) 

Goodenough is far from suggesting the presence of a per\asi\e syncretism. 
Rather, he points to what he regards as pervasive religious values applied quite 
parochially by various groups, including some Jews, to the worship of their 
particular "Most High God." These values, while connotative and not denota­
tive, may, nonetheless, be recovered and articulated in some measure by the 
historian who makes use of the insights of recent students of psychology and 
symbolism. 

The hypothesis on which I am working .  .  is that in taking over the symbols, 

while discarding the my ths and explanations of the pagans. Jews and Christians 

admitted, indeed confirmed, a continuity of religious experience which it  is 

most important to be able to identify .  .  for an understanding of man, the phe­

nomenon of a continuity of religious experience or values would have much 

more significance than that of discontinuous explanations. (IV. 42) 

At this point Goodenough argues that the symbols under consideration were 
more than merely space-fillers. Since this matter is crucial to his argument, let 
me give his reasons with appropriate emphasis: 

first ,  they were all  living symbols in surrounding culture, 

second, the vocabulary of symbols is extremely limited—on all  the artiiacts not 

more than a score of designs appear in sum—and thus highly selected: 

third, the symbols are frequently not the work of an ornamental artist  at  all;  

fourth, the Jewish and "pagan" symbols are mixed on the same grav es,  so that 

if the menorah is accepted as "having value," then the peacock or the wreath 

of victory ought also to have "value", 

fifth, the symbols are found in highly public places, such as synagogues and 

cemeteries,  and not merely on the private and personal possessions of indi­
viduals,  such as amulets or charms. 

Goodenough therefore must state carefully where and how each symbol 
occurs, thus establishing its commonplace quality; he must then show the 
meaning that the symbol may have had universally, indicating its specific 
denotative value in the respective cultures that used it. He considers its 
broader connotative value, as it recurs in each culture, because a symbol evokes 
in man, not only in specific groups of men, a broader, psychologically oriented 
meaning. Goodenough notes that the formal state religions of Athens, Rome, 
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and Jerusalem had a quite different basis and had little (if any) use for the sym­
bols at hand. These symbols, he holds, were of use "only in religions that en­
gendered deep emotion, ecstasy, religions directly and consciously centered in 
the renewing of life and the granting of immortality, in the giving to the dev­
otee of a portion of the divine spirit of life substance." 

These symbols appear to indicate a type of Judaism in which, as in Philonic Ju­
daism, the basic elements of "mystery" were superimposed upon Jewish legal­
ism. The Judaism of the rabbis has always offered essentially a path through 
this present life, the Father's code of instructions as to how we may please him 
while we are alive To this, the symbols seem to say, was now added from the 
mystery religions, or from Gnosticism, the burning desire to leave this life al­
together, to renounce the flesh and go up into the richness ol divine existence, 
to appropriate God's life to oneself. 

These ideas have as little place in normative, rabbinic Judaism as do the pic­
tures and symbols and gods that Jews borrowed to suggest them. . . . That such 
ideas were borrowed by Jews was no surprise to me after years of studying 
Philo 

What is perplexing is how Jews fitted such conceptions into, or harmonized 
them with, the teachings of the Bible. 

Interpreting Symbols One by One: 
Symbols from the Jewish Cult and Pagmi Symbols used b\ Jexvs 

I N  V O L U M E S  IV T H R O U G H  VlIIGoodenough turns back to the symbols 
whose existence he traced in Volumes I to III. Now he attempts a systematic 
interpretation according to the method outlined in Volume IV, Part V. In his 
discussion of symbols from the Jewish cult, Goodenough attempts to explain 
what these symbols—specifically, the Menorah, the Torah shrine, IuIab and 
elrog, shofcir, and incense shovel—may have meant when reproduced in the 
noncultic settings of synagogue and grave. (In our abridgment, we consider 
only the shofar.) These symbols are, of course, definitely Jewish. But they seem 
to have been transformed into symbols (IV, 67) "used in devotion, to have 
taken on personal, direct value," to mean not simply that the deceased was a 
Jew but to express a "meaning in connection with the death and life of those 
buried behind them." It would be simple to assign the meaning of these sym­
bols to their biblical or cultic origins, except that they are often represented 
with less obviously Jewish, or biblical, symbols, such as birds eating grapes, and 
the like. Rather, Goodenough holds that these devices may have been thought 
to be of some direct help in achieving immortality for the deceased; specifically 
"the menorah seems to have become a symbol of God, of his streaming Light 
and Law . . . the astral path to God. . . . The lulab and ethrog carried on the as-
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sociation with Tabernacles as a festival of rain and light, but took on mvstical 
overtones, to become a euchanst of escape from evil and of the passing into 
justice as the immaterial Light comes to men." He concludes: "They could take 
a host of pagan symbols which appeared to them to have in paganism the 
values they wanted from their Judaism, and blend them with Jewish symbols 
as freely as Philo blended the language of Greek metaphysics with the lan­
guage of the Bible" (IV, 212). 

In Volumes V and VI, Fish,  Bread,  and I Vine,  Goodenough begins by dis­
cussing the Jewish and pagan representations of creatures of the sea, reviews 
these usages in Egypt, Mesopotamia, Syria, Greece, and Rome (a recurrent in­
quiry in the latter section), then turns to the symbolic value in Judaism of the 
fish, and finally, of bread. The representations of "bread" often look merelv 
like "round objects," however, and if it were not for the occasional represen­
tation of baskets of bread, one would scarcely be convinced that these "round 
objects" signify anything in particular. The section on wine is the high point of 
these volumes, both for its daring and for its comprehensive treatment of the 
"divine fluid" and all sorts of effulgences from the godhead, from Babvlonia 
and Assyria, Egypt (in various periods), Greece, and Dionysiac cults in Syria 
and Egypt, as well as in the late syncretistic religions. Goodenough finds con­
siderable evidence of these symbols in Jewish cult and observance, but insists 
that fish, bread, and wine rites came into Jewish practice during and not before 
the Hellenistic period, and hence must be explained by contemporary ideas. 
Wine, in particular, was widely regarded as a source of fertility, but its mystic 
value was an expression of the "craving for sacramental access to Life." 

Pagan symbols used in Jewish contexts include the bull, the lion, the tree, 
the crown, various rosettes and other wheels (demonstrably not used in pagan­
ism for purely decorative purposes), masks, the gorgoneum, cupids, birds, 
sheep, the hare, the shell, cornucopias, the centaur, psychopomps, and astro­
nomical symbols. (Among these I present the important section on astrological 
symbols in Judaism.) Goodenough treats this body of symbols last because 
while some may have had biblical referents, the symbolic value of all these 
forms seems to him to be discovered in the later period. Of the collection, 
Goodenough writes: 

Thev have all turned into life symbols, and could have been, as I believe they 
were, interpreted in a great manv ways. For those who believed in immortality 
they could point to immortality, give man specific hopes. To those who found 
the larger life in a mysticism that looked, through death, to a final dissolution 
of the individual into the All . . . these svmbols could have given great power 
and a vivid sense of appropriation 

The invasion of pagan symbols into either Judaism or Christianity . . . in­
volved a modification of the original faith but bv no means its abandonment. 
Svmbolism is itself a language, and affected the original faith much as does 
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adopting a new language in which to express its tenets. Both Christians and 
Jews in these years read their Scriptures, and prayed in words that had been 
consecrated to pagan deities. The very idea of a God, discussion of the values 
of the Christian or Jewish God, could be conveyed only by using the old pagan 
theos\ salvation by the word sotena\ immortality by athanasia. The eagle, the 
crown, the zodiac, and the like spoke just as direct, just as complicated a lan­
guage. The Christian or Jew had by no means the same conception of heaven 
or immortality as the pagan, but all had enough m common to make the same 
symbols, as well as the same words, expressive and meaningful. Yet the words 
and symbols borrowed did bring in something new. (VIII, 220—21) 

Goodenough continues: "When Jews adopted the same lingua franca of 
symbols they must . . . have taken over the constant values in the symbols" 
(VIII, 224). 

Finally, Goodenough reviews the lessons of the evidence. We learn that 
the Jews used images of their cultic objects in a new way, in the pagan manner, 
for just as the pagans were putting the mythological and cultic emblems of 
their religions on their tombs to show their hope in the world to come, so too 
did the Jews. From fish, bread, and wine, we learn that the Jews were thus 
partaking of immortal nature. In reference to the symbols that had no cultic 
origins (VII and VIII) and, on the face of it, slight Jewish origins (apart from 
the bull, the tree, the lion, and possibly the crown, which served in biblical 
times), Goodenough proposes that the value of these objects, though not their 
verbal explanations, was borrowed because the Jew found in them "new 
depths for his ideas of . . . his own Jewish deity, and his hope of salvation or 
immortality." 

Interpietinga Set oj Symbols: 
The Synagogue at Diira-Euwpos 

W H E N  T H E  P A I N T E D  walls of the synagogue at Dura-Europos emerged into 
the light of day in November 1932, the modern perspective on the character 
of Judaism in Greco-Roman times had to be radically refocused. Until that 
time it was possible to ignore the growing evidence, turned up for decades by 
archeologists, of a kind of Judaism substantially different from that described 
in Jewish literary remains of the period. Those remains specifically contained 
in the Talmud and Midrash were understood to describe an aniconic, ethically 
and socially oriented religion, in which the ideas of Hellenistic religions, par­
ticularly mystery religions, played little or no part. TalmudicJudaism had, by 
then, been authoritatively described in such works as George Foot Moore's 
Judaism, and no one had reason to expect that within what was called "norma­
tive Judaism" one would uncover phenomena that might, in other settings, be 
interpreted as "gnostic" or mystical or eschatological in orientation. It is true 
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that archeological discoveries had long before revealed in the synagogues and 
graves of Jews in the Hellenistic world substantial evidences of religious syn­
cretism, and of the use of pagan symbols in identifiably Jewish settings. But 
before the Dura synagogue these evidences remained discrete and made little 
impact. Thev were not explained—they were explained away. 

After the preliminary report, the Dura synagogue was widely discussed, 
and a considerable literature, mostly on specific problems of the art but parth 
on the interpretation of the art, developed. In the main, the Dura synagogue 
was studied bv art historians and not, with notable exceptions, by historians of 

religion or of Judaism. But from 1932 to 1956 Goodenough was prevented 
from discussing the finds at Dura. In 1956, Carl H. Kraeling published The 
Synagogue (A. R. Bellinger, F. E. Brown, A. Perkins, and C. B. Welles, eds., The 

Excavations at Dura Europos Conducted by Yale Lhiiversity and the French Academy of 
Inscriptions and Letters. Final Report. VIII, 1. The Synagogue, by Carl H. Kraeling, 
with contributions by C. C. Torrey, C. B. Welles, and B. Geiger, Yale University 
Press). Then the issue could be fairlv joined. In no way can Goodenough's 
volumes IX to XI be considered in isolation from the other and quite opposite 
approach to the same problem. So as we take up Goodenough on the Dura 
synagogue, we deal with Goodenough in the context of the debate with 
Kraeling. 

Let me state the issue in a general way. Under debate is how we make use 

of literary evidence in interpreting the use of symbols, and, further, which evi­
dence we consider. Goodenough looks at the symbols in their artistic context, 

hence in other settings besides the Jewish one, and he invokes literary evidence 
only as a second step in interpretation. Kraeling starts with literary evidence 

and emphasizes the Jewish meanings imputed in literary sources to symbols 

found in Jewish settings. This he does to the near exclusion of the use and 

meaning of those same symbols in non-Jewish settings in the same town, 

indeed on the same street. Goodenough reads HellenisticJewish writings at his 

second stage, Kraeling reads rabbinic and related writings at his first stage. 

In looking at the walls of the synagogue, Kraeling argued that the paint­

ings must be interpreted for the most part by reference to the so-called 
rabbinic literature of the period, and he used the Talmudic, Midrashic, and 

Targumic writings for that purpose. He writes, "The Haggadic tradition em­
bodied in the Dura synagogue paintings was, broadly speaking, distinct from 

the one that was normative for Philo and for that part of the ancient Jewish 
world that he presents. .  .  .  This particular cycle [of paintings] as it is known to 
us at Dura moves within a definable orbit of the Haggadic tradition, . .  . this 

orbit has Palestinian-Babylonian rather than Egyptian relations" (pp. 353, 

354). In Volumes IX to XI, Goodenough took the opposite position. Charac­
teristically, he starts with a systematic statement of method, only then pro­
ceeding to the artifacts demanding interpretation. 
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T H E  D E B A T E  O N  M E T H O D  I N  I N T E R P R E T I N G  
T H E  J U D A I S M  O F  D U R A  

K R A E L I N G  A R G U E S  that the biblical references of the Dura paintings are so 
obvious that one may begin by reading the Bible, and proceed by reading the 
paintings in the light of the Bible and its Midrashic interpretation in the Tal-
mudic period. He says, "Any community decorating its House of Assembly 
with material so chosen and so orientated cannot be said to have regarded it­
self remote from religious life and observance of the Judaism that we know 
from the Bible and the Mishnah. . . . It would appear that there is a consider­
able number of instances in which Targum and Midrash have influenced the 
pictures" (pp. 351—52). Kraeling provides numerous examples of such influ­
ence. He qualifies his argument, however, by saying that the use of Midrashic 
and Targumic material is "illustrative rather than definitive." While he makes 
reference, from time to time, to comparative materials, Kraeling does not in 
the main feel it necessary to examine the broad iconographic traditions oper­
ating in Dura in general, and most manifestly in the synagogue art: whatever 
conventions of pagan art may appear, the meaning of the synagogue art is 
wholly separated from such conventions and can best, and probably only, be 
understood within the context of the Judaism known to us from literary 
sources. 

Goodenough's argument in the earlier volumes, repeated in the later 
ones, is that literary traditions would not have led us to expect any such art as 
this. We may find statements in TaImudic literature that are relevant to the art, 
but after assembling the material we must in any case determine 

what this art means in itself, before we begin to apply to it as proof texts any 
possibly quite unrelated statements of the Bible or the Talmud. That these ar­
tifacts are unrelated to proof texts is a statement which one can no more make 
at the outset than one can begin with the assumption of most of my predeces­
sors, that if the symbols had meaning for Jews, that meaning must be found by 
correlating them with talmudicand biblical phrases. {IV, 10) 

Even though the art of the Dura synagogue may at first glance seem to be re­
lated to Midrashic ideas, and even be found in a few cases to reflect Midrashic 
accounts of biblical events, nonetheless one is still not freed from the obligation 
to consider what that art meant to a contemporary Jew, pagan, or Christian 
who was familiar with other art of the age. Since both the architectural and the 
artistic conventions of the Dura synagogue are demonstrably those of the place 
and age, and not in any way borrowed from preexistent "rabbinic" artistic con­
ventions—because there were none—one must give serious thought to the 
meaning and value of those conventions elsewhere and assess, so far as one 
can, how nearly that value and meaning were preserved in the Jewish setting. 

Both Kraeling and Goodenough agree that there was a plan to the art of 
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the synagogue. All concur that biblical scenes are portra\ed not onlv as mere 
ornament or decoration but as a means of conveying important religious ideas, 
so that the wails of the sanctuary might, in truth, yield sermons. So we mav 
turn awa) from the argument that symbols are not always symbolic. These sym­
bols were symbolic. 

One may sav that the use of pagan art is wholly conventional, just as the 
critics of Goodenough's earlier interpretations repeat that the symbols from 
graves and synagogues were "mere ornament" and imply nothing more than 
a desire to decorate, but surely no one can say this of Dura, and no one has, for 
the meaningful character of Dura synagogue art is so self-evident as to ob\ iate 
the need to argue it. And by asserting that pagan art has lost its value and be­
come, in a Jewish setting, wholly conventional, we have hardly solved manv 
problems, nor explained why pagan conventions were useful for decoration. 

Goodenough's basic thesis alleges that when Jews borrowed the artistic 
and religious conventions of their neighbors, the value, though obviously not 
the verbal explanation, these conventions bore for the pagans continued to re­
tain meaning for Jews. So the argument reverts, even at Dura, to the claim that 
symbols are symbolic. But at Dura Goodenough stands on firm ground. That 
is why, in this condensation, I present a large sample of his systematic analysis 
of the Dura art and its Judaism. 

General Pvints of Difference in Interpretation 

H E R E  L E T  t h e  t w o  s c h o l a r s  s p e a k  f o r  t h e m s e l v e s ,  f i r s t ,  o n  t h e  g e n e r a l  
meaning that emerges from the paintings as a whole and, second, on the na­
ture of Judaism at Dura. While both scholars interpret the pictures in detail, 
each provides a summary of the meaning of the art as a whole. Kraeling's is as 
follows: 

A closer examination of the treatment of Israel's sacred history as presented in 
the Synagogue painting leads to a number of inferences that will help to ap­
praise the community's religious outlook. . . . These include the following: 

a There is a very real sense in which the paintings testifv to an interest in 
the actual continuity of the historical process to which the sacred record testi­
fies. This is evidenced by the fact that they do not illustrate interest in the 
Covenant relationship by a combination of scenes chosen from some one seg­
ment of sacred history, but provide instead a uell-organized progression of 
scenes from the period of the Patriarchs and Moses and Aaron, from the early 
days of the monarchy, through the prophetic period, the exile, the post-exile 
period, to the expected Messianic age as visualized bv prophecv. . 

b. There is a very real sense in which the history portrayed in the paintings 
involves not only certain individuals, but concreteK the nation as a whole, and 
in which the course of events in time and space are for the individuals and the 
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nation a full and completely satisfactory expression of their religious aspira­
tions and ideals. . . 

c. There is a very real sense in which the piety exhibited in, and inculcated 
by, the paintings finds a full expression in the literal observance of the Law. 
This comes to light in the effort to provide the historical documentation for the 
origin of the religious festivals . . .  in the attention paid to the cult and its sacra, 
including the sacrifices: and in the opposition to idolatry. 

d. Because they have this interest in the historical process, in the people of 
Israel, and in the literal observance of the Law, the paintings can and do 
properly include scenes showing how those nations and individuals that oppose 
God's purposes and His people are set at naught or destroyed. . . . 

In other words, the religious problem which the synagogue paintings re­
flect is not that of the individual's search for participation in true being by the 
escape of the rational soul from the irrational desires to a higher level of 
mystical experience, but rather that of faithful participation in the nation's 
inherited Covenant responsibilities as a means of meriting the fulfillment of 
the divine promises and of making explicit in history its divinely determined 
purpose, (pp. 350-51) 

Since the west wall contains the bulk of the surviving fresco, we turn to Goode-
nough's interpretation of that wall: 

The west wall of the synagogue as a whole is indeed coming to express a pro­
foundly consistent Judaism. On the left side a miraculous baby is given by Eli­
jah, but he ties in with the temporal hopes of Israel, exemplified when Persian 
rulership was humiliated by Esther and Mordecai. Divine intervention brings 
this about, but, here, brought only this. Above [we shall consider Goodenough's 
complete chapter on the cosmic Judaism involved here] is the cosmic interpre­
tation of the Temple sacrifice of Aaron, and Moses making the twelve tribes 
into the zodiac itself. 

On the right, just as consistently, the immaterial, metaphysical values of Ju­
daism are presented. [We shall consider Goodenough's chapter on the Judaism 
of immaterial reality ] Moses is the divine baby here, with the three Nymphs 
and Anahita-Aphrodite. Kingship, as shown in the anointing of David by 
Samuel, is not temporal royalty, but initiation into the hieratic seven. Above 
these, the gods of local paganism collapse before the Ark of the Covenant, the 
symbol of metaphysical reality in Judaism, which the three men beside the ark 
also represented, while that reality is presented in a temple with seven walls and 
closed inner sanctuary, and with symbols from the creation myth of Iran. At the 
top, Moses leads the people out to true spiritual Victory 

In the four portraits, an incident from the life of Moses is made the 
culmination of each of these progressions. He goes out as the cosmic leader to 
the heavenly bodies alongside the cosmic worship of Aaron, the menorah, and 
the zodiac. He reads the mystic law like the priest of Isis alongside the Closed 
Temple and the all-conquering Ark. He receives the Law from God on Sinai 
beside a Solomon scene which we cannot reconstruct, but he stands at the 
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Burning Bush, recen ing the supreme revelation of God as Being, beside the 

migrating Israelites, who move, presumable to a comparable, if not the same. 

goal (X, 137-38) 

The reader must be struck by the obvious fact that, in the main, both scholars 

agree on the substance of the paintings, though they disagree on both their 

interpretation and their implications for the kind of religion characteristic of 

this particular synagogue. 

Concerning Dura Judaism, Kraeling argues that the Jews of Dura had 

fallen back "visibly" upon the biblical sources of religious life (p. 351). Kraeling 

says throughout that the Jews in Dura were, for the most part, good, "norma­
tive," rabbinic Jews: 

If our understanding of the pictures is correct, they reveal on the part of those 
who commissioned them an intense, well-informed devotion to the established 
traditions of Judaism, close contact with both the Palestinian and the Babylo­
nian centers of Jewish religious thought, and a very real understanding of the 
peculiar problems and needs of a community living in a strongly competitive 
religious environment, and in an exposed political position, (p. 353) 

Goodenough i  in his description of Judaism at Dura (X, 196—209), holds that 
these Jews were not participants in the "established traditions of Judaism," and 
that they did not have close contact with Babylonian or Palestinian Judaism. 
He follows the general view of Babylonian Judaism as "rabbinic," which I shall 
question below. The walls of the synagogue are not, he argues, representations 
of biblical scenes, but allegonzations of them (as in the specific instances cited 
above). The biblical scenes show an acceptance of mystic ideas which were sug­
gested by the symbolic vocabulary of Jews elsewhere in the Greco-Roman 
world, studied in the first eight volumes. 

While the theme of the synagogue as a whole might be called the celebration of 
the glory and power of Judaism and its God, and was conceived and planned 
by men intensely loyal to the Torah, those people who designed it did not un­
derstand the Torah as did the rabbis in general. Scraps stand here which also 
appear in rabbinic haggadah, to be sure . . . But in general the artist seems to 
have chosen biblical scenes not to represent them but, b> allegorizing them, to 
make them say much not remotely implicit m the texts . . . On the other hand, 
the paintings can by no means be spelled out from the pages of Philo's allego­
ries, for especially m glorifying temporal Israel thev often depart from him al­
together. Kraeling astutely indicated . . that we have no trace of the creation 
stories, or indeed of any biblical passages before the sacrifice of Isaac, sections 
of the Bible to which Philo paid almost major attention. This must not blind us, 
how ev er, to the fact that the artist, like Philo, presumed that the Old Testament 
text is to be understood not only through its Greek translation, but through its 
re-evaluation in terms of Greek philosophy and religion Again, unlike Philo in 
detail but like him in spirit, the artists have interpreted biblical tradition by us-
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ing Iranian costumes and such scenes as the duel between the white and black 
horsemen. . . . The Jews here, while utterly devoted to their traditions and 
Torah, had to express what this meant to them in a building designed to copy 
the inner shrine of a pagan temple, filled with images of human beings and 
Greek and Iranian divinities, and carefully designed to interpret the Torah in 
a way profoundly mystical. (X, 206) 

Both Goodenough and Kraeling accept the conventional view of Babylo­
nian Judaism. It is normally portrayed as a wholly isolated legalistic and law-
abiding religion, deeply engaged by its own interests and traditional concerns, 
and wholly divorced from the surrounding culture. Goodenough describes 
BabylonianJewry as an island, a cultural ghetto (IX, 8-10), where the Jews 
occupied themselves in the study of the law in its most halakhic sense, while the 
Dura community, "engulfed" by the pagan world, was far more deeply influ­
enced by pagan culture. Kraeling, likewise, views BabylonianJewry as living in 
towns predominantly Jewish (p. 325) and generally loyal to the halakhah as it 
was later recorded. The conventional view is based on a conflation of all in­
formation, early or late, into a static and one-dimensional portrait. What we 
know about the Jews in Babylonia before 226 does not support this view. It 
contradicts it. 

A Judgment on the Matter of Dura 

G O O D E N O U G H ' S  A P P R O A C H ,  if not demonstrably correct in every detail, 
takes account of the realities of Dura, a cosmopolitan and diverse town in 
which many different groups lived side by side. He takes account of the high 
probability that, under such circumstances, Jews learned from their neighbors 
and commented, in a way they found appropriate, on their neighbors' reli­
gions. KraeJing's approach rests on the premise that a group of Jews lived 
quite separate from the world around them. So far as we know, there was no 
ghetto in Dura: neither physical nor cultural isolation characterized the Jews' 
community there. They assuredly spoke the same language as others, and they 
knew what was going on. The notion, moreover, of an "Orthodoxy," surely ap­
plies to the third century a conception invented in the nineteenth, and that 
anachronism has confused many, not only Kraeling, in reading the artistic and 
literary sources at hand. There was no single Judaism then, there was never an 
Orthodoxy, any more than today there is a single Judaism, Orthodox or other­
wise. That conception is a conceit of Orthodoxy. 

Indeed, throughout Babylonia (present day Iraq) Jews lived in the same 
many-splendored world, in which there were diverse languages and groups 
worshipped different gods. And Jews themselves prove diverse: there were 
many Judaisms. The evidence is that the Jews in Babylonia lived in relatively 
close contact, both physical and cultural, with their neighbors. Their main cen-
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ter, Nehardea, was not far from the great Hellenistic city, Seleucia, on the Ti­
gris. Greeks, Babylonians, pagan Semites, Jews, and Parthians inhabited the 
narrow strip of fertile land around the Roval Canal, which later historians so 
generously assigned to the Jews alone. We know, for example, that in the first 
century, when the Jewish barony of Anileus and Asineus was established, the 
local Greeks and Babylonians opposed it and eventually succeeded in gaining 
Parthian support to destroy it. For a time, the two brothers ruled both Jewish 
and Hellenistic and Babylonian populations, all in a relatively small area 
around Nehardea itself. And there were Greeks in Nehardea. It should be 
emphasized, therefore, that thejews were only one minority in the region, and 
they were not the most numerous. Furthermore, the Greek city of Seleucia 

contained a Hellenized Jewish population. 
Thus the evidence points to extensive Jewish participation in Parthian af­

fairs. Participation in political, commercial, and possibly military affairs could 
not have been carried on by people "wholly isolated" from the culture of the 
government. One should expect to find among them substantial knowledge of 

the surrounding culture. Not the least of the contacts of the Jewish masses with 
that culture would have been through the coinage, which certainly yielded 
some information on the pagan religion of the Iranian Empire, and on the 
local Semitic and Hellenistic cults as well. It is too much to conclude that polit­
ical, commercial, and military contacts had led to the utter assimilation of 

BabyIonianJewry into Parthian culture. But one ought not to be surprised to 
find traces of Parthian (and hence Parthian-Hellenistic) influence on Babylo­
nian Jewry. We should certainly expect to see similar influences in Dura, a town 

held by Parthia until circa A.D. 160, and should be astonished to find no knowl­
edge of Iranian culture half a century later in such a place. With this in mind, 

I find it difficult to question the importance ascribed by Goodenough to Greco-
Parthian culture in Dura. We should have expected to find some kind of syn-

cretistic, mystical tradition in the synagogue at Dura and something approxi­
mating the Judaism discerned by Goodenough, specifically a kind of Judaism 

in which Ezekiel plays a very important role and in which the mystical specu­

lations associated in part with his writings are represented. 

The original paintings in the synagogue were covered over in a great re-
decoration, the results of which have survived. How may we understand that 

great redecoration of the Dura synagogue, which took place circa A.D. 245? In 
the context of the state of religions generally in early Sasanid Iran, the redec­

oration of the synagogue represents an act of tremendous religious creativity. 
It expresses the reflection of an extraordinary mind, a response to the Jewish 

tradition, whether to the rabbinic tradition alone (Kraeling) or to the tradition 
as modulated by current ideas and attitudes (Goodenough). What stimulated 

that mind to rethink the meaning of Israel's life and history, with a focus on 

the question of salvation at the end of time, as the biblical story foretells it? 
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From the answer—Israel will be saved by God, who rules history—we may 
discern the question. That question derived from the stunning success of the 
Iranian Sasanian dynasty, which in a brief time overthrew the Iranian Parthian 
one, after a rule of four hundred years. 

Yet the political change tells only part of the story of why, at just this time, 
in just this place, a crisis of the age provoked deep reflection on the meaning 
of history. No era in the history of religions was more diverse or creative than 
the early middle third century. No place ever exhibited greater variety or 
vitality than Mesopotamia. In the small region, a parallelogram of no more 
than two hundred miles in length and fifty in breadth, we find the following 
extraordinary signs of creativity and vitality: 

first, and most important, the resurgence of a conquering, proselytizing 
Mazdeism, propagated by the state under Ardashir and established (if m a 
tolerant manner) as the state religion under Shahpuhr with its exponent, 
Kartir; 

second, the development of an Iranian gnostic syncretism by the prophet Mam, 
who, at the time of the redecoration of the Dura synagogue, proclaimed a 
new religion and in the next decades attracted a wide following in Iran, and 
in the Roman Empire as well; 

third, the advance of Christianity (Mani's father was probably a Christian, and 
Jesus played a part in his theology) into the Mesopotamian valley from 
Edessa, where by 201, it had become well established; 

fourth, the great expansion of cults within the Iranian idiom, in particular 
Mithraism, in both Iran and the Roman Empire, to the point where Mithra-
ism was perhaps the single most popular religion on the Roman side of the 
frontier; 

fifth, and by no means least, the beginnings of a revolution in Babylonian Ju­
daism, which transformed the earlier indigenous religion into a fair repre­
sentation of the ideas of the Palestinian Tannaim (this much we may say, but 
obviously no more), and which must have created a tremendous upheaval in 
Babylonian Jewry. 

These events, each of them of lasting importance in the religious life of 
Mesopotamia, took place within a brief period; one may say that from circa 220 
to circa 250 in Babylonia Manichaeism, Rabbinic Judaism, and Mazdeism were 
all taking form. To such events, Dura's Jewish philosopher may well have 
responded, as Goodenough says he did, by a series of symbolic comments on 
the religions of the day. He made the statement that the God of Israel, known 
through the pages of the Hebrew Scripture, ruled over all humanity and 
determined the course of all nations. The power of Goodenough's reading of 
Dura derives from the simple fact that the premise is sound: there was no 
ghetto, and Judaism lived out its life in the affairs of a Jewish community at 
one with the world. 
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A  F  I . S A L  J L D G M E . V I  

D U R A  I S  H A R D L Y  the end of the matter. Indeed, rereading Goodenough 

after three decades or so reminds us that he began much but concluded noth­
ing. That marks the measure of his greatness. Obviously, this abridgment 
serves onlv to call attention to the magisterial work at hand. Goodenough 
wanted nothing more than to insist that art matters. So if the present work 
serves Goodenough's name and memorv well, it  will bring a new generation 
once more to ask Goodenough's questions. People may or may not agree with 
his answers, but they will have to work along lines dictated by his premises and 
to follow his methods, in whole or in part.  He was the greatest historian of 

religion of his generation, and, as a premier scholar, he cared not so much for 
conclusions as for process, not so much for scoring points as for the reasoned 
conduct of argument and inquiry. He leaves a legacy of learningand of a great 
life, lived for illumination. 

T H E  C R I I I C A L  R E S F O . S S E  T O  ( , O O D E A O T d H  S  R E A I ) ! . \ ( ,  
O F  J E W I S H  S Y M B O L S  

N O  A C C O U N T  O F  Goodenough's monumental work can ignore the critical 

debate that he precipitated. Anyone with an interest in symbolism will follow 
that debate as a hrst step beyond this encounter with Goodenough's work. A 
mark of the success of scholarship, particularly in a massive exercise of inter­
pretation such as the one at hand, derives from how a scholar has defined 
issues. Did Goodenough succeed in framing the program of inquiry? Indeed 
he did. Nearly all critics now concede the premise of his work, which, when he 

began, provoked intense controversy. So the judgment of time vindicated 
Goodenough in his principal point: that the Jewish symbols be taken seriously, 

and not be dismissed as mere decoration. That view formed the foundation of 

his work. Goodenough's greatness begins in his power to reframe the issues of 

his chosen field. In his day few scholars in his area of research enjoyed equiv­
alent influence, and, m our day, none. 

But that fact should not obscure differences of opinion, both in detail and 
in general conclusions. Goodenough would not have wanted matters any other 

way. Readers will find useful an account of two interesting approaches to the 
criticism of Goodenough's Jewish Symbols, as well as a list of the more important 

reviews of his work. These readings will pave the way to further study not onlv 
of Goodenough's work, but also of symbolism and, bv way of example, of the 
symbolism of Judaism. 

. 4 r f h i t r  D a r b y  ~ X o c k  ( 1 9 0 2 - 1 9 6 3 )  

IN  G n o m o n  27 (1955), 29 (1957), and 32 (i960). Nock presented a systematic 
critique of Goodenough, Volumes I-VIII, under the title, "Religious Symbols 
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and Symbolism." Now reprinted in Zeph Stewart, ed., Arthur Darby Nock. Essays 
on Religion and the Ancient World (Oxford, 1972), II, pp. 877—918. Nock first 
summarizes the main lines of Goodenough's approach to the interpretation of 
symbols. He then expresses his agreement with what I regard as the principal 
implication of Goodenough's work for the study of Judaism (pp. 880—82, 
pass.): 

G[oodenough] has made a good case against any strong central control of Ju­
daism: it was a congregational religion and the local group or, in a large city 
such as Rome, any given local group seems to have been largely free to follow 
its own preferences. Again, in art as in other things, Judaism seems to have 
been now more and now less sensitive on questions of what was permissible. 
From time to time there was a stiffening and then a relaxing: down into mod­
ern times mysticism and enthusiasm have been recurrent phenomena; so has 
the "vertical path" as distinct from the "horizontal path." To speak even more 
generally, from the earliest times known to us there has been a persistent qual­
ity of religious lyricism breaking out now here, now there among the Jews. 

The point conceded by Nock is central to Goodenough's thesis: that Judaism 
yielded diversity and not uniformity. Again, since Goodenough repeatedly 
turns to Philo for explanation of symbols, it is important to note that Nock con­
cedes how PhiIo may represent a world beyond himself: 

So again, in all probability, Philo's attitude was not unique and, deeply personal 
as was the warmth of his piety and his sense of religious experience, we need 
not credit him with much original thinking. The ideas which he used did not 
disappear from Judaism after 70 or even after 135. Typological and allegorical 
interpretation of the Old Testament continued to be common. G.'s discussion 
of the sacrifice of Isaac is particularly instructive; so are his remarks on the 
fixity and ubiquity of some of the Jewish symbols and (4.145 ff.) on lulab and 
ethrog in relation to the feast of Tabernacles, "the culminating festival of the 
year" with all that it suggested to religious imagination. 

Menorah, lulab, ethrog, Ark and incense-shovel were associated with the 
Temple and as such could remain emblems of religious and national devotion 
after its destruction; the details of the old observances were discussed with pas­
sionate zeal for centuries after their disuse. G. has indeed made a strong case 
for the view that, as presented in art, they refer to the contemporary worship 
of the synagogue (as he has produced serious arguments for some use of in­
cense in this). It may well be that they suggested both Temple and synagogue. 

But Nock provided extensive and important criticism, of Goodenough's ideas. 
He expresses his reservations on detail: 

The improbability of many of G.'s suggestions on points of detail does not af­
fect his main theses, but those theses do themselves call for very substantial res­
ervations. Thus the analogy between Isis and Sophia is more superficial than 
real, and so is that between allegorical explanations of the two types of religious 
vestments used by Egyptians and the two used by the High Priest. Now these 



X X X I L  EDITOR'S FOREWORD 

are not minor matters: the first is one of the foundations of what is said about 
the saving female principle' and the second is made to support the supposition 
of Lesser and Greater Mysteries of Judaism. 

The crucial question is was there a widespread and long continuing Ju­
daism such as G. infers, with something in the nature of a mystery worship? Be­
fore we attack this we ma\ consider (a) certain iconographic features regarded 
bv G. as Hellenistic symbols—in particular Victories with crowns. Seasons, the 
Sun, and the zodiac; (b) the cup, the vine and other motifs which G. thinks 
Dion\siac; (c) the architectural features which he interprets as consecratorv. 
(pp. 882—83) 

The important point to observe is how Nock calls into question not only detail 
but the general approach: the main results. But Nock concludes: "Once more 
such points do not destroy the essential value of the work. I have tried to in­
dicate . . . what seem to be the major gains for knowledge which it brings and 
naturallv there are also valuable details" (p. 918). 

In the balance, Nock's systematic critique confirms Goodenough's stand­
ing as the scholar to insist that the symbols matter. More than that Goode-
nough could not have asked More than that Nock did not concede. 

Moikm Smith (19I5-) 

S M I T H ' S  "Goodenough's Jewish Symbols in Retrospect" (Journal of Biblical 

Literature 86 [1967]: 53—68, and note also Goodenough, XIII, 229—30) pro­
vides a list of reviews of Goodenough's work, which he compiled from L'Annee 

philologique, and which I have appended to this foreword, as well as a system­
atic reconsideration of the work as a whole. This essay stands as the definitive 
account of Smith's own viewpoint on Goodenough's work. 

Smith first calls attention to the insistence on distinguishing the value of a 
symbol from its verbal explanation: 

The fundamental point in Goodenough's argument is his concept of the 
"value'' of a svmbol as distinct from the "interpretation.' ' He defined the "value" 
as "simply emotional impact." But he also equated "value" with "meaning" and 
disco\ered as the "meaning" of his symbols a complex mvstical theologv. Now 
certain shapes ma\ be subconscioush associated with certain objects or, like cer­
tain colors, ma\ appeal particularh to persons of certain temperaments. This 
sort of svmbolism ma\ be rooted in human ph\siolog\ and almost unchanging. 
But such "values" as these do not carrv the theological implications Goode­
nough discovered, (p 55) 

The premise of a psychic unity of humanity, on which Goodenough's insist­
ence on the distinction at hand must rest, certainh awaits more adequate dem­
onstration. Smith proceeds: 
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After this definition of "value," the next step in Goodenough's argument ts the 
claim that each symbol always has one and the same "value." 

Goodenough's position can be defended only by making the one constant 
value something so deep in the subconscious and so ambivalent as to be com­
patible with contradictory "interpretations." In that event it will also be 
compatible with both mystical and legalistic religion. In that event the essential 
argument, that the use of these symbols necessarily indicates a mystical religion, 
is not valid, (pp 55-56) 

So much for the basic theory of symbolism. Smith proceeds to the specific sym­
bolism at hand: 

The lingua franca of Greco-Roman symbolism, predominantly Dionvsiac, ex­
pressed hope for salvation by participation in the life of a deity which gave itself 
to be eaten in a sacramental meal. This oversimplifies Goodenough's interpre­
tations of pagan symbolism; he recognized variety which cannot be discussed 
here for lack ot space. But his thesis was his main concern, and drew objections 
from several reviewers, notably from Nock, who was the one most familiar with 
the classical material. 

It must be admitted that Goodenough's support of this contention was 
utterly inadequate. What had to be established was a probability that the sym­
bols, as commonly used in the Roman empire, expressed this hope of salvation 
by communion. If they did not commonly do so at this lime, then one cannot con­
clude that the Jews, who at this time took them over, had a similar hope. But 
Goodenough only picked out a scattering of examples in which the symbols 
could plausibly be given the significance his thesis required, he passed over the 
bulk of the Greco-Roman material and barely mentioned a few of the examples 
in which the same symbols were said, by those who used them, to have other 
significance. These latter examples, he declared, represented superficial 
"interpretations" of the symbols, while the uses which agreed with his theory-
expressed the symbols' permanent "values." The facts of the matter, however, 
were stated by Nock. "Sacramental sacrifice is attested only for Dionysus and 
even in his cult this hardly remained a living conceptionthere is no substantial 
evidence that the worshipers of Dionvsus cotnmonlv thought thev received "his 
divine nature in the cup " So much for the significance ot the lingua franca of 
Greco-Roman Dionvsiac symbolism (p. 57) 

Smith then points out that Goodenough "ruled out the inscriptional and lit­
erary evidence which did not agree with his theories." He maintains that Good-
enough substituted his own intuition, quoting the following·. "The study of 
these symbols has brought out their value for my own psyche." By contrast, 
Smith concurs with Goodenough's insistence on the hope for the future life as 
a principal theme of the symbols. 

Still, Smith maintains that Goodenough failed "to demonstrate the prev­
alence of a belief in sacramental salvation" (p. 58). In Smith's view, therefore, 
"the main structure of his argument was ruined." Smith makes a long sequence 
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of ad hommem points about Goodenough s background, upbringing, religious 
belief s, and the like—for example, "He is the rebellious son of G. F. Moore" (p. 
6¾). In this way he treats scholarship as an expression of personal idiosyn-
cracv—for instance, of background and upbringing—dismissing Goode­
nough's learning. He leaves in the form of questions a series of, to him "self-
evident," claims against Goodenough's views. These claims in their form as 
rhetorical questions Smith regards as unanswerable and beyond all argument. 
For example: "But the difficulties in the supposition of a widespread, uniform 
mystical Judaism are formidable [italics Smith's], How did it happen that such 
a system and practice disappeared without leaving a trace in either Jewish or 
Christian polemics? We may therefore turn from the main argument to 
incidental questions" (p. 59). Those three sentences constitute Smith's stated 
reason for dismissing Goodenough's principal positions and turning to minor 
matters. Goodenough, for his part, had worked out the answers to these 
questions, which he recognized on his own. Still, Smith's criticism cannot be 
dismissed, nor should we wish to ignore his positive assessment: 

Goodenough's supposition that the Jews gaxe their own interpretations to the 
symbols thex borrowed is plausible and has been commonly accepted. His 
reconstructions of their interpretations, however. being based on Philo, drew 
objections that Philo was an upper-class intellectual whose interpretations were 
undreamt of by the average Jew These, how ex er, missed Goodenough's claim: 
Philo was merelx one example of mystical Judaism, of which other examples, 
from other social and intellectual classes, were attested by the monuments. For 
this reason also, objections that Goodenough misinterpreted Philo on particu­
lar points did not seriously damage his argument: it was sufficient for him to 
show that Philo used expressions suggestive of a mxstical and sacramental 
interpretation ot Jewish stories and ceremonies The monuments could then 
show analogous developments independent of Philo Some did, but most did 
not. (p 6 0 

The single most important comment of Smith is as follows: 

Goodenough's theory falsifies the situation bx substituting a single, anti-rab-
bmic. mystical Judaism for the enormous variety of personal, doctrinal, politi­
cal. and cultural divergencies which the rabbinic and other evidence reveals, 
and b\ supposing a sharp division between rabbinic and anti-rabbinic Judaism, 
xvhereas actually there seems to have been a confused gradation, (p. 65) 

Declaring Goodenough to have failed, Smith concludes, "Columbus failed too. 
But his failure revealed a new world, and so did Goodenough's" (p. 66). For 
more than that no scholar can hope. For learning is a progressive, an on-going 
process, an active verb m the continuing, present tense. 
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C H A P T E R  O N E  

The Problem 

THE PROBLEM in the origin of Christianity to which this study hopes 
to contribute is that of its rapid hellenization. Christianity began, as far as 

we know, with a simple Galilean peasant, who, like Amos of old, spoke moving 
words to an audience which as a whole little understood or liked his message. 
As to details of Jesus' message we are in almost constant difficulty, but his way 
of thinking seems to have been so genuinely a product of the Judaism of his 
environment that strongly as he denounced aspects of that Judaism, any real 
departure from it has usually seemed foreign to his mind. The Fourth Gospel 
has been taken to be an interpretation of Jesus in terms recognizably hellenis-
tic: but how could such a transformation of Jesus' teaching so early have begun 
in the Christian community, so early indeed that the documents most gener­
ally dated as the earliest, that is the letters of Paul, seem to me completely ori­
ented to Hellenism? Could Paul have met Peter and James and Andrew and 
Bartholomew, have heard their burning messianism as he led them and their 
followers to persecution, and then, miraculously converted, have looked about 
him to borrow this from Platonism, that from Mithra, the other from Isis, so 
as to construct a new religion of salvation about the risen Lord? Or did some­
one else do so, and Paul follow him? One has to admit such possibilities, but 
deny categorically their remote probability. It seems incredible that early 
Christianity could ever out of hand have borrowed the sacred cup from Dio­
nysus, the Virgin Mother from any one of a dozen stories of the miraculous 
impregnation of a human mother by the god to produce the saving infant, 
baptismal regeneration from, again, one of a number of sources, and a Savior 
who had conquered death from the hellenized Egyptian-Roman-Syrian world 
in general, while it continued its Jewish detestation of all these religions, and 
its refusal, at the price of martyrdom, to have any truck with them whatever. 
Paul himself certainly did not "found" such a hellenized Christianity, for sub­
sequent but early hellenized documents of Christianity use surprisingly little 
the phrases which distinguish Paul's own thought. 

How then could Christianity so early and quickly have been hellenized? 
Only two answers to the problem are possible. The first is the traditional posi­
tion of the Church, that divine revelation continued throughout the Apostolic 
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Age and was institutionalized by God himself in the Church. SoJesus himself 
founded the Eucharist and the Church; Paul, "John," and the author of the 
Letter to the Hebrews got by direct revelation from God himself the theologv 
of original sin, baptismal regeneration, the theory of atonement, and the in­
carnate Logos, all of which were implicit in Jesus'own teaching; and the Virgin 
Birth and the Resurrection, with the Descent into Hell, happened as trulv as 
the Crucihxion itself. Traditional Christian faith has no important problem. 
Conceiving the origin of Christianity in this way, Catholic theologians have de­
nied any essential development or evolution in Christian doctrine. That earh 
Christians changed the form of presenting their message, Catholic theologians 
admit, but they hold this change to represent a divine unfolding of ideas al­
ready implicit in the teaching of Jesus himself, who of course taught all that is 
ascribed to him in the Fourth Gospel. Hellenistic religiosity never brought into 
Christianity anything essentially foreign to the thought of Jesus and his disci­
ples. Catholics admit that Christians learned to speak and write in Greek, and 
came to express themselves in words which have an ancient history in pagan­
ism. But into these words, it is believed, the early Christians1Jesus himself, put 
a new content The old words charis (grace), pistis (faith), agape (love), sotena 

(salvation), took on new meanings under divine revelation, meanings which we 
learn from Christian sources, not f rom the previous usages of these words in 
Plato or the Stoics or the papvri. 

This is the position of traditional faith, but faith alone can hold it. Liberal 
Christian scholars on the other hand have been so busy minimizing the impor­
tance of theologv and the sacraments in order to throw into relief the Jesus of 
Matthew, Mark, and Luke (well expurgated), that thev have essentiallv 
ignored the historical problem of how what thev admit to be the hellenized 
version of Christianity can have begun. They have called the change "helleni-
zation" without facing the problem such a word implies. Theology and sacra­
ment seemed to them in one way or another false growths on a tree whose in­
ner core ol being was the ethics of Jesus. ButJews hated paganism, especiallv 
pagan worship and mvthologv, and Christians learned this lesson well from 
Judaism. The wall of prejudice against paganism could not have been sud­
denly broken down, or scaled, so that Christianitv could be hellenized while it 
continued, as it did in all its writings, to show only deep hatred for paganism. 
Indeed a sudden collapse of resistance to paganism would have meant a com­
plete fusion with it in the suction of contemporary svncretism. ForJudaism 
and Christianity to keep their integrity, anv appropriations from paganism 
had to be very gradual. In three centuries Christianity might have made its ec­
lectic borrowings, but not in three decades, or less. It has taken Christianitv 
centuries even partially to accept the modern world of empirical knowledge, 
yet liberal historians of Christianity would have us believe that Christianity had 
begun in a quarter of a century to adopt the pagan thoughtwavs it professed 
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to hate, and that by the time another fifty years had passed, the Church was 
united in a largely pagan point of view and cultus. 

It is this problem of the speed with which the transition was made, without 
any one thinker actually "founding" a new hellenistic Christianity, which has 
seemed to me for many years not adequately to have been faced. No master 
mind set the character of hellenized Christianity as Plato set the character of 
the thinking of his disciples. From the letters of Paul, the Fourth Gospel, and 
the Letter to the Hebrews we have three approaches to the problem which, ior 
all they have in common, seem independent expressions of a similar tendency 
toward hellenized thinking rather than developments of any two of them from 
the third. Liberals like Frank Porter1 tried to solve the problem by minimizing 
the differences in point of view between Paul and Jesus, making the "mind of 
Christ," as presented in the first three Gospels, the "mind of Paul." With Paul 
thus in the "Palestinian" tradition, the Fourth Gospel and Hebrews could be 
dated as much later as one pleased, and so time would be gained, at least a little 
time, for the transition. But Porter seems to me to have obscured the essential 
interest of Paul, which was to experience what in Greek tradition we should 
call the Orphic escape from the body or flesh to the soul or spirit, a dream of 
escape which is nowhere in the synoptic tradition ascribed tojesus. Only time, 
and much time, could have made possible such a change in the value of Jesus 
to his disciples as the bringing in of this pagan notion represents. A single in­
dividual like Paul could have done it, but if he had done it all alone, subsequent 
writings would have been "Pauline" as the letters to Timothy are Pauline, and 
the Fourth Gospel is not. 

We must then, with the Catholics, give up any reality in the word "hellen-
ization," explain Christianity as a divinely inspired flowering of ideas with a 
verbal, but no essential debt to the pagan world, or else see where there might 
have been time for a leisurely fusion of thinking. If that leisurely fusion with 
paganism did not take place in Christianity, then it must have been anteced­
ently prepared for the early Christians in a Judaism (not «//Judaism) which 
had m a gradual way come to be hellenized. The fusion of Jewish and pagan 
attitudes in Christianity, already beginntng to be adapted to Christianity in 
Paul and "John" and Hebrews, could not have occurred de novo in those early 
Christian decades, and so must have been made antecedently ready for that 
adaptation within Judaism itself, or some type of Judaism. So if we had no evi­
dence for a hellenized Judaism at all we should have had to invent it, I early 
concluded, to make the origin of Christianity historically conceivable. Or else 
we should have to admit with the Catholics that for all that the beginning of 
Christianity occurred in a period of history as an actual phenomenon of the 
past, it was never in its character subject to the criteria or developments of his-

i The Mind of Christ in Paul. New York, 
1932. 
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torical movements, was never itself an historical movement at all, but some­
thing which came revealed as a totality from God. The dilemma has not been 
properly faced because liberal Christians, to whom the mass of students of 
Christian origin and history for the last century have belonged, have wanted 
to make Christianity almost an historical movement, but to discover, as its 
Wesen, a core which is essentially superhuman and beyond the vicissitudes of 
human origin and development. So they would talk of the "development" of 
theology and its hellenization, but speak of the ethical teachings of Jesus as 
though these were transcendent ultimates. These scholars were so dedicated 
to the task of demonstrating the dominance, especially through the New 
Testament literature, of the divine Wesen, the ethics of Jesus, that they ignored 
the difficulties which their recognition of Christian theology as a helleni­
zation implied. 

This is the problem, accordingly, which has been before me all my life. I 
was spared the difficulty of "inventing" hellenistic Judaism bv early discover­
ing it as an actuality, and as a vital influence in early Christianity. My doctor's 
dissertation, The Theology of Justin Marlyr, gained point by having as its thesis 
the obvious fact that Justin's Old Testament allegory was in large part a patent 
adaptation for Christian purposes of allegories known to have been Jewish 
because they appear in Philo. That Justin, in the way dear to philological fancy, 
was writing with the text of Philo in mind did not at all appear: but that he was 
writing with a very similar tradition in mind was indisputable, and was much 
more important than his having the text of Philo before him, for it indicated a 
widespread Judaism similar to that of Philo on which Justin could draw, a 
tradition which turned the Old Testament stories into revelations of the nature 
of the Logos, and made the pattern of religion the pagan one of appropriation 
of and union with this Logos rather than the typical Jewish one of obedience. 
So I suggested at the end of the dissertation that the hellenization of Christi­
anity had been made possible because Jews in the pagan world had opened 
doors through which pagan notions had come into their Judaism; that when 
such Jews became Christians these notions were already at home in their minds 
as a part of their Judaism itself, and so at once became a part of their Christi­
anity. 

To investigate the possibilities of this hypothesis has been the concern of 
all my subsequent investigations. Actually, direct evidence for a hellenized Ju­
daism does exist and can be studied. Philo, of course, is the chief source, and 
in studying his writings the important thing seemed to me to study and recon­
struct the sort of thinking he revealed. How had his Judaism modified what he 
took from paganism, and how did paganism affect hisjudaism? Still more im­
portant was it to come to appreciate the fusion of the two into a unit, the unit 
that all Philo's writings passionately try to present. To pull the two apart and 
keep them apart, to insist that Philo was essentiallv a normative or Pharisaic 
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Jew, expressing Pharisaism in a Greek terminology which never really 
changed the Pharisaism, is to miss Philo himself altogether.2 I am sure it is to 
miss hellenized Judaismjust as completely. That all Jews in Alexandria (or 
Rome or Ephesus) were as mystical as Philo, Philo himself assures us over and 
again was not the case. The question of the relevance of Philo for understand­
ing the background of early Christian hellenization hangs squarely upon this: 
How typical was Philo? It is easy to demonstrate the hellenization of Philo — 
even G. F. Moore admitted this; but he insisted that Philo was a unique phe­
nomenon, and concerned with Greek points of view in a way that other Jews 
even in Alexandria could not have been; thus Philo, except as one could find 
that his writings were actually used by a later writer, could not be considered 
important to explain anything else, either in early Christianity or Judaism. 

On this 1 think Moore was demonstrably wrong from the evidence of 
Philo himself. Philo was not unique in his thinking. He speaks to and of a 
group of mystic Jews, and contrasts their point of view frequently with that of 
the ordinary Jew, who could not "cross the Jordan," as he called it, that is, get 
beyond (while still observing) the legal requirements, to come into the meta­
physical reality that Philo found implicit in the Torah. But direct evidence 
outside Philo's writings for such a group is almost negligible. There are, to 
name only the most important works, the Wisdom of Solomon, the Letter of 
Aristeas, the Jewish Sibylline Books, the three last books of Maccabees, espe­
cially Fourth Maccabees, the strange fragments quoted by Eusebius, the 
pseudo-Justinian Oratio ad Graecos, the Mystic Liturgy, and the little Jewish 
apology in the Clementine Homilies.1 None of this, or all of it added together, 
justified my a priori, namely that there must have been a general movement of 
hellenized Judaism, not just a few stray hellenized Jews, since the hellenization 
of Christianity seemed to me to imply a general tradition on which Paul and 
the authors of the Fourth Gospel and of Hebrews could have drawn for their 
ideas, and which could have produced an audience capable of understanding 
them. The Letter to the Hebrews, for example, very probably is actually that, 
a letter to Jews. It would, so far as we know, have been utter nonsense to Hillel: 
Philo wouJd have understood it very well, though he probably would have re­
jected its Christian novelties. But who were the Jews who could read it with 
understanding and sympathy? Still we have no evidence for a hellenized Ju­
daism as a general and popular movement such as it seems to me much of the 

New Testament presupposes. 
To assume a general and widespread hellenized Judaism from the evi­

dence of Philo and the rest of the surviving miscellany is so much the harder 

2. See my essay "Wolfson's Phxlo," JBL, 
LXVII (1948), 87-109. Now reprinted in 
E. S. Frerichs and J. Neusner, eds., Goode-
nough on History of Religion and on Judaism 

(Atlanta, 1986), 77-94 
3. These have frequently been reviewed. 

See my By Light, Light, 265-358. where all 
are discussed except the last 
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because all literary records of such a hellenized Judaism disappear shortly 

after the beginning of Christianity. If there was a widespread and deeply 

established hellenized Judaism, why is it that we have no body of documents 

from such a Judaism after Philo? This point has often been raised. Used 

against the existence of such a Judaism in the Roman world, it is an argument 

from silence, but at first a telling one. Actually from the period after Philo we 

have an increasingly large body of Jewish literature. There is Josephus (only 

slightly hellenized), and there is the growing body of rabbinical tradition 

gradually getting itself formed and written through the centuries. In the 

rabbinic writings, especially in the Midrash, are a few oddments which seem 

hellemstic, such as a rabbinic tradition, like that of Aristophanes in Plato's 

Symposium, that man was originally created a monster with both sexes, and then 

split to form male and female.4  These traces of hellenistic influence, if such 

they be, occur so rarely in rabbinic writings, however, that they do not affect 

the total rabbinic point of view which Wolfson calls "native," and which shows 

in general a strong antipathy toward hellenistic civilization, and a striking!) 

different way of thinking. 

Further, it appears that in time there mav be available an increasing bodv 

of apocalyptic-mystical writing from the Judaism of the first centuries of the 

present era, writings on which Scholem drew largely in manuscript for his fas­
cinating account of the development of Jewish mysticism.'· But Scholem treats 
these with little reference to Philo or possible hellenistic or gnostic influence: 
they too are "native" as he expounds them, though he does not use that unfor­
tunate term, and we shall have to wait for the actual publication of the texts 
and further study to see whether they do show traces of hellenization.b Solo­
mon Gravzel published A History of the Jews in a single volume which I shall 
quote several times because it gives the best results of Jewish scholarship, the 
"typical" attitude toward our problems, in such brief and excellent expression. 
As an example in point here, he has proposed several explanations of why the 
rabbis allowed the apocryphal books to perish from Jewish memory and, we 

4 The passages are collected m G F. 
Moore. Judaism, I, 453. This idea is not ex­
pressed m any extant passage in Philo. but, 

found primarily in the Αί/Ϊ, Gen., VIII, 1 (ET, 

1, 54), it is a sample of the sort of thing which 

made e\en Moore (Judaism, I, 165) say: "It is 

highh probable that some of the contributors 

[to this midrash] were acquainted with 

Philo " 

5. Scholem. Jewish Mysticism See espe­
cially the early chapters. 

6 In view of the quotation from Moore 
in η 4, a study of the opening sections of the 

Genesis Rabbah might well be extremely re­
warding for this problem. It can be done only 
by a competently trained rabbinical scholar, 
and by one, may I add, who would not see 
every resemblance to Philo as prima facie evi­
dence that Philo's thought was rabbinic, but 
whose mind would actually be open to the 
possibility of hellenistic influence in the mys­
tical thinking prohibited, but practised, bv 
certain rabbis. Even the reconstruction of 
such thinking, however, would not detract 
from its general contrast to the usual rabbinic 
thought forms. 



THE PROBLEM 9 

understand, many other books with them. "Some of them were written in 
Greek and therefore could not become popular among the masses of the Jews, 
especially in Palestine," he says, forgetting that in the early Christian centuries 
in the Roman world the "masses of Jews" who could read at all were reading 
Greek and Latin, not Hebrew and Aramaic,? while even in Palestine Greek in­
scriptions are more common than Semitic on Jewish graves. He goes on to 
point out the shifting of population, the fact that these books were "not well 
written" (it seems to me Sirach, written in Hebrew, and the Wisdom of Solo­
mon, in Greek, are superior in literary form as well as thought to the canonical 
Canticles, Esther, or Ecclesiastes), and the fact that "many of these books ad­
vocated religious laws which differed from the legislation favored by the Phar­
isees and the rabbis." It was for this last reason, I believe, that the books were 
rejected, as appears in the discussion of Sirach in the Talmud.8 "Finally," Gray-
zel concludes, "these books were hard to distinguish from Christian works 
which soon appeared, written in the same languages and propagating the 
same ideas. To avoid confusion it was considered best to discourage the read­
ing of the entire literature." So "the entire literature," including everything 
that was presumably produced in the diaspora, is lost (for since it was not read 
it was not copied) except as Christians preserved bits from pre-Christian Jew­
ish writings. It is only through Christians that Philo, Josephus, and the Jewish 
Apocrypha have survived, all of them earlier than Christianity or contempo­
rary with its beginnings. The silence, therefore, is complete·, we have no con­
vincing literary evidence of a hellenized Judaism after Philo and Josephus. A 
possible exception is the tradition of a dialogue between Antoninus and Rabbi 
Judah I, from which a few questions and answers have been preserved in var­
ious treatises of the Talmud. Wallach" has recently argued that these go back 

7. A History of the Jews, 1947, 203 Not a 
single case of the transliteration of Aramaic 
into Latin characters appears in a recogniz­
ably Jewish inscription, of the sort described 
by W. R. Newbold, "Five Transliterated Ara­
maic Inscriptions," AJA, Ser. II, Vol. XXX, 
288-329. As this volume went to press I first 
saw Louis Finkelstein's The Jews, 1949, where 
the essay of Judah Gotdin, "The Period of 
the Talmud," I, 115-215, is especially im­
portant for this section. It seemed much in 
line with other traditional histories of the 
subject. How entirely dependent he is upon 
literary (rabbinic) sources appears from his 
representing the Jews of Palestine in the 
third, fourth, and fifth centuries as being ter­
ribly oppressed and impoverished, when it is 
precisely m those centuries that they seem to 

have done their most expensive (and exten­
sive) building. 

8 BT, Sanhednn, 90a. 100b (ET, II, 602, 
680-682). See esp the note by Freedman in 
ET, II, 602, n. 1. In the Gemara here a tanna 
is quoted as saying that Akiba was referring 
to the "books of the Sadducees." This seems 
direct evidence of books which are otherwise 
unknown because the rabbis suppressed 
them. Abaye goes on to a quotation, appar-
ently ascribed to Sirach, but very Iikelv from 
the "Sadducean" books. Freedman's sugges­
tion (p. 680, n. 9) that this is a reference to the 
New Testament has nojustification whatever. 

9. " The Colloquy of Marcus Aurelius 
with the Patriarch Judah I," JQR, XXXI 
(1940/1), 259-286. 
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to a lost apocryphon telling of such a dialogue, perhaps something like the Let­
ter of Aristeas, and that it was thoroughly Stoic in inspiration, that is a hellen-
istic Jewish document. But of the document, if it ever existed, we have only 
these traces, so that the silence is really not broken. 

If the silence is complete, however, argument from it is still extremely 
dangerous. For our evidence of post-Christian Judaism comes almost entirely 
through rabbinic channels. If we had only the traditions of the Jews themselves 
as they have survived through the ages, we should hardly have suspected the 
existence of the whole body of apocryphal and pseudepigraphical literature,'" 
for these, I repeat, have survived thanks only to Christian copyists. Some 
passage in rabbinic literature may refer to Josephus, but I have never seen an 
allusion to such a reference. Finkelstein's" attempt to demonstrate a rabbinic 
allusion to Philo only showed that no one would have suspected Philo's exist­
ence merely from rabbinic sources. If without the text of Philo and the refer­
ences to him and his predecessors in Christian writings anyone had a priori 
said such a Judaism as Philo's had ever existed, he would have been laughed 
out of all scholarly company. We are then in a strange position. Only by grace 
of the rabbis have we literary evidence of Judaism as it developed after the 
beginnings of Christianity; and it is only through the Christians that we know 
any of the developments of Judaism (except the development of the rabbinic 
tradition itself) between "Old Testament times" and the beginnings of Chris­
tianity. The rabbis preserved their Bible and the traditions of their own group; 
but they preserved nothing else except what we get from scattered casual al­
lusions to external events. We know of hellenized Judaism, indeed of all non-
rabbinicjudaism, only from Christian sources. 

The early Christians, however, and this is of the greatest importance, pre­
served and even alluded to hellenized Jewish literature only if it was pre-Chris-
tian, or written in the first or second century after Christ. Christian traditions 
of the first centuries as taken from the Christian writers refer to the contem­
porary writings of not a single Jew. It is conspicuous that Christian tradition 
made Philo into a Christian saint. His and the other writings of pre-Christian 
hellenized Jews seem to have been preserved as part of what Eusebius called 
the "preparation" for Christianity. Josephus seems the latest Jewish writer the 
Christians wanted. Such rabbis as Akiba and Johanan could hardly be repre­
sented, even by Christian imagination, as saints or predecessors of the new-
faith: and no more could other Jews, of the sort represented by Trypho in Jus­
tin's Dialogue. Writings produced by Jews who denounced Christianity, and 
continued to live the life of the Law (whatever that may have meant to them), 

10. A few works, such as that of Sirach. 11. Louis Finkelstein. "Is Philo Men-
are named by the rabbis, onlv to curse those tioned in Rabbinic Literature?" JBL,  LlIl 
who read them: BT,  Sanhednn.  ioob (ET, II, <1934), 142— 149. 
680). 
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to build synagogues, and put menorahs on their graves, would not have com­
mended themselves to Christian study and copying. If Jews had no use for 
Philo or other hellemsts, Christians had no use for Johanan ben Zakkai, or 
Rabbi Meir, or Ior loyal Jews of Rome or any other place who were opposing 
the Christian movement. So if hellenized Jews did exist and write books in the 
early Christian centuries, neither Christians nor the rabbinic Jevvs who ulti­
mately dominated Judaism would have cared to preserve their writings. The 
Jews of the first Christian centuries who lived in the various centers of Greek 
and Latin civilization, if they wrote books must have written them as Philo did, 
in Greek (or later, in Latin), since the grave inscriptions of Rome in the period 
are all in Greek or Latin; and we know that the Jews had to have a succession 
of Greek translations of their Bible. There is no indication that Jews of the 
diaspora, for many centuries, could read Hebrew or Aramaic; even m Pales­
tine and Dura, Greek is more common than Hebrew. It would indeed be a 
large argument from silence to assert that no Jew who spoke only Greek (there 
were apparently several million such Jews at any one time) ever wrote a book 
on his faith after Philo. There may have been very extensive writing done by-
Jews of the Roman world in the Christian centuries, but since if books were 
written in Greek by Jews neither Christians nor rabbis would have cared to 
preserve them, they would have perished. That we have no writings from 
these Jews simply indicates that if they did write, as we must presume some of 
them did, they wrote books of a kind unpleasing to the rabbis, and, of course, 
to the Christians. 

The one thing most dangerous to argue from this silence is that the Jews 
of the Roman empire were actively and acceptably rabbinic. To write the his­
tory of Judaism as has usually been done, on the assumption that the Judaism 
of all Jews in the period of the Roman empire can be reconstructed from 
rabbinic writings, and not to stress our ignorance of what Jews of the time in 
general believed, is indeed to go a long way on just no evidence at all. 

It seems strange to me, then, that even though scholars have known Philo 
and the Apocrypha now for a century or more, their conceptions of Jewish 
history have not basically altered from the traditional one built up on the 
literature of medieval Judaism, where Philo, the Apocrypha, and hellenized 
Judaism were never mentioned. IJ  In that tradition it was assumed that all Jews 
thought always as medieval Jews had finally (more or less) come to unite in 
thinking. 

The circumstances of the rise and dev elopment of rabbinism. with which 
we must stop for a moment, hardlv justify the usual assumption that it set the 

12. "The (.hicf source for the history of 
the talmudic, post-talmudic, and geonic pe­
riods," savs J.  Z Lauterbach. JE. XI, 284, is 
the "Historical Letter" of R. Sherira b. Ha-

nina. Gaon, of the tenth centurv. See the 
French translation bv L. Landau, Ihesis 
(Univ. of Paris),  Antwerp, 1904 This is cer­
tainly true 



12 CHAPTER OXE 

norm for all Jews everywhere. That assumption is expressed for example by 
Grayzel, who describes how Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai got permission from 
Vespasian at the time of the siege of Jerusalem to retreat to Jamnia and found 
a Jewish academy of study. With the fall of Jerusalem this new academy soon 
proclaimed itself the new Sanhedrin or Bet Din, instituted the rabbinate, with 
the title "rabbi" formally conferred on a man adequately trained in rabbinic 
tradition, and in course of time the Romans even allowed the group some 
measure of power to enforce their decisions. But Gravzel goes complete!} 
beyond his evidence when he says: 

Actually, the powers of the Bet Din and the Nasi were much greater than 

those officially granted them, since they had not onh legal authorit)  over the 

Jews in Palestine but also their voluntary allegiance wherever thev lived, both 

in the Roman empire and in Parthia. TheJews recognized their religious au­

thority, and gladly sent contributions for their maintenance. Jewish unity was 

again established." 

Just before that'^ he says, apparently of Judaism in general: "Any man refus­
ing to follow the decisions of the Bet Din as to what was or was not traditionally 
Jewish weakened Jewish life by loosening the ties which bound him to the 
group." He goes on to describe'^ the completion of the first part of the Tal­
mud, the Mishnah, and says: "The Mishnah became a companion to the Bible. 
More than ever before the Jews now became the 'People of the Book." " There 
is no evidence at all that Jewish life was ever generally unified in the Bet Din at 
Jamnia, or, in these centuries, by any rabbinic tradition. We can agree with 
Grayzel completely when he says: "The stubborn adherence of the Jewish peo­
ple to their religious laws and customs overcame, in the course of years, 
Rome's efforts to destroy them.""' But even the rabbis, as he recognizes, had to 
admit that the study of the Law was more important than its observance, and 
that "there are only three fundamentals of Judaism for which a man or a 
woman must prefer death to transgression — the worship of idols, adultery, 
and the shedding of innocent blood."17 Most Jews, if we may rely upon Philo 
as typical, would have died rather than break not only these but many other 
laws, yet the question is not what points of law were necessary, but whether 
the rabbinic-halachic, or legalistic, point of view in Judaism was generally 
accepted, "normative," for Jews in the period. 

The authority of the Patriarch, Ethnarch, or Nasi has seemed to Jewish 
scholars in general to have stabilized all Judaism under the rabbinic point of 
view. Studies of the authority of this official1" appear to me greatly to exagger-

13. Op. cit . ,  199 17 Ibid.,  201. 

14 Ibid, 197. 18. See especially Juster.  Juifs.  I ,  391-
15. Ibid .  209 399; Hans Zucker, Untersuchungen zur Orga-

16. Ibid.,  202. nisation derJuden vom babytonuehen Exd bis urn 
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ate his powers, though into the details of the evidence we cannot go here. Ap­
pointed, or at least recognized, as Ethnarch or Patriarch by the Roman emper­
ors from the second to the fifth century, the Patriarch exercised, at least 
sporadically, great influence. He had the right to collect for himself and the 
Jewish scholars of Palestine general Jewish tribute; he was recognized as the 
head of all the Jews, "souverain sans pouvoir territorial, chef, en quelque sorte, 
spirituel de tous Ies Juifs de I'Empire."<» The italics are Juster's but seem to me to 
be misplaced: they should have emphasized the vagueness of "en quelque 
sorte." For while the Patriarch had legally the power to appoint the rulers in 
the synagogues, a power which he sometimes used for his own enrichment by 
selling the offices, the places named where his power was exercised are all in 
the near-by regions, not in the Roman world in general. Legally, the Theodo-
sian Code recognized him as having supreme jurisdiction in religious matters, 
but there is little or nothing to show that in practice, except in problems of the 
calendar, this extended to an actual supervision of Jewish thought in general. 
He had by this code, and probably before, the right to set up legal courts, but 
again the right seems to have been quite locally exercised. The decisive point 
is the organization of "apostles," men said to be of rank second only to the Pa­
triarch's own, who are mentioned in several scattered passages as envoys of the 
Patriarch to collect the money, oversee the local organizations, and fight such 
heresies as Christianity.2" All modern discussions of these passages seem to me 
quite unrealistic. For the Patriarch to have had enough apostles to canvass 
every year the entire Roman world, or even just the great centers, would have 
meant a large organization indeed, especially since the apostles seem usually to 
have traveled at least in pairs. Since until Christianity became the official reli­
gion of the Empire there were probably as many Jewish centers as there were 
Christian, an organization at least as elaborate as that of the Christian clergy 
would have been necessary to create that Jewish unanimity which is usually 
presented as far more complete than even the Christian. That apostles were 
sent out from Palestine, that the Jews in Ephesus, Rome, Carthage, and Cilicia 
(I am not so sure about Jews in smaller towns) often saw them, talked with 
them, gave them money, I do not doubt. That they effected a sense of loyal 
cohesion throughout world Jewry seems quite likely. But the supervision of 
the contents and range of Jewish thought would have required a tremendous 
organization indeed. A recent scholar has said that the Patriarch and his apos­
tles caused "the permeation of world Judaism, including the Babylonian Jews, 

Ende des Patriarchate, Diss., Leipzig, 1936, 
142- 166; Solomon Zeitlin, Religious and Sec­
ular Leaden/up, I, 1943. 7-15; Simon, Verus 
Israel, 82-86. 

19. Juster, op. cit , 393. 
20. Discussion of the "apostles" appears 

very widely. The two articles in JE, II. 19-21 
give the best brief presentation. I he article 
by Krauss, "Die judischen Apostel," JQR. 
XVII (1904/5). 370-383 seems still the best. 
Considerable bibliography is given in 
Schorer.yiirf I 'oik. III, 1909. 119, n. 77 
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with the form of life worked out in Palestine whose charter ( D okum en t )  is the 
Mishnah and Gemara."-' '  Even the elaborate organization of the Christian 

clergy, however, found that to keep Christian thought unified it had to have its 
sacred books available in the vernacular. Verv early the Bible had to be trans­
lated for Christians into Latin. But so far as we know, no rabbi ever suggested 

translating the Mishnah to go with the Greek Bible for the Jews in the 
diaspora. "The Mishnah became a companion to the Bible" only for scholarh 
rabbis who could read Hebrew. Those who could not read Hebrew got along, 

as Philo's group had done, without a Mishnah. We cannot a priori fill with 
rabbinism the silence of the Judaism of the Roman diaspora in this period. 

In contrast to Jewish practice in the Greco-Roman world, Jews of Baby­
lonia were early organized in schools by their rabbis and taught rabbinic 
Judaism. The movement began in certain places in the early third centurv. 
"When Rav first returned [to Babylonia] from his studies in Palestine (around 
220)," writes Grayzel,2-' "and undertook a journey through the Jewish settle­
ments in Babylonia, he was shocked at the ignorance of the Jews about matters 

of Jewish observance." So he and others began a program of popular educa­
tion in the principles of rabbinic Judaism which after a century or two showed 
great results. It is interesting that the synagogue of Dura, of which we shall 

have much to say, was in a provincial city destroyed in 256; the synagogue, dec­
orated probably a decade earlier, presumably represents Judaism still un­
touched by this halachic reform. To assume that the traditions of the Babylo­

nian school of rabbis must lie behind the Dura paintings is to go directly 
against what little evidence we have for the region. 

We know that the rabbinate faded out in its influence even in Palestine 

after the middle of the fourth century, faded out indeed in Palestine itself to 

the point that the Jerusalem Talmud, which the rabbis then were composing, 

was never completed. Apparently the Jews within Palestine were not inclined 
to support a rabbinical academy, and we do not know to what extent the rabbis 

in Palestine actually controlled Jewish thought and practice even when they 
were flourishing. Occasional anecdotes of the exercise of such authority have 

traditionally, and to my mind unwarrantably, been generalized as typical of 

common practice. By the third century Greek was predominantly the lan­
guage of Jews in Palestine itself, and we shall see that the invasion of Jewish art 

by hellenistic ornament was no less striking in Palestine than in Rome or Dura. 
Even in the time of Christ, Greek names are nearly as common as Hebrew and 
Aramaic together on Jewish tombs of Palestine, while by the third century 

Greek overwhelmingly predominates. This Schwabe admits, but concludes: 

"Although epigraphic evidence results in a somewhat different picture from 
that based on talmudic literature, both express the same fundamental Jewish 

2  1 .  Z u c k e r ,  o p  c i t  .  1 6 6  2 2 .  O p .  c i t  .  2 2 9 .  
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attitude and tradition.""1  Actually Schwabe's own epigraphical and icono-

graphic evidence from Palestine affords no basis for supposing that most Jews 

even in Palestine were living "normative" lives under the guidance of those 

who were forming talmudic tradition in Hebrew. 

As we have said, we know that from the third to the sixth centuries a great 

popular movement toward rabbinic Judaism flourished in Babylonia, and that 

it supported the Babylonian scholars after those in Palestine had ceased to 

exist, supported them so that the greatest monuments of rabbinism came from 

Babylonia, or were based upon the work of the Babylonian rabbis. It is inter­
esting that to reconstruct the system of education which most scholars put back 
into the time of Jesus, but which G. F. Moore himself claimed to apply only to 
the later "Age of the Tannaim," Moore^ had to draw chiefly on passages from 
the Babylonian Talmud, whose applicability to Palestine and the diaspora in 
general, to say nothing of the problem of its applicability to the time of Jesus, 
is not demonstrated at all. I do not doubt that there were attempts by the rabbis 
to found such schools in Palestine also, but that they were so successful that the 
rabbis throughout Palestine actually guided and dominated all men's thinking, 
and all the synagogues, even in the rabbis' prime, is by no means certified by 
the evidence. 

For the rest of the diaspora, that is for the Jews in the Roman empire, 
there is no trace of any movement, comparable to the popular reform in Bab­
ylonia, to bring them rabbinism. Samuel Krauss2= has recently said: "The Ju­
daism of the diaspora, we know, was regulated by the Babylonian Talmud," 
but Jews of the Roman empire could not read the Mishnah, and, as has been 
said, no one tried, so far as we know, to teach them Hebrew or to translate the 
Mishnah into a language they understood.No one presents this linguistic di­
chotomy more sharply than G. F. Moore himself.-'" He first tries by implication 
to suggest that the schools of Alexandria in Philo's day were dominated by the 

23.JJPES, IV (1945). ρ xxv VVe should 

have expected from talmudic literature, BT, 

Gittin, 1 ib (ET, 39), thatjews in the diaspora 

would have had "heathen" names, but that 

no Jew even there would have been named 

Lucus (Lucius) or Lus (Gaius): "Most Jews in 

foreign parts bear heathen names." See Ber­
liner, Juden inRom, I, 54 ButbothLuciusand 
Gaius were common names for Jews in 
Rome: Frey, CIJ, 621, 623. 

24. Judaism, I, 77-82. 
25. InREJ, XCVII (1934), 2. 
26. After reading the above my friend 

Morton Smith suggested the following emen­
dation: "The effort to make the teaching of 
the Palestinian rabbis available to Greek-

speakingjews seems to have been greater at 
the time of Akiba, if we may trust the tradi­
tional dating ot Aquila's translation, which 
unquestionably was intended to produce a 
Greek text preserving those Hebraic peculi­
arities on which so much contemporary Pal­
estinian exegesis was based I he production 
of such a translation argues the existence of 
preachers who followed Palestinian methods 
in their exegesis and therefore found them­
selves embarrassed by the absence, from pre­
vious Greek versions, of the details on which 
those methods relied." To which I add onl\ 
that the implications cannot safely be pushed 
further. 

27. Op cit., I, 32 1 f. 
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rabbis, and were teaching rabbinism, but then goes on to show that there is no 
trace of anv real knowledge or use of Hebrew among hellenistic Jews. He con­
cludes: "It is Iikelv . . . that in Philo's time knowledge of Greek was more com­
mon among the upper classes in Jerusalem than of Hebrew in Alexandria." 
Had Rab visited the Jews in Rome, Malta, or Dura, as we have seen he did the 
Jews in the East, he would probably have been just as "shocked at the igno­
rance of the Jews about matters of Jewish observance" as he was when he trav­
eled in Babylonia, that is, he would have found them doing and thinking the 
wrong things. The story is told m the Talmud-" of how indignant an Eastern 
rabbi became in the period of Hadrian. He had heard that a Jew in Rome with 
the conspicuously Greek name of Theodosius (or Theudas) had allowed the 
Jews to roast a whole lamb for the Passover in Rome itself, that is without going 
to Palestine to do so. The rabbi, Joseph, wrote him a protest and said that if he 
were not Theodosius he would be excommunicated for allowing such a thing. 
Theodosius may, indeed, have known that he was introducing a novelty con­
trary to rabbinic teachings, but there is no indication that he or his fellows 
changed back to rabbinic practices because of Joseph's protest. IfJoseph had 
thought they would change, he would not have made this despairing allusion 
to excommunication. Yet this incident has been quoted"" as the only one from 
the diaspora to justify the statement, "Throughout Palestine, and indeed even 
in the diaspora, in Babylonia, as well as in Egypt and in Rome, the words of the 
Pharisaic scholars were accepted as authoritative interpretations of the Laws 
of Moses." Rabbi Joseph in fact did not excommunicate Theodosius, and he 
and his followers presumably continued to adjust the Jewish Festivals and the 
laws to life in the diaspora in the same way as best thev could, without refer­
ence to rabbinic feeling.'1" 

How scanty the evidence is for rabbinic influence in ancient Rome appears 
from those who have tried most to magnify it. It is told that under Domitian, 
Gamaliel II went to Rome with Eleazar b. Azariah, Joshua b. Hananiah, and 

28. BT, Berakoth, 19 a (ET, 115), cf. BT. 
Bt'tzafi. 23a (ET, 118 f.), where the storv is 
told in the Clemara to comment on a ruling 
in the Mishnah (ibid . 22b, E I1 1 16) ascribed 
to Ciamaliel permitting the same license. See 
further references in H. V rOgelscein and 
I i  Rieger, Gvwhichte derJuden in Rom, 1896. I. 
30, n.  4, and 108— 110; H. Vogelstein, Rome, 

1941. 81—87. 
29. Louis Finkelstein, The Phansees, 

1938. II, 621 
30 Finkelstem continues in the passage 

to refer to an incident where Palestinian rab­
bis "suppressed without difficulu" a similar 

move for independence on the part of a Bab­

ylonian rabbi. Actually the source (BT, Be­
rakoth, 63a, ET, 398 f.) tells onlv of the inde­
pendent act of the Babylonian, and the 
protest and argument that followed But the 
Babv Ionian in the record also did not vield an 
inch, and the compiler of the Gemara goes 
on (63b) to comment that one group was giv­
ing a stricter, the other a laxer view, the for­
mer protesting "so that the people might not 
be led b\" the Babvlonian rabbi. It is per-
fecdv clear that the Babvlonians continued to 
be led bv their own rabbis. The Babvlonian 
rabbis, or their power of decision, were not 
"suppressed" for a moment. 
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Akiba, "and it is related," says Moore,1' "that they discoursed in the syn-
aS0Sues anfI schoolhouses, and discussed religious subjects with heathen and 
Christians." This is to rely on a small body of tradition, most of which is openly 
fantastic, as that the Emperor wanted a rabbi to step on his (the Emperor's) 
back when the rabbi got into bed, and the like, 

According to a statement of unknown date in the Gemara of the Babylo­
nian Talmud,33 a number of scholars went out to found "academies" or "courts" 
in various places. The rabbis listed are all quite early, and there is no reason to 
dispute the statement that one of them, R. Mathia b. Heresh, went to found an 
"academy" or "court" at Rome. Tradition mentions this rabbi several times, 
and tells that he was a contemporary of pupils of R. Ishmael, therefore prob­
ably born in the first quarter of the second century, and perhaps himself also 
a pupil of Ishmael. Several of his opinions are recorded, one on medical treat­
ment on the Sabbath," one on marital relations," and others.But of an active 
rabbinic school or "court" at Rome there is no trace. When R. Simeon b. Yohai 
and R. Eleazar b. Azariah went to Rome, R. Mathia asked them questions on 
various points." We may then conclude that he stayed at Rome for some time. 
But that the "academy" at Rome was a "regular rabbinical school," whose re­
lation with the schools in Palestine "tended to bring the Jews in the diaspora 
into line with those of the home land"'" there is not a particle of evidence to 

31. Judaism, I, 106. It is noteworthy that 
Gressmann, "Jewish Life," 170—191, makes 
no allusion at all to this talmudic tradition. 

32. BT, Abodah Zarah, 10a- 1 ia (ET, 4g-
56); cf. MR. Gen , XX, 4 (ET, I, 161); Exod , 
XXX, g (ET, 355); Deul.. II, 24 (ET, 51 f.); 
DerekEretz Rabbah, see the edition of M. Hig-
ger, 1935, 65. The classic study of this mate­
rial is that of H. Graetz, "Die Reise der vier 
Tannaiten nach Rom,"A1GWJ, I (1852) 192 — 
202. See also W. Bacher, Die Agada der Tan-
nailen, I, 1903, 79 f.; H L. Strack, Inirodwtwn 
to the Talmud and Midrash, 1931, 111 

33. BT, Sanhednn, 32b (ET, I, 204). 
34. BT, Yoma, 83a (ET, 407) in the Mish-

nah, disputed below in the Gemara; so in JT. 
Yoma. VIII, 5 (FT, 252). 

35. BT, Yebamoth, 61b (ET, I, 409) 
36. These are collected by Vogelstein 

and Rieger, op. cit., I, 111 f., and Bacher, op. 
cit., 380-384. 

37. The chief passages are BT, Alegillah, 
17a (GT, XII, 277) and BT, Yoma. 53b (ET, 
253) for Simeon b. Yohai; and BT, Yoma, 86a 
(ET, 426) for R. Eleazar ben Azariah, In JT, 

Yoma, VIII, 8 (FT, 256) Mathia asks the same 
question in the "academy," but there is no 
mention of Rome. It is generally supposed 
that it is the academy at Rome referred to in 
all these cases, which, if the incident is genu­
ine at all, may quite well be true. Judah Gol-
din speaks of the academy in Rome similarly 
in his "The Period of the Talmud," in Louis 
Finkelstein, The Jews, I, 145 

38. Moore, Judaism. I, 107. On the issue 
La Piana seems to blow cold and hot. He ap­
pears to exaggerate even Moore's position 
when he says· "In the communities of hellen-
ized Jews, or at least in the larger ones, 
advanced schools existed in which scholarly 
traditions and rabbinical learning were per­
petuated." But on the same page he goes on 
to say "Rome never became a centre of Jew-
ish learning, never created a Roman Jewish 
school which played any pari m the great 
work of Jewish legal exegesis, in the codifica­
tion and explanation of the unwritten tradi­
tion, or m the development of Jewish schol­
arship": "Foreign Groups in Rome," HTR. 
XX (1927), 371. The presumption is that La 
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substantiate. A few lines below this Moore sa\s: "About the relations of the 
Palestinian schools to the Greek-speaking part of the Jewish world compara­
tively little is known," and with this, if we might change the "comparati\el\ 
little" to "nothing important whatever," we could heartily agree. Moore goes 
on to point out that there is no way to ascertain the relation of earlier Alexan­
drian halacha to contemporary Palestinian teaching, and concludes that "on 
the whole . . . it seems probable that Alexandrian scholars of his [Philo's] dav 
did not feel themselves bound by the authority of their Palestinian colleagues." 
He should have admitted that the combined effort of many scholars has 
unearthed no evidence that the situation was dif ferent in Rome or Ephesus, or 
that Greek-speaking Jews were "bound" bv rabbinic traditions for centuries 
to come. 

That is, we must consider the rabbis as a group of Jewish scholars who as­
pired to much power in regulating the Jives of Jews, and eventually got it, but 
who for centuries even in Palestine fought a hard battle for popular prestige 
and support. We know that the rabbis in Palestine were held in high esteem bv 
Jews to the east in Babylonia, where the seat of rabbinic Judaism soon had to 
move, and where, when this was done, popular education under rabbinic di­
rection at last can be seen definitely to have created "normative" Judaism, i.e., 
a way of life generally regarded by the Jews (in Babylonia) as standard. But 
nothing indicates that Jews in the Roman world, while the\ knew of the rabbis, 
occasionally contributed to their support, and respected them, ever came un­
der their influence to any appreciable extent. I do not say that this in itself im­
plies that the Jews in Rome or Ephesus were therefore all Philonic Jews. There 
is no evidence to show that the Jews of the imperial diaspora were led by rab­
binic thinkers, or were "normative" or "halachic" Jews.1" 

The one attempt to control GreekJews which I know to have come out of 

the rabbinic schools was Aquila's translation of the Old Testament to replace 
the Septuagint. The Septuagint had often opened the way for hellenistic inter­
pretations of the Bible, and in many passages used words which had proved 
most useful to Christian interpretation. To counterbalance this, the rabbis had 
Aquila make a more literal version, one which avoided Greek words which 

Plana rightly concluded that  no rabbinic 

scholarship came out of Rome or the rabbis 

uoii ld probabh have mentioned it .  but  that  

Roman Judaism "contributed l i t t le  or  nothing 
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i o n  » f  t h e j e x i ' < ,  n j  I l a h ,  1 9 4 6 ,  1 5 — 1 8 .  
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Christians had found useful. The translation survives only in fragments, and 
we have no information as to how widely Jews used it.-t" For example, in an 
extraordinary Jewish liturgy preserved in slightly Christianized form in the 
Apostolic Constitutions, there are a great number of Old Testament quotations, 
all from the Septuagint except two which are in the translation of Aquila.' ' 
These very passages from Aquila, however, are in this liturgy made the basis 
of extreme hellenistic speculation, so that the implications of their being from 
Aquila are quite problematic. Certainly they do not remotely justify Simon*-· in 
concluding from the mere presence of the quotation of Aquila, that "among 
the Jews of the diaspora there was an increasing docility toward the Palestinian 
rabbis." 

It is time to stop and define "normative" Judaism, or the Wesen of rabbinic 
Judaism, as it is essentially to be contrasted with what we know of hellenized 
Judaism. The achievement of rabbinic Judaism was to work out a religion 
which was basically "halachic," to use its own term, that is, basically legal. One 
not a Jew who speaks of Jewish legalism is always suspect, since Christian schol­
ars have for so many centuries thought they made their own religion more 
attractive by vilifying the religion of the Jews, especially of the rabbis. Anv re­
ligious point of view carried to its logical conclusion reduces itself to absurdity, 
as the medieval scholastics, to cite only a single instance, abundantly exemplify. 
One problem suggests another, until the mind tends to lose touch with religion 
as a way of life and begins simply to play an intellectual game. But to judge 
scholasticism, or medieval Christianity, by the extremists in this game is, to say 
the least, unfair. Similarly tojudgejewish legalism by some of its more detailed 
expositions is just as far from reality. What I mean by halachic rabbinism in its 
true character has been beautifully put into a small paragraph by Cirayzelf1 in 
the excellent book we have found so illuminating, where he describes what it 
was that the rabbis tried to teach in the new Babylonian schools: 

The ultimate aim of education was not merely to acquire information, but 

what was more important,  to establish good habits of li te.  Thev studied the laws 

which regulated man's relations to God, and also those which guided man's 

relations to his fellow man Philanthropy and business, wages and the rules of 

common politeness, morality and ethics were as much part of their religious 

40. On Aquila and the translation the ar­
ticles of F C. Burkitt  and Louis Ciinzberg in 
JE, JI,  34-38, are stil l  the most convenient.  
Origen (Ad Afnranum, 2) tells us that among 
Jews of his dav who could not read Hebrew it 
was the preferred version 

41. This liturgy was first  isolated and 
published by Bousset.  "Einejudische Gcbets-
sammlung im siebenten Buch der aposto-

lischen Konstitutionen," Nnclntchlm von der 
K Geielhcliafl der Wissemehaften zu Giittingen, 
Philologische-historische Klasse. 19*5 
(1916), 435-485. It  is translated and dis­
cussed m rm By Light,  Light,  306-358. 

42. Ver iv ,  I i raeL  81 f.  Apparently Simon 
chd not read mv study of the liturg\ 

43. Op cit. ,  230 
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studies as were synagogue regulations and the rules of penitence for sins com­
mitted The attitudes towards one another were as much a subject for discus­
sion as the observance of the Sabbath. There was no difference in their attitude 
towards Law, Ethics and Morals; all were part of Religion 

And, he might have added, all were part of the Law in its broadest sense, 
for this is what he means when he himself entitles the paragraph "Law and 
Life." Here is a religion good and true. Believing actively in a God who made 
men that they might live a certain type of life, a God who was pleased when 
men did so and pained or angry when they did not, the business of the devotee 
was to studv the tradition in which that way of life had been revealed, and to 
try as best he could to live according to it. SuchJudaism was a religion of what 
I have elsewhere called the horizontal path. Man walked through this life 
along the road God had put before him, a road which was itself the light and 
law of God, and God above rewarded him for doing so. Man was concerned 
with proper observances to show respect to God, and with proper attitudes and 
acts toward his fellow men, but apart from honoring God, he looked to God 
only for the divine rod and staff to guide him and help him when he was weak, 
while he said to himself: "What is man that thou art mindful of him?" For "all 
flesh is grass." This seems to me the Wesen of halachic or rabbinic or talmudic 
or PharisaicJudaism (I use the adjectives quite synonymously). For the Jew the 
way of God implied a kosher table, exact observances of Sabbaths and Festi­
vals, the most abstemious recoil from any suggestion of idolatry or anv tend­
ency to "syncretize" Judaism by recognizing other religions, myths, or types of 
worship as valid alternative approaches to God. Those who walked the Jewish 
path were not to intermarry with outsiders, and even their social relations with 
gentiles were to be as restricted as possible. The gentiles have often resented 
this, and retaliated, God knows. As Christians have looked back over the wall 
of exclusion which their own spiritual forefathers once scaled to run away, 
they have rarely appreciated the depths of satisfaction (and what else do any 
of us seek?) which Jews within the walls have found in practising their "life 
under the Law"; and outsiders have as little understood the social cohesiveness 
and ripeness which the common life gave to the People among themselves. 

I write this deeply sincere tribute to rabbinic Judaism that I may not be 
taken to disparage it \vhen I record the simple fact that many Jews themselves 
have found it inadequate. Alongside rabbinic Judaism in Palestine in the cen­
tury or so before the fall of Jerusalem there sprang up a rash of other sects. 
The Essenes we know by name, but we have only external and inadequate re­
ports of their views. Then we have documents, like the strange apocalypses of 
Enoch and Baruch, Noah, Adam, and the rest, whose interest seems to be in a 
hero who had trod not a horizontal path but a vertical one up to the throne of 
God, and had returned to tell men of another world. Gravzel again represents 
the point of view of most Jewish historians when he savs that the lure of earlv 
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Christianity was its offering to a discouraged world the "shining vision oi life 

beyond the grave,"" but he fails to mention the mystical and apocalyptic move­
ments within Judaism itself which offered men exactly the same thing. The 
vertical path of mysticism during this life the halachic rabbis have in general 
opposed. It has been mentioned how the early documents of apocalyptic Ju­
daism exist today only because the Christians found them congenial to their 
own "shining visions." Later teachers of this tradition developed a "secret 
teaching" (I dare not say Mystery) explaining the chariot of Ezekiel and crea­
tion in a way which apparently gave the believer hope for an escape to a life 
beyond the grave, one characterized by a succession of heavens, thrones of 
triumph, blessed meals with the Messiah, and by a whole new array of figures 
(Metatron was one of the most conspicuous), who seemed to occupy these 
thrones, or the chief of them. These secret teachings were called ma'asim, and 
the documents in which such teaching now survives are scattered and rare 
manuscripts, for the most part of the eighth century or later, though thev seem 
to be based upon a continuous tradition which goes back to the early apoca­
lypses of the Apocrypha. While some of the rabbis were acquainted with this 
material, it is apparently this tradition which they denounced when they said 
that a man had better not have been born than to learn a ma'asehj ·  From these 
obscure beginnings, of whose relation, if any, with the Philonic tradition we 
have no knowledge whatever, grew the mystic tradition of Judaism which has 
always challenged the rabbis in their claim to speak adequately for all Jews. 

It is not for me to attempt a history of Judaism. But when one reads the 
wonders of this mysticism as reported in consecutive order lor the hrst time by 
Scholenv'' one seems to go from rabbinism into a new world. I have given this 
book to some of my Jewish students well established in rabbinic tradition, only 
to have them come back in utter incredulity that such a Judaism ever existed.17 

The struggle of rabbinism against the Hasidim of Poland and Russia in the 
eighteenth century was only a single instance of a tension which seems to have 
been perennial in Judaism — an opposition Hrst to the ma'asim, then the Cab­
bala, then Hasidism. It was essentially the tension between the two basic types 

44. Op. cit . ,  21 3. 
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of religious experience everywhere, the religion of the vertical path bv which 
man climbs to God and even to a share in divine nature, as over against the 
legal religion where man walks a horizontal path through this world according 
to God's instructions. All great religions offer men both types of experience, 
and there are few individuals who could be found to exemplify one type to the 
complete exclusion of the other. Judaism as a great religion has offered these 
and other types of religious experience. But the rabbis as a group have ne\er 
liked the ma'asim or their cabbalistic descendants. The mvstics have usually 
been legally observant (to a point) as a matter of course. Indeed thev have 
made legal observances themselves into mystic means, as when the white-
robed Cabbahsts of Safed ceremoniously each week welcomed the Sabbath as 
a mystic Bride, and so perpetuated in their experience the age-old values of 
the mvstic marriage. Rabbinism in turn could come to tolerate this, and allow 
the poem which this rite produced, L'chah Dudi, with its refrain, "Go forth, mv 
beloved, to meet the Bride; let us welcome the Sabbath," to become a part of 
the service of Sabbath eve. In orthodox s\ nagogues the congregation still turns 
to the door as it recites the last stanza of the hymn. tS But few if any congrega­
tions are taught by their rabbis the mystic origin and meaning of the little rite. 
It has become halacha for them. 

Rabbinism has been able to absorb a great deal of such mvstic liturgy bv 
the simple process of failing to keep alive the mystic explanations, until only 
antiquarian research discovers what the rite originally meant. Unfortunately 
most of the rites of Judaism in which I feel mystic significance cannot now be 
traced with documentary proof to their origin. When, for example, yews first 
began to use the wine cup in ritual as they still do in such a variety of connec­
tions, and what it originally meant to them, we can only guess. Perhaps at the 
beginning these rituals were as devoid of meaning as they now seem to be in 
the minds of most Jews whom I have asked about them. But I doubt it. The 
point I am making here is that rabbinism has fought against its old mystical 
antithesis through the ages by finally allowing popular mystic rites to come in, 
but by teaching the boys of each generation only the rabbinic point of view, so 
that the new rite seemed to have its chief value as being part of the horizontal 
path of conformity to the will of God. Inevitably this process in time obscured 
the mystic implications of the rites. 

The fact is that while rabbinical Judaism can adjust itself to mystic rites in 
the way described, it would never have originated them. Rabbinic Judaism, 
with its horizontal path, finds its delight in the Law as laws, revelations of God's 
will each one of which is itself sacred even to its "jots and tittles."·»11 In deepest 
contrast, while hellenistic Judaism kept the complete normative reverence for 
the words of the Torah as divinely given and to be obeyed in literal act, it re-

48. Gravzel, op. cit., 471 49. Moore, Judaism, 111,83 
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garded the verbal laws (οί φητοί νόμοι) as being only the body, but their inner 

meanings as the soul. Philo explains this and lists a number of such inner 

meanings: The Seventh Day represents the power of the One without begin­
ning as over against those beings who have a beginning (τό άγένητον vs. to 

γένητον). The Festivals are symbols of rejoicing and thanksgiving (Αφροσύνη 

and ευχαριστία, I am not sure of the translation here). Circumcision is the ex­
cision not only of pleasure but of the mind's conception of itself as in any sense 
"sufficient" (ικανός) to produce anything of merit. The "inner meaning" by no 

means alters the fact that all these laws must be scrupulously observed in prac­
tice. "It follows that, exactly as we have to take thought for the body, because 
it is the abode of the soul, so we must pay heed to the verbal laws. Ifwe keep 
and observe these, we shall gain a clearer conception of those things of which 
these are the symbols (σύμβολα)."^" This was said to rebuke Jews who proposed 

to live by the "soul" of the laws and abandon the "bodv." Yet Philo feels even 

here so strongly the immeasurable superiority of the "soul" of the laws that he 

goes on at once to compare the inner meaning of the laws to the laws of nature, 

the outer body to laws made by imposition, and to say that the heritage of the 

true sons of Abraham is the former, that of his bastards the latter. Jewish mys­
tics of all ages would have read this passage with sympathy, rabbinic Jews with 
detestation. By this I do not mean that no rabbi properly to be classed on the 
whole with rabbinic Judaism would have understood this contrast, but that the 
whole force of rabbinic Judaism as a movement aimed not, like Philo, at dis­
covering the soul of the laws, but at making workable and sound the literal 
commands, what was to PhiIo their body. This is rabbinic Judaism, and rab­
binic Judaism has won its victory. MysticJudaism is now largely an historical 
or local curiosity. "Reform Jews" went back from rabbinism to what they 
thought was the religion of the Prophets, that is they Judaized nineteenth-cen­
tury liberalism; the Orthodox today try to keep to the laws as such, while the 
Conservatives tend to try to find and live by a Wesen of rabbinism which is pop­
ularly called "normative"Judaism.v But none of these has any use for the mys­
tic Jew, or would make a place on any faculty for a Cabbalist who believes in 
and would teach Cabbalism literally as truth. The final victory of rabbinic Ju­
daism over its ancient mystic rival makes it hard to convince modern Jews of 

the reality of Jewish mystical tradition. 
We seem to have got off the point, but not far. What I am saying is that as 
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a young man trying to work out hellenistic Judaism I seemed to meet a stone 

wall in "normative" Judaism. Mvself fortunately a student for a time under 

Moore, I had not only to face the great learning of his Judaism, a learning, and 

a set of conclusions from that learning, which my generation of Jewish scholars 

who could read talmudics have regarded as final, but I had also to overcome 

the sense of helplessness to disagree with him which any pupil of his I ha\e 

ever known so deeply felt. He was indeed a scholar beyond scholars. In his own 

generation a few people like Frank Porter protested,~'J  but for the most part it 

has ever since been taken for granted that rabbinic Judaism was always and 

universally normative for all Jews. However we may explain Philo himself, the 

movement which Philo represented (if indeed he was not, as Moore thought, 

simplv a unique individual) was thought to have collapsed before Christianin . 

ThoseJews who had been most hellenized became Christians, it was said, while 

the rest returned to the normative Judaism from which thev had at most only 

superficially departed. Again Judaism was, in Gravzel's word, "united," united 

in the normative, the rabbinic. 

Simon"11  has recently seemed to face the problem of Jewish art, and the 

relation of the Judaism of the diaspora with that of the rabbis. He gives a re­
view of the art, only in the end, however, to see in it an exhibition of "rabbinic 
liberalism." It is clear that for him "Palestinian Judaism," by which he means 
the rabbis, was in unison with the Judaism of the diaspora, and the attitude of 
all Jews of the period toward Greco-Roman civilization was identical. That is, 
he seems one more scholar primarily interested in explaining the art away b\ 
minimizing its importance in the interest of the all-absorbing rabbinic Juda­
ism. 

Of all recent scholars who have reviewed Jewish history. Baron seems to 
me most nearly to have recognized at least the existence of the problem He 
nowhere says that Jews of the diaspora were united in rabbinic Judaism, as do 
Moore, Finkelstein1 Grayzel,"1 ' and indeed gives some space, as these do not, to 
the only remains we have of Judaism in the Roman world after the beginnings 
of Christianity, that is, remains of art in synagogues and graves; and he dis­
cusses the possibilities of syncretism with Sabazius as re\ealed in certain local 
inscriptions. He admits that the large population of Jews in Syria, Asia Minor, 
the Balkans, Italy, Carthage, and Armenia were probably more subject to gen­
tile influences than even the Jews of Egypt. "The influence of Greek culture 
. . . must have been stronger in Asia Minor and Europe than on the Nile, ex-

52 F C Porter ,  "Judaism m New Testa­

ment  l  imes."  The Jounial  of  Rel igion,  VlII  
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cept perhaps in Alexandria." . . . Millions of Jews [in the diaspora] were drawn 

into the whirl of religious syncretism," he says.-" He contrasts very well the 

prohibitions against attending Greek theaters and games which the rabbis im­
posed, with Philo's obvious fondness for them; and he recalls that according to 
an inscription in Miletus the Jews later had a section reserved for them in the 
municipal theater, not to segregate them but because they as a group had keen 
"interest . . . in the dramatic arts."" 

Baron leaves us quite confused, however, as well he might in view of the 
paucity of evidence. Admitting that Jews of the diaspora must have gone into 
the syncretistic "whirl" in large numbers, how far did Hellenism affect the Jews 
who hung on to their Judaism in these countries? Is it true, as he says, that 
"Greek art impressed itself upon the mind of the Jew more than Greek philos-
ophy"?^ Although Baron gives in a note one of the best bibliographies of 
Jewish art for the period, he nowhere seriously examines its evidence.™ 

If we cannot here go into the problem of the attitude of the rabbis to im­
ages, let me beg the question for the moment and say that the art seems to me 
definitely a part of Judaism, but to have no real place in rabbinic Judaism. By 
that token it would fall into what is generally called hellenistic Judaism. Hel­
lenistic Judaism, if my hypothesis is right, is altogether too important a move­
ment for us to scamp the slightest evidence which might illuminate it. Both the 
later mystic movements injudaism, and the hellenization of Christianity, seem 
to me to have flowed out from this largely hidden source. It may be of interest 
then to record how I came to regard these remains as important sources for 
our purposes. For the very circumstances by which I was attracted to them 
seem to me significant for their meaning. 

In the early nineteen-twenties I was working out at Oxford the thesis of 
my dissertation that in his allegories Justin largely offered Christianized ver­
sions of older allegories of the sort found in Philo. One of my fellow students, 
whose name I have sadly forgotten, heard of my interest. He was an insatiable 
traveler in his vacations (which at Oxford cover more than half the year), and 
had got interested for some reason m the early mosaics of Santa Maria Mag-
giore in Rome, where scenes are depicted from the Old Testament. He told me 
about them and about the book by Richter and Tavlorh" in which it is suggested 
that these mosaics were inspired by Justin's allegories of the Old Testament. 
Fig. Jf i l  shows a sample scene. Soon afterwards in Rome I studied the mosaics 
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carefully, and came to the conclusion that thev were indeed closely akin to Jus­
tin's allegories. But Justin, who lived in the second century, must have been 
little known in Rome of the fifth centurv, when the mosaics were presumabh 
executed, so that ] could not imagine how it could have been his writings which 
inspired the artist. I had been working to show that Justin's allegories them­
selves were based upon a hellenistic Jewish tradition, and so I asked mvself 
whether this art had not been originally devised in hellenistic Judaism, and 
had not been taken over by the earlv Christians as part of their heritage from 
Judaism, along with the allegories of the Old Testament in literarv form. 

A verv small amount of investigation showed that Christian art had not 
begun with representations of the Christian message directly. The mosaic 
designs in Santa Maria Maggiore which represented scenes from the Old 
Testament, for example, appeared to be older than those which represented 
specificallv Christian scenes or figures; that is, the designs themselves were 
older, if not these particular representations of the designs. A slight studv of 
the paintings in the catacombs showed similarly that representations inspired 
bv the Old Testament antedated, and were adapted to depict, scenes from the 
New Testament. For example one of the scenes most used shows Jesus raising 
Lazarus as a parallel to Moses striking the rock (fig. 2).'" With these go scenes 
of Jesus turning water to wine (fig. 3)"1 or, more often, multiplying the loaves 
(fig. 4).' '4 Sometimes, as here, the miracle of the loaves is shown in balance with 
the raising of Lazarus.1 '"· It more often balances Moses at the rock,1 '1 '  while in 
two paintings all three appear together."" What is common in all these is the 
central figure 111 a white Greek dress l>H which has stripes on the chiton, and a 
mark of some kind, called a gamma, on the corner of the himation. The figure 
always holds a rod. It is clearly the same figure, but which of them is the orig­
inal? To this, in view of the total evidence, we must answer categorically that 
the Moses figure was original, and that the figure of Jesus was an adaptation of 
it Had the Christians first invented this figure for Christ, they would not have 
used it later Ior Moses. What seems decisive is the rod. Nothing in Christian 
literary tradition suggests that Jesus used a rod in performing his miracles, 
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while the rod was the prime attribute of Moses, The figure of Moses striking 

the rock with his rod shows the rod in a natural setting. When Christians 

adapted the figure of Moses as the figure of Christ the rod came over by 

inadvertence and became a conventional attribute of Jesus himself. 

A further glance through the early Christian paintings shows that Chris­
tian art began with a number of types from the Old Testament such as Noah 
in the ark, the sacrifice of Abraham, a figure pointing to a star whom Wilpert 
identifies with Balaam, Daniel in the lions' den, the three boys in the furnace, 
Adam and Eve, Jonah under the vine or in the mouth of the fish. In contrast, 
the few scenes from the New Testament either definitely derive from these, or 
appear only rarely — such as the paralytic carrying his bed, the coming of the 
Wise Men, the baptism of Jesus. 

That Christian art had begun in large part by adapting conventional rep­
resentations had long been taken for granted by scholars of every sort. It has 
been proverbial that, along with a host of other symbols, Christians borrowed 
from pagan art the Good Shepherd and Orpheus to represent Jesus, as well as 
the banquet scene at a bolster around a table on which the most important food 
is fish. It will seem likely as we go on that Christians took at least the last two of 
these from the Jews: the point is here that no one has ever thought that 
Christians invented these pagan figures anew, however deeply they came to 
express Christian ideas. It is not strange then, since we know that Christian art 
was so largely adaptive, that if a hellenistic Jewish art had devised types for 
scenes from the Old Testament, Christians should have taken these also. Did 
Christian art not begin with Old Testament scenes and figures precisely 
because they were ready at hand along with the "pagan" figures'" If we may 
suppose that such a Jewish art existed, it would most naturally have been pro­
duced under hellenistic inspiration, since if our records in Josephus and the 
Gospels can be trusted at all, let alone the stories of the statue of Gaius and 
rabbinic references, the "native" protest against pictorial representation was 
steady. The character of the art itself suggested a hellenized Jewish origin, for 
all remains of the art that I could then find were perhaps orientalized, but 
belonged clearly, by their techniques and the dress of the heroes, to hellenistic 
tradition.1 '11 

In those early years I had by no means come to understand Philo's mysti-

6 9  Carl Maria Kaufmann, Handbuch der assumption of" a specifically Jewish art. which 
chrtsthchen Archaologie, second edition, 1913* was a 'ready familiar with these cycles. No 
2 6 0 ,  had suggested that the predominance of one I knew was familiar with this idea of 
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come from "Jewish Christian influence." In study of it by Ludwig Blau, Early Christian 
the third edition, 1 9 2 2 ,  2 9 8 ,  he said that this Archeology from the Jewish Point Oi View," 
phenomenon was to be "explained not HUCA, 111 ( 1 9 2 6 ) ,  1 5 7 - 2 1 4 ,  from which, ρ 

merely on the ground of the Jewish basis of 192, the above translation of Kaufmann is 

early Christian prayers, but ltjustifies also the taken. 
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cism as I hope I have come to do since that time, and the way in which that 

mysticism was integrated into Judaism through allegory of the Old Testament. 

But I asked myself with increasing insistence: Does not the art of the cata­
combs and of Santa Maria Maggiore reflect a hellenized Jewish original? The 
white robe of Moses came to be the uniform of the Christian saint, his almost 
invariable symbol. But that robe, while recognizably Greek, was very unusual 
in pagan art, and the usage in early Christian art is almost wholly without 
pagan counterpart, especially the wav in which the figure with the white robe 
is contrasted with those in other dress. Only the chief figure in a scene would 
wear it, an Abraham, Moses, or a heavenly being such as the three who 
appeared to Abraham at Mamre. It seemed to correspond to Philo's references 
to the Robe of the Light-Stream, which, when put on literally in an initiation, 
as by the hero of Lucian in his initiation,"" or when donned figurativelv in 
mystical experience, indicated the culmination of sanctity. When Abraham 
reached the final stage of mystic achievement7 '  marked by his getting a new 
name, he came into true Wisdom, became the traditional Sophos, became pure 
"intellect," which is a "virtue more perfect than that which is allotted to 
mankind." In token of this he was surrounded by light which knows no 
shadow. The same light, "an immaterial beam purer than ether," finally shone 
upon Jacob.'-' But that Philo like the followers of Osiris thought of this beam 
as properly typified in a white linen garment appears very clearly in his 
remarks about the white linen robe in which the priest entered the Holv of 
Holies on Yom Kippur, for this robe "is a svmbol of vigor (or life), of^corrup­
tion, and of the most brilliant light." It represents the fact that the wearer "is 
illumined by the unshadowed and brilliant light of truth." We too, after we 
have been purified by the mystic teaching (ό ιερός λόγος), are led into what is 

"conspicuous [έπιφανείς, perhaps "manifesting"] and shining.""' 

With such statements in mind it became increasingly clear to me that if 

hellenized Jews of the Philonic sort had taken to representing their great 

heroes in art they would almost certainly have represented them in white 

garments to symbolize their "luminous" nature in contrast to the rabble. WThv 

they should so uniformly have selected just this robe as a symbol of sanctity I 

did not then stop to consider. 

Another striking element in the mosaics of Santa Maria Maggiore is the 

great prominence of groups of three figures, usually in this dress. In the scenes 

of Abraham and the three men and of Moses lifting his hands at the battle of 

Rephidim,™ this emphasis upon the number three might seem to imply simply 
a literal illustration of the text; but in the group of three in the scene of the 
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capturing of the quails,' · in the meeting of Moses with Amalek,'*1 in the stoning 
of Moses, Joshua, and Caleb," and in the carrying of the Ark,7* the choice of 
three was arbitrary, and the total number of scenes which represent a group 
of three seemed quite beyond coincidence. 

The grouping in threes, however, seemed to me again conspicuously to 
harmonize with Philonic allegory. Philo brings out his conception of the tran­
scendent "three" most importantly in connection with the visit of the three 
men to Abraham. The material is so important for our purpose here that I 
must repeat it from my By Light, Light.™ 

Philo quotes the verse, "He looked and behold three men stood over 
against him," and comments: 

Very naturally, to those who can perceive, this represents that it is possible both 
for one to be three and three one in so far as they are one in the Logos above 
them.H" But this Logos is numbered along with the primary Powers, the Crea­
tive and Royal, and produces a three-fold apparition upon the human mind. 
For the human mind is denied so acute a vision that it can see as a distinct God 
him who transcends the Powers assisting him. So in order that mind may 
perceive God, the ministering Powers appear to be existing along with him, and 
as it were they make an apparition of three instead of one. For when the mind 
begins to receive a sure apprehension of Being, it understands itself as 
penetrating to that stage· mind is itself reduced to monadity, and itself appears 
as primal and supreme; as I said just above, [the mind] can perceive Being only 
bv means of its association with those primal Powers which exist directly with 
him, the Creative Power which is called God, and the Royal Power, which is 
called Lord."1 

Then after explaining that the eyes raised are the eyes of the soul, Philo con­

tinues: 

The eye so raised begins by seeing the Rulership, a holy and divine vision, in 
such a way that a single vision appears to him as a triad, and triad as unity. 

For in the highest experience and clearest vision the triad disappears in the 
One — which makes itself appear without the assisting Powers, and 

so the intellect perceives most clearh a unity although previously it had learned 
to apprehend it under the similitude of a trinity."-' . . . So speaking truly and 
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accurateh, the measure of all things, intelligible as well as sensible, is one God, 

who in himself is unity,) et appears in the likeness of the triad on account of the 

weakness of those who would see him."' 

In By Light,  Light  I have quoted at greater length,but enough is here to show 

that Philo himself made the vision of the "three men" into a vision of the es­
sential nature of God, the typical vision of the mystic, and that to show three 
figures, especially three in the dress of heavenly light, alone or in contrast to 
others not so clothed, would be indeed a natural convention to arise if hellen-
ized Jews of the Philonic type took to artistic representations of their faith. To 
select incidents, or to interpret incidents, in such a way that they could be made 
to show the "vision of the three" would be quite a natural development of hel-
IenizedJewish art. But to do this in terms of the Old Testament would be much 
more natural for Jews than for Christians. Christians might well have begun 
with the three in Jesus' transfiguration, or with the easy adaptation of a scene 
of Jesus' baptism, where another figure could have been put in to balance John 
the Baptist, or with the "two men in dazzling apparel" standing on either side 
of the risen Jesus, from the story of the Resurrection in Luke. But no, the 
Christians seem for centuries not to have come to such adaptations of their 
material: the early representations of the Three had to be in terms of the Old 
Testament. 

While I by no means had all this material in mind in those early years, and 
indeed cannot now say how much of it I did have, still I had enough of it so 
that ] came away from Rome convinced that I had been studying a group of 
pictures that Christians had borrowed, with very little necessity of change, 
from hellemzed Jewish predecessors. When I returned to Oxford I told 
several of the dons my idea, and was bv all of them gently told that it had no 
possible foundation. Jewish Scripture and tradition alike forbade the making 
of images, and so long as a group was loyal to Judaism at all it would have had 
nothing to do with art. So I abandoned the notion, did not mention it at all in 
my dissertation, and went on to follow the literature into a closer study of Philo 
to see what I could find further in hellenized Judaism which might help to 
explain early hellenized Christianity. 

It was some seven or eight years later that I returned to the art. One inci­
dent alone had recalled it. My senior colleague, Professor Paul Baur, 
published8"' a study of an odd little lamp in the Yale collection, showing, over a 
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row of seven wick-holes, David stoning Goliath. This he published as "an early 

Christian lamp" and said (p. 45): "We may safely date it to the third century," 

though on the next page he said: "In fact the letters [which name the two pro­
tagonists] are very similar in shape to an inscription of the first century A.D. 

published by Edgar." I asked him one day why he did not then date the lamp 
in the first century, since that was what the lettering indicated, and he said that 
the lamp must be Christian since it had an Old Testament scene on it, and that 
he would not dare, without the most explicit evidence, to date a Christian 
artifact earlier than the third century. When I asked him if it might not be 
Jewish he answered, with the same kindness as the dons at Oxford had shown 
six years before, that there was no such thing as Jewish art, and such a sugges­
tion about the lamp would be nonsense. 

It was unconvincing, but I was working at other things, and again let it go. 
In fact I was working on Philo's doctrine of law, which led me in two years di­
rectly back to art. For in the same volume with Baur's article I had published 
my "Political Theory of Hellenistic Kingship," a study of the conception of "in­
carnate laws" to which the terminology of Philo for the Patriarchs had driven 
me."" This essay closed with a promise that I would supplement it with a fur­
ther study in which Philo's treatment of the "incarnate laws" would be exam­
ined. But another aspect of Philo's law delayed me; I wrote theJuruprudence of 
the Jewish Courts in Egypt first. It was not until the early nineteen-thirties that I 
began systematically to study the Patriarchs whom Philo represented as "incar­
nate laws," and this clarified a great deal for me. The Patriarchs advanced to 
the spiritual stage where they assumed the garment of light, and became the 
"saviors" of Judaism, the figures through whom the divine light of the Logos 
revealed itself, made itself available to men. I came to see that for Philo no one 
Patriarch was transcendently important: Philo expressed himself in superla­
tive terms about each, though of course he had more to say about Moses than 
about any other. The important thing was the revelation of the saving nature 
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of God, the leadership that God gave to men through certain people who b\ 

their holiness could guide men out of the darkness of sin. out of the material 

nature of variegated flesh, into the pure luminosity of immaterial realin. Λ 

single Old Testament figure in the robe of light, or the revelation of the sacred 

Three, seemed no longer to be merely interesting details in Philo's thinking, 

but the very core of his religious life. So I returned with fresh eyes to the mo­
saics and the catacombs, and to the newly discovered paintings in the catacomb 
of the Viale Manzoni in Rorne.M? I must be right, I felt: these were surelv Chris­
tian adaptations of Jewish archetypes."" One day in December, 1932, I got 
some of this material together and took it to Professor Rostovtzeff. He knew 
little about Philo and his Patriarchs, but listened while I told him that I believed 
there must have been a Jewish art inspired by the sort of allegory to be found 
in Philo's text.8" ThisJewish art, I said, would have presented Old Testament 
scenes in allegorized form; and conspicuous in the art would have been a fig­
ure in the white robe, abstracted or leading other people not so clothed, as well 
as groups of three m the robe. Especial!}· prominent would be the Patriarchs, 
and particularly Moses. Rostovtzeffheard me through, and then asked: 

"But have you not heard about our cable from Dura?" 
No, I had not. So he told me that he had had a cable two weeks before 

from Dura saving that the excavators had found a synagogue whose walls were 
covered with paintings. He had no particulars. Six weeks later the first photo­
graphs arrived, and there was my [ewish art almost exactly as I had described 
it. Moses dominated most of the early scenes which reached us, Moses in 
exactly the same robe, leading the Israelites out of Egypt. The scene of the 
crossing of the Red Sea differed in important details from that in Santa Maria 
Maggiore, but a single glance at the water, the drowning of Pharaoh, and 
Moses on the bank with his rod showed that there was a common ancestor of 
both pictures. There were quite unexpected elements in the Dura art, espe­
cially the large number of figures in Persian dress, which had apparently been 
added to the Greek basis as the art convention mo\ed toward the east. But 
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these accretions could not conceal the basic hellenistic element which Dura 
showed in common with early Christian representations of Old Testament 
scenes. This element was now indisputably Jewish. 

The confirmation of my guess filled me with the "wild surmise" of Balboa. 
Through following up the implications of mystic Judaism, I had prophesied 
the existence of an art and had described its essential features, and now my 
prophecy had been fulfilled. But I quickly found that these pictures, while to 
me they so obviously expressed a mystic and hellenized Judaism, were being 
explained in every sort of way by others. One man said that since Dura was in 
Mesopotamia, interpretation of the art must hold to the tradition of the Bab­
ylonian Talmud. Others took great comfort in the fact that the discovery 
showed paintings, not carvings in the round, and so were convinced that, 
incredible as the paintings were, the Dura Jews were still good halachic Jews. 
Indeed most of the effort at explanation went into trying to show that there 
was nothing here basically against the spirit of rabbinic Judaism, rather than 
attempting to discover what the pictures said in themselves. The assumption 
that rabbinic Judaism had always and everywhere been normative [udaism still 
dominated all minds. 

It soon became clear that if I were to convince others of the mystic char­
acter of these pictures, and of the Judaism they seemed to me to represent, I 
could do so only by following out a very long road. Obviously I must first pub­
lish what the literary sources seemed to me to tell of the character of hellenized 
Judaism. So I began at once to write By Light, Light, which I put forward as the 
first installment of a series of studies, the next of which would consider the 
Dura art. By 1934 By Light, Light had gone to press, and late that year I began 
seriously to study the problem of the art. 

First there was the problem of finding a technique f or approaching the art 
to ascertain what an artist had intended to say. Nothing is so dangerous as to 
reconstruct the purpose of an artist, especially of one with an unknown 
background. Usually a work of art is to be explained, at least partially, in terms 
of its setting: but here was an art from which I proposed to extract its language, 
only then to use the language to find the meaning of the art. In such a circle 
subjectivism seemed unavoidable, and certainly in those early years my 
colleagues at Yale, though they judged me with all the kindness in the world, 
thought my interpretations of various scenes purely subjective. Because of the 
way I had approached the art in the first place I was convinced that I was not 
merely projecting, but how was I to convey my conviction of objectivity to 

others? 
While this problem was still unsettled the task expanded enormously 

when now for the first time I settled down thoroughly to investigate Jewish art. 
It became at once apparent that those who had assured me that Jewish art had 
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never existed had simply not known the facts. Actually, bv a study of the art 

forms of early Christian manuscript illumination, Strzvgowskifollowed b\ 

von SybeL l j l  Erich Becker,"- Charles Morev."3  and others, had some vears 

before come to the conclusion that hellenized Jews had developed an elaborate 

art to illustrate their Bibles. It had begun at Alexandria, this school of histori­
ans of art said, and was there adopted bv Christianity, especiallv for the great 
Hexateuch traditions. Inspection of this material showed again the same cen­
tral features: the symbolic white robe, and the allegorical approach to the 
problem of illustration. These scholars were interested in the matter exclu­
sively from the point of view of art forms, and asked no questions about whv 
Jews should have developed the conventions they did, or what they meant, if 
anvthing, as religious symbols. But at least it became apparent that the whole 
range of that sort of art in both Judaism and Christianitv would have to be 
studied, along with any traces to be found of it in paganism. 

At the same time I discovered that Jewish art of another kind had flour­
ished everywhere in the ancient world. Only two more Old Testament scenes 
had appeared in Jewish synagogues, but it was plain that we had a great 
amount of Jewish art from the period, and that this art was elaborately Dio-
nvsiac, had indeed the same vocabulary of Dionvsiac borrowing as that used bv 
the earlv Christians. Wine symbols were most prominent of anv one kind, that 
is, the vine, bunches of grapes, the wine cup or the cup as a fountain, vintage 
scenes, birds or animals like the rabbit in the N ine But with these went a great 
number of other figures: lions, eagles, masks, the tree, the crown of Victorv, 
the cock, and astronomical symbols, along with a number of figures of Greek 
deities, painted or carved in deep relief (sometimes in the full round) on Jew­
ish synagogues, or on Jewish graves in the communal cemeteries of Jewish 
groups. This material had never been collected, and so its cumulative force 
had never been felt. It was a big task in itself to get this material together from 
the nooks and crannies where it had been published, but with that I had to 
begin. That I have succeeded in finding everything I cannot hope, but the 
material proved to be everywhere so similar that what bits are not included in 
the general collection below will, I suspect, be more of the same kind rather 
than anything radically different. 

Again I had a problem of meaning. Almost universally these objects had 
been published by people who blandly asserted that thev meant nothing, were 
merelv decorative, or who tried to explain the objects bv strav proof texts from 
the Bible or Talmud. This could be done quite satisfactorily by those who had 
only an isolated lamp or cemetery to publish. It became increasingly difficult 

90. In his studv «' i th Ad. Bauer,  "Eineal-

exandrinische Weltchronik," Denkschnften der 

WienerAkademiederWissemchaften,  LI ( iqo6),  

183- 185. 

91.  ChrtsthcheAntike. 1909. II ,  109 

92.  Malta sotterranea, 1913,86.  

93.  See inter eiha his Early (Jtrntinη Art,  

1942, 71,  76.  
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as the material appeared in greater abundance, until finally I was driven to feel 
that this art as well as the Old Testament art had been actively symbolic to the 
Jews who borrowed it, and indeed that the Christians at the outset used a vo­
cabulary from pagan art so much like the Jewish borrowings precisely because 
the Christians had taken the pagan motifs, as they had taken the Old Testa­
ment art, directly from the Jews. Again hellenized Christianity seemed based 
upon a hellenized Judaism. The problem of objective demonstration, how­
ever, had only become the more complicated. What could be done with what 
we shall see was the chorus of assertions that these pagan motifs were "purely 
decorative" in Judaism, statements which seemed to me indeed to be subjec­
tive, and for which proof was never offered, but which gained conviction with 
repetition? Dura presented its Old Testament scenes clustered about a great 
vine over the Torah shrine, a vine in which Orpheus played his lyre to the an­
imals, while numerous other pagan symbols appeared in various parts of the 
room. The two, the pagan symbols and the Old Testament illustrations, could 
not be separated. It became clear that one must try to discover a way objectively 
to interpret the symbols as well as the Old Testament scenes. 

The theories I have evolved to meet the problems have no way of direct 
proof—or disproof. Conviction can be imparted only by accumulation. A 
certain method will be tried with symbol after symbol. That it leads to mystic 
Judaism in the case of a single symbol or Old Testament allegorical picture 
proves nothing. That the same method leads to the same conclusion in scores 
of cases still proves nothing, but does establish a probability, so that the burden 
of proof steadily shifts to the shoulders of those who would continue to call the 
art "merely decorative." All I can hope to have accomplished is to have made 
my hypothesis more probable than other hypotheses. Such a book, like all 
historical reconstruction, should properly be written in the subjunctive mood: 
what I say may be the case. It would be so written except that the subjunctive 
mood is rhetorically tiresome. I have tried to relapse into it often enough to 
keep the reader aware that I feel throughout the hypothetical character of 
what I am proposing. Of only one thing I am certain: that those who reject my 
thesis cannot do so simply by protest and assertion, but must offer a better 
hypothesis than mine for the mass of material here presented, one more il­
luminating than mine for that material as a whole. Perhaps the real service of 
this work will be to provoke such a hypothesis. In that case the years will have 

been well spent. 



C H A P T E R  T W O  

Method in Evaluating Symbols 

ST U D Y  O F  T H E  r a b b i n i c  e v i d e n c e  h a s  l e d  t o  a  n e g a t i v e  c o n c l u s i o n . 1  I t  

was not because the Greco-Roman world and its images had been accepted 

as valid for Judaism by the rabbis that such numbers of Greco-Roman figures 

were used in the Jewish tombs and synagogues of the time. The rabbis held to 

their aniconism [that is, non-utilization of graphic arts in general] with 

occasional but on the whole very insignificant modification. Accordingly, since 

the images were used so flagrantly, the rabbis could have had little control over 

the practices of the mass of Jews and I suspect that they had even less control 

over the ideas, pagan, gnostic, astrological, and mystical, which the Jews who 

made the amulets and ornaments may have been incorporating into their 

Jewish faith. 

If the attitudes of the rabbis do not furnish an authoritative norm reflect­
ing popular Judaism at this time, what, then, was the character of that popular 
Judaism? Does the hellenized art testify to a real invasion of hellenistic thought 
into common Jewish thinking or only to a penetration of art forms for deco­
rative purposes — a phenomenon that witnesses no basic modification of what 
popular Judaism had been in Palestine under Pharisaic control before the 
collapse of the Jewish state? 

Only one body of evidence speaks directly for popular Judaism in the 
Greco-Roman world, namely, the archeological data. Everythingelse deriving 
from the period, conspicuously the talmudic literature, is, in relation to pop­
ular Judaism, secondary to that evidence, because the literature comes, we 
have seen, from a group who could not have inspired such productions, and 
who destroyed this art as soon as they had power to do so. As to the Jews \vho 
built the synagogues and tombs, there is no reason whatever to doubt that they 
were what Galling called thoratreu Jews. But before the dissemination of the 
Talmud, being true to the Torah could scarcely, for Jews not in the rabbinic 
group, have meant fidelity to the Talmud. It meant in Philo's case, for exam­
ple, complete devotion to the Torah as he had it in his Greek translation, along 
with a tradition for its interpretation. This interpretation agreed on manv 

ι  This chapter, somewhat abbreviated trated in Judaism," Eranos-jahrbuch, XX 

and adapted, uas published as " The Evalua- (1952). 285 — 319. 
Hon of Symbols Recurrent m Time, as Illus-
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points with the rulings of the Pharisees of the day. Similarly, in the period we 
are studying, the Jews who were "propagating" Jews, if I may call them that, 
were undoubtedly keeping themselves a distinct group eating kosher food as 
they understood the term, observing the festivals and Sabbaths, abstaining 
from intermarriage with gentiles, and avoiding any taint of what seemed to 
them idolatry or recognition of pagan gods. ThatJews of the diaspora were 
"Torah-true" in this sense both pagans and Christians of the period attest. 
Jews wanted their own places of worship, which meant their own way of 
worship, and a close association with one another even in death, which pro­
duced special Jewish burying grounds. All of this, however, 1 must constantly 
repeat, was completely accordant in Philo's mind with interpreting the text of 
the Torah in terms of Greek or hellenistic religious values and aspirations, and 
such an attitude may have been just as natural to the mass of Jews living in 
gentile centers. 

A .  T H E  P R O B L E M  

IN T O  T H E  Torah-true lives of the great mass of Jewish devotees of the period 
we are studying there palpably came an amazing use of pagan art forms. 
Everything specifically forbidden in the halacha of the rabbis appears in the 
remains of their religious culture: apart from the fantastic images on the amu­
lets and charms, even the synagogues have yielded images of pagan gods — 
images in the round or in relief — and such motifs as snakes, plants, hands, 
animals, and birds of all kinds, as well as a considerable abstract vocabulary, 
comprising rosettes, a great variety of wine symbols, and wreaths, fishes, 
bread, and the like. 

TheJewish art becomes, then, in the phrase which Cumont applied to his 
Mithraic material, a "picture book without text." The philological approach 
has to be discarded. Cumont himself, in a passage recently quoted by Bonner,-
said: "Archeology, without the help of philology, becomes a conjectural sci­
ence whose conclusions achieve only that degree of verisimilitude which the 
ingenuity and eloquence of their authors can give them." But from his Mith-
raic "picture book" Cumont himself gave us much more than ingenuity and 
eloquence about Mithraism. When relevant literary evidence does not exist, 
one cannot on that account disregard the archeological remains. Obviously, in 
discussing such a symbol as the cup, for example, every reference to the drink­
ing of wine which we can get from Jewish literature, including that of the 
rabbis, will have to be closely scrutinized; but we cannot assume from the 
outset (and to the end) that the rabbis tell us all that may have been in the 
minds of Jews who pictured the cup, or grapes, between peacocks in their 
synagogues, or who carved the cup on their graves. This would indeed be what 

a Bonner, BM, 301 
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Panofskv called "indiscriminately applying our literary knowledge to the 

[artistic] motifs."1  The symbols must be treated as primary evidence not simply 

of an art, but of the life of the Jews who made the art. To use such evidence we 

must learn to read the symbols as such, and here we are on ground which the 

historian properly regards as extremely dangerous, the quicksand of scholar­
ship which engulfs, often maddens, those who attempt to explore it. Clearly we 
cannot just sit back and make guesses at meaning. Yet merely to assert absence 
of meanings is not conservatism, but is equally unfounded guessing. There 
must be some sounder approach. 

We are, then, forced to ask the question: Does this art in itself indicate a 
large penetration into popular Judaism of religious conceptions, if not of 
rituals, from the Greco-Roman world, or is it most naturalh' to be taken as an 
adopting of meaningless art forms on a purely decorative level? We must 
assume that so long as the Jews were Torah-true, there were limits to ideolog­
ical invasion. If Helios had been accepted by Jews as a substitute or equivalent 
for Yahweh, who could then be worshiped in images of Helios, worshiped as 
Helios, there would have been no reason to build synagogues dedicated to 
Yahweh: the Jew might as well have gone to the temple of Helios with his 
pagan neighbors. But there is always the possibility that the Jews who used 
these symbolic forms maintained the same distinction as that bv which Chris­
tians saved their principle of monotheism and freedom from idolatry while 
availing themselves largely of the same pagan Jewish motifs — namely, the dis­
tinction between direct worship of an image and the use of it as a symbolic aid 
in worship. Hence I have suggested that, as between the motives of pure deco­
ration and of idolatry, there is a tertium quid to be considered, the possibility 
that these figures had real meaning for Jews as symbols — symbols whose 
values they had thoroughly Judaized by giving them Jewish explanations. 

This is the form the question now takes. Admitting that the Jews would 
not have remained Jews (as they obviously did) if they had used these images 
in pagan ways and with pagan explanations, do the remains indicate a symbolic 
adaptation of pagan figures to Judaism, or merely an urge to decoration? We 
are forced to try to find out more from the material itself than a mere mor-
phological-historical approach would tell us. Clearly we must study the motifs 
which Jews actually chose, and the ways in which thev used them — in what 
places, associations, and circumstances. 

B  W H A Ί  I S  A  S Y M B O L : >  

A N  O B J E C T I V E  approach to ancient symbolism is possible only for those who 

are ready to combine historical with psychological techniques. Use of the tech-

3. Erwin Panofskv, S t t i d i e i  i t i  I c o t w f o g ? ,  

1939. 12 
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niques o f  either one of these sciences without aid o f  the other has heretofore 
resulted in pure subjectivism. The study of religious art by the "scientific" his­
torians of the last half century has reflected great skill and erudition in iden-
tifying the figures represented: it has "turned vases from objets d'art into his­
torical documents, dated and assigned to authors."4 What has been done in this 
way is of permanent importance, and has earned such scholars the right to call 
themselves scientific. Most of them have suddenly ceased to be scientific, how­
ever, as they have exhausted the possibilities of such study, and gone on to as­
sert what religious values the figures did or did not have. 

For example, a century ago an important school of symbolists began to use 
their imaginations and produced enormous works which were essentially fan­
ciful.^ Much good fancy was here mixed in with bad, but there was no criterion 
for distinguishing the one from the other. Scientific historians, thinking they 
were still being scientific, reacted against such symbolists, and asserted that the 
art had no meaning at all beyond the ornamental. On one occasion I was 
approached by one of the greatest classical archeologists and historians of the 
century and suddenly accosted with the pronouncement, "The carvings on 
the Roman sarcophagi are purely decorative." 

"Fine," I answered, "but how do you know?" 
His only answer was to repeat the assertion in identical phraseology three 

times. 
Similarly Avi-Yonah said that if the wine cup and grapes appear on Jewish 

monuments, it shows that such designs had so entirely lost meaning, had 
become so completely decorative, that they had no meaning in Christian art 
either. Avi-Yonah was indeed "buildinga fence" about his position. It was safer 
to deny symbolism to all grapes than just to Jewish grapes. Such dogmatism is, 
like all emotional dogmatism, of great comfort to the dogmatist, in relieving 
him of the necessity of further question. But the questions unfortunately re­

main. 
Up to the present there has been no serious attempt to find a method by 

which one could distinguish between such equally absurd extremes as, in my 
opinion, these symbolists and nonsymbolists present. Panofsky warned of the 

4. A. D. Nock, "The Necessity of Schol­
arship," Official Register of Hansard. University 
(Harvard Divinity School Bulletin), XLVII 

(1950), no 29, p. 42. 
5 Cf. esp. F. Creuzer, Symbohk und My-

thologie der alien Volkei, besonders der Griechen, 
1836; J. J. Bachofen, Versuch ubei die Grtiber-
^mbohk der Alten. 1859 (reprinted 1925); 
Goblet d'Alviella, La Migration des symboles, 
1891. The practice goes back to Francis Ba­
con, The Wisdom of the Ancients, 1617, who 

prefaced his completely fanciful series of ex­
planations of classical myths bv remarking 
that he was not "entering upon a work of 
fancy, or amusement" or intending to "use a 
poetical liberty in explaining poetical fables." 
Many before him, he says, have "delivered fa­
bles of plausible meanings they never con­
tained," and he properly traces such inter­
pretation back to the Stoic allegories of 

Chrysippus 
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danger, in iconography, of "trusting our intuition pure and simple,"e and 
assertions of absence of meaning in such devices as we are studying are as 
intuitional, fanciful, and worthless as the creation of pretty stories about their 
meaning. Onlv some objective method can save us from the one or the other 
type of intuitionalism. 

The best approach to the nature of a symbol is suggested in the simple line 
of Ovid: Crede mihi; plus est, quam quod videaiur, imago.7 That is, a symbol is an 
image or design with a significance, to the one who uses it, quite bevond its 
manifest content. Or for our purpose we may say that a symbol is an object or 
a pattern which, whatever the reason may be, operates upon men, and causes 
effect in them, beyond mere recognition of what is literally presented in the 
given form.8 Two lines crossing each other at right angles may be only that, as 
they seem to be in a small child's scribbling, or when an illiterate man uses them 
to make his mark. But they take on great symbolic meaning when they become 
the coordinates of a mathematician's graph, or when a priest merely indicates 
the configuration with motions of his hand toward a congregation. Similarly 
they take on a great variety of meanings in manv savage communities. As an­
other example, a finger ring is in itself an ornament only, but when it is given 
as a wedding ring it is a symbol which helps to make the marriage effective by 
its very presence on the hand; continued wearing of it actuallv helps to stabilize 
the couple and to make their union enduring. A flag does more to people who 

6 Panofsky, op. cu , 15 
7. Heroides, Epist. xm, 155. Quoted by 

Bachofen,op cit.. 43. 
8. In this discussion I am throughout 

avoiding such metaphysical problems as pri­
marily concern Tillich: see his essay, "The 
Religious S\mbol," Journal of Liberal Religion, 
II (1940), 13-33. He finds in the religious 
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it represents; (2) it seems to make an imper­
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the case of pictorial symbols, magical power 
— so that as a sy mbol loses this power, it loses 
its genuine symbolic character; (4) it has a so­
cially accepted rather than a private mean­
ing: (5) it points to the "unconditioned tran­
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with this fifth element, and thus seems to me 
to be unrealistic in his treatment of symbols 
as thev appear in the history of religion Such 
abstraction as he achieves may be the desira­
ble and logical end of religion, but has pla\ed 

and plays a part in the life of only an insignif­
icant fraction of mankind. To sa> that "the 
soul is religious," in the sense that "the rela­
tion to the unconditioned transcendent is es­
sential or constitutive for it" (op. cit., 20), 
rules out from religion that which has been 
the concern of the great majority of men of 
the past, whose gods or God have been defi­
nitely conditioned b\ and thoroughly imma­
nent in human affairs and in nature Of this 
no one is more aware than Tillich himself: he 
simply does not like to regard such a God or 
gods as objects of religion, and is coura­
geously willing to call himself an atheist in 
reference to such conceptions of Deity. To 
him "religion" is a word for an ideal rarely at­
tained, As an historian I use the word reli­
gion in its historical rather than its ideal 
sense. What religion ought to be, or what 
men ought to worship, it is not my business to 
demonstrate. For the way in which Tillich 
uses his conception of symbols in his formal 
thinking, see his Systematic Theology, Chicago, 

1951. I, 238-247. 
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see it and carry it than another piece of cloth, so that "The Star-spangled Ban­
ner" is a real hymn of the group religion, and the photograph of the raising of 
the flag at IvvoJima is rapidly becoming a national "holy picture" which deeply 
affects Americans. 

Such a conception of symbol leaves out of account many other legitimate 
uses of the term. Any word can be called a symbol of an external object or act, 
or of a conception. Aside from this, a word merely as such calls to mind some­
thing quite apart from anything in its own structure, and so a symbol in this 
sense is often called a sign. Similarly a representational painting or carved fig­
ure, whatever its own inherent beauty of color or form, recalls some other ob­
ject, and is designed, like a photograph, to call that object to mind; but since 
the object represented may in itself have symbolic power in the deeper sense, 
a painting may be more profoundly symbolic than an ordinary word can be in 
its literal implication. For this reason modern artists who want their designs to 
be regarded without such external reference have been giving up representa­
tional form for creations which, recalling nothing on sea or land, must be 
thought of as realities in themselves. I suspect that such artists are still speaking 
symbolically, however, with the difference that they have given over public 
symbolism for a private one. The painting still has highly symbolic, that is, 
operative value for the artist himself, if only because he expresses in it, as in 
dreams, his emotions, his sense of relatedness and fitness in form, color, and 
chiaroscuro. Through this his own inherent formlessness takes on form. 

Indeed, in the light of latest psychological techniques it seems highly un­
likely that one can make even a geometric design without producing some­
thing symbolic.4 I have been impressed with the revelations of character ob­
tained when an individual tells what is suggested to him by the odd-shaped 
blots of the Rorschach test. People appear to project their personalities into the 
blots and to turn meaningless accidental forms into symbols, to such a point 
that one skilled in evaluating such tests can make'profound observations about 
the psychological structure of the subject. Even more interesting to me is a still 
newer test, called "mosaics" by the inventor,"' in which one is given little flat 
pieces, geometric shapes, in a variety of colors and told to make with them, on 
a sheet of paper, "anything that looks nice to you." The technique of reading 
these mosaics is by no means well developed, but it is at least clear that with the 
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colored lozenges, triangles of various kinds, and squares, people tend to make 

designs expressive of their own natures. 

This sort of symbolic projection, it seems to me, can especially be observed 

in the use of "merely conventional" rosettes, columns, lozenges, leaves, and the 

other formal devices ornamenting the ossuaries we have seen. Indeed, it ap­
pears likely that stonecutters sometimes left round spaces on ossuaries uncut 
so that the person who ordered the box might select the sort of rosette which 
especially "appealed to him," as we say; perhaps we should sav the design 
which was most deeply moving, or symbolic, to him. But into such a private 
world modern psychology would be very bold to enter, especially when it re­
lates to a remote period. If some psychologists would like to try it, that is for 
them. But the present work only secondarily deals with psychology, and I 
make no claims in the field. Let me assure the reader at once that I shall not 
attempt to analyze the patterns in Jewish art to discover the personal charac­
ters of the artists who designed them. It seems clear, however, that the ancient 
designers—perhaps as unconsciously as people who make the modern 
patterns — had a sense of meanings and values inhering in what they pro­
duced and in the vocabulary of shapes with which they were working. 

1. The Psychological Approach to Symbolism 

If  p s y c h o l o g i s t s  are right in saying that all art forms, even geometric pat­
terns, tend to have symbolic value, it follows that in trying to establish a method 
for evaluating symbolism, there is no escaping the problem of psychology. 
Without attempting to declare my precise debt to various schools of philoso­
phy or psychology, I may say that I have found the language of Susanne Lan-
ger very congenial, especially in her discrimination between the realms of de­
notative and of connotative thinking. Indeed, this distinction is being 
independently used not only by psychologists and philosophers," but also by 
literary and art critics in America.1" It is a differentiation largely between ver­
bal and averbal thought, though this must quickly be modified, since the con­
notative element is very important in language also. We think, that is, on two 
levels, one in which language is precise, scientific, specific, and attempts to con­
vey a single definite idea from one mind to others. This I am trying to do as I 
write—preciser, the French actually call it. It is extremely difficult to do. I can 

11. Cf C. G. Jung's chapter, "Concern­
ing the Two Kinds of Thinking." in his Psy­
chology of the Unconscious, 1916; for the logi­
cians, cf. Susanne K. Langer, Philosophy in a 

New Key, 1942 (reprinted 1949), passim, esp. 
the chapter, "Discursive and Presentational 
Forms." This kind of thinking, of course, did 
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bolic logicians 

12. See, e Cleanth Brooks. "The Lan­
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(ed. bv Allen Tate). 1942, 44: "Poetrv isa lan­
guage in which the connotations play as great 
a part as the denotations." Ct. Wallace Ste­
vens. ibid., 101-104 
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describe external incidents, such as a walk to the village, because we have the 
language for such communication. The formulas of chemistry and mathemat­
ics are more precise forms of expression than ordinary words. But behind all 
such precision is a thought world where thinking is by no means precise in the 
same way, where we are occupied rather with impressions and associations 
arising from words, tones of voice, forms of objects. We are aware of some of 
this, but of most of it we are ordinarily not conscious at all, and much of it can 
be brought to awareness only by hypnotism, psychoanalysis, or the like. 

Our tastes, our habits, ourjudgments on most matters are determined by 
the connotations of words and objects, their associations in all sorts of meta­
phor, and not their literal meaning. When asked to explain them directly in 
literal terms we are entirely unable to do so, just as a man could never say what 
his parents, wife, or children "mean" to him. Philosophy is largely an attempt 
to justify in literal, denotative language the conclusions to which the philoso­
pher has long been committed by the other type of thinking. The same is true 
in psychology. French has recently written: 

Common-sense psychology is unformulated. The "understanding" that it gives 
us is an unverbalized sense of what to expect and what to do. . . . "Intuitive un­
derstanding" is an art of knowing what to expect from others without knowing 
why, without being able to explain how we came by the practical conclusions on 
which we act. . . The facts that are most obvious are those that we do not 
understand at all because we never really questioned them.1 ' 

It is a splendid definition of common-sense in general to say that it is unfor­
mulated, unverbalized knowledge. The person who can "express himself" is 
the person who has the rare power of translating his associational connotative 
ideas, his image thinking, or some of it, into specific, literal language. I am at­
tracted by Mrs. Langer's statement: "To project feelings into outer objects is 
the first way of symbolizing, and thus of conceiving, those feelings."'4 That is, 
insofar as a word or form "symbolizes" an emotion, it takes us beyond pure 
"feeling" into an intellectualized "conception" of the feeling, one which can 
even be used to communicate the feeling, or the conception of the feeling, to 
others who have the same symbolic vocabulary. The symbolic form becomes a 
"word," a means of communication. All discourse is a matter of symbolic com­
munication, whether in the literal or in this connotative sense. 

I have no interest in adapting this contrast in most of our thought to such 
categorizing words as preconscious, subconscious, unconscious. But I have 
enormous interest in the fact that all our most important thinking is in this 
world of the suggestive, connotative meaning of words, objects, sounds, and 
forms, that our thinking is primarily unprecise, and that our world of preci­
sion is a tour de force, a veneer which we superimpose upon our ordinary 

13 Thomas M. French, TheIntegratwnof  14. Langer, op. cit., 100 
Behavior ,  Chicago, 1952, I, 36. 
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world of associative thought. The present generation is amazingly developing 

both these types of thinking.'' Atjust the time when the vocabulary of science 

is becoming increasingly complex, in the attempt to achieve increasing preci­
sion, and when great scientific discoveries are being made possible through 
such increased precision, contemporary poetry, art, and music find that thev 
can express the modern spirit only by abandoning the specific and formal and 
letting the unformed speak in ways quite maddening to those who still try to 
be verbally precise. 

It is no accident that those who practise such modern art and writing re­
vert, with a natural sense of fitness, to the word symbolism when they are 
forced to precuer their lack of precision. By definition the symbol is a word, a 
poem, musical sounds, forms which mean more to us, have more power to 
move us, than the word, or the thing represented, in itself. For example, the 
word apple, when used specifically to designate a certain kind of fruit, is a 
word of precision. It makes little difference whether we say "apple," Apfel, or 
pomme. The sounds are useful, not in themselves, but only as they suggest a 
specific sort of fruit. Similarly the picture of an apple in a dictionary, or in a 
treatise on fruit trees, is only another way of making precise the concept which 
is being conveyed from one mind to another. But when the word apple, in any 
language, refers to the apple awarded by Paris or to the apple eaten by Adam, 
the form of the apple, or even the question of whether this was an apple at all, 
is unimportant — for the word has become a symbol for greed, jealousy, dis­
cord, in one case, for disobedience to God, sin, in another. If I say, "The Iadv 
offered him her apple, and, as from the days of Adam, he took and ate," I am 
not talking about an apple at all, but about woman's sexual appeal for man. It 
would indeed be difficult to precher all that the word apple means in that sen­
tence. For some it would mean the acceptably desired; for some it would still 
imply the quintessence of sin; for most of us it would carry both ideas at the 
same time, with associations going far down into our unknown depths and 
conflicts. 

If this statement about the apple had been made in a poem, or in some 
other form of "creative" writing, the poet would think that a professor who 
would try to make its meaning explicit and denotative was a pedantic fool. The 
professor would probably think that he was being intellectual, superior, in 
trying to do so. The cleft between the literary, poetic mind and the academic 

15. The idea is of course not new. Mau­
rice H Farbridge, Studies in Biblical and Semitic 

Symbolism, 1923, 4, quotes Victor Hugo's 
L'Homme qui ril: 

"II est presqu'impossible d'exprimer 
dans leurs Iimites exactes Ies evolutions ab-
sti uses qui se font dans Ie cerveau. L'incon-
veiuent des mots, c'est d'a\oir plus de con­

tour que Ies idees. I outes Ies tdees se melenl 
par Ies bords, Ies mots, non Un certain cote 

diffus de lame Ieur echappe toujours. 
!.'expression a des frontieres, la pensee η'en 

a pas." 

Hugo correcth saw that this unex­

pressed. nomerbal content of our minds is 
idea, not merelv emotion. 
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mind is largely the cleft between the mind which expresses itself, lives directly 

and deeply, in symbolic meanings, and the mind which supposes this sort of 

thought to be improved by annotated editions. It is the cleft between what I am 

calling, with reference to symbolism, "meaning," "power," or "value" on the 

one hand and "explanations" on the other. The symbol carries its own mean­
ing or value, and with this its own power to move us. Indeed, even the word 
pteciser is an academician s term. The poet would rightly consider the symbolic 
or connotative statement about the apple quite as precise as any of the lucu­
brations of the professor. The explanation is for some people indispensable, 
but it is never the reality, our poet's thought itself. 

Such distinction is most helpful for understanding creative expression in 
painting, music, and the other arts, where the symbols of chiaroscuro, color, or 
form, or the symbols of successions of melodies, harmonies, and discords be­
come the immediate vehicles of meaning, vehicles which eternally deride every 
attempt to make their content verbally precise. The old distinction between the 
emotional and the intellectual here breaks down completely, for we see that 
the deepest thought and meaning lie in the immediate symbolic association. 
Explanations are always a weak afterthought as compared to meaning itself. 
And significant meaning is almost always conveyed in symbols, in which I 
should include now drama, myth, ritual, and all connotative aspects of words, 
besides distinctive visual forms. 

This is the real function of dreams as conceived by the depth psycholo­
gists: they are a procession of symbols — images symbolic not only in their 
forms but also in what happens to the forms in the action of the dream. When 
we become psychologically disturbed we must have help to verbalize these 
deeper symbols of ours, give them explanations. Jung is saying the same of his 
"archetypes" when he explains that the symbol itself refers neither to the literal 
sun, nor to the lion or king for whom the sun is a symbol, but to an "unknown 
third thing that finds expression in all these similes, yet — to the perpetual vex­
ation of the intellect — remains unknown and not to be fitted into a formula." ,h 

Ordinarily, however, the dream is nature's own psychiatry — a sign not that we 
are in psychological difficulties but that we are getting dramatic purgation as 
the conflicts and disturbed elements within us express themselves in the 
medium of dream symbolism. 

2. Religiou s Symbols 

MY  I N T E R E S T  in all this is to come closer to an understanding of religious 
symbols. It now appears that we have gone a long way toward recognizing what 
we mean, in "precise" terms, by the word symbol. In general, a symbol is a 

16. C. G. Jung and C. Kerenyi, Essays an 136, and Kerenyfs quotation from Schelling, 

a Science of Mvthology ,  1951, 105, cf.  pp. 127, p. 214. 
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word or form which expresses more than it indicates, and so has power bevond 
its literal denotation. The religious symbol is not only a direct purveyor of 
meaning in itself, but also a thing of power, or value, operating upon us to in­
spire, to release tensions, to arouse guilt, or to bring a sense of forgiveness and 
reconciliation. We may love the symbol, we may hate it, but so long as it is a 
symbol we register its message, feel its power. A most moving story was told me 
by a friend [Paul Tillich], a famous early refugee from Hitlerian Germany, 
who, when the full meaning of Nazism was presented to him at a meeting, 
when he grasped what was in the swastika and behind it, stood in the street 
after the session shaking his fist at the great swastika on the building and shout­
ing at the top of his voice: "It's a damnable thing, a damnable symbol!" 

His friends almost violently took him home and got him out of the coun­
try. He has been convinced ever since that some symbols are in their yen form 
good, some evil. Mv point in recalling this man's experience is simph to em­
phasize that a symbol in religion (and under my definition of religion, I would 
include the swastika along with the cross as being both powerful religious sv m-
bols) is something which convey s meaning indeed, but which also has inherent 
power to operate upon us.'" Another of my friends, who was murdered for his 
humanitarianism, had as a child been trained in Catholicism. He renounced 
the credo and theology of his religion but could not escape the power of its 
symbols, a fact which he revealed by saving that Christianitv would alwa\s be a 
menace as long as it used "the damned cross." 

There are many ways in which symbols may have come to have such 
power, but that is bevond the scope of mv discussion here. In fact, our lives are 
largely guided and molded by symbols. There are the symbolic acts of polite 
society, the "code" of a gentleman, which no one could codify without becom­
ing ridiculous. The urges and repressions of phallicism produce symbols so 
powerful that in our civilization we can rarely contemplate them directly at all. 
We recognize the symbolic force of green for the Irishman, of red for the 
Communist. VVe have the public symbols of the flag, the Shield of David, the 
cross. And there is the world of private symbolism manifested in our dreams 
and neurotic compulsions. 

It would be relatively easy if on this basis we could contrive in words a spe­
cific formula of meaning for each symbol, at least for the public symbols, and 
suppose that the given meaning, or operative value, is always conveyed by the 
particular symbol whenever it appears. But this is to miss the point that svm-

17. Rabbi Silverman told me ot the hor­
ror of his congregation at the Emmanuel 
SMiagogue in Hartford when it «as disco\-
ered, after Hitler came to power m Germanv, 
that in 1927 the \estibule of the synagogue 
had been pa\ed with a mosaic floor in which 

the swastika was frequently represented I he 
entire mosaic was at once ripped out Here 
was a svmbol which, when apparentlv dead, 
the Jew s could borrow, but which, w hen ali\e. 
had a power indeed — one which could not 
be endured. 
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bols have a way of dying, of apparently losing their power, and becoming 
merely ornaments. And they also have the power of coming to life again, as 
fresh associations and religious awakenings take old symbols for thetr own. 
This happened when the Christians adopted the ancient and universal symbol 
of the cross, a symbol which in pre-Christian ornament had degenerated into 
merely a four-point rosette, one of many forms of the rosette. Rosettes were 
still actively symbolic when Christianity was born, continued to be so into late 
Christian Byzantine times; but the four-point rosette, within a circle or abbre­
viated as the swastika, had come in the pagan world to have no special signifi­
cance, so far as 1 can see, in itself. Christianity seized upon this four-point ro­
sette within a circle, however, then still later made it specifically Christian by 
using a longer upright shaft, and thus took it out of the circle, although the 
Coptic church and the Eastern church preferred to let it stay there. Similarly 
the sudden revival from the dead, or from near death, which recently oc­
curred in the case of the swastika, a variant of the cross in a circle, was even 
more dramatic. Now, it would be silly to argue that Christians put nothing new 
into the cross, or that Hitler's swastika meant the same as the swastika on a 
Greco-Roman mummy, or on a Jewish tombstone from the ancient world. But 
it is significant that when a new movement wants a powerful symbol, it usuallv 
finds satisfaction m reviving one of the primordial symbols rather than m 
inventing a new one, and we presume that this happens because an old symbol 
has an inherent symbolic power of some kind at least dormant in itself, even 
when it seems to have become a purely decorative device. 

Whether there is such dormant symbolic power in what may ordinarily be 
called dead symbols used for ornament is not for the historian to debate. He 
must leave this for further investigation by psychologists. Whether it is more 
correct to say that basic symbols die, or that they merely become quiescent, I 
cannot say. Yet the trouble is that one cannot leave the question without beg­
ging it. For we must continue to face the problem of the "merely decorative" 
as contrasted with the "symbolic" use of forms in art; and when we put the con­
trast in these terms, or in such terms as "live" symbols versus "dead" symbols, 
or "active" symbols versus "quiescent" or "dormant' symbols, we assume, in 
each case, a theory of the nature of the contrast. Since I must have a terminol­
ogy, 1 shall arbitrarily, tentatively, and without prejudice, use the contrast of 
"live" and "dead," fully prepared to have that terminology corrected by better 
knowledge. For in this study I cannot wait for such problems to be solved. 

3. Migration of Live Symbols 

A S A N H I S T O R I A N I see that the transition of what I call a live symbol from 
one religion to another represents something quite different from the transi­
tion of a dead symbol. The difference can perhaps best be indicated by illus-
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tration. If in one of the modern synagogues where ornament is increasinglv 
being used, one should find a large cross on the Torah shrine, it would be ob­
vious that though the worshipers still wanted to call themsehesjews (the living 
symbols of synagogue and Torah shrine would indicate this), they had openly 
taken some highly important Christian values into their Judaism. A contem­
porary would need no literary documents to prove this, though he might have 
here a "picture book without text," The live Christian symbol, the cross, would 
speak for itself at once. If one could get a written explanation of the phenom­
enon from the rabbi of the synagogue, that would be only something supple­
mentary, and perhaps a quite sophistic rationalization. The explanation would 
obviously be of less importance than the immediate sense that here a value had 
been borrowed, for the cross would have direct operative power to earn 
Christian types of experience into the lives of the Jews of that synagogue. 

From such a hypothetical, probably impossible case we may turn to actual 
situations. All over the world, the Catholic church (rarely the Protestant) has 
allowed converted natives to carry much of their old symbolism into the new 
Christian chapels. The phenomenon is most familiar in the Latin-American 
countries, where native forms, symbols, and even elaborate rites are kept up 
along with the Christian ones. The Catholic clergy are quite aware that this 
gives to the local Christianity a coloration different from that of the Catholi­
cism of Italy or Ireland. So long as the symbols or rites thus retained are alive, 
actively operative, they cannot be carried over without bringing into the new 
religion the older values. Explanations must then be given, as when, in a story 
F. C. Conybeare liked to tell, a Jesuit priest got a community on one of the 
Pacific islands to give the name Francis of Assisi to a tribal statue which the)· 
insisted on having at least in the narthex of the chapel. The renaming did 
soften the paganism of the figure a bit, but did more to soothe the conscience 
of the priest than to put the values of the Italian saint into the savage figure. 
For the natives, we may be sure, the image kept its original living values in spite 
of the ridiculous explanation of it taught them by the priest. 

The migration of symbols in the ancient world followed, I believe, the 
same lines. A dead symbol can be appropriated without adaptive explanation. 
So the egg-and-dart molding, which originally mav have had symbolic value, 
had become a quite conventional ornament long before the beginning of the 
Christian era, and its appropriation by Jews and Christians probably meant 
nothing more than that this type of design for a molding pleased them; no ex­
planation was necessary. The zigzag line, so much used in Romanesque archi­
tecture, is less certainly an instance of the retention of something purely for­
mal, for it is the primordial symbol of water, and even in Romanesque 
ornament was used over church doorways in a manner suggesting that the flow 
of divine grace — which was the symbolic meaning of water in antiquity — was 
still felt as operative through the symbol by those who entered under it to wor-
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ship in the churches. Even more clearly alive were the symbols I am studying 
— the eagle, the lion, the fish, the winged Victory and the wreath, the caduceus 
of Hermes, the figure of Orpheus with the animals. The persistence of these 
in Jewish and Christian art cannot be presumed to be the persistence of the 
merely ornamental, of dead emblems, for these were living symbols m pagan­
ism and Christianity, so that presumably, to my mind inevitably, they were liv­
ing symbols to the Jews. Stripped of their old pagan explanations, as the Jesuit 
stripped away the name and mythology of the native idol when he called it 
Francis of Assisi, these motifs must have been retained by Christians, and by 
jews, only because there was a value in them which they wanted to preserve for 
themselves. If Orpheus became for Christians a symbol of Christ taming the 
passions, he probably had been Moses or David, or some other Jewish figure, 
doing this for jews when portrayed in a synagogue. The value, we see, is mean­
ing in the connotational or associational realm. This remains constant in the 
migration of a symbol. The new religion will give new explanations of the sym­
bol, precise verbalizations in the vocabulary of its own literal thinking. The 
historian of symbols has, then, the double task of finding the basic, unchanging 
values, together with the ever changing verbal explanations given by each new 
religion in adopting the old symbols. 

Indeed, when the religious symbols borrowed by Jews in those years are 
put together, it becomes clear that the ensemble is not merely a "picture book 
without text," but reflects a lingua franca that had been taken into most of the 
religions of the day, for the same symbols were used in association with Dio­
nysus, Mithra, Osiris, the Etruscan gods, Sabazius, Attis, and a host of others, 
as well as by Christianity later. It was a symbolic language, a direct language of 
values, however, not a language oi denotation. Orpheus could become Christ 
because he had ceased to be the Orpheus of Greek legend before the Chris­
tians borrowed him, and had come to represent mastery of the passions by the 
spirit — a role in which he had no specific name or mythological association. 
Helios driving his chariot through the zodiac could be used by Jews to repre­
sent their cosmic Deity because in the thinking of the day, especially the sort of 
thinking associated with Neoplatonism. this figure had come to stand not for 
the traditional anthropomorphic god at all, but for the Supreme Principle — a 
concept borrowed and used by all sorts of religions at the time. Thus its pres­
ence, to our knowledge, on the floors of three synagogues in Palestine would 
seem to indicate that Jews had in their Judaism not Helios, the pagan god, but 
the value of that figure in contemporary life. 

4. Vie Linffia Fronca of Symbolism 

To U N D E R S T A N D  the Judaism which used these pagan symbols, then, it is 
necessary to reconstruct the lingua franca of the religious symbolism of the 
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time. To do so requires investigation of the use of each of the symbols in as 
many as possible of the pagan religions, even going back to the earliest occur­
rences of the forms in Mesopotamia and Egypt when they can be traced that 
far. If continuity of symbolic values can be demonstrated in all these religions, 
it would establish meanings for the lingua franca which, as they seem to have 
stability in other religions, would increasingly suggest themselves as the values 
of the symbols also for Jews. We seem to have familiar evidence of such conti­
nuity of meaning in the wine symbols, the cup, the vine, the grape, and the like. 
In Christianity, Christ is the vine; his blood, or his divine nature, is mystically 
given the communicant in the cup. But instantly we are reminded that for Dio­
nysiacs and Orphics, Dionysus was the vine, and that the bacchanals received 
his divine nature in the cup. In both paganism and Christianity this participa­
tion meant mystic assimilation in life, and immortality after death. The symbol 
is really a common denominator, valid in an identical sense in both religions. 
For in both religions the cup and vine symbolize mystic union with the saving 
god, and eternal life. The bird eating the grapes of the vine is another symbol 
common to both religions: it is ordinarily taken in each case to stand for the 
devotee obtaining this divine life. So we have now the tentative suggestion that 
the religious experience which these particular symbols represented, the value 
they brought, was an experience of mystic union in which the devotee shared 
in the divine life of the saving god and was thereby assured of immortality, an 
experience which in each religion might have had a mythological explanation 
with or without association with the myths and cult of Dionysus himself. 

In all this, however, we have constantly to bear in mind that the meaning 
or value of any given symbol is not a denotative, precise meaning, but a con-
notative one — a meaning in a language designed to speak to the mind, but 
having more immediate relation to the emotions than to verbal thinking. Be­
yond simply arousing emotions, however, these symbols carried potent ideas, 
even though the name or the myth linked with a given symbol changed re­
peatedly in the verbal formulations of the various cults. The reconstruction we 
are undertaking is one which will hardly please the modern philologist, who 
will expect me to say in precise words what Helios meant, or Orpheus, or the 
winged Victory or the eagle. The religious symbolist, I repeat, is in this respect 
like the poet, who is usually, and naturally, disturbed at the misrepresentations 
attendant upon any attempt to make his language literally explicit by para­
phrasing it. Wallace Stevens, himself a master of connotative expression, pro­
tests against literal "truth": "We have been a little insane about the truth. . . . 
To fix it is to put an end to it. Let me show it to vou unfixed."'* Literary criti­
cism must give one ability to reread a poem with a new and direct sense of its 

18 "The Noble Rider and the Sound of Allen Tate), 122, 124. 
Words," in The Language of Poetry (ed. by 
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unfixed" meanings, the ability to feel the impact of its usually paradoxical 
metaphors until their resultant values register directly in mind and emotion 
alike. 

Indeed, it has been objected with reason that it is quite misleading to con­
trast the denotative and the connotative, the verbal formulation and the sym­
bolic meaning, as though the contrast were one between the precise and the 
imprecise. As a correspondent, A. B. Stridsberg, wrote me: "Nothing could be 
more definite, more existent, more real — even more precise — than symbolic 
meaning." With this I fully agree, though for convenience I keep the term 
"precise" for the verbally explicit. Thus the end of a study of symbolism is to 
have the symbol work upon us directly in its own right. 

Accordingly, long as this study will become, there will be relatively little 
meaning in a literal or discursive sense got out of the symbols we examine. 
More and more we shall see that people used symbols which could pass thus 
from religion to religion precisely because the forms did not have any literal, 
denotative meaning; they spoke to a level of consciousness or mentality much 
less concerned with precision, but much richer and more important, than the 
level that responds to denotation. Christianity and Judaism alike rejected Dio­
nysus and his rites and myths with horror, while they kept his symbols. They 
rejected the specific and kept what I may call the subspecific — linguistically 
subspecific, that is. 

There is, however, a meaning, a very definite meaning, in the symbol, 
which is grasped by the devout quite as directly as verbal language, in the great 
majority of cases far more directly. That explanations of why the cross is 
important would so widely conflict, cannot obscure the fact that actually the 
cross itself carries a much more concrete and definite meaning or idea than all 
the verbal explanations of it put together. Theology is for the few: the cross is 
for all, the intellectual and the childish alike. It is this language which the 
historian of symbols must come to understand: he must let the lingua franca 
speak to him directly as the poet speaks in his metaphors, or as Bach with his 
masterful precision speaks in his fugues to those who know Bach's untranslat­
able language. 

5. Modern Symbolism 

JU N G  feels deeply a danger that symbols may overwhelm us: they have a 
seduction, a dissolving power that can take us to destruction, to chaos. He sees 
in them autonomous forces which we study or release at our peril. The danger, 
however, seems to me to lie not in the symbols with their relative clarity and 
security, not even in the primordial symbols, but in the chaos of reality in the 
world and in ourselves, a chaos which first takes on meaning in the symbol. 
This formlessness behind the symbol which the symbol begins to make 
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manageable is the element that, without the help of symbols, can destroy us. At 
our peril we look behind the symbol, for it is the symbol which finally stands 
between us and the meaningless. 

At the same time it is in the world of symbol that we are creative. All ad­
vance in thought, as Mrs. Langer has pointed out, consists in the making ex­
plicit, that is, the expression in definite form, of that which comes to us as met­
aphorical, associational perception. As the immediate expression of our 
connotathe minds, fresh creation of forms bids fair to be the future of reli­
gion. Mrs. Langer iu  says that the conflict of religion and science is the con­
flict between a primitive, "a voung and provisional form of thought," and dis­
cursive, literal, scientific thinking, which must succeed religion if thinking is to 
go on. With this I completely disagree. She herself admits, as just indicated, 
that new formal thought usually begins in the pregnant realm of "suggestion," 
of symbol, and we can look forward to a time when literal thinking will have 
displaced figurative thinking only as we look forward to a time when man will 
have ceased to be human. Ours is so tremendously vital an age because, as I 
have said, we are now doing both types of thinking, doing so consciously, and 
because, as never before, in both philosophy and psvchiatr\, we are trying to 
co-ordinate the two types by understanding a little better the connotative proc­
esses of thought. We are not only trying to make our experience of nature in-
telhgibh denotative in science; we are trying to use connotative thinking more 
freely in the arts, and, by coming to understand better the relation of the two 
types of thought, to use both more constructively. Religion will take on fresh 
life as it becomes less bound to the discursive and more free to create meta­
phorically. Indeed, it is something very like a revival of religion which modern 
art, music, and poetry, as well as modern psychology, are holding before our 
eyes. I see nothing "voung and provisional" in such thinking, 

A slight contribution to this attempt to understand the nonliteral, sym­
bolical mentality is what this study aims to make. When I speak of understand­
ing this type ol mental activity, I by no means suggest surpassing it. I certainly 
have myself reached no full understanding. The modern mind tries to under­
stand increasingly in order to utilize increasingly, not to create within itself 
illusions of understanding. This is the difference between science now and 
science fifty years ago, which was so confident that it had come to understand. 
Now we recognize that understanding is simply an infinite limit which we ap­
proach. and which orients our entire equation, our cur\e, at whatever point on 
the curve we may be, but a limit at which it would be ridiculous to consider that 
we have arrived. 

The symbols we are studying operate in and emerge from the deepest 
levels of subrational thinking. Thev have a history which begins far earlier 

19. Op C i t . ,  164 ( 
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than history itself, and many of the earliest symbols still have potency, even in 
our time, when society seems to a large extent to be losing all sense of their 
importance. There is point in Mrs. Langer's suggestion"' that most of the basic 
symbols of religion are nature symbols, that the modern intelligentsia live 
largely cut away from any association with nature, and that consequently a 
large part not only of the fading importance of religious symbols, but also of 
modern emotional instability, is to be attributed to the fact that our lives no 
longer incorporate the basic symbols of sin and salvation, of life and death. 
Doubts of the "meaning of life," she says, rarely occur in people who live as 
sailors do, that is, who, living with such symbols in nature, still find reality 
"meaningful" enough. 

It is of equal importance in relation to our present sense of confusion that 
our educational system is directed almost entirely to rational, discursive treat­
ment of literal fact. As long as purely intellectual training was supplemented 
by the chapel, this did little harm, but now man is trying to live by literal bread 
alone, and the intelligentsia are suffering from a sort of avitaminosis. We need 
more than calories to be healthy, and we need more than information to live 
balanced lives psychologically. The modern world has thrown out the old 
symbols, along with their explanations. The symbols speak to man, I have 
quoted Mrs. Langer as saying, on the "young and provisional" level, but it 
would be better to say on the subliterate level. For untold millions of years man 
was apparently only an animal: then for untold thousands of years he had a 
subliterate, subdiscursive intelligence. Upon these two stages most of us have 
now superimposed rationality in the full sense. All three of these levels are still 
represented in all of us. We trace the evolution from the animal stage in the 
development of the embryo; we just as truly relive the evolution to the sub­
literate (but intelligent) stage in infancy and childhood. The final rational 
adult strangely accepts his animal nature and treats it with respect, while he 
tries to believe that now he has "put away childish things." The great contri­
bution of Freud has been to recall to us (many of the "rational" still childishly 
reject the idea) that this childish, subliterate element is as much a part of any 
individual's constitution as are his legs or liver, and that to neglect and abuse 
this part of oneself is as perilous as to neglect one's physique. Man has always 
stabilized this subliminal aspect of himself with symbols, and now we have 
none of real value. For a Cadillac car may symbolize a bank account, but our 
need of stability goes far deeper than material prosperity can reach. The 
pathetic avidity and abandon with which most of Germany accepted the 
swastika testified not to the merit of what the swastika brought with it, but to 
man's craving for basic symbols. 

To the well-being of our physical side, analytical and discursive thinking 

20.  Ibid . ,  235 .  
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has contributed enormously since it began, se\eral centuries ago, on the study 

of physical anatomy. We have already made a bungling start on the "anatom\ 

of melanchoh ," on the problem of man's subrational being, in depth ps\ chol-

ogv, in sociology, in anthropology. We haye, to say the least, still a long wav to 

go. It is my hope that the present work will contribute a little to the under­
standing of man as we trace some of our symbols in their transition through 
the ages. To the contemporary bearing of my work I shall only occasionally al­
lude, though we shall repeatedly discover present value in many of the symbols 
examined, and the undertaking as a whole, like all historical studies, will finally 
have value only as it has contemporaneous value. For the most part, however, 
we shall be keeping our eyes on the immediate problem, which is the attempt 
to arriv e at such relativ e understanding of the Jewish symbols that we shall be 
able to grasp their value for those who used them. 

6. Tiie Paradox of Symbols 

As R E G A R D S  explanations, we must also bear in mind that in the case of a 
symbol of any deep importance, no single explanation of its power or scope 
ever suffices. One of the things that modern depth psychology has taught us is 
the paradoxical character of man's being. Love involves hate, death is the re­
verse of life, and the one seems to imply the other. Freud had to give up much 
of the consistency of his system when he was forced to put the "death urge" 
alongside the constructive "life urge" in the libido. 

The governing laws of logic have 110 swa\ in the unconscious; it might he 
called the Kingclom of the Illogical. Impulses with contrary aims exist side b\ 
side in the unconscious without anv call being made for an adjustment between 
them. Either thev have no effect whatever upon each other, or. if thev do. no 
decision is made, but a compromise comes about which is senseless, since it em­
braces mutually exclusive elements. Similarly, contraries are not kept apart 
from each other but are treated as though the\ were identical, so that in the 
manifest dream any element may also stand for its contrary."' 

Religion, it will increasingly appear, has offered man psychic therapy be­
cause it has recognized these opposites in his nature, and combined them, so 
that he could find life through death, save his soul by losing it, come into divine 
love by hating the devil and all his works. A proper religious symbol presents 
this paradox directly to the believer. The agorn, distortion, and death of the 
cross bring one into divine peace, while the misbegotten religious art of the 
school of Hoffmann which made its way into so much of our recent stained 
glass, and which we still give children in the Protestant (and often in the Cath­
olic) Sunday schools, turns out to be only emetic sentimentality, since it tries to 

•21.  S igmund Freud,  An Outl ine of  Psycho-

analysis .  1949. 53. 
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present the sweetness, love, and kindness of God without any terror or agony 
A good symbol, such as the Indian device of a cobra striking above a lingam, 
presents life and death together. It  must always be recalled that the symbol is 
of value precisely as it pulls together, in nondiscursive form, propositions, de­
sires, and attitudes which discursive formulation can only brand as impossible 
of combination. The language of our symbols, like the symbolic language of 
poetry, is what Cleanth Brooks called the "language of paradox."22 

This is the value of the symbol — its power to unify a cluster of ideas or 
emotions or drives. The destructive chaos at the bottom of our lives, the chaos 
of mutually antagonistic and yet equally urgent drives, what might be called 
our fundamental schizophrenia, is controlled only as we get symbols in which 
both sides of our natures can simultaneously express themselves. I strongly 
suspect that what we call meaning— in the sense in which a man might say that 
Christianity is or is not meaningful to him, or that Communism does or does 
not make sense to him, or that mysticism is or is not meaningless — rests pri­
marily on the test of whether the symbols offered by such a belief or religion, 
or by the symbolic acts of its practice, do or do not effect a resolution of the 
given individual's inner conflicts: if, when the symbol is shown, or the symbolic 
act is performed, it operates on the person, he is "strangely warmed," or, in 
Plato's term, the symbolic words light a fire within him. This fire or light brings 
the life of order and inner harmony, and is itself one of the primordial sym­
bols. For the chaos behind the paradox is death and darkness: reconciliation, 
even in the paradox of symbols, is life and light. The experience may be one 
of sudden illumination as the symbol becomes "meaningful," that is, genera­
tive within the individual. Or we may be capable only of blind and often savage 
adherence to the symbols of our class, with chaos, darkness, and terror the ap­
parent price of abandoning or even questioning them. Indeed, the conserva­
tive is right: he faces dissolution within himself if he must lose the old symbols 
without finding meaning or value in new ones, and this he is usually unable to 
do. The struggle between the old and the new is so rarely affected by a rational 
approach because rational arguments are relatively so superficial. A man "con­
vinced in words," Plato was aware, is left of the same opinion still. 

This is well illustrated by the history of the symbols we are studying, which 
went from paganism to Judaism and Christianity. Jews and Christians rejected 
the old explanations, the myths and mythological representations, while they 
kept their sanity by retaining the symbols themselves. One of the most notable 
things about the forms we are studying is that they are stripped of all their old 
mythological settings, because the settings implied pagan explanations. The 

22. Op. cit., 44. Brooks (p. 58) quotes 
Coleridge's statement that poetry "reveals it­
self in the balance or reconcilement of oppo­
site or discordant qualities: of sameness, w ilh 
difference; of the general, with the concrete; 

the idea, with the image; the individual, with 
the representative; the sense of novelty and 
freshness, with old and familiar objects; a 
more than visual state of emotion, with more 
than usual order." 
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hypothesis on which I am working, or which I am testing, is that in taking over 

the symbols, while discarding the mvths and explanations of the pagans, Jews 

and Christians admitted, indeed confirmed, a continuity of religious experi­
ence which it is most important to be able to identify. For if there was such con­
tinuity of value, as the history of art ma\ reveal it in the continuity of symbolic 
forms, the history of art will have much more to teach the history of religion 
than we have hitherto suspected. The discontinuity of mvths and explanations 
is of profound importance in human historv, and this discontinuity is what the 
history of religion has hitherto been chiefly concerned to indicate: but for an 
understanding of man, the phenomenon of a continuity of religious experi­
ence or values would have much more significance than that of discontinuous 
explanations. 

Another most important aspect of symbolism lies m its simultaneous mul­
tiplicity of forms and sameness of values. The symbols of Christianity, for ex­
ample, are indeed many. There are the cross, the crucifix, the HoK Family, the 
figures of Mary and Christ, the dov e, the vine, the cup, the fish, the book, the 
lamb, the tree, the light, the cherub, the throne, the hand, the eagle, the bull, 
the bleeding heart, the angel, ΑΩ: one could go on almost indefinitely. Yet all 

of these will fit into a single formula, namely, the idea that the eternal Ciocl lov ­
ingly offers to share his nature with man, to lift him into eternal participation 
in divine life and happiness. Each symbol presents a facet of a single jewel 
Devotees or artists, by virtue of their peculiar tastes and conditioning, will each 
find some of these symbols moving and the others rather meaningless — for 
them. A religion which hopes to become the religion of a civilization must 
make room for individual sensitivities by hav ing a varied symbolism. We shall 
come to the richness of the Christian offering through an awareness of the na­
ture and appeal of each of its symbols, but we must understand that all of them 
are simply roads to the same goal, each attractive in its own way. The One can­
not be fully the One unless it has within it the potency of the Many. Herein lies 
the difference between a "great" religion and a sect. The great religion offers 
many roads, the sect few, or only one. In dealing with the richness of pagan 
and Jewish symbols we must bear this in mind: we must feel the special values 
of each, but always with a view to discerning the symbol's end — which pre­
sumably will be an end common to all the symbols. 

C .  T H E  J E W I S H  S Y M B O L S  

W E  A R E  N O W  perhaps ready to discuss more directly the problem of 
whether the Jewish symbols were symbols at all, or only space-filling designs. 
Several considerations seem to me to indicate that the designs were really re­
ligious symbols to the Jews. 
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The first reason has already been discussed — namely, the fact that the 
symbols which Jews borrowed from paganism were all living symbols, in pa­
ganism earlier and contemporaneously, and in Christianity contemporane­
ously and later. To be sure, we can find many ancient instances in which Vic­
tories and cupids and wreaths were primarily decorative, as the cross is often 
used by Christians largely for decorative interest. But these very devices were 
also constantly used with serious symbolic meaning, on tombstones and amu­
lets and in graffiti, by pagans as well as by Christians later, and I do not see how 
any Jew could then have borrowed them, especially for use in synagogues and 
on graves and amulets, without a feeling that they had significance. 

Secondly, the vocabulary of symbols which the Jews borrowed is on the 
whole extremely limited. Except on amulets, not much over a score of designs 
are to be found in all the hundreds of instances of such borrowing that appear 
in remains from southern France, Italy, Sicily, Malta. North Africa, Egypt, Pal­
estine, Asia Minor, and Mesopotamia. If, then, decoration was the motive, why 
this extraordinary agreement on what could and what could not be borrowed? 
After I had collected two-thirds of the surviving specimens of this art, it was 
hard to keep going to get the rest from the more scattered sources, since every­
thing I was finding was so similar to what I already had. For their synagogues 
and graves, Jews obviously favored some pagan symbols, definitely avoided 
others — a phenomenon explicable perhaps on the assumption that only cer­
tain devices were acceptable to them, that is, that what they did take they took 
not for its decorative appeal but for its symbolic value to themselves. This se­
lective vocabulary is, however, extremely interesting, because it is exactly the 
vocabulary of early Christian borrowings from paganism, a fact suggesting 
that the Christians did not take the forms from the pagans directly, but that 
along with Old Testament figures, the pagan emblems came into Christian art 
from Jewish usage. 

Thirdly, the symbols used in Judaism frequently cannot be called deco­
rative by any stretch of the imagination. Aside from the crude amulets, we 
have seen many instances in which the Jews who scratched the grotesque draw­
ings on their tombstones were scarcely activated by artistic inspiration. They 
wanted those symbols on the graves for something other than decorative ef­
fect, and that other can have been only the symbolic values of the forms. 

Fourthly, on these graves and in the synagogues pagan and Jewish sym­
bols are found so intimately intermixed, not only in a given cemetery but on a 
single grave or in one synagogue, that it is impossible, in my opinion, to say that 
when the menorah appears it has symbolic value, while there is no such value 
in the peacocks, wreaths, birds, Victories, and other motifs beside it. Far from 
feeling that the presence or absence of pagan symbols on a grave distinguishes 
the Judaism of the person buried in it, I venture that the choice between a 
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menorah and a bird eating grapes was a matter of indifference in this environ­
ment, so much had the two come to symbolize the same essential religious 
attitude. 

And lastly, I must point out that the very places where these symbols are 
found indicate that their symbolic value for the religion of the group as a 
whole was extremely important. In Rome and North Africa the ceilings of Jew­
ish burial places are covered with them: hence the symbols must have been ac­
ceptable to the group, not just to a few aberrant individuals. In North Africa 
the mosaic pavement of a synagogue is elaborately ornamented with pagan de­
vices, and most of the synagogues in Palestine, to say nothing of Dura, show 
such motifs in profusion, with Jewish and pagan forms so intermixed in the 
designs that it becomes impossible to maintain that the pagan symbols were 
merely decorative and the Jewish ones meaningful. But if the pagan symbols 
were meaningful in the synagogues, this implies irresistibly that they were 
meaningful for the Judaism of the group which constructed these buildings 
and worshiped in them. 

All these considerations force me to conclude that, generally speaking, 
Jews throughout the Roman world borrowed these emblems with deliberate 
symbolic intent. We have no literature telling us of a Judaism which could do 
this, but the conclusion seems ineluctable that such a Judaism did exist for cen­
turies. And it is a likely hypothesis that on the completion and dissemination 
of the Talmud, and with the beginning of Christian persecution of the Jews, a 
great reaction set in which abolished this Judaism and destroyed its writings. 
This possibility is heightened by our knowledge of the efficacy of Jewish cen­
sorship. If we were dependent upon Jewish tradition and Jewish preservation 
of records, we should never have heard of Philo and the Jewish Hellenism of 
his dav. Philo and Josephus were both preserved bv Christian copyists and in 
Christian circles, and we should not have known even Philo's name if Chris­
tians had not adopted him. The same is true, so far as I know, of the Wisdom 
of Solomon and the works of Josephus. That is, Jews have not only failed to 
preserve accounts and the literature of hellenized Judaism; their records do 
not even mention it. On the basis of what Jews themselves have transmitted, it 
would be ridiculous to suggest that Philo and hellenized Judaism ever existed. 
Furthermore, once Jews and Christians came to complete antipathy, Chris­
tians had no interest in preserving the writings of contemporary Jews. Hence 
it is highly possible that there once existed a considerable literature of the 
Judaism of these synagogues and graves — writings which have disappeared as 
completely as rabbinicjews would have had Philo and his Judaism disappear. 
Thus, absence of literature reflecting the kind of Judaism which, we are be­
ginning to suspect, went with these symbols, proves nothing. Still, the symbols 
exist as data clamoring for explanation, and thev must be allowed to speak for 
themselves. 
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We shall often, in the case of some given symbol, leave considerable doubt 
as to whether it had a significance recognized explicitly by the group, was a 
means of communication, or had become "purely conventional" in the sense 
that its symbolism had ceased to be consciously recognized. In all these matters 
the clear either-or so dear to the scholarly mind rarely applies. Indeed, in Pan-
ofsky's phrase, we must interpret iconographic material by synthesis rather 
than analysis.An object may be used as a symbol, used in an almost compul­
sory way, when all explicit understanding of its value had disappeared. A 
splendid instance of this is the Christian use of lamps in graves through the 
Byzantine period. Such use of lamps long antedated Christianity, deriving ap­
parently from the symbolism of light as life. The practice was taken over by the 
Christians as a matter of course, and, in the way I have suggested, the old value 
was Christianized by being expressed in Christian terms. In earlier Christian 
usage the explanation was often written on the Lamp itself, in the form of a 
Greek motto, "Jesus Christ, the Light of the world"; that is, still equating light 
with immortal life, the Christians asserted that the true Light is Christ. The 
custom was maintained for centuries, but once the idea had come to be an ax­
iom to later generations of Christians, the motto was more and more carelessly 
written, and soon it was so put on that it is almost always completely illegible.-'4 

The lamp itself, however, now commonly with a cross on it, or bearing the old 
menorah, which had become a Tree of Life, continued to be placed in Chris­
tian graves — continued, apparently, to express and encourage hope of im­
mortality. It persisted because, in terms of our definition of symbol, it did 
something to the people who used it. Thus, whether the explanation is recalled 
or not, lamps continue to be placed in Oriental graves, and lighted candles are 
still important beside a Jewish or Christian corpse. 

D .  E V A L U A T I N G  I H E  J E W I S H  S Y M B O L S  

TH E  Q U E S T I O N  regarding Jewish symbolism is, then: If the designs were 
not put into the synagogues and tombs casually, just to look pretty, but to do 
something to those who made them, to those who looked at them as they wor­
shiped, and for those who finally were buried beneath them, what was their 
value, what was it hoped that they would do? 

Since we cannot begin by asserting what these symbols meant ideologically 
to the Jews who used them in the Roman world, what their basic value was, we 
must go a long way round. At the outset we must utilize our discovery that 
these are symbols which had become a religious lingua franca in the world 
about the Jew $ who borrowed them. The most important of them were origi-

2 3 .  Op. cit., 8 .  2 4  For examples, see Macalister, Gezer, 

I. 357. 366 f. 
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nally Dionysiac, and though the vocabulary had been expanded to include a 
few symbols from Syria (the specifically solar eagle), from Egypt (the rows of 
wine jars and baskets, the waterfowl), and from Mesopotamia (the zodiac), it 
was still essentially Dionysiac. This group of symbols was accepted by the Na-
bateans, Syrians, and Egyptians, in the religions of Asia Minor, by the Etrus­
cans, by the imperial Romans as they came under hellenistic influence, by the 
Jews, and later by the Christians. How did people of the ancient world use 
these motifs, and what did they mean? They were indignantly rejected by Jews 
of the Maccabean period, and most of the Romans of the Republic had little 
use for them. But they are rampant in Pompeii, and are found on most of the 
second-century Roman graves. Is it possible to reconstruct the lingua franca of 
these symbols in their varied uses so that the values thus discovered mav be 
applied to a Jewish milieu from which we have no literature? It would seem 
that if we can decipher the lingua franca we shall have the basic value which 
passed with the symbol so long as it was alive. 

This is indeed a long way round, but I can see no possible short cut. The 
phenomena of syncretism m the ancient world must be re-examined in the 
perspective of the symbols. 

One thing becomes instantly apparent. The lingua franca as it was used in 
all religions was made up primarily of abstract symbols, not of mythological 
scenes. We have already noted this in regard to Jews and Christians, who could 
use the vine or the cup, for example, or birds feeding on grapes, but not bac­
chanalian cultic scenes, or portrayals of Dionysiac mythology. We see further 
that for Egypt of the Ptolemaic and later periods the same holds true, as also 
for Nabatean remains. In Etruscan remains this exclusion does not appear, 
nor at Pompeii. 

In Pompeii, we suspect, people were actually celebrating specifically Dio­
nysiac mvsteries. On the other hand, in hellenized Egypt we find Osiris with 
grapes, but not with bacchanals so far as I know. Is this a meaningful distinc­
tion? I am beginning to think that it is. When we find cultic or mythological 
scenes with the Dionysiac symbols, we suspect presence of the Dionysiac cult. 
When we find only abstracted symbols of other cults, we suspect some sort of 
value identification, but not cultic assimilation. For in that case the cult or 
mythology of some religion other than the Dionysiac or Orphic is being inter­
preted by the adopted symbols in terms of Dionysiac or Orphic values. Was this 
always done consciously? A glance at the Christian usage shows at once that 
probably it was not. For the use of Dionysiac symbols in association with Osiris, 
say, may have been part of a definite identification of Osiris and Dionysus, an 
open identification very frequent in hellenistic literature and going back to 
Herodotus; but certainly no Christian thought that he was identifying Christ 
with Dionysus when he used the vine with a figure of Christ. Where the sym­
bols are used apart from cultic and mythological associations pertaining to 
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Dionysus, they need not imply a conscious reference to pagan cults and myths. 
In other words, the lingua franca had, apparently, come to speak not neces­
sarily of cult or myth at all, but of something else, and of this in its own right. 

Will this conception of symbols actually work out in evaluating the data of 
syncretism? The first step logically would be to examine the Dionysiac remains, 
archeological and literary, to see if possible what Dionysus himself meant to 
the Greeks in terms of religious experience. This ground has been gone over 
many times, but heretofore with the objective of reconstructing the myth and 
ritual of Dionysus rather than the psychological experience or value inhering 
in the myth and ritual. I cannot stop to write a new history of Dionysus in 
Greece, but the subject must be treated historically, for there is every reason to 
suppose that the character of the god changed very much. Originally a phallic 
god of fertility, whose tokens and rites were purely agrarian, his value seems 
to have been primarily magical, if I may use the term — the value of imparting 
fertility to the fields. (By magic, I mean simply a religious rite of automatic 
value.) Then Dionysus became, when introduced into a society which had De-
meter, particularly the god of the vine. Another great change occurred when 
people began to project the idea of personal immortality into the general rites 
relating to resurrection of plant life, and a still further change came when the 
magical, or immediately operative, character of the god gave way, at least in 
the minds of thoughtful men, to the mystical. 

These changes were probably brought about largely by the "Orphic re­
form," but we cannot trace the steps of the development. All we can see is that 
a change did at some time occur. But the new type of experience was lineally 
connected with the old. If the old rites were sof tened into sacraments for the 
mystical, the hope was still that something would really be effected by them; 
the devotee would be changed into a Bacchus, a divine being. He would be 
raised from spiritual death, like the seeds, and—for there is good reason to 
assume that the hope included this also — would be born again as a result of 
fertilization by the divine fluid which had earlier been represented by the 
leather phallus of the primitive rites, or in the orgiastic drinking of wine. The 
new conception did not entirely replace the old. The old survived, and still sur­
vives in rural fertility festivals in certain localities. But intelligent men were 
seeing deeper possibilities — men of sufficient breadth of view to see the values 
in the religious ideas of other peoples, and so to be inclined to syncretism. The 
process could be carried to the heights reached in Plato's Symposium, where 
Eros leads the soul to the Form of Beauty. All this needs careful documenta­
tion, and in this chapter is stated only as a hypothetical suggestion. 

As the history of each symbol is analyzed, the phenomenon of the persist­
ing values of symbols will, I believe, seem as much an historical fact, and thus 
a concern of the historian, as are literary and archeological data. The phenom­
enon needs as distinct a method of historical study, however, as is called for in 
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dealing with literary or with archeological remains. Hence I have suggested 
above that one can studv symbolism onlv bv combining historical and psycho­
logical methods. For the ordinary criteria of historical judgment break down 
completely before the symbol, so that the historian trained only in philological 
and archeological techniques falls back into an emotional negativism. At the 
same time, various schools of psychology have been able to demonstrate, each 
to its own satisfaction, the omnipresence of phenomena yvhich it could label 
with its particular formulations, like the "Oedipus complex." or the manifes­
tations of the "collective unconscious," bv means of arbitrary collections of 
my ths, symbols, and rites — collections which, hoyveyer, violate the elementary 
layvs of all historical investigation. Clearly the tyvo approaches must be used to­
gether, each deepening and correcting the other, if yve are to make anv prog­
ress in religious history. Modern anthropologists are in this respect far ahead 
of the historian, and are getting important results from introducing the psy­
chological factor into their considerations. As I said, I have no contribution to 
make to psychology as such. But I am quite sure that an obvious place to begin 
applying the neyv psychology to history is in relation to the history of symbols. 
Perhaps, by using historical and psychological criteria together, yve may at least 
eliminate some of the fancifulness in yvhich either method of investigation is 
likely to end yvithout the counterbalance of the other. 

It became clear to me, then, that if I yvas to do more than other recent stu­
dents in the field, I must not be content with publishing all the remains of Jew­
ish art, yvith the parallels, or a sufficient number of them, from pagan and 
Christian art. Rather, I must use the best methods at hand for archeological 
identification of the evidence, and all available literary testimony, but couple 
with these some appreciation of their psychological implications. The psychol­
ogist may be scornful of the archeological niceties; the classicist may grow 
wroth at my mingling of psychological conceptions with archeological data. 
And both will have ample cause to point out that I am far from being a trained 
man in their respective fields. I have consoled myself with the fact that in open­
ing anv neyv approach, a man is ipso facto an amateur in it. Thus, at the risk of 
incurring the indignation of the departmental^ righteous, I have persisted. I 
cannot hope, yvorking in strange fields, to be free of mistakes, though I am 
exercising meticulous care as far as I can. But I still hope that the main impli­
cations of my yvork are sound. These implications, however, are largely in the 
field of the history and psychology of religion, and it is historians of religion 
and psy chologists, not classicists or church historians or talmudists. yvho must 
ultimately pass on their value. 

E .  P S Y C H O L O G Y  O F  R E L I G I O . V  

T h e  p s y c h o l o g y  of religion yvhich is emerging here is as a yvhole mv oyvn. 
Much as I have drayvn upon the various schools of depth psychology', Freudi-
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ans will be the first to say that I am not one of them, at least in any orthodox 
sense. For that all guilt feeling means fear of castration, and that the Oedipus 
complex is found in everyone in the sense that there is in every man a jealous 
desire to abolish or kill the father, seem to me not at all justified assumptions. 
Nor am I a Jungian, seeing our individual minds rooted in a collective uncon­
scious, or the psyche as comprising the animus and anima, the shadow, and all 
the rest. I do not feel that it is my task to construct or to commit myself to a 
system of psychology as such, and shall make no attempt to do so. But in the 
perspective of the depths opened up by such approaches to psychology, the 
data I am trying to explain take on a meaning which they have in no other 
frame of reference. The systems of these schools have grown out of interpre­
tation of the phenomena that analysts have observed in their disturbed pa­
tients. The symbols of the ancient world are a totally different body of data, 
and suggest somewhat different formulations. But it is not surprising that they 
should suggest much that is similar to what analysts have found, since the phe­
nomena in both instances come from the depths of the human spirit. Fifteen 
years ago, E. S. Robinson, one of Yale's most promising psychologists of the 
stimulus-response school, whose work was cut short by early death, remarked 
that while he was not at all a Freudian, he felt obliged to say that Freud bears 
the same relation to modern psychology as Newton bears to modern physics. 
It is in this spirit that I shall make free to draw upon Freudianism, or Jungi-
anism, for anything that seems helpful in interpreting the symbols, without 
committing myself to other aspects of these systems. I must sharply warn the 
reader not to assume that what follows is an adequate psychological account of 
all aspects of religious experience. To present my ideas on that subject as a 
whole is quite beyond our immediate need. In this section I bring out only 
those aspects of it relevant to the types of religious experience that seem to me 
indicated by the symbols we are trying to evaluate. 

The psychology in terms of which I am thinking begins from man's basic 
drive for Iife.-*=- This is by no means a novel idea: the "instinct of self-preser-
vation" is as familiar m the old psychologies as is the "life urge" in the newer. 
Everything indicates that this was a very unreflective urge in primitive man, as 
it is in animals. Savage man and animals alike will fight to the death for their 
food, just as they will periodically fight to the death for a desired female. But 
the desire for the female certainly plays little part in the motivation of most 

25. |ust what I mean by "life" I cannot 
say exactly. It includes "activity free from 
anxiety," as defined by Robert P Casey, 
"Oedipus Motivation in Religious Thought 
and Fantasy," Psychiatry, V (1942), 228, but 
comprises much more than that restricted 
phrase suggests. Hope of immortality, free­
dom from frustrations, ability to live crea­
tively in whatever sense the individual de­

fines creativity, these are certainly also in life 
as ive desire it. I should add that an excellent 
introduction to what follows, as regards ideas 
and bibliography, is Casey's "The Psychoan­
alytic Study of Religion,"y««ma/ of Abnormal 
and Social Psychology, XXXIll (1938), 437-
452. in which he reviews with admirable clar­
ity the contributions made 011 the subject to 
the date of his writing. 
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animals (except when they are inflamed by her odor), while they spend the ma­
jority of their waking hours in the search for food. Yet the life urge seems most 
intimately to include the sex urge, increasingly so as man becomes more civi­
lized, since the sexual drive not only plays a part in the relati\ely sophisticated 
desire for progeny, but also becomes a means of achieving personal expression 
and an enlarged experience of life. 

Accordingly, I must take the sex urge as but one aspect of the much more 
profound urge to life, to the realization, expansion, and perpetuation of life. 
In this, as far as I understand them, I agree with both Freud and Jung, each of 
whom insists that his conception of the libido includes much more than the sex 
urge as ordinarily conceived. The view of sex as the door to something greater 
must not be confused with the sublimations and perversions of the sex impulse 
which f or one reason or another may take the place of direct expression of the 
instinct through the sexual act. Indeed, I am not sure that it is correct to sav 
that artistic creation represents a sublimation of sexual activity, anv more than 
one can say that because water Hows better through one tap if a second tap on 
the same main is shut off, the greater How of the first tap represents a "subli­
mation" of the flow of the second. The one tap is simply getting more water 
from the flow behind both. Sexual activity occurs only when the life urge 
expresses itself through the sexual mechanism (which comprises much more 
than the sexual organs). When the life stream is shut off from sexual expres­
sion, it may find other outlets, but this is only verv doubtfully in anv sense to 
be called sexual activity. Hence I prefer to speak of the life urge rather than of 
the libido, since the specifically sexual connotations of the latter word have 
caused so much confusion.·1 ' ' 

The most immediate satisfactions of the life urge are found in eating and 
sexual expression (and of course in breathing and bodily movement, which we 
take for granted); with these go the primitive outlets of warfare and the hunt, 
gratifications of the urge to kill, unf ortunately familiar still. The urge to kill 
seeks direct expression now only episodically, but it has been necessary to 

26 1 feel thai 111 (his I am ver\ close to 
Dr Γ Μ. French's "concept of the craving ot 

all health) organs for stimulation and func­
tional acti\it\ " In view of this conception 
Frcnch adds' "Instead of postulating a basic 
erotic drive, we content ourselves with rec­
ognizing cravings for stimulation and func­
tional activity for their own sake" op cit ,  
147 f ,  He regards m\ "life urge" as too phil­
osophical a conception. He ma\ well get on 
uithout siich an o\er-all notion in his clinical 
work, just as he seems to be rejecting Freud's 
libido as a single force manifest m various 

usages. But in triing to understand the data 
of religion we need an o\er-all conception, 
since here man seems to be functioning as a 
unit, in his desires to achie\e immortalit\.  or 
to come into a larger mystical life. A man as a 
whole is a "healthv organ craving for stimu­
lation and functional acti\itv," and this can­
not be understood in terms of his individual 
organs and their dri\es. I he life urge seems 
to me to be for the organism as a whole what 
French, op. cit.,  44, himself more philosoph­
ical calls the "basic functional pattern." 



M E T H O D  I X  E V A L U A T I N G  S Y M B O L S  65 

create a substitute outlet in sport-'7 and socio-economic competition. The great 
symbols of the life urge are by nature of three basic kinds: they are the symbols 
of hunting or fighting, the symbols of food and eating (or of the sources of 
food — the winds, rain, the sun, etc.), and the symbols of sex. In these three 
themes we have the meanings of the vast majority of religious symbols used bv 
all but the most advanced and intellectualized peoples. And while any given 
symbol we may be discussing will represent primarily one of these three 
themes, it will usually also refer to one or both of the others. 

Another source of religious symbolism is in the child's relation with the 
parents during infancy. The sex life of the great majority of men has through 
the ages rarely been limited to the experience of one mate, while his infancy 
has been concentrated into an experience of one mother. To be sure, the in­
fant in a luxurious home may be confused by nurses, and even in the simplest 
home a grandmother may be a more frequent attendant than the mother. Yet 
any plurality of such persons makes much less impression at that stage than 
later: for the infant, there is simply the great beneficent personality, in which 
only a quite developed child can distinguish different persons. There is far 
greater similarity between the experience of a baby of fifty thousand years ago 
and our own experience at the same age, than between any of his subsequent 
experiences and ours at the corresponding stage. And it is the unchangeable 
nature of this earliest experience, along with the unchanged neurological 
structure of man, which furnishes the most important common ground of 
understanding between us and remote civilizations. 

The baby has always had, if he survived at all, a passionate life urge, and 
very little else. To be sure, healthy infants express this life urge during the 
greater part of the time in sleep, a way to life through death. Their waking mo­
ments are taken up with a sense of great discomfort from hunger, thirst, and 
the needs of elimination, and with the ecstasy of the gratification of their de­
sires. All babies awaken in that terrifying confusion which is sometimes upon 
us adults when we awaken. Their world is only a few feet, at first only a few 
inches, in circumference; their misery, helplessness, and terrors are their only 
conscious experience. They cry — and out of the void there suddenly appear 
a loving face and deft hands which cut the terrible aloneness and promise the 
satisfaction of all needs. Soon the infant is comfortable, and then comes the 
heavenly breast, where love and food and life are one. Insecurity, fear, and un­
certainty are lost in perfect peace and trust. In heavenly security the infant 
sucks in the life of the great goddess, and perhaps gurgles in brief jov before 

27. The cannibalistic natives of Truk are 
now so civilized that they stage excellent 
games of baseball between tribes which for­
merly waged war with one another and ate 
their captives But during the games the 

women stand on the side lines mumbling 
charms to bring a plague of dysentery upon 
the opposing team. My colleague Murdock. 
recently returned from Truk, is my inform­
ant in regard to this. 
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he again takes the sleepy path of death to still greater life. No later tvpe of ex­
perience ever equals the complete satisfaction of this one. In maturity an ideal 
love affair may reproduce some measure of it, but onlv in societies in which 
romantic love patterns prevail could such perfection last for more than fleet­
ing moments. In no adult relation is the experience at all complete. 

The pangs of later infancy come from the invasion of this ideal world bv 
social realities and compulsions which spoil, one after another, the perfection 
of gratification earlier enjoyed. Defecation, from being a delight, becomes to 
the child a meaningless struggle; as bodily movements develop, the loving face 
of the goddess often grows stern as she imposes incomprehensible restrictions 
and prohibitions. And then the breast itself is lost. Indeed, even the initial 
monotheism becomes a confusing polvtheism as the goddess, still supreme, be­
comes one among other great figures which appear and disappear like theoph-
anies A world has passed away, a world where a lo\ ing goddess from her own 
person gave full gratification to the life urge. Specific memories of these 
months mercifully fade away and do not haunt us, but the basic memory does 
remain as a symbol of the one time when life completely conquered death in 
love. The nostalgia of later years, even when articulated in terms of more ma­
ture concepts, is still a longing for those arms, everlasting arms in which we 
may find again the mother's warmth and life, keep it now at last forever: it is 
possibly even the wish for the complete nirvana of the womb. 

Each aspect of this experience, and of the deprivation of it, has appeared 
clinically as a major cause of later psychological difficulty. But I think that in 
discussions of religion the experience as a whole, first of gratification, then of 
deprivation, has not been sufficiently stressed: it is the basis of at least one of 
the most important of the patterns of religion. This pattern produces little "so­
cial gospel": it is as narcissistic as the life of the infant. It arises from the craving 
of the individual for self-realization through absorption of and in the true 
Being, the craving for life after death, for atonement and reconciliation, for 
rebirth and the abiding presence of the Comforter. The "mystic marriage" in 
the form of union with the temple prostitute or with the Church, the bride of 
Christ, is really a union with the Great Mother, a return to her intimate care. 
We love the picture of the Christian version of this theme, Marv the Mother 
with her Child, for each of us is the child. We project ourselves into the picture, 
but never as Mary: we — at least we males — are each the Baby in her arms.2" 

28 The development has been sketched 
here from the masculine point of view, and 
with reference to a patriarchal society. I do 
not know feminine psychology nor the his­
tory of matriarchy. Itis obvious that the basic 
experience of the tiny infant with the mother 
is the same for bov and girl. It is also evident 

that the prl in her own way is as anxious to 
achieve unity with the father as the bov can 
be. But somewhere in the development of 
most girls, there is a stage of transference, so 
that the girl's ideal is to become, by possess­
ing the father, herself a mother, the Mother 
—just as the bo\'s aspiration is to become the 
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And the power which that Baby manifests is the power we want also to mani­
fest, a fullness of life such as we feel we should have in the security of that em­
brace. Ave Maria! We pray for that loving protection, whether before a figure 
of the Mother, or in primitive sexual rites, or in the scarcely veiled eroticism of 
Protestant hymnody. 

As the child enters upon the next stage of his development, the love and 
protection of the great beings of the adult world are still of deep importance. 
But the life of law and taboo is now the much more immediate concern of the 
child's consciousness. He still desperately needs for his self-realization the life 
and protection, the flow of loving approval he formerly had, but he finds that 
these are now to be bought at a price: they no longer come to him as a free gift. 
The mother goddess has by now become a male-female duality, or monad in 
two persons, father and mother, and the child soon learns (in the normal fam­
ily as it has functioned through the millennia of our civilization) that the ulti­
mate authority is not the mother but the father. "I'll tell your father," is the fi­
nal threat in the child's life. The law he must obey is to him really a codification 
of the whims and fancies of his father. The sanction consists in the father-
mother displeasure, or even those tortures of whipping which have inspired 
the notion of hell. From this sanction the child can never feel safe except in the 
atmosphere of approval and love which only obedience seems to produce. The 
"superego" is rapidly forming at this t ime: God and my father are one, and Ave 

Maria, ora pro me—"Intercede for me with the Father" — expresses the inevi­
table attitude toward the mother. In many persons, religion is found at this 
level. To the original pure nostalgia for complete gratification has been added 
a sense that the price of gratification is obedience to laws, social and ritualistic, 
while the concept of the mediator has made its highly important appearance. 

The fully "compulsory" stage postulated by Freud is a step beyond this, 
but not away from it. Law becomes more elaborate, mediation less significant: 
and from such conditions there can emerge a religion like talmudic Judaism, 
in which the mother element has become quite unrecognizably obscured in the 
dominant pattern of the relation between a boy and his father. Here the indi-
viduaJ is given the rewards of this life and the next strictly on the basis of obe­
dience. To be sure, the quality of mercy does not fail, and provision is made 

Father by possessing the Mother 1 do not 
think that this difference need bother us. 
The symbols of religion in the civilizations 
from which ours is descended seem to be 
largely the product of men rather than of 
women, though perhaps the appearance of 
the satyr with Dionysus, and the absence of 
such a figure from among Astarte's follow­
ers, are results of the greater influence of 

women in Bacchism than among the Semites. 
I suspect that before a Madonna and Child a 
woman identifies herself as much with the 
Mother as a man identifies himself with the 
Child. But I am certain that we can go a long 
way without having to stop at each step to dis­
cuss the feminine counterparts in experi­
ence. At least, I shall not attempt to do so. 
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for repentance and reinstatement of the transgressor. But these provisions 
were never so important in Judaism that they produced a distinct divine per­
sonality to sy mbolize and execute them. TraditionalJudaism is a civilization, a 
complete wav of life, but only secondarily a personal source of ecstasy. It is in­
tensely social in feeling, as the family is a social unit: the child as one member 
knows that the father is equally concerned with his brothers and sisters. Little 
of social importance came out of the cult of the Great Mother, or of Isis, or of 
the Virgin. The social aspects of religion first became important as the father 
became central, and the tendency reached its logical end when it produced a 
sense of the Father-God's universal Tightness, and of universal Right. 

Such a religion gets its hold upon its followers through the conditioning 
power of behavior. The family celebrations of festivals come to plav a tremen­
dous part in the child's life: and just as Christians cling to Christmas, a Jew, 
however far he may stray from orthodox Jewish belief, rarely ceases to feel the 
appeal of the festivals if he has been brought up under such influences. This 
gripping hold of Jewish observances is magnificently presented in Feuchtwan-
ger's Jud Sms (Power). Years of participation can of course m some people in­
still a devotion to the festivals which involves a much more ecstatic and per­
sonal religious pattern than is usually associated with them. But a religious 
milieu such as that of rabbinic Judaism enforces the form, binds the believer 
to a compulsory pattern of life with the Father. 

Religious experiences, while they take on manv forms, can thus be distin­
guished as thev show primarily the narcissistic mother pattern or the compul­
sory pattern of legalism. To be sure, the great religions have for the most part 
contained both of these elements. Certainly Christianity, with its Old Testa­
ment heritage and the ethical teachings of Jesus, has not been, at any time, en­
grossed simplv in the problem of personal salvation. Even Judaism, commen­
tators are now agreed, drew as heavily for its spirit upon the fertility religions 
of the Canaanites as upon the distinctive "religion of Moses." Most of Jewish 
ritual and the festivals go back to fertility rites. Still, there can be no doubt that 
the Jewish contribution to Christianitv through the Old Testament and the 
Synoptic Gospels predicated a relation between a Father and his children, 
while the Greek contribution of Paul, of the Fourth Gospel, and of the early 
Greek Christians was m the direction of a personal religion of salvation which 
in emotional pattern resembled much more the ancient fertility cults than the 
teachings of the rabbis. 

Regarded in the light of such a contrast of types in religion, that is, the 
contrast between the mystical and the legalistic type, the Jewish archeological 
material became increasingly anomalous as I studied its associations elsewhere. 
The symbols borrowed from pagan art by the Jews were precisely those sym­
bols which stood for the type of religious experience and longing most com­
pletely at variance with the tendencies of rabbinic Judaism at the time. That is. 
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the rabbis were developing Judaism increasingly to reinforce its legalism, its 
compulsory or Father pattern. The victory of Yahwism over the Canaanites 
was at last becoming complete. Fertility rites, the cycle of Adonis dead and 
risen, the birth of the sacred child at springtime and at the winter solstice, the 
holy trinity of Father, Mother, Son, in which the Son was identical with the 
Father, all these were being finally expelled from Judaism, even in its Hosean 
form. God was a loving Father, but intensely masculine, and the task of his 
children was to study and obey his Law. 

Nothing in this led or could have led anyone to suspect that in the very 
centuries when the rabbis, in their scholastic groups in Jamnia and Babylon, 
were patiently working out the Talmud, with its almost exclusively legal inter­
est, the mass of the Jews were breaking down the traditional restrictions and 
filling their synagogues and tombs with symbols partly Jewish and partly ap­
propriated from those aspects of paganism which we shall see were especially 
hateful to the rabbis. In Christianity these same symbols were being used in 
turn to represent just those aspects of the new faith most repugnant to the rab­
binic schools. Nothing whatever warrants either saying that the symbols had 
no meaning in Judaism, or insisting that if they had meaning, that meaning 
must somehow be found in rabbinic thinking. The symbols themselves point 
to meaning, and to a meaning which the rabbis deeply repudiated. 

We have suggested that the lingua franca of symbolism, the medium of 
continuity of values in symbolism, is the key to understanding the symbols bor­
rowed by Jews, and that this lingua franca can be read, and the values of the 
symbols recovered, only as we consider the Hgured symbolism in the light of 
the newer psychology. And we have suggested that with such psychological un­
derstanding we must follow each symbol relentlessly through, in all of its typ­
ical appearances in those countries and ages whose influence carried on, di­
rectly or indirectly, into the Greco-Roman world. The elements of the 
psychology of religion just suggested were the product of this search, not its 
guide. 

This psychology of religion, I have said, centers upon the phenomenon of 
a great life urge, a drive to self-fulfillment which may express itself in a desire 
for mystic union with the Mother-Father, or for security through obedience to 
the Father. But the symbols, as I studied them, amazed me by seeming at first 
to reduce themselves in almost every case to a basic erotic value. As I took up 
each symbol I hoped that I should at last get something different. But when 
even the dove, the duck, and the quail were by specific ancient testimony given 
erotic explanations, I felt myself overcome by the evidence itself. To the inves­
tigator this experience is much more moving than it can ever be to the reader. 
Only by taking this book apart and looking up these symbols for oneself, could 
the experience of the author be duplicated. For as I analyzed symbol after sym­
bol, I found myself driven with relentless regularity to identical explanations, 
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and to ascribing identical values to all the symbols — driven not bv my predi­
lections but by the evidence itself. 

The basic value, I have said, appeared definitely an erotic one. This was 
the major element all the symbols had in common. How could this have hap­
pened, when religious eroticism had been so driven out of Judaism? It was 
partly in view of this that I looked afresh at the place of the erotic in religion 
in general. Was it eroticism in the sense in which we use the term — namely, 
something akm to ars amatoria, expressing or enhancing the pleasure of inter­
course? It suddenly occurred to me that in order to evaluate a leather phallus 
as a phenomenon in Greek society it was necessary to think of it in the context 
of Greek society, instead of projecting our still half-Victorian conceptions back 
upon it, or of thinking how inappropriate it would be in a synagogue or 
church. Whether you and I think the phallus a proper symbol for deity has 
nothing whatever to do with the patent fact that many Greeks, Syrians. Phoe­
nicians, and Egyptians — with hosts of others — thought it the most appropri­
ate symbol of all. Whatever you and I think about sexual intercourse and its 
place in society, many ancient peoples regarded it for millennia as one of the 
best forms of temple worship. Whether or not you and I are accustomed to be 
amused bv sexual humor, the peoples of the ancient world loved it and used it 
as a feature of their religious festivals. I rigorously refused to interpret pillars, 
upright stones, altars, etc., as phallic, after the manner of many historians of 
phallicism (though I am far from denying the possibility of their ultimate phal­
lic symbolism); yet I was driven by the associations in which the symbols that I 
was investigating were used by Greeks, Egyptians, and many others, to recog­
nize in most of them a basic phallic meaning. 

What, then, was that phallic meaning? In our day of repressed sex, phallic 
symbolism in dreams and gestures is usually taken to come from repressed de­
sire for a sexual experience. But to carry this over to sexual symbols appearing 
in an age that knew little such repression, and to suppose that a phallus was 
used by ancient worshipers similarly to symbolize literal sexual desire not 
otherwise to be released, is utterly unjustified — equally so on the part of those 
who make such interpretation directly, and on the part of those who implicitly 
register the same judgment when they refuse to consider this type of material 
at all. In the earliest periods of our cultural development, when the symbol was 
most frankly used, as it was in Greece and Egypt, there was apparently not 
much sexual repression in society, in our sense. Even the almost universal ta­
boo against incest seems to have been little known in Egypt. Nor is there any 
indication that religion was using phallic symbols as they were used in Pom-
peiian brothels, for sexual titillation. Quite the reverse: everything indicates 
that the early devotee wanted bv means of his phallic rites to be gratified with 
food, and with the perpetuation of his life. He used the symbols of gratification 
nearest and most naturally at hand in order to get what he wanted. That is. he 
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used phallic symbols to represent his desire for food and life, because he had 
sex but did not always have enough food. Similarly in our society, analysts tell 
me, food — which we have — is often in our dreams a symbol for the sexual 
experiences that we think society is keeping from us. We use what we have as 
symbols of gratification of desires for what we do not have. It is in fertility rites 
to assure crops and flocks that the phallic symbol or rite seems most character­
istically to appear, because crops and flocks represented food. The personal 
application of such symbols and rites, even their use to secure personal im­
mortality, seems secondary to and is probably historically later than their use 
to get crops and flocks. It was the most obvious kind of sympathetic magic to 
try to make a field fertile by setting up a phallus in it, or by simulating or ac­
tually performing intercourse on it or for it. The utter frankness of the symbol 
in its early occurrences shows that it had an origin and function completely un­
related to anything like modern "nastiness." Men wanted crops and flocks, and 
used the phallus as a magico-religious symbol for its power to produce them. 
Not that they eliminated the element of pleasure suggested in the symbol. Why 
should they? A bull is not less serviceable as a general symbol of food because 
one likes beef. That sexual humor might be sinful apparently never occurred 
to them. 

I recognized that, as Fromm has recently said, one of the most important 
of the contributions of Freud and Jung has been their rediscovery of the uni­
versal language of symbolism, a language current in every age and civilization, 
but in our own held down almost exclusively within the unconscious mind, and 
in dreams. Once I came to recognize the complete naturalness of phallic 
symbolism as used in early times, and its freedom from the moldiness of 
repressions, the symbol language became clearer to me as I followed the 
history of the symbols. For as developing civilization began to distinguish 
between the spiritual and the fleshly, the good and the bad, the pure and the 
impure, the symbols lost their directness. The hideous silenus-satyr no longer 
raped maenads on the vases, nor, in ithvphallic representation, plucked and 
trampled the sacred grapes; rather, satyrs became graceful young men giving 
no hint of lechery, and with only pointed ears and the merest suggestion of a 
tail to show their ancestry. As competitors to them there appeared innocuous 
babies, the cupids or Erotes, still love symbols by their very name, and still per­
forming the religious functions in the vine and elsewhere which the lascivious 
satyrs had earlier carried out. Then the cupids supplanted the satyrs alto­
gether, and the satyrs survived in iconography only as devils, symbols now of 
the forbidden. The devil of Christianity is still a Pan or satyr, primarily inviting 
us to sexuality. He is the devil because frank invitation to sexuality speaks of 
sin to us, and taboo. 

Suddenly it occurred to me that I had, in my hands, the historical antetvpe 
of such material as is found in a typical psychoanalysis. Where analyses had 
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over and again revealed that modern religions, especiallv those of the more 
ardent types, had at their roots a sexual motivation, I was seeing an original 
bodv of sexual svmbols in religion disappear into indirection as societv de­
manded their repression. The satvr had become a cupid, I repeat. But in their 
new and almost unrecognizable form, these symbols kept their old central 
place in the new religions which more "civilized" cultures were developing. Or, 
to put it in another way, a social analysis of the symbols of modern religion 
seemed to push back in historv to the same sort of earlv association as is still to 
be Found in the individual. 

How did this come about? The religion of mysticism I have described in 
terms chiefly of the parallel of the infant longing to find complete gratification 
of its life urge in the person, the life substance, of the goddess, or the Mother-
Father. It is therefore very perplexing that the symbols of mystical experience 
are almost universally the symbols of sex. How is this possible, especiallv in 
view of the fact that I have distinguished sex as a phenomenon of maturitv, 
and as being only one outlet of the life urge? 

This seems quite the most difficult problem of all in my nascent psychol­
ogy of religion, and one that is extremelv dangerous to try to answer for anv 
period but our own. Here anthropologv might help, bv reconstructing what 
puberty means for the lad or girl in a society without restrictions, or at least 
without our restrictions, since I doubt that anv contemporary society is without 
very definite sexual taboos. Yet the fusion of the two motifs, sex and the 
mother, however it comes about, seems to me most natural. The bov's whole 
nature at puberty is stirred by new longings, an awakening of the old drive to 
complete himself in someone else, but now he has a new means of accomplish­
ing it. That this should recall the gratification of his babvhood seems again in­
evitable, as well as that the experience with a woman should, if only temporar­
ily, identif y itself with his earliest experiences with the mother. In adolescent 
years a bov is usually most moved by a woman older than himself, and even 
when at a later stage his craving is for the young girl, the virgin whom he can 
protect, and to whom he can play the ruling father, the girl nevertheless must 
often play the mother to him if he is to be happv with her. The mother of his 
religious image, the Great Mother, of whom he still dreams, becomes the Vir­
gin Mother, I am sure, because when he is an adult the mate he desires is a 
virgin, and because the Mother of religion is the immediate projection of the 
mother as sought afresh by the mature man in a voung virgin. In the highlv 
complex picture of maturity, the young man gets his normal self-realization as 
he takes his father's role with the new little mother. L'nion is now naturally 
expressed in the symbols of sexual unions For to the mature person the 

29. It is hkelv that the desire for the \ir- Hects also the repressions of incest taboo af-
gm goddess, who is the Virgin Mother, re- fecting the bov in the relation with his 
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sexual act itself usually seems most important because it gives a sense of reali­
zation of life. 

Hence in this mature quest for the mother, or for life in the mother, a 
quest which has produced formal religions and mystical symbolism, the mag-
ico-religious symbols of the fertility cults were the ones most naturally at hand 
to be developed and perpetuated. Religion evolves not by invention of new 
symbols but by putting new meanings into old forms. There seem to have been 
historically three major steps in this development. At first the sex symbol was 
the instrument of literal fertility magic to bring crops, as when a figure of Pria-
pus was placed in a garden. Later, the significance of man's sex experience as 
a door to greater personal life came increasingly to be felt, and sex symbols or 
acts were used as open means of achieving union with the deity, male or fe­
male. Finally, all conscious reference to the sexual act was eliminated, and the 
overtly sexual pictures and rites were abandoned, so that religion could 
achieve the "higher" gratification. Indeed, in "higher" religions, like those de­
scribed in Plato's Symposium and the Bacchae of Euripides, the sexual act is de­
plored or despised. This change has created the amazing anomaly that the 
greatest single tension in most "higher" religions is precisely the tension be­
tween spirit and body — sex as means to union and life as over against religion, 
which seems to achieve its goal in the individual in proportion to his renunci­
ation of the sexual act. Marriage of course gets a religious sanction, but sex is 
tolerated only within the frame of this sanction; as a value in itself, sex is re­
pudiated. The Catholic church is only quite logical when it curses anyone who 
will not admit that the state of virginity is superior to that of matrimony. To 
Philo sex is always sin — as it has been to millions of Christians down to the 
present day — except as it serves the single purpose of begetting children. 

Yet within "higher" religion, many of the less crudely sexual symbols, such 
as the dove and the erotic metaphors of mysticism, have lived on. Even in an­
cient Egypt, the more thoughtful minds developed the idea that the supreme 
God is hermaphroditic, reproducing himself by having within him organs 
both male and female — being Father and Mother, while the Child is only an 
alter ego of the Father. The three, Father, Mother, and Child, are one. This 
conception was very common in the late Roman empire: it emerged openly in 
the Orphic hymns, and seems to lie behind not only the hermaphroditic fig­
ures of late antiquity, but also the effeminate representations of Dionysus and 
Apollo which fill the museums. The same three, with the great emphasis upon 
the miraculous begetting of the Child, are still the supreme objects of worship 
in Christianity. 

It is with the divine Child that modern man, still the baby, can identify 

mother, who, to him, is simultaneously Vir- wife largely to signify that he has broken that 
gin and Mother. But the man wants a virginal incest taboo and fulfilled the desire of his life. 
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himself more easily than with the Father's majestic greatness, and in asserting 

the identity of the Son with the Father in the divine realm — the Son being man 
himself— he finally resolves the Oedipus situation, if I may use that useful but 
dubious term, by becoming himself one with the Father in cosmic 
completeness. 

Symbolic representation of this experience, or projection, or idea, may 
depict only the Child with its Mother: in this the Father is mysteriously im­
plied. Sometimes we represent the three, the "hoh family." On the other hand, 
though in halachic Judaism the Father has the kindness and brooding wings of 
the Mother ascribed to him, the image of Wisdom as the distinct Mother 
breaks through so rarely as to suggest that the occurrence marks an invasion 
of foreign symbolism, the use of a conception which halachic Judaism never 
really naturalized for itself.1" In such Judaism the devotee is still the son, and 
the Psalms are full of the language of childhood. But in rabbinic tradition the 
mystical element of identification has been repressed: the way to the Father, I 
have said, is through obedience—a pattern which, while it alleviates the sense 
of guilt, still accentuates the duality of Father and devotee. It is in religions 
centering not in obedience, but in the birth and death and resurrection of the 
god or his son, that mystical assimilation of the devotee with the Father, or Fa­
ther-Mother, is the objective. For in identifying ourselves with the Babv, and 
identifying the Baby with the Father, we make ourselves one with the Father. 
Thus our cycle becomes complete. The reality and lite as well as the protection 
of Baby, Mother, and Father are at last fully our own: the "Oedipus conflict" 
and the vagaries of the "id," if one likes these terms, have been so wholly re­
solved, and the life urge has come into so full a satisfaction, that we see no ter­
ror even in death for this new-found masterly existence. The death of the 
Child and his resurrection, motifs so apt to appear in the symbolism of the di­
vine f amily, are elaborations of this experience that enable even the death urge 
to take us away from our guilt and inadequacy into a more serene spiritual life. 

This is, apparently, what lay behind the movement which we generally call 
Orphism. Of course the new pattern appealed deeply to only a minority, as re­
ligion of deep emotional content appeals to only a minority in anv generation. 
The majority are always easily content to delegate the responsibilities to others 
and merely to perform the rituals, such as wearing an amulet or attending 

30 The figure of Wisdom is a perennial 

subject of debate. See, for most recent discus­

sion, Helmar Ringgren, Wotd and Wisdom. 

Studies m the Hypostatizatwti of Divine Qitalities 

and Functions in the Λ 'eat East,  Lund, 1947; 

Ralph Marcus, ' 4On Biblical Hypostases of 

Wisdom," HLTCA, XXIII, i (1950/1), 157 — 
171 In m\stical Judaism the Mother per­

force returns to her great importance. It  is 

necessary here only to recall PbiJo's allegori-

zations of the wives of the Patriarchs each as 

Virtue or Sophia, and the part pla\ed in the 

Zohar bv the "supernal Mother." the Sheki-

nah, as \%ell as the tension between male and 

female in the sephiroth as described through­
out that work. 
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stated functions and festivals. Yet it must be repeated that it is always the de­
vout, the fanatics, who disclose the real meaning of the symbols of all religions, 
meaning which is felt by others in proportion to the emotional depth of their 
religious experiences. The new, restrained symbols (rarely altogether new) of 
the refined Bacchism varied, as will appear; but most commonly in one way or 
another they represented the power of the life fluid still. And though the life 
fluid no longer overtly flowed from the divine phallus, it stilt caused the dev­
otee to be born anew as the divine person, insofar as it gave immortality. 

From this point of view the meaning of the symbolic lingua franca seems 
to become much clearer. The symbols which Jews, and secondarily Christians, 
borrowed from paganism, relentlessly trace back to a common body of sym­
bolic roots. They turn out to have been used in other religions always (so far as 
their values can be determined at all) as emblems of a certain type of religious 
experience. Dionysiac symbolism had little appeal for Romans so long as they 
held to the old flavor of their own religion, though the symbols immediately 
appealed to the Etruscans. In Israel, Yahwistic leaders had for centuries 
fought the conceptions and practices of the fertility cults of their neighbors: 
much had crept into the great Temple from these cults, as well as into the lives 
of Jews in general, but Yahwism finally triumphed, and with it the drive to 
abolish everything that was stil! recognizably akin to Baal and Astarte. That is, 
the formal state religions, the religions which expressed themselves in fixed 
laws and observances, such as the official religions of Athens, Rome, and 
Jerusalem, had a basis quite other than that always implied in the symbols we 
are studying, and correspondingly had little use for them.1 ' 

The evidence appears to show that these symbols were of use only in reli­
gions that engendered deep emotion, ecstasy — religions directly and con­
sciously centered in the renewing of life and the granting of immortality, in the 
giving to the devotee of a portion of the divine spirit or life substance. Though 
they were symbols not to be seen in the forum at Rome, they were everywhere 
in mystical Pompeii and ecstatic Phrygia and North Africa. Largely absent 
from official Athens, they were common in the popular Athens of the vases. 
Never found in the life and teachings of the Pharisees, they became central in 
Christianity as tokens of its hope of divine Iile here and hereafter. 

These are the symbols that were used in the synagogues and on the graves 
of Jews throughout the Roman empire. It must be recalled again that we are 
studying the symbols so intensively just because they have come from the Jews 

31. Casey in the essays cited above (n. 
25), seems to imply that all religions have 
been concerned with the Oedipus motivation 
and castration fear. I cannot tollow him in 
this, for it seems to me that there is a pro­
found difference between religions which 

have had use for the symbols under discus­
sion and those which have not. I might men­
tion here L. R VVolberg, "Phallic Elements in 
Primitive, Ancient, and Modern Thinking," 
Psyrhmbtc Quarterly, XVIII (1944), 278-297. 
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of Rome, North Africa, Palestine, and Dura—Jews from whom we have no 
literary survivals, and whose Judaism it is yet our desire if possible to begin to 
understand. 

These svmbols appear to indicate a type of Judaism in which, as in Phi-
lonic Judaism, the basic elements of "mysterv" were superimposed upon 
Jewish legalism. The Judaism of the rabbis has always offered essentially a 
path through this present life, the Father's code of instructions as to how we 
may please him while we are alive. To this, the symbols seem to say, was now 
added from the mystery religions, or from Gnosticism, the burning desire to 
leave this life altogether, to renounce the flesh and go up into the richness of 
divine existence, to appropriate God's life to oneself. 

The experience apparently implied at times an initial destruction of the 
self, life achieved through death, and this was expressed in pagan hunting 
scenes, m the god Dionysus as the hunted hunter, in the rabbit, deer, or bull 
torn by other animals, in the mask of the all-devouring lion; it was the basis for 
all mystic interpretation (of whatever antiquity) of the sacrificial systems of 
pagans and Jews. In Christianity the idea persisted in the Lamb who was slain 
and in whose death we also die, that we may rise in his resurrection. Though it 
is not suggested that in Judaism the animal torn had such specific reference as 
the lamb had to Jesus in Christianity, the religious patterns seem basically 
identical in emotional values. 

Or the experience could be represented in the opposite terms — in terms 
of victory in the mystic άγών or conflict, in the spiritualization of the wars and 

religious games of Greece, even of her cock fights. For the afflatus of victory in 

these corresponds amazingly with the afflatus of religious achievement. When 

religion has brought a man into such richness of life and love that even death 

is defeated, his tombstone may well show in triumphant symbols that victory 

and its crown belong to the entombed. This crown of victory was for Philo the 

final Vision. For all, it meant immortality. Hence the various symbols of victory 

in the Jewish synagogues and on the graves would seem to indicate that the 

Jews who used them also looked for this victory, this crown. 

Or the experience could also be symbolized quite differently, in figures of 

birth, of craving for the divine fluid, and of getting it. Thus, with the original 

phallic meaning entirely obscured to Christians and Jews, and largely re­
pressed even by pagans, all of them alike, pagans, Jews, and Christians, still 
sought the cup with its medicine of immortality, the life juice of God himself, 
which in early times was released by the lustful satyr, but now in all three reli­
gions was made available by the endearing little Erotes, whose symbolism of 
love was not obscured even when they had lost their wings. And for the devout 
of all three religions the vine was depicted holding within its folds a multitude 
of svmbols of life, symbols of God's mercies to man, and of man's safety in 
God's love of him, and in his love of God. 
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Or the experience could be depicted in terms of the zodiac, the planets, 
the cosmos, with which man unites himself as he becomes the macrocosm, or 
as he is borne by the solar eagle to the top of the universe — indeed outside it 
altogether, to that Sun and Ideal World of which the material sun and universe 
are only imperfect copies. 

Or the old identification of one's being with the life of the fields could sur­
vive in the Seasons, depicted in synagogue and tomb with their fruits, to rep­
resent the great cycle of death and resurrection in nature, the cycle in which 
men first, perhaps, saw definite promise of their own immortality. 

These ideas have as little place in normative, rabbinic Judaism as do the 
pictures and symbols and gods that Jews borrowed to suggest them. That such 
ideas were borrowed by Jews was no surprise to me after years of studying 
Philo, for in him I had long known intimately a man who thought these con­
ceptions to hold the deepest meaning of the Torah itself. Neither will the pres­
ence of such ideas in Judaism astound students of Cabbala. What is perplexing 
is the problem of how Jews fitted such conceptions into, or harmonized them 
with, the teachings of the Bible. 

No religion could have borrowed the group of mystical ideas which I 
suggest are implied in the symbols without harmonizing them in some way 
with its own myths or biblical stories, or conforming its own myths with the 
mystical ideas. Otherwise the borrowing would have meant actually aban­
doning the old religion and taking on a new one. Jewish explanations must 
have been given to the old pagan symbols and their values if the devotees re­
mained Jews, as they patently did. We have a vivid example of the process 
when Plutarch interprets the myths of Isis to make them into expressions of 
the mystical Platonism of his day. He demonstrates also how Dionysiac myths 
had previously been retold to adapt them to the same mystical philosophy. 
Philo shows the same process of adaptation for earlier hellenistic Judaism. In 
the complete absence of writings from Jews who used the symbols, the great 
importance of the Dura synagogue is that it presents, in the setting of the sym­
bols, a pageant of Old Testament scenes completely allegorized: the paintings 
are in no case simple illustrations of Old Testament episodes or passages. 
Through them we can catch actual glimpses of the integration of Old Testa­
ment story with the theme of mystic hope in this later and otherwise unknown 
stage of hellenistic Judaism. 

It seems the most natural thing in the world that in the centuries after the 
fall of Jerusalem, when Jews were without a national center or, because of their 
loss of Aramaic, a single unifying language, and when there was no Talmud to 
control their interpretations of the Old Testament, or of the Law, many of 
them should thus have accepted the mystic ideas of Hellenism, and fused these 
with their Jewish traditions. That the Jews survived as a group at all is the great 
miracle; survival remained possible, even as miracle, only as they kept their 
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sense of distinction constantly vivid by observing the injunctions of the Law, 
especially by marrying for the most part within the group, and by holding their 
Torah as utterly unique. But there was nothing in their Judaism to keep them 
from being in other respects hellenized or gnosticized, and attracted by the 
philosophy of the late Roman world. How far Jews went at that time in adopt­
ing the gentile idea that religion, and par excellence their own religion, is a 
mystic source of life for this and the next world, we have no way of knowing. 
Probably, as in Philo's day, there was no unanimity: some Jews were almost 
complete Gnostics and laid the foundations of later Cabbalism, while others 
were of what Philo called the "literalist" type. The most difficult point of all to 
believe is the point about which there can be no dispute whatever, namely, that 
these Jews were so hellenized that they could borrow for their amulets, 
charms, graves, and synagogues the mystic symbols of paganism, even the 
forms of some of the pagan gods. For no error of induction or fancy in my own 
thinking can obscure the fact that Jews did borrow this art not sporadically, but 
systematically and for their most sacred and official associations. This is a fact 
I have not invented, and now no historian of the field may ignore or slight it. 
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The Shofar 

TH E  S H O F A R ,  o r  t r u m p e t  o f  r a m ' s  h o r n ,  h a s  o f t e n  b e e n  m e n t i o n e d  

among the symbols appearing in the Jewish remains we are studying.' In 

Jewish ritual the straight horn of the wild goat was at one time used inter­
changeably with the curved horn of the ram, but by Greco-Roman times the 
goat's horn was generally superseded by the ram's horn, which is the shofar of 
the monuments. In the Temple the shofar and a pair of trumpets were used 
together, and it is this pair of trumpets, apparently, that is represented on 
coins of the Second Revolt,2 though it appears nowhere else. Outside the Tem­
ple probably only the shofar of ram's horn was used, as it is today. Eisensteinf  

ι .  I  he best  accounts of  the shofar which 

I  have seen are found in J.  D Eisenstein and 

F. L.  Cohen in JE, XI, 301—306, Cyrus Ad-
ler,  "The Shofar,  I ts  Use and Origin," Pro­

ceedings of  the U S.  National Museum, XVl 

(1893) ,  287-301,  wi th  p la tes  XLVI — XLJX.  
Berthold Kohlbach,  "Das Widderhorn (Sho­
far) ,"  Zeitschnft  des Vrtf ins fur Vulhskun dp,  

XXVI (1916),  113-128 Ihe material  in 

Kohlbach is  carefully reproduced and con­

siderably amplified in the first  part  of the fa­

mous study of Theodor Reik,  'T he Shofar 

( the Ram's Horn)," in his Ritual·  Psycho-ana­

lytic Studies.  London, 1931 (New York,  1946),  

221-361. Reik's  study,  l ike so much Freud­

ian investigation of the history of rel igion,  

presents a  great  deal  of acute observation,  in 

spite of  what seems to me its  general  neurotic 

compulsion to account for everything in 

man, past  and present,  in terms of the few 

categories of human motivation the Freud­

ian system allows He makes the shofar rep­

resent the craving of the son to kil l  the father 

and take his placc,  the guil t  which follows this 

desire,  and the castrat ion fear at tending the 

guil t ,  al l  within the frame of the universal  to-

tcmism which seemed to Freud the basis of 

al l  rel igion.  For this  I  cannot see that  Reik 
presents any evidence at  al l ,  yet  he ecstat ically 

exclaims (p 291) over his results:  "Ethnology 

has proposed the hypothesis of  elementary 
thought '  (Bastian).  hut  i t  was reseried for 
psycho-analysis to f ind the fundamental  af­

fective basis of this  concept and to endow it  

with l iving content Only psycho-analysis 
could show that  everyy\ here in primitive so­

ciety similar  inst i tut ions result  from the plav 

of mental  forces which are eternally the 

same. Only psvcho-analvsis has been able to 

hear amidst  the manifold and confusing rich­

ness of  sounds the hidden dynamic melody 

which solemnly and eternally rises from the 

deep and dominates chaos." That 1 do not 

share what seems to me the auditory halluci­

nation of Reik's  last  sentence by no means 

keeps me from recognizing that  much valua­

ble interpretat ion is  in his study.  

2.  See Reifenberg,  Conis,  plate χ 111, nos.  

174, 1N2 For this  use of  trumpets,  see Eisen-

stein in JE, XI. 301.  

3.  Op cit.,  304.  
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lists a number of occasions on which the shofar was blown: "everv day during 
the month of Elul except on the dav preceding Rosh ha-Shanah . . . a later 
innovation,'' or only on the New Moon of Elul; to arouse the people to re­
pentance on fast da\s; to proclaim an excommunication; to announce a new 
rabbinic decision; at funerals; to announce a New Moon; and to call to rest for 
the Sabbath. 

It is thus perhaps a mistake to discuss the shofar simply as a cult instru­
ment associated with the New Year, for it seems generally to have been used to 
mark a distinctive occasion t But in the popular mind all other uses of it have 
alwavs been quite secondary to that connected with the New 1Iear and the Dav 
of Atonement. The blowing of the shofar to proclaim a New Moon or Sabbath, 
or to herald a new halachic decision, must have had little importance except 
immediately in rabbinical circles, and its use at funerals seems to have been 
quite sporadic and rare,"· though it is most appropriate to be recalled in view of 
the representations of the shofar found on tombstones. Before discussing the 
meaning of the shofar, it will be well to review the occurrences of the motif in 
the art. 

A  I H E  S H O F A R  0 . \  I H E  M O M  M E M . S  

IN  PA L E S T I N E ,  in contrast to what is commonly found in the diaspora, I 
have seen only one tombstone bearing a shofar; on this stone it stands with a 
lulab, flanking a menorah. Tombstones in the usual sense are rare in Palestine, 
however, and funerary symbolism is more apt to appear on the walls or on the 
small objects in the tombs. Thus on one lamp the shofar is likewise with a men­
orah and a lulab, on four very similar lamps (figs. 5-8), a menorah and incense 
shovel are with the shofar, while on another a group of the chief cult symbols, 
the shovel, the lulab, the ethrog, and the shofar, is on one side of a menorah, 
and an amphora with a vine growing from it is on the other. On one glass a 
shofar is with a menorah and lulab; on two glasses a menorah is flanked by ob­
jects that I have guessed to be a shofar and an ethrog. A fine little piece of 
carved bone has a menorah flanked by a shovel on one side and bv a shofar and 
an ethrog on the other. 

In synagogues the same kind of grouping occurs. What is perhaps the ear­
liest appearance of the shofar is on a capital at Capernaum, where, balanced 
bv a shovel, it flanks a menorah. It is to be found thereafter in nineteen syn­
agogues so similarly presented that individual description is unnecessary. In 
one case, the shofar is alone beside a menorah. In eight instances, a shofar and 

4. kohlbach, op. cit . ,  115-118, lists a the death of a rabbi in Sassm in 1814, the 
large number of occasions for noncultic use bod\ was brought into the s\nagogue. a 
of the shofar procession of the I 'orah was held around it.  

5 Kohlbach, op cit .  128. recalls that on and the shofar was blown. 
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Iulab flank a menorah, and in two others a shovel is added to these. A shofar 
and shovel balance an ethrog and what is probably a lulab in one synagogue 
mosaic, and these presumably are also the objects represented in a second. The 
same group appears in one synagogue relief, and perhaps it is a shofar balanc­
ing a lulab and ethrog which is depicted in another. In two others some uni­
dentified object balances a shofar. The effect of all of these together is to lead 
us to suppose that what is presented here is the vocabulary of cult objects which 
appears in full at Beth Alpha (fig. 9), though at Beth Alpha the Torah shrine 
is central, and the menorah and all the other objects are presented in pairs, one 
symbol on each side of the shrine. We shall conclude that, as in the elaborate 
symbolism of a Christian rose window, the symbols all together had a com­
bined impact which was important in itself. Butjust as in the case of the rose 
window we should be in danger if we assessed the totality without analysis of 
the parts, so in the Jewish symbolism we must continue to study each symbol 
by itself. 

In similar groupings — groupings which as such seem to me to have no 
significance — the shofar appears on ten tombstones in the Catacomb Monte-
verde in Rome, and on two tombstones and a sarcophagus in the Catacomb 
Vigna Randanini. One tombstone there1 ' bears simply the words "Salpingius, 
infant," with a shofar on each side and two leaves (perhaps intended for eth-
rogs) below. There is here certainly a connection between the name and the 
shofar, but whether the name became a Jewish name7 because of the impor­
tance of the shofar, or the object was put beside the epitaph because of the 
name, it is impossible to say with confidence, though I suspect strongly that 
Jews gave their children this name because of the feeling of sanctity and the 
Jewish association which the shofar in itself conveyed. The shofar appears 
three times with other cult objects in the murals of the Catacomb Torlonia, and 
on ten tombstones from various parts of Italy.s It is similarly on an inscribed 
gravestone from Alexandria, on one from Nicomedia in Asia Minor, and on 
two from Gammarth. It is displayed with the menorah, and an object that is 
perhaps an ethrog, in the mosaic of the synagogue of Hammam Lif. On lamps 
it is not so common in the diaspora as in Palestine, but it appears on one lamp 
from Ephesus, on one from Syria, and on one from Malta. It is with a men­
orah, lulab, and ethrog on a unique glass bottle from Ephesus, and occurs with 
otherjewish objects on nine gold glasses. Finally, it is found on a number oi 
rings and amulets. 

Several facts seem to me to come out of these appearances of the shofar. 
Its use on amulets would indicate that it was thought to have active symbolic 
power. Its constant recurrence on graves, or on objects to be buried with a 

6.  Frey. 67/, no. 162 8.  See also Frev. Cl f .  484,  and nos 523,  

7  For other instances of the use ol the 600,  652.  

name among Jews, see Frev's note ad Ioc 
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corpse, suggests that it had some sort of eschatological significance, so that it 

could supposedly help the deceased in the next world; its association with the 

ethrog, lulab, or shovel in such a great majority of the designs in which it 

appears suggests that the shofar as used in the festivals had this significance 

also. It is not a shofar as such, but the shofar of the High Holvdays which we 

are encountering, as well as, perhaps, the shofar of funerals. 

In shape the shofar resembles the Dionvsiac drinking horn, but among 

the Jewish representations collected, I have seen onlv one form that suggests a 

drinking horn," and since the horn in Dionysiac representations is alwavs a 

drinking horn1" (though sometimes hard to distinguish from a cornucopia), I 

see no reason to think that Jews felt any parallelism between the Dionvsiac 

drinking horn and their shofar." The horn is universally one of the common­
est primitive musical instruments: thus it is surprising that its introduction into 
Jewish ritual seems to have occurred relatively late,'2 and I have been able to 
find no Canaanitic or Syrian counterpart to the shofar. 

A Dionvsiac parallel comes at once out of the liturgy, however, for in the 
ceremonies in honor of Dionysus apparently one of the earliest elements was 
the blowing of "trumpets" to mark or herald the vernal resurrection of the 
god. Dionysus was supposed to die and go into the depths of the lower world 
in the winter; then, in a rite of spring which we may suppose was not practised 
exclusively at the one place we know of, Lake Alkyonia near Lerna, a lamb was 
thrown into the lake and a horn sounded over it. The lamb was intended to 
placate the warder of the gates of Hades, and the blast of the trumpet was to 
awaken Dionvsus and call him forth." Plutarch tells of this custom, | J· and it is 

9. Cf the three lit t le objects in the third 
opening from the bottom of the vine, at the 
left ,  in hg. 10 

10 Ί he drinking horn was pictured by 

Cireeks more commonly in the earlier period 

than later, see Rosther, Lex M\th..  I.  1095, 

line 25, 1099. line 41. It would amount to a 

large stud) in itself  to collect the representa­
tions of drinking horns in Greek and Roman 
art A few examples that I  happened to note, 
probablv because in these cases the horn es­
pecially recalled the shofar in form, mav be 
listed as follows: the horns in an Attic relief of 
Dionysus, JDAI. XI (1896). 104: those pic­
tured on later Cireek vases, on a table before 
banqueters,  ibid ,  II  (1887). 125; lhe forms 
reproduced in Mon Ant.  XXII, 11 (1914), 
place \CIII ,  drinking horns painted as hang­
ing on a wall in Pompeii,  .YAVl, 1934. plate xii  

11. On the superficial Iexel ot s\  mbolism 
to u Inch I am keeping myself,  this statement 

stands But the object was the same in both 
religions, and it  mav be that when the devo­
tee of Dionysus drank his immortalizing wine 
from the horn of a ram (or bull),  the associa­
tion of the wine with the sacrificial animal,  
which in Christianiu stil l  survives in the im­
age ol the "blood of the Lamb." wasdefiniteh 
felt .  That which, as we shall  see, constituted 
the saving power of the ram's horn in Juda­
ism comes ver\ close, then, to the \ alue of the 
Dionvsiac horn. If the horn in Judaism had 
phallic association, as we mav suppose it  had 
in Dionv siac usage, that association « as prob­
ably completely unconscious 

12 Adler,  op cit . ,  293-297, F. Brown, 
S R Driver,  and C. A. Briggs,  Hebrew and 
Engkih Lexicon. s.\ .  shafar' ,  Cohen in JE, XI. 
301 

13. Farnell ,  Cults.  V. 183-185. see p. 
305, η 89, for the classical references. 

14 O h  Au. 3 5  (364 F). 
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to this same rite that he compares the Jews' use of the shofar: "Thev [the Jews] 

use little trumpets as the Argives do at the Dionysiac festivals to call upon 

God."'"' That is, the Jewish horns much resembled the Dionysiac trumpets,"' 

and it may be supposed that basically the two practices were indeed similar, 

and that the Jewish ritual usage in the same way went back to a blast to awaken 

God to assure the growth of the crops. Or, since the blowing of the shofar was 

prescribed in observance of the New Moons in general  (Num. x,  10; Ps.  LXXXI, 

3 f.), it may originally have summoned or awakened the moon-god. At least it 

is interesting that while it was to be blown over the sacrifices on all the solemn 

feast days,'7  the shofar was from early times uniquely associated with Rosh 

Hashanah, the New Moon par excellence, the New Moon of the New Year. 

There may be some importance in the fact that the new moon is shaped like a 

horn, and that the use of the horn as a symbol of the new moon in cult (e.g., 

the horns of altars, and of Minoan-Mycenaean art) is probably much older 

than the discovery that an animal horn would make a sound if blown. Such 

speculation cannot be pursued farther, however, for it has already taken us 

quite beyond all evidence."* 

If such meanings were originally associated with the horn, it is clear that 

by the beginning of the Christian era, if not long before, they had been for­
gotten in Jewish liturgy, even in the liturgy of the Temple, because Jews were 
now actively setting forth other explanations of the shofar. 

B .  T H E  S H O F A R  Ι Λ  Ί H E  T R A C l A T E  R O S H  H A S H A X A H  

F O R  T H E  E X P L A N A T I O N S  current at the time when the art of our studv 

arose, one turns naturally first to the relevant tractate in the Babylonian Tal­
mud, the Rosh Hashanah; but we are disappointed to find that this document, 
except for a few passages, is concerned largely with problems of how the days 
of the festivals were to be determined each year, and how Jews in the diaspora 
could be informed about the proper dates, especially that of the New Year. 
With this goes a considerable discussion about the making and blowing of the 
shofar.'^ But in one passage it is said: "From the beginning of the year sentence 

15 Quaesliimes cottvivales iv, vi, 2 (671 E). 
16 The juxtaposition of the shofar and 

the name Salpingius in a Jewish epitaph have 
already been noted above 

17. Num. x, 10 
18. My colleague Harald lngholt recalls 

in a note to me that "the Hebrew halal, to 
shout withjoy.' comes from the noun of the 
same root, or with the same radicals, mean­
ing 'new moon,' Arabic hddl. .  . As far as I 
can see the Hebrew verb originally denoted 

the jovous shouting at the sight of the new 
moon " Mention should be made of a recent 
studv oi the origin of Yom Kippur. though it 
contains no discussion of the shofar: Julian 
Morgenstern, "Two Prophecies of the 
Fourth Centurv B.c and the Evolution of 
Yom Kippur,"HL'CA, XXIV (1952/3). 1 -74 

19. Maurice Simon has an excellent brief 
outline of the tractate in the introduction to 
his translation of it (publ 1938) 
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is passed as to what shall be up to the end of it."·"· This conception is elaborated 
in another passage, " where the Mishnah explains that there are four seasons 
of judgment each year: at Passo\er the "produce." probably the crop of winter 
grain, is judged: at Pentecost, fruit; at Tabernacles, rain; and at the New Year 
"all creatures pass before God like children of Maron, i.e., one bv one, or. as 
it is restated in the Gemara, "man is judged on New Year, and his doom is 
sealed on the Dav of Atonement." That is, the special significance of the New 
Yearand Vom Kippuris personal — a significance still \ividlv felt in Jewish rit­
ual. And so two statements are reported in this connection, bearing most im­
portantly on the meaning of the New Year rites. To the question, "Wh\ do we 
blow on a ram's horn?" one rabbi answers that it is to remind God of the "bind­
ing" of Isaac, and make him ascribe the merit of that deed to the worshipers as 
though they all had done it. Another explains that because God has com­
manded it. we blow the horn with the elaborations traditional for the day in 
order to confuse Satan, for if at the beginning of the New Year Satan be not 
confused, it is clear that he will put catastrophe into what is being ordained for 
that year.--

The ordaining for the year is shortly explained: three books are opened 
on the New Year, one for the thoroughly wicked, one for the thoroughly right­
eous, and one for the intermediate category of men. The fate of the first two 
is determined at once, but that of the intermediate group (into which most 
worshipers would put themselves) is suspended till the Day of Atonement, 
when it is finally decided whether to write them in the book of the bad or the 
book of the good. This statement suggests that each writing is final, but since 
the whole process is repeated every \ear, it is not surprising to learn that there 
will be still the same three groups on the Dav of Judgment, when the inter­
mediate ones will go to Gehenna, "squeal" for a time, and then be taken up, 
apparently to join the righteous m everlasting life.This sounds extremely 
grim, and is meant to sound so, but all can be mitigated bv repentance, since 
"great is the power of repentance that it rescinds a man's final sentence."^ 
It can also be mitigated by certain rituals, for "whenever Israel sin, let them 
carry out this service before me, and I will forgive them."'"· This last refers to 
the reading of the passage of the Torah which sets forth the thirteen attri-

20 BT.  Rosh  Hashanah ,  8a (E l ,  30) 
21 Ibid .  16a.b (EX. 57-64) 
22 Ibid ,  ET, 60 f.  Simon quotes Rashi 

as saving that the devotion of the Jews to the 
Law is what confuses Satan, but Eisenstein (in 
/£,  XI. 304) has a more elaborate explana­
tion. nameU, that at the first  great series of 
blasts Satan thinks the Jews are just comph-
ing with the Law, at the second, that the Mes­
siah is coming, at the third, that the resurrec­

tion is at  hand, when his power will  end 
Where Eisenstein got this I  do not know. The 
difficult  encountered b\ God himself in 
adapting the decrees ol New Year to later 
c i rcumstances  i s  d i scussed  in  BT,  Rush  Ha­
shanah. 17b (ET, 69). 

23 Ibid ,  16b-1 7a (ET, 64) 
24 Ibid .  17b (ET , 68).  
25 Ibid. 
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butes of God, but "this service" must often have been thought to refer to the 
ritual of the New Year and the Day of Atonement as a whole, since reconcili­
ation with God was precisely the purpose of that ritual. For it is especially "in 
the ten days between New Year and the Day of Atonement that the individual 
can find God."-" 

For all the frequent mention of the shofar in the talmudic Rosh  Hashanah ,  
then, little space is given to its significance. Important interpretations are, to 
be sure, suggested: the shofar is blown to recall the sacrifice of Isaac, to confuse 
Satan, and because God commanded it. But these interpretations are almost 
lost sight of in the far greater concern of the rabbis with the laws for correct 
observance of Rosh Hashanah. 

C.  THE AKEDAH 

To O N E  O F  these three interpretations we must pay considerable attention 
— that which connects the blowing of the shofar with the sacrifice or "binding" 
of Isaac, the Akedah.27 This tradition is discussed at considerable length in the 
midrashic writings of the rabbinic period, but references to it in the Talmud 
show that it was completely accepted by the early legalists. 

1. In the Talmud 

T H E  L O N G E S T  talmudic section of this tradition is in the Palestinian Tal­
mud. aS The passage begins with a statement that the salvation of Isaac is equiv­
alent to that of Israel itself. This is explained by showing how Abraham did not 
protest against the command to sacrifice Isaac, though it seemed to annul 
God's previous promise that Isaac was to have a mighty posterity. Thus Abra­
ham is said to have prayed that if the children of Israel should get into trouble, 
and have no advocate, God would himself be their advocate as he recalled 
Isaac bound on the faggots for the sacrifice. Such deliverance will come when 
God himself blows the shofar.Indeed, R. Hanina adds, as Abraham saw the 
ram getting free from one bush only to be caught in another, so the children 
of Israel will be subjected to the rule of Babylonia, Media, Greece, and Rome, 
but will in the end be delivered through this blast of God himself on the 

26. Ibid., 18a (ET, 72). 
27. The term Akedah literally means 

"binding," but refers to all the incidents of 
the story of the call of Abraham to sacrifice 
his son, and of the events on Mount Moriah, 

28.JT, Taanith, II, 4, 6sd (FT, VI, 157); 
partly transl. into German in Strack-Bill., Ill, 
242. See also BT, Sanlwdrin, 8gb (ET, II, 595 

f.), to be discussed shortly. I he relation of 
the shofar to the Akedah is discussed b\ 
Shalom Spiegel, "The Legend of Isaac's Slav­
ing and Resurrection," in Alexander Marx Ju­
bilee Volume, II, 1950 (in Hebrew), 471-547. 

esp. 504 f , 514, 515. 
29 Zech. I X ,  14. 
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shofar. With this conception the sounding of the shofar becomes clearlv the 
original of the Christian "last trump." at least as heralding the Messianic 
Age.1" But in the Jewish tradition the trumpet is no other, still, than the shofar 
of the Akedah. 

These are the important allusions to the shofar and the Akedah in the Tal­
mud. On the second day of the celebration of the New Year the stor\ of the 
sacrifice of Isaac is still read from Genesis, and then bv orthodox tradition 
there is recited a prayer ascribed to Rab, the great rabbi of the third centun : 

Remember in our favor,  O Lord our God. the oath which thou hast sworn 
to our father Abraham on Mount Moriah; consider the binding ot his son Isaac 
upon the altar when he suppressed his love (of his son] in order to do th\ will  
with a whole heart! Thus mai th\ love suppress th\ wrath against us.  and 
through thv great goodness may the heat of thine anger be turned awav from 
thv people, thv cit\ ,  and thv heritage! .  Remembertodav in niercv in favor of 
his seed the binding of Isaac, 

The prayer remains in the liturgv, though it is often omitted, since the halachic 
rabbis do not like its implications. It is a part of their general antipatln to the 
principle of the "merit of the Fathers," the doctrine that later Israelites would 
be forgiven their sins because God had been so pleased w ith the virtues of the 
Old Testament heroes. The rabbinic antipathy to the idea of the atoning force 
of this vicarious merit is well expressed in the saving put into God's mouth as 
at the time of Elisha: "Hitherto did vou have the merit of the Fathers; but from 
now on will each man depend upon his own works."" Landsberg represented 
such a point of view when he wrote: 

This turn given to the attempted sacrihce of Isaac is certainlv in conflict  
with the prophetic spirit  | i  e. ,  the rabbinic spirit] .  The occurrence is never again 
mentioned in the Bible; and even in the Talmud voices are raised in condem­
nation ot its conception as a claim to atonement.  

But if we are to understand the shofar in the graphic presentations we are dis­
cussing, we must quickly come to see that Landsberg has definitely (certainly 
not in ignorance) misrepresented a powerful tradition in rabbinic writings. To 
him the very idea of atonement is distasteful; vet Yom Kippur is the Day of 
Atonement, and the desire for atonement was and still is the verv heart of the 
religious feeling of the day. Landsberg is strictlv correct: references to the ele­
ments of atonement, specifically to the Akedah, are rare in the Talmud, 
though the rabbis quoted express the doctrine unmistakably. But the Midrash 

30 Matt,  xxiv, 31 In I Cor. xv, 52 the I.  303a 
trumpet is introduced as signal for the res- 32. A. Jellinek. Bet ha-Midrtisli ,  IV 
Lirrection, we shall  see that this idea is also in- (1S57). 16, quoted bv Gustaf H. Dalman. 
volv ed in the meaning ot the Akedah. Jesnja ^3. 1914,42 

31 As quoted bv Max Landsberg m JE. 
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elaborately attests that there was much more to rabbinic Judaism than the 

halachic emphasis of the Talmud, and it is to the former that we return for the 

story of Isaac, and the meaning of the Akedah. , f  

2. In the Midrash 

F I R S T  A S  to the shofar itself. In the Midrash the shofar is connected with the 

New Year and the Day of Atonement on the ground that they are days of de­
termining, repentance, and judgment. For here it is first explained that the 
New Year is the anniversary of the creation of the world, and so on that day 
"sentence is pronounced upon countries, which of them is destined to the 
sword and which to peace, which to famine and which to plenty."1 ' The pas­
sage goes on to show how on that day God created,judged, and then pardoned 
Adam, and this happens to Adam's descendants each year on the same day. 
The story is then told of how Jacob watched the angels, that is the princes, of 
Babylon, Media, and Greece in turn ascend the ladder toward heaven, but all 
had to turn back. Edom (Rome) then tried it and was, at the time of writing, 
still going up; but God had promised to send him down, however high he 
might climb. God then invited Jacob to climb, but Jacob was afraid. He learned 
after it was too late that God had planned to keep him aloft forever, had he 
tried it, and the penalty of his timidity was that his descendants had to serve 
those four princes. But the end is to be a happy one: after all the others have 
been humiliated,^ Israel, we gather, will some day make the ascent never to 
come down again. 

All of this, it seems, is a sample of the deterministic judgment that marks 
the New Year. What has it to do with the shofar? The passage goes on to ex­
plain that God sits on the throne of judgment on this day, presumably to set 
the fate of nations and individuals; but when he hears that trumpeting he rises 
from the throne of judgment and sits upon the throne of mercy.'1 ' The blowing 
of the shofar is not enough in itself , it is stated: it must be accompanied by a 

33. The most important study of the 
Akedah is found in Spiegel, op. cit. Still ot 
value are' Israel Levi, "Le Sacrifice d'lsaac et 
Ia mort de Jesus," REf, LXIV (1912), 161 — 
184; Dalman, op. cit,. 37 — 41, Ginzbcrg, Leg­
ends, I, 271 —285, with notes in Vol. V: H ] 
Schoeps, "The Sacrihce of Isaac in Paul's 
Theology," JBL, LXV (1946), 385-392, Rie-
senfeld, Jesus transfigure, 86 — 96, David 
Lerch, lsaaks Upfei ung christhch gedeutet, 1950 
(Beitrage zur historischen Theologie, ed bv 
{> Eberling, XII). Moore, Judaism, I, 535 — 
552, discusses the problem of atonement and 

expiatory suffering — like Landsberg, to be­
little it, though he admits (p. 541) that in the 
later liturgy as well as m the Palestinian 1 ar-
gum, and in the younger midrashim, the 
Akedah has a much larger place. 

34. MR. Leviticus, xxix, 1 (ET, 369). 
This, J. J. Slotki remarks ad loc. in his trans­

lation, is the old "shoiar benediction," now 
called Zikronoth, or "Remembrance" in the 
Additional Service for Rosh Hashanah. 

35 Ibid., §2 (Ε Γ, 370 f.). 

36. Ibid., §§3 f.. 6, 9 f. (ET, 372 f , 376 
( • ) .  
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genuine change of conduct, and we recall from the Rosh Hashanah^ that the 

one who blows as well as the one who hears must "put his mind to it," or the 

religious duty is not performed. In this statement, then, the blowing of the 

shofar has become a summons to man to repent and to God to be merciful. 

Then follow the ten days of penitence, closing with the Dav of Atonement, the 

exercises of which culminate in a single long blast on the shofar, which means 

to the worshipers that the rites are accomplished, and that thereby atonement 

is consummated. 

Such associations might well have been recalled bv putting the shofar on 

a tombstone: but the very fact that the horn so often was thus employed in the 

Roman period, and never, or practical^ never, appears in such use today, 

strikingly suggests that at that time all this symbolism had a fresh vividness 

which even the solemn rites now practised hardly convey. For this deeper 

meaning we turn to the midrashic tradition on the Akedah. 

The Midrash Rabbah on Genesis contains the most elaborate discussion of 

the sacrifice of Isaac.1" The test which God put upon Abraham, the account 

begins, was designed to show forth Abraham's righteousness "like a ship's en­
sign . . . in order that the equity of God's justice may be verified in the world," w 
for God knew very well that Abraham could stand such a tesM" In Jub. xvn, 
16 —xviii, 12, God is challenged by the devil — here called "Prince Mastema" 
— to put Abraham to this trial, and the tradition reappears in the Talmud.-" It 
is probably with reference to this episode that, as we have seen, the devil is dis­
comfited bv the shofar. The talmudic passage has Satan accusing Abraham of 
failing to make sacrificial offerings on the occasion of the banquet celebrating 
Isaac's birth. In the midrash we are discussing, the incident arises from the fact 
that Abraham has not been offering rams and bullocks; according to one tra­
dition Abraham reproaches himself, according to another the heavenly court 
criticizes him for the omission.-»' We stop to recall that this was the situation of 
Jews living away from the Temple before its destruction, and of all Jews after­
wards. If the atoning sacrifices of the Temple were reallv necessary for re­
moval of guilt, there was little hope for anyone who could not come to the 
Temple. As we continue it will appear that this interpretation of the Akedah, 
which makes it a substitute for Temple sacrifice, antedates the destruction of 
the Temple, and this circumstance is the first among many which will suggest 
to us that the idea of the Akedah as a permanent atonement probably had its 
origin in the diaspora, and. never popular with the halachic rabbis, was 
accepted by rabbinic Judaism afterwards when, like Abraham, no Jew s could 
offer sacrifice in the Temple. 

37 .BT .  Rush  Hashannh .  28b — 29a (K I ' .  

130-133)  
38.  MR.  Genes i s ,  LV (ET, 482-503) .  

39.  Ibid. ,  lv, 1 (ET, 482)  and 6  (ET. 

40 Ibid. ,  §2 (ET.  482 f  ) .  

41 BT.  Sanhedr in .  89b (ET,  I I ,  595 f  ) 
Ct .  Strack-Bil l  .  I .  141.  Lcrch,  op ci t . ,  9-12 

42 MR.  Genes i s .  L\ , 4 (Ε Γ, 484).  
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God, the same midrash explains, knew better than Abraham or the heav­
enly court: he knew that if it were asked of him, Abraham would sacrifice even 
his own son,·" from which we understand that the sacrifice was made to exhibit 
Abraham's (and Isaac's) righteousness to others, not to convince God of Abra­
ham's complete fidelity. At once Jews in the diaspora might take comfort, for 
it was not any sacrifice in itself, whether of bulls or of a son, that God needed. 
The attitude of Isaac was similarly assured in advance. For an argument be­
tween Isaac and Ishmael, of which two accounts are given, ends in the one ver­
sion in God's recognition that Isaac is willing to sacrifice himself, in the other 
with Isaac's declaration of his willingness. And when Isaac had thus spoken, 
"said the Holy One, blessed be he, 'This is the moment!' "44 We are reminded 
of the Greek sacrifice, which could use only willing victims, and of Christ, who 
"gave himself." The conception of vicarious sacrifice, the innocent willingly 
giving himself for the guilty, is already beginning to appear in one of its most 
important aspects. Of course Isaac's willingness to be sacrificed was also a 
model and inspiration for Jewish martyrs,4^ as Christ's sacrificing of himself 
has inspired Christian martyrs.46 

The next section, more cryptic, seems to say that by thus offering himself 
Isaac "came before the Lord."47 Abraham, however, was the one especially 
"lifted like an ensign,"48 for when God called him, and he answered "Here am 
I," it meant that God was exalting him to priesthood and kingship.4^ Priest­
hood is obviously appropriate for one who is about to make a sacrifice, but it is 
conspicuous that, as is said of Christ in the Letter to the Hebrews, it was to the 
"priesthood of Melchizedek" that God exalted Abraham — a priesthood, the 
passage reveals, whose unique characteristic, in the famous language of Ps. cx, 
4, is that of being a "priesthood for ever." Abraham's sacrifice and priestly 
mediation, in having the value of "for ever," is made available for the faithful 
of every generation. Here is a sacrifice again like Christ's in that it need not be 
repeated, for it is timeless and eternal. 

The passage adds, as we have seen, that Abraham was also made a king by 
this sacrifice, but in what sense he became a king is not explained, except that 
his kingship is compared to that of Moses. The writer in the Midrash Rabbah 
understands, and takes it for granted that his reader does: he need not explain 

43. Ibid. 
44. Ibid. 
45. This interpretation is very old' see 

IV Mac. vii, 14; cf. xm, 12, xvi, 20, χνιπ, 11. 

It persists in modern times: see Morris Silver­
man, High Holiday Prayer Book, 1951. 108; 

Spiegel, op. cit., 473, 517. 
46. We need recall only the line in the 

beloved song of the American Civil War, "As 
He died to make men holy, let us die to make 

men free." 
47 The sacrifice of Isaac was acceptable, 

whereas the sacrifice of a son by Mesha, King 
of Moab1 was not: MR Genesis, LV, 5 (ET. 485). 

48. Ginzberg, Legends. V, 249, η 229. 

has an interesting comment on the dispute in 

the tradition as to whether Isaac or Abraham 

was more glorified in the Akedah. 

49. MR. Genesis, LV, 6 (ET, 486). 
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what kingship reallv implies, and I can only suppose that he assumes the 

reader to comprehend the generally current meaning of the term, which Philo 

also reads so richly into his explanations of the function and power of the Pa­
triarchs. In this idea of kingship, the king's essential function, besides that of 
exercising the priestly office, was to be a mediator between man and God, a 
guide to lead man into the true right, which the king was uniquely empowered 
to see in the nature of God, indeed, true right was a part of the king's own na­
ture, insofar as he was a true king. To express this theory of royal power, the 
king was called lex an/mala, the Law of Nature or of God become incarnate and 
vocal for men. Even more, the true king was the savior of his people: "in the 
case of ordinary men, if thev sin, their most holy purification is to make them-
selves.like the rulers, whether it be law or king who orders affairs where they 
are."w A king "will put in order those who look upon him. . . . For to look upon 
the good king ought to affect the souls of those who see him no less than a flute 
or harmony"'1 '  — the flute or harmonv which was a means of purification in 
mystic rites. This sort of thinking Philo especially applied to Moses, in exposi­
tions that consistently made him the savior of his people as well as the priest 
par excellence. Indeed, each of the great Patriarchs was for him the lex 
animata.'·' In the Midrash Rabbah the parallel with Moses is at once felt, but typ­
ically, m a passage praising Abraham, Moses is represented as having been less 
fully king and priest. We recall that Christ is also the King in Christian expla­
nations of his office. 

Thus Abraham was commanded to take his beloved son (the element of 
love is beautifullv stressed) and go with him to the land of Moriah.'' The place, 
Moriah, is then given a number of allegorical meanings. Moriah was tradition­
ally "the spot where in later times the Chamber of Hewn Stones in the Temple 
stood and the Great Sanhedrin sat and sent forth religious teaching to all 
Israel."'· In the Midrash it is accordingly the place whence instruction went 
forth to the world, or the source of religious reverence. It is compared to the 
holy Ark of the Covenant, from which go forth light and religious reverence, 
and to the inner sanctuary of the Temple, whence issue speech (dibbia) and ret­
ribution. So Moriah is also the place of final judgment from which God will 
hurl the nations into Gehenna, the place corresponding to the heavenly 
Temple, the "place that God will show thee," the seat of world domination, 
"the place where incense would be offered."" All of these associations seem to 
me important. Moriah is clearly identical with the site of the Temple, Mount 

50 Ecphantus, as quoted in m\ siuch. 
" I he Political Philosoph\ of Hellenistic 
Kingship," Yale Clmsual Studies. I (1928), 77 

51 Diotogencs, as quoted ibid., 72. 
52 See m\ By Light.  Light.  181 - 198 

53. MR. Genesis,  LV,  7 (ET, 487) 
54. Freedman (in a note ad Ioc.. ibid.. 

ET. 487), states this not as a tradition but as a 
fact. 

55 MR. Genesis,  LV,  7 (Ε I , 488). 
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Zion — an identification that is soon considerably expanded.Even more 
importantly, the identification continues the process of generalizing the action 
of Abraham and Isaac, making it into an act of universal validity, and inciden­
tally bringing into the episode more and more of the meaning of the New Year 
and its judgment. 

Abraham saddled his ass in the early morning, the allegory continues,"'7 

but this too is generalized. Abraham's act was one of love, and as such it coun­
teracts the deeds of hate of others. Abraham was like Joseph in this: Abra­
ham's deed of love counteracted Baalam's saddling of his ass in hate, just as 
Joseph's preparing of his chariot in love counteracted Pharaoh's hateful prep­
aration of a chariot. Hence from this point of view too the act of Abraham was 
one of vicarious rectification of evil. 

Abraham went forth, and on the "third day" he saw the place to which he 
was being led."·* The Midrash then interprets the "third day" in a way that 
again recalls Christian speculation; the parallel immediately quoted is: "After 
two days he will revive us, on the third day he will raise us up, that we may live 
in his presence,""'" and soon the parallel is with Jonah's three days in the fish's 
belly. The third day is a day of resurrection and revelation — all of which 
seems written with the judgment of the New Year in mind. 

The place to which Abraham and Isaac were led was a mountain which 
they saw covered by a cloud (the Shekinah),f i" but the servants could not see it, 
and so they had to stop with the asses.'" The mountain (which is still Jerusalem 
in the allegory) will some day be alienated from God, the rabbis interject, but 
will be restored by the Messiah, who will come riding upon an ass — a state­
ment which seems cryptically to make the Messiah a second Isaac. The Mid-
rash is so much later than the Gospels that it is extremely dangerous even to 
suggest that possibly this conception is older than the Gospels, and prompted 
the story of the Triumphal Entry. But one must admit the possibility.f i-' 

56 Ibid .LVI ,  10 (ET, 500 f ). Riesenfeld, 
op. cit., go f., points out that this identifica­
tion is as old as II Chron. 111, 1, i.e , goes back 
toe 400 b.c , and is recalled in Jnb xvm. 13 
and Josephus, Antt, 1, 226 (xin, 2). Some 
idea that the sacrifice of Isaac was the proto­
type of the sacrifice in the Temple seems in­
dicated by the passage \rt Chronicles, but the 
fact that there the site of the Temple is called 
Moriah by no means justifies putting back 
into so early a period the whole tradition of 
the Akedah as it is developing before us. See 
also Schoeps, op. cit., 388, η 12. 

57. MR, Genesis,  L V ,  8 (ET, 488). 

58 Ibid .  L V I ,  1 (ET. 491) 

59 Hos vi, 2 

60 G Friedlander, in 225, 

11. 9, says that this detail is Philomc. It is so in 

a general wav, but not specifically, for there is 

no exact parallel to be adduced 

6 1 .  MR. Genesis,  L V I ,  2, E L .  MR, Eccle-

siastes, xi, 7, 1 (ET, 231 f ) 

62 In Pnke Ehezer,  xxxi. it is said that 

the same ass was ridden by Moses when he 

came to Egypt, and that it will again be rid­
den by the Messiah (with quotation of the 
classic prophecy in Zech ix, 9) 
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A b r a h a m promised the servants that he and Isaac would return w h e n thev 

had worshiped, and this suggests to the writer of the passage a list o f rewards 

lor worship, a list which we need not reproduce. So A b r a h a m and Isaac set 

of i together. 

First A b r a h a m "laid the wood on Isaac his son": on this verse it is most 

surprisingly commented that he was "like one w h o carries his cross on his 

shoulder."" 1 This detail so strikingly brings to mind the crucif ixion o f Jesus 

that it seems impossible that there was no relationship. T o conclude finally that 

the detail in the Midrash must have come f r o m the Christian storv, however, 

seems rash, even though the Christian storv is so much earlier than the 

composition o f the Midrash. T h e detail o f Jesus carrying his cross may have 

come from some tradition about Isaac, but this seems also unlikely. Yet the 

resemblance remains, and one begins to see why the halachic rabbis did not 

like the theme of the A k e d a h . As e x p a n d e d , it made a striking Jewish parallel 

to the idea of the atonement o f Christ's death.'1 ' T h e parallel actually appears 

in Christian literature earlier than we can find it in Jewish writings. Important 

in O n g e n , who probably considerably antedates the Midrash,'11' it was men-

tioned by Melito nearly a centurv before O r i g e n . In one f r a g m e n t Melito says 

of Christ: 

H e b o r e t h e w o o d u p o n his s h o u l d e r s as h e was led u p f o r sacrif ice like 

Isaac bv his fa ther . H o w e v e r , Chr is t s u f f e r e d , but Isaac did not s u f f e r , f o r he 

was a t\ p e o f the Chr is t w h o was to s u f f e r in the f u t u r e ''" 

T h e parallel is much elaborated in this and other fragments,"" and is men-

tioned in another newly found sermon of M e l i t o . I t seems to me c^uite possi-

ble that the Christian comparison of the death of Christ with the sacrifice of 

Isaac had behind it some sort o f Jewish tradition in which the wood that Isaac 

carried was l ikened to the cross carried by a criminal, rather than that later 

Jews took the idea f rom Christians. 

63 MR, Genesis, n i , 3 (ET. 493) in 

EI", the word is softened to "stake." but 

A. Wunsche, G T (1885). reads kreaz. and 

Lev\. Worterbuch. s.v. tzatuv. makes the mean-

ing unequivocal, and adds that the same 

thing is said in Pesu/ta Rabbathi. §31, 57b. See 

also Strack-Bill., I. 587, and III. 324, 

Schoeps, op. cit., 387. Spiegel, op. cit., 509. 

64. Lerch, o p cit . 19 f , is likewise per-

plexed b\ the passage, but does not think that 

the idea was taken bv the rabbis f rom Chris-

tian tradition, nor that it is the Jewish source 

ol Christian interpretation o f Isaac 

65 Lerch. o p cit . 52. in a digest of Ori-

gen. Homilies. \ 111, vi. 6 - 8 

66 j von Otto, Corpus apologetauim 

Christianorum saecuh secundi. 1872. IX. 416 f.. 

fr. IX. 

67. See also ibid , frr. X-XII , and the dis-

cussion in Lerch, op. cit., 2 7 - 3 8 

68 Campbel l Bonner , The Homih on tht 

Passion by Melito, 1940, §§59. 69 (Studies and 

Documents , ed. bv Kirsopp and Silva Lake. 

XII) . 

69 Lerch. o p cit., 277. n. 2. opposes 

Schoep s thesis that a Jewish tradition of 

Isaac lies behind Christian allegories Proof is 

impossible, but that t h e j e w i s h tradition is the 

older still seems to me the more likeU of the 

two possibilities. 
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As the two walked this last part of their journey, Abraham went through 
his supreme trial. Samael, the wicked one, offered many arguments to induce 
Abraham to stop, and tried also to disturb Isaac.7" But, as told in one of the 
most moving passages in the Midrash, both resisted; they went on, father and 
son together, to slaughter and be slaughtered.'' 

When they reached the mount, Abraham prepared the altar, while Isaac 
hid himself lest Samael strike him with a stone, maim him, and so make him 
unfit for sacrifice.7= Then Abraham bound him, bound him indeed at his own 
request, lest he tremble and so invalidate the sacrifice.'* Abraham put his son 
on the altar, and reached for the knife, but as he did so his tears fell into the 
eyes of his son,™ and the angels likewise wept,7"' so that their tears fell upon the 
knife and dissolved it.76 Thereupon Abraham proposed to strangle Isaac, and 
it was at this point that God declared that he knew that Abraham loved him; 
indeed God is represented as saying to Abraham: "I ascribe merit to thee as 
though I had bidden thee sacrifice thyself and thou hadst not refused."77 God 
ordered Abraham to spare Isaac, and Abraham discovered the ram caught by 
its horn in the bush, took the ram, and prayed: "Sovereign of the Universe! 
Look upon the blood of this ram as though it were the blood of my son Isaac, 
its emurim (sacrificial parts) as though they were my son's emurim."'7* According 
to another rabbi the prayer was: "Sovereign of the Universe! Regard it as 
though I had sacrificed my son Isaac first and then this ram instead of him." 
This prayer, the passage assures us, was answered. It was the ram that was 
killed, but the substitution was so complete that the effect was as though Isaac 
himself had been the victim.7" The meaning of the whole incident then ap­
pears, when Abraham says: 

I suppressed my feelings of compassion m order to do thy will. Even so 

may it be thy will, O Lord our God, that when Isaac's children are in trouble, 

thou wilt remember that binding (akedah) in their favor and be filled with com­

passion for them *" 

70. Later legends greatly elaborated 
this: see B. Beer, Leben Abrahams, 1859, 

61-63. 
71. MR, Genesis, LVI,  4 (ET, 493)· 

72. Ibid., §5 (E I, 494) 
73. Ibid., §8 (ET, 497). 
74. Ibid. This was taken as the cause of 

Isaac's later blindness, but the blindness was 
also explained as the result of Isaac's having 
looked at the Shekinah as he lay bound on 
the altar: MR, Deuteronomy, xi, 3 (ET, 174). 

75. MR. Genesis, LVI.  5 (ET, 495). 

76. Ibid , §7 (ET, 497) 

77. Ibid 
78. Ibid., §9 (ET, 499). 
79 This identification is elaborated in 

MR, Numbers, xvn, 2 (ET, 700 f.), where 
Abraham is made to say "Sovereign of the 
worlds! Regard the act as though the blood oi 
Isaac were being sprinkled before thee! . . 
O consider the act as though I had flayed the 
skin of Isaac before thee." And God answers: 
"Bv your life! I regard it as though vour son 
had been offered first! This ram represents 

him!" 
80 MR, Genesis, LVI,  10 (ET, 500). 
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The conception of substitution is indeed elaborate here. The ram is substi­
tuted for Isaac, and Abraham's compassion will become God's compassion. 
The s\mbol of all this for later generations, and in liturgy, is to be the shofar. 
the passage assures us. For Israel, in spite of all that has been done for them, 
will still sin "Yet they will be ultimately redeemed bv the ram's horn, as it savs, 
'And the Lord God will blow the horn.' This is specifically the shofar of the 
New Year, as R. Hanina, son of R. Isaac, said: 

Throughout the vear Israel are in sin's clutches and led astrav bv their 

troubles, but on New Year thev take the shofar and blow on it .  and eventuallv 

the\ will  be redeemed bv the ram's horn, as it  savs, "And the Lord God will  blow 

the horn.""'  

This passage is approximately repeated in Leviticus Rabbah,*< immediately 
after the following statement: 

When the children of Isaac give wav to transgressions and evil deeds, do 

thou recollect for them the binding of their father Isaac and rise from the 

Throne of Judgment and betake thee to the Throne of Mercv. and being filled 

with compassion for them have mercv upon them and change for them the At­

tribute of Justice into the Attribute oi Mercv!"'  

The shofar is also given a messianic or eschatological significance. Israel will 
continue to sin, and will become subject to the four great empires: yet each 
time they will be saved by the ram's horn.H- The brief talmudic statement par­
aphrased above has taken on a wide significance: 

VVhv do ue blow the ram's horn'  The Holv One. blessed be he, said. Sound 

before me a ram's horn so that I mav remember on vour behalf the binding of 

Isaac the son of Abraham, and account it  to \ou as if vou had bound yourselves 

before me. 

The remarkable explanation of the value of the Akedah given in Genesis 
Rabbah. and the allusions to it in Leviticus Rabbah and in the passages of the 
Talmud we have quoted, are by no means unique in the rabbinic writings. Ac­
tually the use of the Akedah, the appeal to the merit of Isaac, is onlv a special 
development of a larger conception — that the individual is saved not onh by 
his own virtue but also by applying to himself, or by God's applying to him, the 
merit of the Patriarchs. Rabbi Levi, in the name of R. Hama, son of R. Hanina, 
tells a parable: 

A king's son was to be tried before his father.  His father said to him: "If 

vou wish to be acquitted by me in judgment this da\,  appoint such-and-such a 

81 Ibid .  §9 (Ε Γ, 498); Zech, ix, 14, 

82. MR.  Genes i s ,  L V I .  Sg (E I'.  499). 

83. MR.  Le i ' i t i rus .  xxix. 10 (ET, 377) 

84. Ibid .  §g (El.  376). 
85. Ibid.,  §10 (ET, 377) 
86 BT. Rosh Hashanah1 16a (ET. 60 f.) 
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man as advocate and you will be acquitted by me in the judgment." So the Hoh 

One, blessed be he, said to Israel: "My children! If you wish to be acquitted by 

me in judgment on this day, you should recall the merit of the Patriarchs and 

you will be acquitted by me in judgment."8 7  

The passage goes on to name the Patriarchs as Abraham, Isaac (identified with 

the blast of horns), and Jacob, and the judgment is said to be that of the sev­
enth month, that is, of Rosh Hashanah. Hama, son of Hanina, was a Palestin­
ian rabbi of the third century. It may be that in him we are nearer than we usu­
ally are in rabbinic tradition to the Judaism of the decorated synagogues, for 
he came of wealthy ancestors who built many synagogues. "On one occasion," 
writes S. Mendelsohn, "while with his colleague Hoshaiah II he was visiting the 
synagogues at Lydda, he proudly exclaimed, 'What vast treasures have my 
ancestors sunk in these walls!' "8S Hoshaiah, who admired the synagogues less 
and had apparently a more halachic mind, answered that it was not so much 
treasure as lives which had been sunk into the walls, lives which could have 
been devoted to the study of the Law if the money had been given for the sup­
port of scholars. Apparently Hama's ancestors valued the highly expensive 
(probably also elaborately carved) walls of the synagogues more than they did 
legalistic study. His father, Hanina, had the same interests. 

The parable just quoted reproduces with amazing identity the idea, "If 
any man sin he hath an Advocate with God the Father." So Isaac "goes and sits 
at the entrance of Gehinnom to deliver his descendants from the punishment 
of Gehinnom."1 '" Not only does he save from punishment, but individual res­
urrection is promised through his merit: "Through the merits of Isaac, who 
offered himself on the altar, the Holy One, praised be his name, will eventually 
raise the dead."'1 ' Indeed, the Jewish tradition of imputed merit presents the 
same peculiar combination as that found in Christianity, where the Savior is 
one who saves by self-sacrifice, by personal advocacy, and also through a more 
abstract treasury of merit stored up by his deeds of supererogation and those 
of the saints, which can be imputed to others to compensate for their sins.MJ 

The idea of a treasury of merit is presented most succinctly and vividly in a 
parable told by R. Aha. He is commenting upon the incident in which Moses 

87 MR, Leviticus, xxix, 7 (ET, 374). 
88. JE, VI, 187; W Bacher, Die Agada der 

palastinensisrhen Amoraer. 1892, 1. 447. Nei­
ther of these scholars gives a reference (or 
the story. 

89. For the tradition of Hanina. see 
Bacher, op. cil., 1. 1-34, for that of Hama, 
ibid., 447-449. 

90. MR, Song of Songs, viri, ix, 3 (ET. 
3'7)· 

91. PeMqta de Rab Kahana, xxxn, 200a, as 
quoted bv Schoeps, 390. See GT of 
A. Wunsche, 299. 

92 In MR, Lamentations, Proem (ΕΓ, 

46), Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses pres­
ent themselves as advocates before God. each 
pleading his special act of merit: Abraham's 
merit is that he offered his son, Isaac's that he 
willingly assented to being sacrificed 
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reminded God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to persuade him to soften his 

wrath against the Israelites for having worshiped the golden calf: 

A king's f r i e n d d e p o s i t e d with h i m ten p r e c i o u s pearls . A f t e r a t ime, this 

f r i e n d d i e d , leaving o n e o n h d a u g h t e r b e h i n d , w h o m the k i n g subsequent ly 

m a r r i e d and m a d e the c h i e f lad\ of the land, also g i v i n g h e r a n e c k l a c e o f ten 

pear ls w h i c h she p laced r o u n d h e r neck In c o u r s e of t ime, she lost that neck-

lace a n d the k i n g sought to d i v o r c e her. saving 1 "I will d r i v e h e r out o f mv 

h o u s e , I will banish her I r o m mv presence. ' ' H e r best f r i e n d t h e n a p p e a r e d be-

f o r e the k i n g and tried to a p p e a s e h i m . but the k i n g w o u l d not h e a r k e n to h i m . 

r e p e a t i n g : "I will banish h e r f r o m me." T h e f r i e n d then said: " U ' h v , v o u r maj-

e s t y - " " B e c a u s e I gave her ten pear ls a n d she lost t h e m . " h e r e p l i e d . "U'eli . in 

spite o f this," h e u r g e d , "bv th\ life t h o u must b e c o m e r e c o n c i l e d to h e r a n d 

f o r g i v e her " B u t the k i n g still w o u l d not h e a r k e n to h i m W h e n the f r i e n d saw 

the king's intent ion a n d that he r e f u s e d to be a p p e a s e d , but v e h e m e n t l v de-

c l a r e d . "I will d r i v e her out ." h e t h e n said to h i m ' " T h o u dost seek to driv e her 

out because o f the ten pear ls she lost - Dost thou not k n o w that I a m a w a r e that 

h e r f a t h e r h a d d e p o s i t e d ten pearls with thee? Well , let these ten pear ls [she 

lost] be in e x c h a n g e f o r those [her f a t h e r had d e p o s i t e d with thee] ." So, w h e n 

Israel p e r p e t r a t e d that act. G o d was angry with t h e m a n d said " N o w t h e r e f o r e 

let m e a lone , that mv wrath mav w a x hot against t h e m , a n d that 1 mav c o n s u m e 

t h e m " ( E x o d . x x x n , 10). but Moses p l e a d e d : "Lord of the U n i v e r s e ! W h \ art 

thou a n g r v with Israel?" " B e c a u s e thev h a v e b r o k e n the D e c a l o g u e , " [ G o d ] re-

pl ied. "Wel l , thev possess a s o u r c e f r o m w h i c h thev c a n m a k e r e p a y m e n t . " 

u r g e d he " W h a t is that source"-" [ G o d ] asked. Moses r e p l i e d " R e m e m b e r that 

t h o u didst p r o v e A b r a h a m with ten trials, and so let those ten (trials s e r v e as a 

c o m p e n s a t i o n ] f o r these ten [ b r o k e n c o m m a n d m e n t s ] " T h i s is wh\ h e said. 

" R e m e m b e r A b r a h a m , Isaac, a n d Israel ." " 

T h u s R. Hama represents G o d as saving to A b r a h a m : 

F r o m t h e e I will raise u p p r o t e c t o r s and r i g h t e o u s m e n . . I f thv c h i l d r e n 

fall into t ransgress ion a n d evil d e e d s . I will see w h a t g r e a t m a n t h e r e is a m o n g 

t h e m vvho c a n sav to the A t t r i b u t e o f Just ice . " E n o u g h ! " A n d I will take him as 

a p l e d g e f o r t h e m / « 

T h e treasury of merit, we are told, was enriched by the succession of righteous 

ones, including all the heroes of the Old Testament — "New and old have I 

laid u p for thee, O b e l o v e d " ^ — r i g h t down to Hillel, R. J o h a n a n b. Zakkai, 

and R. Meir. 

93 MR. Exodus. XLIV, 4 (ET. 509 f.) 

I here were a great manv rabbis named A h a 

Anv of the three called A h a I. Aha II, and 

A h a III in JE. I. 27(3, could have been the 

source of this parable, since to all of them 

somen hat kindred savings are ascribed. 

94 MR. Song of Songs. 1. 14, 3 (ET. 84*. 

cf the remark o f Bacher, op cit . I. 470. n 2 

95. MR. Leviticus. 11, 11 (E"1. 31); Song of 

Songs \ II, 14 Indeed, in BT. Sotali. 14a (ET. 

73 f ), the substitutionary implication of Is 

LIU. 12. is ascribed to Moses, in a wa\ so 

strongly suggestive of Christianity that the 

passage has been thought to be an answer to 
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Was Isaac sacrificed? Clearly the story in Genesis, and the discussions of it 

in the Midrash Rabbah, say that in his person he was not; the passages hitherto 

adduced show that the ram stood for Isaac by substitution only. But there is a 

tradition — probably quite old, since it appears in the Stfrw f'—that alludes to 
Isaac's ashes. TheJerusalem Talmud and the Babylonian Talmud both make 
the same allusion in commenting on the mishnaic command to sprinkle ashes 
upon the Torah shrine and upon the worshipers when they celebrate the 
special rites for rain. The Babylonian Talmud says only that these ashes are to 
recall the "ashes of Isaac,"y7 a statement ascribed to R. Hanina, father of that 
R. Hama whose ancestors sank so much money into the walls of the syn­
agogues at Lydda; both father and son seem to have been especially interested 
in the Akedah. TheJerusalem Talmud adds the detail that Isaac's ashes "are 
as a pile on top of the altar.""" Again we must supplement cryptic remarks in 
the Talmud with statements in the midrashim. In one rrndrashic passage "our 
Rabbis" are quoted as saying that God did not need to be reminded of Isaac, 
"because he saw Isaac's ashes, as it were, heaped up upon the altar.""" Three 
passages in the Midrash Rabbah on the Song of Songs say that Isaac was 
"brought as an offering like a handful of frankincense on the altar,"'"" was ac­
tually "offered on the altar like a handful of frankincense,""" and "was bound 
on the altar like a cluster of henna because he atones for the iniquities of Is­
rael."'"2 Here Isaac seems definitely to offer his merit in the form of incense. 

Even the blood of Isaac is brought in. Most accounts insist that Isaac came 
out of the ordeal completely unscathed, but to the great R.Joshua b. Hanania, 
who flourished in the second century, is attributed the saying that Isaac shed 
on the altar a quarter of a log of blood.'"1 So important was this conception that 

Christianity. Cf. Moore,Judaism, III, 166, η 

254. Jn MR, Cenest;,, xlvii, 6 and i.xxxii, 6 

(Ε'Γ, I, 40¾, II, 757), Simeon b, Lakish is 
quoted as saying. "The Patriarchs are [Clod's] 
chariot, for it says, 'And God went up from 
Abraham ' " Scholem, Jewish Mysticism. 77 f.. 
takes this to mean that the Patriarchs are the 
basis of God's throne or merkabah. or that 
man's soul \s the throne of glory. S. Fisch, 
Ezekiel. 1950, ρ, xn (Soncino Books of the Bi­
ble) prefers to interpret it as meaning that 
"the patriarchs were the Divine Chariot on 
earth, in that they brought the Glory of God 
down to the mundane sphere." But in MR, 
Genesis, Lxvnr, 12 (ET1 II, 625), the same 
rabbi is quoted as saying, "[God] showed 
[Jacob] a throne of three legs," to which 
R. Levi is quoted as adding, "[God said to 
him]: 'Thou [Jacob] art the third leg,' " a pas­
sage to which Solomon alludes, but which 

Eisch did not consider It seems to confirm 
Scholem's interpretation of these passages. 
Merkabah mysticism seems to have gone far 
in glorifying the Patriarchs, for Abraham 
and Isaac must have been the other two legs. 

96 Bechukkotai. vm (GT, 660). 
97. BT. Taanilh. 16a (E I', 74) 
98.JT, Taanith,  II, 1, as translated for me 

by Nemoy (in FT, !52, the passage seems to 
have been misunderstood) 

99 MR, Leviticus, xxxvi, 5 (ET, 462). 
Schoeps, op. cit , 389 f., has a considerable 
collection of midrashic passages containing 

this idea 
100 MR. Song of Songs, iv, 6, 2 (ET. 202). 
ι ο ί .  I b i d . ,  i l l ,  6 ,  2  ( E T ,  1 5 2 ) .  

102. Ibid., I. 14, 1 (El, 81) 

103 Mekilta of R Simeon b. Yuhai, on 

Exod. xvi, 2; Schoeps, op. cit., 389. 
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in the approximately contemporary Mekilta it  is said: "When I [God] see the 

blood [of the Passover on the houses of Jews in Egvpt] I see the blood of the 

sacrifice of Isaac." 1"'  Later midrashim"make it appear that Isaac's soul ac­
tually departed from his bodv just as Abraham was about to strike with the 
knife, and did not return until the heavenly voice told Abraham to substitute 
the ram; thus when Abraham unbound him from the altar. Isaac said: 
"Blessed art thou, O Lord, who quickenest the dead!"""' Later legends also re­
count that the ram was the bellwether of Abraham's flock; as a pet it had been 
named Isaac, and after it was sacrificed and burned to ashes it came to life 
again. '  "'  We feel that the identification of Isaac and the ram has become almost 
dreamlike substitution. What the "dream" is saying is that in sacrificing the 
ram Abraham sacrificed Isaac — that Isaac truly died on the altar, and came to 
life again, as did the ram. In this is the hope of atonement for Israel: it  is the 
eternally valid sacrifice made by the "priest for e\er,"" h  and it is this merit par 
excellence which the shofar invokes on the New Year and the Dav of Atone­
ment. 

How old the conception is that Isaac died in the sacrifice, and then re­
turned to life, cannot be said. It  seems to lie behind Heb. xi, 17 — 19, where it 
is said that Abraham was ready to sacrifice Isaac, in spite of his hope of having 
descendants through his son, because he believed that God could "raise up 
even from the dead; from whence he did in a figure receive him back." We can­
not know whether at the time when the Letter to the Hebrews was written the 
idea had developed only so far as to be a figurative presentation, or whether 
the author of Hebrews has blunted the story in order to reserve the value of 
resurrection for the Ghristian Savior.1"" 

We are unable to trace this conception of substitutionary sacrifice and 
atonement to its source. The Akedah is not the only element in the observance 
of the New \ear and Yom Kippur in which the conception emerges, in view of 
the apparently very old rite of the scapegoat which, laden with the sins of 
Israel, was thrown from a cliff on the Dav of Atonement. Similarly, the idea of 
substitutionary atonement was probably never completely absent from the sac­
rifices offered on the altar in the Temple. Reik may be correct in thinking that 
the shofar blowing was originally a bringing of God, who was the ram, into the 
power of man; that the shofar was the divine phallus, and that it was also en-

104. Mekilta of R. Ishmael. Pacha, vn (ed rashim, but 1 have pointed out that the basic 
Lauterbach, I,  57. see editor 's note ad Ioc ) ideas appear in the older sources See also 

105 Ginzberg, Legend·., I,  281 f.;  V, 251, Spiegel,  op. at  , 473. 

η 24 2  f  108. Abraham is the "priest tor e\er 

106 The sentence is from a Jewish after the order of Melchizedek" in BT. Se-
praver of blessing, the Amidah. danm. 32b (ET, 99), MR. Genesis. L\. 6. 7 (E I.  

107 Ginzberg. Legends, V, 252, nn. 245 486.488). 

1 Ginzberg, esp. in his notes, greath enriches 109. Lerch. op. cit  , 39-46 

the Akedah interpretation from later mid-
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dowed with power to utter the voice of the Ram-God. God spoke from Sinai, 

Reik properly recalls, and Israel was commanded in Exodus to approach the 

mount "when the ram soundeth long.""" This sound was apparently identical 

with "the voice of the Lord our God" which, it is said in Deuteronomy, the 

people could not long endure,"' and with the voice in which "the Lord will 

roar from Zion" according to Amos."' So at the moment of greatest tension 

toward the end of the traditional liturgy of the Day of Atonement, the ex­
perience of atonement would appear to culminate in the Eeeling that when the 
shofar is blown it becomes the direct voice of God, which seems to say to the 
penitents, Vos absolvo. 

3. Iu the Cabbala 

F O R  U N D E R S T A N D I N G  the meaning of the Akedah and the shofar as sym­
bolic equivalents, and of both as carrying the idea of a substitutionary atone­
ment in which the merit of Abraham and Isaac turns God from justice to 
mercy, it is important to see that while the story of the Akedah fell into steady 
neglect in halachic tradition, it continued to be highly important in the mystic-
Judaism of cabbalistic tradition. In a late midrashic teaching Moses asks God, 
"Will not the time come when Israel shall have neither Tabernacles nor Tem­
ple? What will happen with them then?" To which God answers, "I will then 
take one of their righteous men and retain him as a pledge on their behalf, in 
order that I may pardon all their sins.""1 This is part of the medieval devel­
opment of the general doctrine of vicarious merit.1 

In the Zohar" ' the story of the Akedah is told much as in the Midrash 
Rabbah, though it is not connected with the Day of Atonement. But the sacri­
fice oflsaac is the sacrifice of incense: Mount Moriah means "the mountain of 

myrrh,"'1β and 

Isaac purified himself and in intention offered himself up to God, was at that 

moment etherealised, and, as it were, he ascended to the throne of God like the 

iio. Exod. xix. 13. Reik's translation 

here seems to me correct. 

111 Deut. v, 25. cf. iv, 12. 

112. Amos 1, 2 

113. MR 1 Exodus t  xxxv, 4 (ET, 43a). The 

teaching is attributed to a rabbi named Ho-

shaiah, but it is quite uncertain whether this 

is the R. Hoshaiah of the fourth century (/£, 
VI, 475; Bacher, op cit.,  Ill,  565). This mid-
rash is dated by Strack (Intro, 215) in the 

eleventh or twelfth century. 
114. A rich collection of passages on this 

doctrine from all periods οί Judaism is pre­

sented in Dalman ,Jesa ja  53,  19-35- where 
(p 23) the quotation will be found One of 
the  s t ranges t  de ta i l s  i s  l he  s ta tement ,  Zol ia t ,  
Emu), 101a (ET, V, 128), that while a sinner is 
himself lost if his sins outweigh his good 
deeds, these good deeds are not lost, but are 
accounted to the credit of some righteous 
man who needs additional merit to complete 
his garment of good works 

115. Znhar 1  Vayera ,  119a-120b (ΕΓ, 1, 

371-376). 

116. Ibid., 1 20a (ET, I, 373) 
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odour of the incense of spices which the priests offered before him twice a da\: 

and so the sacrifice was complete."7  

That is, the sacrifice of Isaac himself was indeed complete. A little before this 

it is explained that the perfect priesthood of Melchizedek effected the union 

of the letter he, the earth, with the letter waw, the heavens, "and so [the letter] 

he ascended and vvasjoined in a perfect bond." 1This, the passage assures us, 

is what happens on the Day of Atonement. 

On the other hand, in discussing the blowing of the shofar on that day. the 

Zuhar, while it keeps all the values of the Akedah, nowhere directlv alludes to 

it. Isaac is, however, the hero in that discussion. First the Patriarchs are given 

a position as high as in Philo's allegorv: 

Cireat kindness did God show Israel in choosing the patriarchs and making 

them a supernal holv chariot for his glorv and bringing them forth from the 

supernal precious holv River, the lamp of all lamps, that he might be crowned 

with them.1  " J  

In the exposition which follows it appears that the great judge of the Dav of 

Atonement is Isaac himself, and the business of the Dav of Atonement is to 

soften the wrath of Isaac, and to turn him from justice to mercv. This is done 

bv blowing the shofar. There seems to be allusion to a supernal shofar, which 

is the "illumination of all"; in the passage just quoted it is the "lamp of all 

lamps." This lamp ceases to shine (in mercy) when Isaac prepares himself for 

judgment, "takes hold of his sons." The supernal shofar then shines out. makes 

men repent; they blow the shofar below, which "awakens another supernal 

Shofar, and so mercy is awakened and judgment is removed." The various 

sounds of the shofar that men blow correspond to the voices in the supernal 

shofar. A first series of three blasts is directed, one blast each, to the three Pa­
triarchs. The first blast sets Abraham on his throne; the second, "of broken 
notes," breaks down the wrath of Isaac; the third summons Jacob, who takes a 
position on the other side of Isaac, and he and Abraham restrain Isaac from 
violence. Two other series of blasts (we need not repeat all the details) have a 
similar effect, which is summarized as follows: 

This is the purpose which these blasts should serve, being accompanied bv 
repentance before God. Thus when Israel produce the blasts of the shofar with 

117. Ibid., 120b (ET. I. 375). On Isaac's 
offering himself as incense, see below, η 127 

ι i8. Zohar. Lech Lecha, 87a (ET, I, 290) 

I he he which ascends to join with the wan 

is obuoush the lower he. See note, ibid., 

ΕΓ. 383. 

119. Zohai. Emm. 99a (ET, V, 124) M\ 

exposition from here on is based upon 

§§9ga— 101a (ET, V, 127). For the blowing of 
the shofar on the New Year, when Isaac be­
comes the head ot the Patriarchs, see Zoliar, 
\'aykra. i8a,b (ET, IV. 357 f ) A "perpetual 
Fire, the Fire of Isaac," is mentioned in Zulmr. 
Zav. 30b (ET, IV. 381) 
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proper devotion, the supernal Shofar returns and crowns Jacob so that all is 
properly arranged . . .Joy is universally diffused 

In all of this there is a lacuna in the development, but it is clear that Isaac 
has come to take on another of the prerogatives ascribed to Christ in Christian 
theology: by virtue of his being the victim sacrificed for man, Isaac has become 
the great heavenly judge. Andjust as the cross is the primary symbol of the 
mercy of the heavenly Judge of the Christians, the shofar has become the sym­
bol of the hope of mercy before Isaac. That it is the symbol of mercy to be ob­
tained before Isaac as the final judge in the next world is an interpretation I 
have not seen in any early documents of Jewish mysticism, and the idea, I 
strongly suspect, is an appropriation of a Christian value — the value that the 
individual sacrificed for man by the Father has become the finaljudge of man, 
a judge incredibly severe, but one whose severity can be mitigated by appeal to 
symbols which recall his sacrifice of himself. 

A later Cabbalist, Isaac Luria, prepared a "Meditation on Blowing the 
Shofar on New Year's Day" which reads as follows: 

May it be thy will, O God of heaven and earth, God of Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob, great and awe-inspiring God, that thou mayest send all the pure angels, 
the faithful messengers, who are eager to favor Israel: Patzpatzya who is 
charged to bring to light the merits of Israel when they blow the shofar, 
Toshbash whose duty it is to confuse Satan, and the great angels Hadarniel and 
Tusmei whose task it is to bring the shofar-blasts before thy throne of glory Let 
thy mercy over thy people prevail, and look down upon the ashes of our father 
Isaac which are accumulated upon the altar.'·"' 

The sacrifice of Isaac was, for Luria, still really being performed, and his ashes 
were upon the altar for God to regard when the shofar of the New Year was 
blown. The tradition of the vicarious value of the Akedah persisted long in­
deed in Judaism and has never entirely died out. A reflection of this prayer, or 
one of similar content, seems to appear in Morris Silverman's recent modern 
formulation of the liturgy: 

O mav the remembrance of his [Isaac's] virtue be before thee now as the 
ashes of offering in thy Temple court. Remember the binding of Isaac and be 

gracious unto his posterity.'" 

But I do not find anywhere in modern ritual the direct idea that it is the shofar 
which has the power to revive the merit of Isaac's virtue in God's mind. 

It is worth passing note that the Falasha Jews still celebrate a festival, cor­
responding to the festival of the New Year, called "Light Has Appeared," or 
the "Commemoration of Abraham," in which the Akedah is the theme of cen-

120 Quoted by A. Z. Idelsohn, Jewish 121. Silverman, High Holiday Prayer 
Liturgy [ 1932], 50. Book, 426. 
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tral interest, though the older custom of blowing the shofar on the da\ is now 

given up. 1-'2  It is the horn of the ram of the Akedah. however, which Elijah will 

blow on Mount Zion on the Last Da\. , J 1  

It ma\ seem that in this interpretation of the redemption sought at the 

New Vear (which essentially includes Vom Kippur, when the horn is also 

blown). I have presented Judaism too much as a religion of redemption. Far as 

medieval and modern rabbinic Judaism have gone in obscuring this element, 

it has never ceased to occupy a prominent place in the Jewish attitude toward 

the great festivals of the New Year. Τ. H. Caster,'-4 an authoritative spokesman 

for modern as well as traditional Judaism, published an epitome of the mean­
ing of these festivals. He describes them as having several aspects. First, "in­
dividuals purge their sins bv the threefold process of introspection, confes­
sion, and regeneration." Secondly, the house of Israel restores itself "to that state 
of holiness" required to fulfill its work for God among men. Thirdlv, this 
"process of purgation" is effected bv a combination of human supplication and 
divine forgiveness, worked out under the covenant, in which, as Israel is obli­
gated to holiness, God is obligated to mercy: "the Blessing of God can there­
fore be compelled by righteousness as well as entreated bv prayer; and one pur­
pose of Vom Kippur is so to compel it." Fourthly , it is not onl\ the righteousness 
of the living generation that may be applied to this end: the merit of Israel's 
ancestors — from the biblical Patriarchs down — has, so to speak, accumulated 
a substantial credit with God upon which it is possible and permissible for their 
descendants to draw. The italics in the quoted statements are mine: in describ­
ing Judaism I should not myself hav e dared use so "Christian" a term as regen­
eration, or so magical a word as "compel." Caster does not mention the shotar 
here, but it is clear that at least in ancient times, the shofar was regarded as a 
direct means of transferring merit, and of "compelling" God. Certainly Israel 
has never lost its belief in the vicarious merit of the Fathers. 

D .  S Y M B O L I S M  O F  I H E  S H O F A R  

How T H E  A K E D A H c a m e  to be a part of the symbolism of the shofar of the 
New Year, if not the most important part, cannot, I repeat, be traced. But two 

things have come from the material we have been examining — the place of 
the Akedah as an element in Jewish tradition,and the rich significance of the 
shofar. One question remains, however: How much of all this meaning of 

1 2 2  Wolf Leslau. Falasha Anthology, 

1931, ρ xxxii  (Yale Judaica Series,  VI).  

123. Ibid.,  2 8  

124. In C v m m e n t a n ,  XVI (1953),  258 

1 2 5  I do not profebs to ha\ e  done more 

than open the subject E g ,  Scholem ,Jewish 

M y s t i c i s m ,  151, quotes an anommous Gabba-

Iist  as sa\ing that the second stage of  rmstic 

ascent,  that of  being purif ied of  earthU or 

bodil\ l ies,  is  represented in the test  put upon 

Abraham, when he had to give up his  "onh 

belo\ cd son "  
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atonement and final judgment are we to associate with the shofar as it appears 
on the Jewish monuments we are studying? To suppose that all of this signifi­
cance, or much of it, was consciously behind each representation of a shofar 
on a tombstone is as absurd as to suppose that the full scope of the mystical 
meaning of the cross is in the mind of every Catholic who buries his father 
under a cross. But the cross on the grave refers to that range of symbolic values 
to some extent in every case. The elaborate explanations of the more deeply 
pious are not extraneous ideas superimposed upon the simple, direct sense of 
the protection inhering in the symbol itself: rather, the person who uses the 
symbol is at a greater or lesser remove from understanding of its full range of 
meaning as developed in the minds of the mystics. 

Since the shofar was so persistently and elaborately connected with the 
Akedah in Jewish tradition, it is hard to believe that the Jews who used these 
symbols did not have the Akedah in mind when they represented the shofar 
on their tombs. Proof of this is of course not forthcoming, since we have no 
documents deriving from the Jews who made the monuments. But there is at 
least some evidence of such an association. 

It was when I had learned of the meaning of the Akedah to Jews that I first 
began to see point in the little design over the niche for the Torah scrolls in the 
Dura synagogue (fig. 11). Here is a very early painting, done by quite other 
hands than those which decorated the synagogue so profusely later. On the 
left is a menorah, and beside it an ethrog and a lulab; in the center is the fa ade 
of a sanctuary, and then, fitted in as best the space permitted, a representation 
of the Akedah. What long perplexed me was why this scene should have been 
thus crowded into that space, which might have been given to other cult ob­
jects, such as a shofar, a wine jar, a drinking cup — the emblems commonly 
found with those used at the opposite side. It now appears that the Akedah is 
here for the simple reason that it too had great importance in Jewish cult, and 
simply takes the place of the shofar. 

That this Akedah scene refers to the New Year, usually symbolized by the 
shofar, seems more likely in the light of two details of the design. In general 
the elements of the painting are a quite necessary part of the scene — the ram 
caught in the bush, Abraham with raised knife, and Isaac bound on the altar, 
while God's hand appears above, in the critical moment of interference. But in 
the upper corner there is a figure standing at the door of a tent, and this recalls 
to us that Sarah played a definite part in the story as told in connection with 
the New Year: for when Abraham and Isaac returned to her in the tent, and 
she heard how nearly Isaac had been killed, she cried out six times— corre­
sponding to the six blasts" of the shofar—and died.'-'11 The figure before the 
tent seems to me then most probably that of Sarah,1'7 and her presence as one 

126. MR, Levi t icus ,  xx, 2 (ET, 253 1.). 127. That this figure is Sarah seems as-
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of the elements of the scene appears to me to emphasize the fact that the 
Akedah accompanies the other cult implements in lieu of the shofar. That is, 
the associations of the designs at Dura in themsehes suggest that it is the 
Akedah as associated with the New Year which is represented, and that Ake-
dah and shofar were interchangeable symbols In any case, the representation 
of the Akedah here and in the Beth Alpha floor appears to underline an im­
portance in the incident which the interpretations we have found make it most 
easv to understand. 

VVe cannot leave the subject without returning to the problem suggested 
by the fact that conceptions of vicarious atonement are associated with the 
Akedah. We have seen the Akedah take on mam interpretations which mav 
have been borrowed from Christians, such as the idea that Isaac in earning 
the wood carried his cross, that he died and came to life again, that he shed his 
blood for the People, and that he is to be the judge in the Last Judgment 
(anticipated in the yearly judgment of the Dav of Atonement). We must again 
ask: At what point did the borrowing begin, and what part of the storv mav 
have lain behind, and itself created, the similar Christian thinking about 
Jesus?' iK  It is obvious that the blowing of the shofar was a very old element in 
the celebration of the New Year, as the primitive instrument itself would 
clearlv indicate; and the identihcation of Mount Moriah with Mount Zion was 
also old. Yet it is highly probable that such elaborate explanations of the shofar 
and of the Akedah as we have found in the Jewish literature came into Jewish 
thinking at a much later time than did the blowing of the shofar, or even the 
transfer of the scene of the sacrifice to Mount Zion. Abraham's act in freelv 
offering his willing son came to be given such stress that it was made a svnonvm 
for the eternal priesthood functioning through all later generations, for the 
never failing atonement. The original storv suggests a legend artificially 
formed to rebuke and put an end to the practice of sacrificing the first-born 

sureci b\ the parallel found in a scene of the 
Akedah painted in a Coptic chapel in Egv pt.  
See A. Fakhrv,  The Necrupohs of  el-Bagawat in 
KIwiga Uasts,  1951, 7¾ (Servicc des Antiquites 
de l 'Egvpte Ihe Egvptian Deserts) Here 
Sarah (her name inscribed above her head), 
stands beside the altar with a bo\ 111 one hand 
and a small object in the fingers of the other.  
She is apparently putting incense on the sac­
rifice, an act very important m view of the 
passages in MR, Song of Songs (quoted above) 
saving that Isaac offered his merit  in the 
form of incense Incidentallv. the Coptic 
painting shows two knives in the air between 
Abraham's back and the hand of God (Abra­

ham holds a third knife in his hand). Fakhrv 
and evervone he has consulted are quite at a 
loss to explain the two extra knives. 

128. In Strack-Bill  .  II .  110 f. ,  the horn 
of the Akedah and the shofar are treated as 
underlying the allusion to the "horn of sal­
vation" and to "the oath which he swore unto 
Abraham our father" m the Benedictus, 
Luke I,  69. 73. The authors present their 
usual collection of uncritically assembled 
quotations to il lustrate this,  but nothing 
shows bv anv means decisively that either 
verse implies an intention to identify the lit t le 
Jesus with the Isaac of the Akedah. 
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son. But in the material we have reviewed, sacrifice is made once for all, with 
universal validity — a basic idea so powerful that it became the dominant 
explanation of the death of Jesus. Whence came this idea and when was it 
adopted into Judaism? 

Unfortunately neither Josephus nor Philo gives us here the help we 
should expect. WhenJosephus tells the story of the Akedah he adds no signif­
icant details to the biblical narrative.1 Philo's treatment of the life of Isaac has 
so largely vanished that I long ago suspected it to have been for some purpose 
suppressed by Christians for the reason that it said so much about the sacrifice 
and atoning value of Isaac which Christians wanted to say of Christ alone. Not 
only have we lost Philo's On Isaac, which he wrote to follow his On Abraham, but 
those sections of Questions and Answers on Genesis which treat of the birth of 
Isaac and the Akedah are also missing. The Akedah is mentioned in On Abra­
ham, but there it is made only a part of the allegory of the two Patriarchs, es­
pecially of the interpretation of Abraham. In Philo's total allegory Isaac was 
really a higher type than Abraham, a being equaled only by Moses. Isaac and 
Moses were "self-taught" — "perfect from the beginning," men who did not, 
like Abraham and Jacob, reach the heights by labor and climbing, but were 
from boyhood the full representation of God's power to men. As such, the spe­
cial attribute of Isaac was that of his Hebrew name, "Laughter," and this Philo 
makes to mean the supreme happiness of God, which man shares in mystic 
rapture. The sacrifice of Isaac represents, then, Abraham's willingness to sub­
ordinate his desire for personal happiness in his desire for God himself; it 
taught Abraham, and teaches us after him, that the goal of striving is the su­
preme desirability and virtue of God himself, not the happiness which union 
with God brings. The only way in which we can keep the joy of God is to be 
constantly ready to give it back to God who gives it. We must fix our attention 
upon God, not upon his gifts, if we wish to keep the gifts.' in  That is, m the few 
Philonic references to Isaac that we have, he is one who leads the Jew mto the 
consummation of mystic achievement in the hellenistic sense. 

As to the Akedah, Philo calls it a "thank offering" —here charistenon in­
stead of his usual euchansteriun.·" The difference seems to me of no impor­
tance. We have seen that the Jewish festivals all become "eucharists" to Philo, 
in that they become, through the giving of thanks, mvstic rites of passage from 
the material to the immaterial. The two words occur so often in this sense in 
Philo's writings that when he applies charistenon to the Akedah it is clear that 
the Akedah too has this mystic meaning for him. Indeed, Philo goes on at once 
to explain that the transition from changing matter to the changeless Existent 

129. Antt . .  I, 222-236 (xiii.  1—4), 
Lerch, op. at.,  5-27. 

130. Abr.  201-205, LA H I ,  209. Other 
interesting allegories (here irrelevant) on de­

tails of the narrative are to be found in Som 1. 
64 f.,  193— 195; Post 17-20; AJigr 140; 
132- 136. 

13 j. Immut. 4. 
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One is symbolized by the binding of Isaac, by which Isaac lost his power of 

movement or change. 

Philo also comments on the shofar of Rosh Hashanah, but does not con­
nect this horn with the horn of the ram in the Akedah; it is the horn of war 
turned into what another hellenistic Jewish document calls the "trumpet of 
peace."1The explanation recalls the eighth of the Homeric Hymns, in which 
Ares is transformed into a god who gives man peace by making him victorious 
in the conflict within his own soul. The shofar is also to Philo the shofar of 
Sinai, whose voice was the true Law — the unwritten Logos in contrast to the 
written law — which was sent out by the blowing to all men. That is, Philo has 
a profoundly mystical and spiritual interpretation of both the Akedah and the 
shofar, but in his passing allusions to the one or the other he nowhere relates 
the two, and wrhere the connection arose cannot be said: but one cannot help 
speculating on the problem. 

The central point about the Akedah story as later interpreted is that it 
teaches not only that the Jews are heirs of the promise made to Abraham and 
of the Law given to Moses, but also that these heroes in their very persons are 
intercessors for and saviors of their descendants. The idea of the value accrued 
through the merit of the Fathers appears frequently in Jewish writings, espe­
cially in the haggadic midrashim, but was never quite congenial to the halachic 
spirit. In contrast, the conception is enormously expanded in Philo's treatment 
of the Patriarchs: in his thinking they are, as incarnate representations of the 
unwritten law of God and nature, much more important than the Code in an ν 

halachic sense. His view of them is that they actuallv were the Wise Men, the 

Sophoi, of pagan dreams, and that "the Wise Man [in this case he is speaking of 

Abraham] is the savior of the race, the intercessor before God, the one who 

seeks pardon for the sins of those akin to him." That is, the Wise Man is a "sav­
ior" in the sense of the mystery religions, though the term Sophos has come 
from Stoic philosophy. What I have described as Philo's "mvsterv religion" is 
the old Jewish cultus shot through with new meaning, such meaning as that in 
the sentence just quoted — the meaning that as we appropriate to ourselves the 
mystic achievements of the Fathers, we can become sharers in their virtues, in 
the sense of being initiates. Philo said that he himself was "initiated into 
Moses." In short, the concept of the Patriarchs as saviors has an inherent 
compatibility with Philonic thinking which it has never had with halachic 
thinking, since the whole idea of a savior whose merits we assume to ourselves 
is the idea which most differentiates Hellenism (and Christianity) from "norm­
ative" Jewish thought. 

At the moment there is the deepest disagreement on the question as to 

132. The so-called pseudo-Justinian Philo, 11. 190- 192. 
Oratw ad Graecos see Bx Light, Light, 303. Cf. 
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whether Philo's ideas are an expansion of such "native" or rabbinic thinking as 
the concept of the Akedah presented, or whether the teachings about the Ake-
dah and the merit of the Fathers conveyed in the haggada are reflections of the 
Philonic, or, better, hellenized Jewish adaptation of Old Testament texts and 
rites to Greek mystery. The interpretation of the Akedah, even in rabbinic tra­
dition, has revealed to us the old hellenistic idea of the dying and rising re­
deemer. But as a whole it offers a conception I do not know in Greek thinking. 
For it expresses not only the familiar hellenistic idea that the savior who died 
broke the iron curtain of death so that we can hope to live like him after death 
as we identify ourselves with his death and resurrection; it goes on to indicate 
that his blood was shed willingly for our redemption, and he has become not 
only the mystic figure with whom we may be identified, but also, though at 
times our finaljudge, more often our intercessor and advocate with the Father. 
The whole seems a peculiar blending of the spirit of Isaiah and Deutero-Isaiah 
with hellenistic conceptions, and is precisely the blending which we know as 
the basic interpretation of Jesus in Christian theology. Il in later versions of 
the Akedah we have suspected the presence of Christian innovations, the 
theme impresses me for the most part as a pre-Christian formulation which, I 
believe, was formative in Christian thinking. It appears to me, however, even 
in its rabbinical form, strongly hellenized. For the fact that atonement is cen­
tered in the Patriarchs, and associated with the Law and the Messiah, is as 
deeply Jewish as the figure of a dying and rising personal savior whose ashes 
are before God seems to me hellenistic. 

In Philo we see the idea in its more fully hellenistic setting, but not in an 
essentially different form The great difference between the rabbinic Jewish 
and the hellenistic conception, as the two appear to me here, consists in the 
transition from the explanation of the Akedah as a story of Isaac spared from 
the sacrifice by divine intervention, to an interpretation which represents Isaac 
as actually the eternal sacrifice atoning by his merit for all men who blow the 
shofar. The either-or of Judaism versus Hellenism as the source of the concep­
tion disappears when we see that the later idea would have been as impossible 
without both contributions as would be the idea of green without both blue 
and yellow. To argue whether Philo, later Christianity, and the doctrines of the 
merit of the Fathers and of the saving power of the Akedah are basically 
Greek, or 'Jewish with a hellenistic veneer," is as pointless as to argue whether 
green is blue with a yellow veneer or vice versa. It is another instance ot sense­
less debate of the sort that William James compared to an argument as to 
whether the left leg or the right leg is more important in walking, or whether 
a child is more closely related to its f ather or to its mother. The conception into 
which we have come seems to me to be so completely a composite that while in 
rabbinic writings the color is more blue, and in Philo's writings more yellow, 
the conception in both cases is green; the Isaac of the Akedah and the Christ 
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of theology are brothers, sons of the same two parents, Hellenism and 

Judaism, though one may resemble the father more, the other the mother. 

Or, ma\ I sav explicitly, in the doctrines of vicarious merit and of the Akedah. 

even as propounded by the rabbis, I see influence of hellenistic thinking, in­
fluence which I  suspect was felt in the first instance not in the circle of the 
rabbis themselves, but in such centers and among such people as "Philo the 
Jew" represents. 

With this we have come, I  believe, to the meaning of the shofar on the 
tombstones. Probablv in the minds of those who used the symbol, there was no 
uniform shade of green. We may assume that the shofar meant for all Jews of 
the time hope of a life to come, or it would not have been put on tombstones. 
Insofar as this is true, the thinking was green, if I may keep the figure. But 
where for some the symbol may have had all the implications of the Greek con­
ception of the Sophos and the lex animata, for others it must have carried, much 
more simply, what the rabbis came to tolerate, however grudgingly, as the tra­
dition of the merit of the Fathers. Even where hellenistic admixture was great­
est, however, the Jewish feeling must still have been very strong, as it was with 
Philo. The people buried with the shofar on their graves were Jews who had 
blown the shofar and hoped for life in the other world through the shofar: 
"Eventually thev will be redeemed bv the ram's horn." 

Nevertheless, much as has been found in the Akedah story to illumine the 
symbolism of the shofar, the shofar cannot be taken ever to have represented 
only the personal quest for mercy. Like every good religious symbol, it gath­
ered into itself, in one way or another, all the aspirations and promises of the 
religion which used it. Thus we may well close our exploration with the often 
quoted ten reasons for blowing the shofar given by Saadva b. Joseph, called 
Saadya Gaon, in the tenth century. As abbreviated bv Idelsohn, they are: 

ι )  To proclaim the sovereignn of  God on the anniversary  of  creat ion.  

2 )  To st ir  the people  to  repentance.  

5)  To remind the people  of  the revelat ion on Mount Sinai .  

j )  To remind us  of  the messages  of  the Prophets  

5)  To remind us  of  the destruct ion of  the Temple.  

6 )  To remind us  of  Isaac 's  sacri f ice.  

7)  To cause the human heart  to  tremble.  

8 )  To remind us  of  the Day of  Judgment.  

9)  To remind us  of  the blasts  of  the Shofar  of  redemption which Messiah wil l  

sound 

10)  To remind us  of  the resurrect ion [when again the trumpet  wil l  sound].  

Such a symbol, a sign of repentance bringing hope of mercy and restora­
tion for the nation and the individual alike, might well be carved upon the 
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graves of Jews. Jewish ritual still associates the Akedah and the shofar,1" But 
the custom of putting the shofar on graves seems to have disappeared as the 
vivid symbolism of all the cult objects has faded, or as Jews have largely come 
to ignore those meanings which, in the period we are trying to reconstruct, had 
such deep importance for their ancestors. Yet Jews are still Jews because, 
among other things they do, they blow the shofar. 

E  C O A C H ' S / O A ' S  

T H E  C U L T  O B J E C T S  which the Jews of the Greco-Roman period depicted 
on their synagogues and tombs have gone far to conhrm the surmise that they 
were Jewish substitutes for pagan symbols similarly used. 

The pagan tombs and sarcophagi of the hellenistic and Roman centuries 
display a great number of devices which indicate hope for a life after death, 
and which probably were thought, by their very presence on the tomb, to be of 
some direct help in achieving immortality for the deceased. Jews used a great 
number of these pagan emblems along with their own symbols. But for Jews 
the simplest way of securing for themselves the values implied in hellenistic 
burial practice was to adapt pagan usage by putting Jewish symbols on their 
graves, symbols which, from the way in which they were used, presumably 
would assure immortality to the Jew just as the pagan ones promised future 
life to the pagan, but would assure it in Jewish terms. 

Such an adaptation would necessarily imply that the Jewish cult symbols 
had taken on an eschatological reference by no means implicit in the original 
purpose of the object represented, and quite beyond their connotations in that 
Judaism of later centuries which was oriented by the legalism of the rabbis. For 
the followers of legalistic Judaism have not put these symbols on their graves 
and have read little of eschatological hope into either their forms or their uses. 
Yet our examination of the place of the cult objects themselves in the rituals, 
and of the comments of Jewish mystical writers upon their meaning, has made 
it seem likely that such a wider, if not deeper, feeling about the values they car­
ried was general in the period we are studying. To reach this conclusion, we 
have had to take only one unsupported step — the step which brought us to the 
assumption that the eschatological and mystical association was much more 
common among Jews in the Greco-Roman period than it has ever been in Ju-

133. Silverman, op. cit., 165-170. But 
Silverman, 107 f., uses lhe interpretation of 
modern critics earlier referred to, according 
to which one of the chief motives of the nar­
rative was to put an end to human sacrifice. 
Hc undoubtedly is correct as regards the 

original meaning of the biblical storv, but his 
explanations omit the idea that Isaac was ac­
tually sacrificed, as it appears in the thinking 
of the rabbis. M. Friedmann, "The New Year 
and Its Liturgv," JQR, I (1888/9), 62-75. 
does not mention the Akedah at all. 
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daism at an\ time since, and that those who made the monuments of that time 
found in this association the true meaning of Jewish cult and of its symbols. 

The tombs have kept their silence, and the ornament of the synagogues is 
unexplained in anv contemporaneous literary documents. What their builders 
were thinking must alwavs be ultimately a matter of inference. Those w ho hold 
to the theory that the graphic designs were meaningless decoration, or to the 
notion that they must be explained, if at all, from halachic and rabbinic pos­
tulates, are taking an inferential step quite as undocumented as the one which 
I have suggested. The final inference as to the ideas that lav behind the Jewish 
monuments can be made, I believe, only after we have studied the complete 
picture — the symbolic forms themselves, their history, their cultic associa­
tions, the explanations given them in various Jewish traditions, and finally the 
places and circumstances in which they are represented. I simplv want to stress 
that I am as aware as anyone can be that the final step — namely, my conclusion 
that the symbols have mystical and eschatological reference — is unsupported 
by direct evidence, and is offered only as presenting the greater probability. I 
do not see how anv conclusions other than those I have reached can seem more 
probably correct to one who takes into view all the considerations I have dis­
cussed. That I have brought out everything that may be relevant I cannot 
hope, and anyone who can add evidence that I have overlooked will do me a 
great service. But any additional evidence will still be additional, and will have 
to be discussed as such. 

The Jewish cult symbols on the monuments have at least all proved to 
have been given mystic and eschatological interpretation in Jewish literary 
documents — with the exception of the faqade, which is not mentioned in such 
writings. But the way in which the fa ade was used indicates, more clearly than 
does the use of any of the other forms, that it had. and still has, at least subcon­
sciously, definite association with immortality. Here is the clearest example we 
have yet seen of the stubborn persistence of a value along with a form, even 
though little explanation of the form seems to have been offered in any of the 
v arious religions that utilized it. AsJevvs built it into a tomb portal or the front 
of a synagogue, as it became the mizrach, or pre-eminently as it came to rep­
resent the Torah shrine, the fa ade indicated that God had come to man, and 
that through its doorways man could go to God in mystical union, or into im­
mortal life. 

The other Jewish cult emblems have no such connections with pagan 
forms as the fa£ade has, with the exception of the incense shovel; here identi­
fication is less certain, and the probability that its meaning has been correctly 
explained is by no means so high as in the case of the other objects. But the 
menorah, the lulaband ethrog, and the shofar are idiomatically Jewish, and all 
appear as emblems on graves in such a wav that their eschatological implica­
tion seems to me inescapable. At the same time, the references to them in Jew-
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ish writings, and their use and associations in Jewish cult, appear to justify the 
conclusion not only that they were at the time symbols of mystical achievement 
and immortality, but also that Jews put them on the tombs with such meanings 
consciously in mind. Specifically, the menorah seems to have become a symbol 
of God, of his streaming Light and Law; it was the Tree of Life, the astral path 
to God, and the mediating female principle, the Mother. The lulab and ethrog 
carried on the association with Tabernacles as a festival of rain and light, but 
took on mystical overtones, to become a eucharist of escape from evil and of 
the passing into justice as the immaterial Light comes to men. They came even 
to signify the mystic marriage. But all of these mystical interpretations looked 
to immortality. The shofar was the great symbol of God's mercy and forgive­
ness, of imputed merit available to every man from the treasury of merit 
stored up through the virtuous acts of the Fathers, especially of Isaac, so that 
it too became an eschatological symbol. 

The manner in which Jews used these symbols in ornamenting their syn­
agogues recalls what has long been recognized about the Jewish borrowings 
from pagan symbolism, namely, that the symbolic vocabulary taken from the 
pagans and adapted in synagogue decoration is almost if not entirely a funer­
ary vocabulary. The implication seems obvious that synagogue worship, at the 
time when these borrowings occurred, was oriented in mysticism and the hope 
of life after death. To the impression made by these borrowed symbols we can 
now add the impressions gained from our studies of the uses made of Jewish 
cult objects. These were, indeed, represented in the synagogue decorations in 
ways in which halachic Jews have never thought of representing them, but 
their primary symbolic use seems to have been in connection with graves. The 
cluster of such svmbols found in the synagogue of Beth Alpha corresponds 
closely to the cluster that appears in the Catacomb Torlonia in Rome, but has 
a relevance in the catacomb which it does not immediately manifest in the 
synagogue — the relevance of its essentially eschatological implications. Trans­
ferred from the tombs to the synagogues, the symbols must indicate that syn­
agogue worship was concerned with life after death in a sense far beyond any­
thing that appears in synagogue worship under rabbinic guidance. 

We have already come a long way, I believe, in our search for light on the 
question which is the central interest of our entire study, namely, the question 
as to what sort of Judaism produced all this art. The feeling is that it was an 
intensely loyal Judaism, loyal in its belief that the Jewish faith offered man the 
true knowledge of the nature and will of God, and that the institutions of Ju­
daism defined the duty of man in this life and were his promise of security 
after death. But the Jews who lived under hellenistic and Roman influence had 
come to ask questions of their Jewish tradition, as they looked to it for 
consolations — questions which had much more importance for them than for 
the rabbinic scholars, who, especially in Babylonia, were more segregated 
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from pagan impact than the mass of Jews in the Greco-Roman world. Many of 
these questions had crept into the thinking of the rabbis, and are sporadical]* 
reflected in their writings; but the questions did not have the same immediacy 
for the rabbis that they had for the Jews who built and worshiped in the syn­
agogues, and who were interred in the graves most commonly found. 

The new questions were, first, the one with which Philo was most con­
cerned: How could Judaism take men from the material to the immaterial? 
The second was a question which Philo's mysticism made largely irrelevant for 
him, but which was crucial for the mass of pagans and Christians, as well as for 
Jews: How could religion take man into a blissful immortality? Philo's answer, 
and apparently that of many of his associates in Alexandria, was to turn Ju­
daism into the true Mystery, by which he had in mind the sort of conception in 
which educated and thoughtful pagans saw the true meaning of the mystery 
cults — salvation from bondage to the flesh and its desires, and release to share 
in the freedom of immaterial reality. At the same time the great majority of 
pagans were seeing in their mysteries a means of escaping from material bond­
age to a redemption which would help them to face the great judgment after 
death, and make them ready for acceptance in the future life. Such a pagan 
hope is expressed in the Sabazian paintings of a tomb m Rome. Correspond­
ingly, the great majority of Jews in the period appear to have been regarding 
their Judaism as the true Mystery in this more popular sense. As in paganism, 
there was no feeling of a discrepancy between the two levels, the eschatological 
and the mystical: hence Jews probably as a matter of course conceived Judaism 
as a Mystery in both senses. And as ordinary pagans put the symbols of their 
mysteries on their sarcophagi, ordinary Jews put the cult symbols of their Mys­
tery in the same places and, presumably, with the same basic intent. Christians 
have ever since used Christian symbols in the same way. 

That modern Jews find in their religious traditions the answers to modern 
social problems makes them no less Jews Similarly, the fact that the Jews of the 
Greco-Roman world were finding in their religion the answers to the problems 
which concerned all men in their day detracted bv no means, I believe, from 
their loyalty to Judaism, and does not compromise their right to a place in Jew­
ish history, even though all that the Talmud can say of many of their practices 
is that one or another rabbi did not stop them. 

Such is the impression that we derive from the Jewish cult symbols as we 
find them in the synagogues and on the graves of the period. We are read) to 
see not only that it was possible for the Jews of the period to interpret and use 
the symbols of their own cult in this way, but also that they were so close to the 
thinking of their neighbors (just as modern Jewish idealists are close to the ide­
alism of gentiles) that thev could take a host of pagan svmbols which appeared 
to them to have in paganism the values they wanted from their Judaism, and 
blend them with Jewish symbols as freely as Philo blended the language of 
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Greek metaphysics with the language of the Bible. We must constantly assume 
that to their minds the borrowed symbols only enriched their Judaism, just as 
for Philo the terminology of Greek metaphysics seemed only to express more 
accurately what he felt to be the real meaning of Scripture, and as modern 
Jews avail themselves of the terminology of current social and philosophical 
thought only to bring out more clearly the intent of their Jewish forefathers. 
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Pagan Symbols in Judaism: 

Astronomical Symbols 

LA T E  A N T I Q U I T Y  w a s  d e e p l y  c o m m i t t e d  t o  a n  a s t r a l  a p p r o a c h  t o  

religion. The religions of earlier Greeks and Romans largely revolved 

round seasonal festivals, but neither people seem to have understood clearly 

that the seasons themselves are controlled by the astral bodies and relations. 

Similarh' Apollo had been a sun god, but not at all as distinctively so as the later 

Helios or Sol Invictus who largely came to take his place. As the astral concep­
tion came in from the East, most of the older mvths and divine personalities, 
and a large part of ancient ritual, were interpreted or altered to express the 
sense of fatalism and determinism that astral control of the universe and of 
man's fate indicated. With so much else from pagan religious thinking coming 
into Judaism, to find the Jews using astral symbolism, and presumably astral 
values, in their own worship and thinking is quite what we should now expect. 
We must begin, as before, to justify a consideration of the subject by reviewing 
the astral symbols preserved in Jewish remains. 

A. AS'/ RAL SYMBOLS / .VJ i IVM//  R E M A  / .VV 

O N E  O F  T H E  B E S T  attested designs from Jewish religious art of the late 
Roman Empire and the "Byzantine" centuries is the circle of the zodiac with its 
twelve signs, in the center of which Helios drives his quadriga. The Jews 
squared this circle in the usual way of the period by putting a Season in each 
of the four quarters outside it The magnificent mosaic at Beth Alpha shows 
this design almost intact. Here Helios is presented in full-raved glory with the 
sickle of the moon beside him and twenty-four stars.' The Seasons in the cor-

l .See Goodenough. jeumh Symbols. I ,  

248-251  Studies of the Beth Alpha mosaic,  

in addit ion to those cited there,  are:  R. His-
chnitzcr,  "The Meaning of the Beth Alpha 

Mosaic." Yedint- Bulletin uf the Jewish Palestine 

E \ / > l u H i t n m  S o c i e t y ,  X V I I I  ( 1 9 5 4 ) ,  1 9 0 — 1 9 7  

In T he Beth Alpha Mosaic,  a  New Interpre­

t a t i o n , '  J e w i s h  S u a a l  S t u d i e s .  X V I I  ( 1 9 5 5 I ,  

'33 -  l44· d ' s o  tn Mrs Wischnitzer.  she fol­
lows the earl ier  art icle in making the mosaic 

as a Η hole a presentation ot  the Feast  of  Tab­

ernacles She did not succeed in conuncing 
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ners, however, are put opposite the wrong signs. Spring, ior example, is beside 
the signs of Summer, and the others are correspondingly misplaced. This 
seems to me to indicate that the members of the congregation had not even 
basic astronomical or astrological information or concern. And if they were 
without even elementary information about the zodiac, they must have had lit­
tle interest in celestial observation or reckoning. For to know which months of 
the year correspond to which signs is the very beginning of such study. The 
zodiac, that is, does not testify to the congregation's interest in, or use of, as­
trology. ' 

The other zodiacs in synagogue mosaic floors are not so well preserved. 
Of the zodiac of Yafa we have only Taurus and a little of Aries. Each of them 
is set in a circular disk, and between these at the outer edge swim dolphins. The 
corners could not have had Seasons, since of the one corner enough is kept to 
show that there was no room for a Season. Instead we have vines and a leaping 
tiger, and, nearby, an eagle perched on a female mask head much like the ones 
at Dura. The association of the zodiac, accordingly, seems to be Dionysiac. Not 
a tessera seems left from the center, where we should expect Helios. 

Of the zodiac in the synagogue at Naaran a little more is preserved, 
though Pisces is the only sign not deliberately mutilated, while the face of He­
lios and his horses seem likewise purposely destroyed, as well as the faces of the 
Seasons. Here even greater disregard appears for the signs as astral symbols, 
for the Seasons rotate counterclockwise, the signs clockwise. From the syn­
agogue in Isfiya only one Season is left, and enough fragments to show that a 
similar zodiac was there, but Avi-Yonah thought the whole as inaccurate here 
as at Naaran. Helios has totally disappeared from the center—if, as may be 
presumed, he was originally there. We have, then, four assured cases of the 
zodiac in mosaic on synagogue floors, and though Helios is left inside only two 
of them, he probably once stood in all four. The Seasons surround only three 
of the zodiacs. Considering the few synagogue floors whose mosaic design is 
still preserved at all, the high proportion with the zodiac, Helios, and Seasons 
makes it inevitable to presume that such decoration must have been very com­
mon indeed. 

The zodiacs in mosaic are now supplemented by a bronze hanging bracket 

me. S. Renov. in the same issue of Y e d w t ,  pp 

198-201, published " The Relation of Helios 

and the Quadriga to the Rest of the Beth Al­

pha Mosaic." The whole is messianic, he be­

lieves, the astral panel means Clod's glory, the 

moon sickles on the four horses refer to lhe 

moon as symbol of the Davidic dynasty, and 

"the four horses stand for the four hundred 

years of Davidic rule in the messianic era " 

All three of these articles are excellent ex­

amples of attempts to impose ideas from me­

dieval Judaism upon the old s\mbols 

2 Haiitmann. Seasons, I,  194, suggests 

that such designs were "calendars," by which 

I suppose he means that one could recall 

from them which signs were in each season. 

That the Seasons are displaced beside the 

Jewish zodiacs shows this to be impossible for 

them 
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for lamps, fig. 12.' It was found in the excavations in Galilee, five kilometers 

east of Acre, at el-Mekr. An Aramaic-Hebrew inscription is cut on the bottom 

of the ring,-· interrupted in two places bv a familiar group of symbols, the 
seven-branch menorah flanked by a lulab and shofar. The inscription is ex­
tremely difficult. Frey and U. Cassuto read it: Ce cercle [l'ont offert un tel et un 
tel] au lien sacre [ = a la synagogue] de Kefai-Hanamah. Beni suit Ieur souvenir. 
Amen. Selah. Paix. Mv colleagues Obermann and Pope kindly examined it, but 
pointed out that to translate this as "circle" is only to paraphrase a word liter­
ally meaning "crown." Following some unintelligible letters, thev read "at the 
holy place of the village of . Mav thev be remembered for good (or, the good 
of God) . . . Selah. Peace." The object was probably not made after the fifth or 
sixth century, since the symbols of menorah, flanked bv lulab and shofar, are 
extremely rare after that period, and it mav well be considerablv older. But the 
place name is by no means sure. The ring is perforated bv twelve holes, and a 
central lamp is thought to have hung from the hook below the bracket. The 
form, then, is that of a central light surrounded by a circle of twelve lights, and 
I have no doubt that it represented the zodiac. For our word zodiac is from the 
adjective in the Greek expression "zodiacal circle," or "circle of zodta," small an­
imals. Each sign is in Greek a zodion; the whole is the "circle."' The "crown" 
would here reallv mean the circle of the zodiac. The central light seems to be 
the sun itself. The "sacred place" to which the zodiac was given was almost cer­
tainly a synagogue, since the word "place" has turned up so often as a word for 
the synagogue building. We cannot conclude from this inscription that the zo­
diac had cultic implications or was a sacred object, because the same sort of lan­
guage was used for the donor of anv part of the svnagogue. But we look with 
increased interest at the zodiacs now that we know the Jews used them ali\e, if 
I mav call it that, alive with burning lights as well as in the static mosaics. 

Interest in the zodiac is witnessed bv other pieces from ancient Jewish art. 
A stone frieze, or piece from a screen, was found among the remains of the 
synagogue of Kefr Birim, carved with a running fret. In the interstices are a 
shell, a bull, a woman's bust, a goat, and, along with leafy rosettes, a centaur 
shooting an arrow. The stone is clearlv a fragment, and mav be nearlv com­
plete, but the centaur shooting can onlv be Sagittarius, so that the others are 
presumably Taurus, Virgo, and Capricorn. Sukenik's restoration of the rest of 
the signs is possible, though all the signs need not have been originallv repre-

3, Courtesv of G. Faider-Fevtmans and 
the Mariemont Museum in Belgium. See also 
the photograph of the object, upside don η to 

show the inscription on the bottom, in LesAn-
tiquites egyptiennes, gieeques. romames efgallo-io-
maines du Mtuee de Mariemont. Brussels. 1952. 

191 (no S 15), plate 65 

4 See CIJ, II 1  164 f ,  no 980. where the 

inscription is published in a circle after the 

reading of L Cassuto. 

5 LS. 5λ\.. gi\e full documentation for 

this statement. Cf Hanfmann, Seaunv,. I. 
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sented in this trieze, since odd signs appear elsewhere. Neugebauer kindlv 
wrote me that he doubted if this was ever a complete zodiac.'' For example, 
Pisces is unmistakable on a carved stone from the synagogue at er-Rafid. On a 
lintel from Nawa the menorah is made into a solar symbol by its central light 
elevated as a round object, while a fret runs on either side with several open­
ings. Clearly something objectionable has been chipped away from the open­
ings, and as in the openings of the fret at Kefr Birim, they may well have been 
signs of the zodiac." Reports have been made that fragments of a carved dec­
oration were found in the synagogue of Sheikh Ibreiq (Beth Shearim) which 
seem to have formed part of a zodiac design. I have seen nothing to confirm 
the idea that a full mosaic was in the synagogue. Jewish acceptance of the zo­
diac appears from its identification with Moses and the twelve tribes at the 
springs of Elim in one of the paintings at the Dura synagogue." 

The potency of the zodiac in this milieu is, however, directly attested by a 
strange amulet that was kindly loaned to me from the de Clercq collection.1 ' 
The two main faces were reprinted from de Ridder in my study of the Jewish 
amulets, with remarks that I now see were not entirely accurate, On one of 
these faces Adam and Eve stand beside the tree, not in Christian shame but in 
Gnostic triumph as the snake gives them the true knowledge. On the other a 
zodiac appears as a circular band with a boss in each division to represent its 
sign, while the sun and moon are on either side, and the seven planets (little 
bosses) below the sun. In the center of the zodiac circle a mound wrapped 
about with a snake takes the place of Helios, a fact which puzzled me earlier 
but which I now see represents the typical omphalos with snake, the symbol of 
Apollo. It seems entirely safe to see in this a product of some Jewish form of 
Naasene Gnosticism, in which the sacrament was to eat loaves about which a 
snake had coiled, for the Hebrew letters on every face, and the single long, if 
inscrutable, Hebrew inscription, must have come from Jews. The form of the 
letters dates the amulet in the second or third century after Christ. That it was 
typical of hellenized Judaism in general can hardly be suggested, but that this 
sort of thing was going on among some Jews can now hardly be denied. Our 
interest here is in its offering another example of astronomical symbolism in 
Jewish dress. 

Use of the zodiac in synagogues is still customary among some groups of 

6. The female bust seemed to him more 
likely "either sun or moon or one of the 
planets, e.g. Venus." But he does recognize 
Aries and Taurus as well as Sagittarius 

7. Morton Smith kindlv reminded me 
that less than twelve openings are left, so that 
all the signs could not have been on this lintel. 
It was pointed out that they probably were 

not all present at Kefr Binm Galling thought 
he saw reminiscences ol the zodiac on a lamp. 

8. See fig. 47 and Goodenough1 lewish 
Symbols .  XII ,  170-171,  and By Light ,  L ight ,  

209 f. 
9. It is to be published in the first num­

ber of Greek and Byzantine Studies 
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East European Jews, especially those from Poland. A fine example is painted 

round the ceiling of a synagogue in New Haven, fig. 13. "• Like so much in Jew­
ish custom, this seems a survival whose origin and original meaning are now 
totally forgotten by members of the synagogue. No consecutive history of this 
device in Jewish art can be traced, so far as I know, from antiquity to the pres­
ent, and its modern introduction in Poland, or wherever, may ha\e been a 
fresh invasion of the symbol. But it is so surprising a "decoration" for a syn­
agogue, surprising not least to Jews from all other parts of the world, that its 
adoption seems impossible as a "mere decoration" at anv time. I should guess 
that its "explanation" was in terms of the rabbinic identification of the twelve 
signs with the twelve tribes, each of which had a sign on its "banner."" 

Symbols of the sun and moon are likewise to be considered as marking an 
astral orientation of religion. We encountered these symbols chieHv on amu­
lets. That Helios has the moon sickle beside him at Beth Alpha cannot be 
pressed as meaning more than that the moon, and the stars with it, show his 
heavenly setting. One amulet with no Christian detail shows Daniel kneeling in 
prayer between the lions within the den, while he is brought an ideograph of 
sun and moon by a figure carrying also the crook that is usually associated with 
such quasi-divine personalities as satyrs. The figure here stands on a moun­
tain, and the starrv heavens are indicated by a number of stars above him.'-' 
The whole seems a reference to astral piety, in which the symbol of divinity 
brought to the hero is not a wreath or a palm branch, but the sun and moon. 
The design would be as strange in Christianity as in Judaism, and 1 suspect, but 
can say no more, that the amulet was Jewish. In other amulets this ideograph 
is directly labeled lad. But astral symbols appear commonly on amulets, and 
are there Judaized, Not only are the anguipede and Chnoubis definitely solar, 
and definitely labeled Ιαό, but the haloed cavalier is God, and these, with Harpo-

crates and many other figures, are identified with Helios, who is also lad. One of 

the alternatives, meaning the same thing, is the solar lion, but Helios in his 

quadriga, along with Selene driving her pair, together are labeled Iao, Sabaoth, 

Abrasax, the Existing One (ό ών). Helios and Selene are represented as busts on 

another amulet. The fascination oflater pagan antiquiu with solar and astral re­
ligion is clearly reflected in popular Judaism. This led to the adoption of solar 
symbols of all kinds on Jewish amulets, and to such explicit solar svmbols as Helios 
driving the quadriga through the zodiac in the synagogues. 

The charms give even more specific, because verbal, testimony to the same 
thing. OneJewess prayed: 

10. The Iemple Keser Israel. Photo­
graph courtesy oi Rabbi Andreiv Klein. It 
seems unnecessary to show more than Libra 
over the I'orah shrine. The other signs are 
equally \ i\ id 

1 1 For the signs on the banners see 

D. Feuchtw ang in MdWJ.  LIX (1915), 244. 
12 I know this amulet only through the 

old drawing of Garrucci. and w hcther he has 
counted the stars correctly I cannot sa\ I 

count 24 of them. 
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Hail Helios, hail Helios, hail thou God in the heavens. Thy name is omnipo­

tent .  . .  Make me . .  . beautiful as Iao, rich as Sabaoth, blessed like Liliam1  great 

as Barbaras, honored as Michael, distinguished as Gabriel, and I will give 
thanks. 

Twobrief charms hail "Helios on the Cherubim." AnotherJewish prayer says: 
"Hail Helios, hail Helios, Hail Gabriel, hail Raphael, hail Michael, hail all of 
you. Give me the authority and power of Sabaoth, the strength of Iao."1 ' I see 
no reason to be surprised at this, for we have all along known that the Essenes 
addressed prayers to the sun. The figure, then, must be understood as being 
if not a representation of God for Jews at least a manifestation of Deity, a sign 
of Deity, and, because of the potency to which the amulets attest, a symbol of 
Deity. The other symbols which have turned out to have solar references — the 
bull, the lion, rosettes and wheels, the gorgoneum, the eagle — all seem to have 
attested in their own ways to the heavenly direction of man's piety, and that the 
Head of this heavenly existence was best typified in the sun. 

A clearly astral symbol appeared in the Jewish adaptation of the semeion, 
a symbol made up of tiers of "round objects" which was definitely used with 
astral deities. This sign was so far from being a conventional form of decora­
tion that its being taken over by Jews in so many places seems to indicate the 
astral orientation of at least much of their piety. 

We have also seen the Seasons oriented with Helios and the zodiac in a way 
to relate them with the same sort of piety. The Seasons are the chief form of 
alluding to astrahsm in the West. The most famous Jewish example is the sar­
cophagus fragment at Rome, where two Victories hold up a medallion in 
which is the menorah, with two Seasons at the right. Originally the other two 
must have been at the left of this central motif. The putti trampling grapes un­
der the menorah, and riding one a hare and one a dog at the Seasons' feet, 
seem to orient the whole with Dionysiac thinking,μ but this in no sense detracts 

from the value of the Seasons as astral or cosmic symbols. The Seasons also ap­
pear as cupids upon a sarcophagus lid irom the Jewish Catacomb Monteverde 
at Rome, and, as Cumont recognized,^ this makes the fragment more rather 

13. See Morton Smith, "Palestinian Ju­
daism in the First Century," in Moshe Davis. 
Israel-Ib Role in Civilization, 1956. '19. 

14. Hanfmann, Seasons,  I, 195, argues 
against any Dionysiac reference in the putti 
on this sarcophagus. "The vintage scene un­
der the medallion may be interpreted as a 
seasonal scene rather than as a symbol of Dio-
nvsiac happiness." I his is a possible interpre­
tation of the scene in isolation, but it is quite 
unlikely in view of the history of vintage 
scenes as we have seen them in ancient funer­
ary art. On the sarcophagus at Dumbarton 

Oaks with which he is primarily concerned, 
the little hgures under the Seasons seem to 
me symbolic of fercilit). A man milks a ewe 
(spring) in the way we have seen to be highlv 
symbolic; a man carries a sheaf of grain (sum­
mer): and 111 the center is a vintage scene (au­
tumn). All these seem to me to represent the 
tertilitv and hie produced b\ the four Sea­
sons above, with the fourth Season, winter, 
conspicuous!) unrepresented below. On the 
sarcophagus all together would naturally re­
fer to the hopes of the deceased 

15 Symbolume, 496 
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than less likely to be Jewish. The same is true of two fragments, both appar­
ently from a single sarcophagus, found in the Jewish Catacomb Torlonia at 
Rome On one of these fragments a reclining figure holds a cornucopia, 
while the bent-up knee of another has a basket on it, both of them as on the 
fragment from Monteverde. These fragments from Monteverde and Torlonia 
have been categorically pronounced chance fragments from pagan sarcophagi 
brought in for reuse, but there is no indication of such reuse on any of them. 
The judgment was pronounced because such designs of Seasons are common 
on pagan sarcophagi and seemed scandalous on Jewish ones. Like many such 
judgments, this one has gained weight bv repetition. But the presence of these 
pieces in Jewish catacombs puts the burden of proof, not of assertion, on those 
who think them unfitting for Jewish original use. Since we have now seen that 
Seasons are so well attested in Judaism, we must assume as the greater proba­
bility that the pieces were parts of sarcophagi used for Jewish burials.'" 

In the corners of a painted ceiling in the Catacomb Vigna Randanini are 
four cupids, which Frey properly identified as the Seasons.'" That these are 
Seasons is made likely by the very form of the ceiling design. For in this room, 
as well as in two others of the catacomb, the design was basically that of what 
Lehmann has taught us to call the "dome of heaven."'" It consists of a central 
circle supported by designs at the sides and corners, usually also distinguished 
by being set in frames, which pull the whole into the square or rectangle of the 
room. The design is most basically seen in Painted Room IV of this catacomb, 
where the ceiling is divided into such spaces. There the spaces themselves are 
empty, except that lulabs are in the ones in the corners. This room presents a 
problem to which several answers suggest themselves, but none is satisfactory. 
It was obviously cut out, a most expensive operation, by a man of considerable 
means, and he, or his father, was almost certainly buried in the arcosolium op­
posite the door with the menorah above it. With this goes well the clearly ex­
pensive sarcophagus, part of which still stands in the arcosolium. Why was 
such an expensive operation finished off by the crudely drawn empty frames 
on the ceiling? There was money to have them properly painted. Was it ani-
conic prejudice that kept them empty? The broken corners of the sarcophagus 
seem to speak clearly of offenshe carvings at the corners which, by deliberate 
effort, were hewn out and destroyed. I know of no way to account for such a 

16 Cf. M. Gutschow in Bever and Lietz-
niann. Tmttmia, 44, where pagan and Chris­
tian parallels are listed 

17. 1 cannot agree with Hantmann. loc. 
cit  .  that these need not be considered )ewish 
because not dehnitelv attested as such In 
these matters we must rel\  upon probabilm , 
not proof. That so high a proportion ol the 

"intrushe pieces" show designs of Seasons in 
itself makes it  highh probable that thev re­
flect (ew ish love and use of Season symbol­
ism 

18. Bibhra,  XY (1934), 284. 
19 Rarl Lehmann. "The Dome of 

Hea\en.",4r/Bti//pim. XXVll (1945). 1-27 
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crude ceiling in so expensive a setting. Of only one thing can we be sure: the 
system of frames in the ceiling themselves had a meaning, whether they con­
tained anything or not, and the meaning would seem to be that of the dome of 
heaven. This conclusion seems confirmed by the little painted catacomb in the 
Via Appia Pignatelli, of which only a verbal description is known. "The ceiling 
is simply decorated with lines, only that in the middle there is a circle which 
seems to have contained some representation. Within this circle are traces of a 
crown of laurel." 

In the circle at the center of such ceiling designs, as Lehmann has dem­
onstrated, was usually painted the chief hope of heaven, the deity to whom one 
desired to come, or the savior, or saving symbol, to take man there. The crown 
still to be seen in the ceiling last described would agree with this. So in Painted 
Rooms I and II of the Catacomb Vigna Randanini are pagan symbols of sal­
vation, divine figures, which, contrary to antecedent ideas, it must be imagined 
the Jews had somehow reconciled with their Judaism. The young man getting 
the crown has already got to heaven. It is no more shocking that Jews should 
have made use of these figures than that they used Victory, or Helios himself. 

Further adaptation of the design appears in the Catacomb Torlonia, 
where the divisions of the ceiling are identical but where a Haming menorah 
occupies the circle at the center. Four dolphins with tridents are in the spaces 
at the four sides, but the corners are dedicated to three lulabs and a shofar. 
Adaptations of this design are put in the arches of the arcosolia, both with 
lighted menorahs at the center, in one case balanced by pomegranate and sho­
far, in the other by pomegranate and scroll. In another arcosolium the vault 
was covered with a design made up of a series of geometrical units each con­
taining a star or sun, while at the bottom of the vault on either side a peacock 
seems to pick at a bunch of grapes. The combination suggests astralism as a 
symbol of immortality. In the vault of a fourth arcosolium were painted larger 
and more ornate geometrical units, with rosettes rather than the cruder star or 
sun symbols within them. Both can be taken to be designs of the starry heaven, 
and to be astral in reference. We see again that since the dome of heaven is 
interchangeable with the starry ceiling, both probably refer to an astral con­
ception of religion. 

Although no zodiac or Helios is preserved from Jews of the West, there­
fore, the Seasons and the ceiling decorations make it highly likely that they also 
thought of their religion in astral terms.·"' Cumont i l  noted that specific astral 
signs in the pagan West also were very rare, but he did not notice that the place 
of these was taken by the ceilings, which were so common in the West as to be-

20. A slrange temple, striped in seven seemed to reflect the seven planets 
colors, stands among the paintings of the 21 Symbolisme, 240,252. 
Dura synagogue. These seven colors have 
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come a most important part of Christian tradition, while the more definitely 
astral signs, such as the zodiacs and the sun and moon ("star and crescent") had 
little importance in Christian symbolism. It is clearly noteworthy that the same 
distinction is found injewish art. 

The specific astral signs do appear at the back of two of the Torlonia ar-
cosolia. In one the design is largely destroyed, but the top of a gabled shrine 
or temple is still preserved, and a crescent moon stands beside it on either side, 
waxing and red at the left, waning and green at the right. This little shrine I 
take to be a temple, since unlike the other designs of Torah shrines, it shows 
one side as well as the front. But in the other arcosolium an indisputable Torah 
shrine stands with its doors open, cult implements clearly about it much as at 
Beth Alpha. This shrine is definitely in the heavens also, however, because at 
its left, as Lietzmann describes it, "the sun (green) breaks through clouds 
which are striped in black, green, and red, while on the right the moon stands 
likewise in striped clouds, and a dark star is directly above the shrine itself."^ 
His photographs do not show this, but the fact is highly important. The 
impression is that the synagogue implements are elevated to the heavens, that 
the Torah shrine is in some way equivalent to the little temple of the first ar­
cosolium, and that the Jews buried here could hope for nothing better upon 
reaching heaven than to have their own forms of worship continue. Indeed the 
worship prescribed for Jews on earth anticipates the life in heaven, and pre­
pares them to go there. One feels also that the same group of symbols above 
the Helios and zodiac at Beth Alpha have the same reference to the heavenlv 
nature and preparation of Jewish worship. 

Cumont's long insistence upon the astral significance of the seven lamps 
of the menorah goes very well with this interpretation, where the flaming men-
orah is three times in the center of the heavenly ceiling.2 '  There is much more 
here than Beyer and Lietzmann's "hallmark of Judaism."^ In contrast, thev 
take the star over the shrine to be unzweifelhaft the symbol of the Messiah.-1"1 

They identify it with the star that appears over a shrine on the coins of Bar 
Kokba, where they suppose it means: "The Messiah will restore the Temple 
and its cult." Cumont's astral interpretation of the menorah bv no means 
exhausts its symbolism, but it has the virtue of considerable literary evidence. 
The interpretation goes perfectly with the position of the candlestick in the 
design, as it well may for the candlestick between the Seasons on the sarcoph­
agus fragment. Identification of the star with the Messiah, however, is one of 
those specific interpretations which I consider so dangerous that I rarely in-

22 Beyer and Lietzmann, Torloma, 1¾ 
23 Symbolisme, 495 f. In his earlier pub­

lications of this study in RA, Ser. V, Vol. IV 
(1916), 11 — 13, ^umont seemed more nearly 
right, though he was not then so well in-

tormed on the Jewish menorah of the period 
m general. He b\ no means abandoned his 
old position in his later revision 

24, Torloma, 20. 
25. Ibid.. 24 
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dulge in them.*6 Largely because they were looking for such definite explana­
tions, I feel, Beyer and Lietzmann thought that the fragments of the Seasons 
sarcophagus could not be Jewish, but must be pagan intrusions into the cata­
comb. Increasingly these fragments now seem in harmony with the astralism 
that appears on the walls. 

One turns with fresh interest to a sarcophagus fragment found in the 
same catacomb which shows part of the hunting scene at which Adonis was 
killed. No weight can be put upon a single motif as evidence for the general 
beliefs of Jews at the time, but when one recalls that Adonis was an eastern 
symbol for the hope of immortality through the changing astral configurations 
that produced seasons, the irrelevancy of this piece is not so obvious as the first 
investigators supposed. Adonis came to be a favorite symbol in these terms 
throughout the West, and how far late antiquity went in lifting it above the lit­
eral level of the story appears in Macrobius' allegory of it: 

One cannot doubt that Adonis was likewise the sun when one regards the reli­

gion of the Assyrians, among whom the worship of Venus Architis and Adonis 

especially throve at one time, a worship now continued by the Phoenicians. For 

the "physicists" worshiped the upper hemisphere of the earth, the part on 

which we live, giving it the name of Venus, and they called the lower hemi­

sphere of the earth Proserpina. Accordingly among the Assyrians or Phoeni­

cians the goddess is represented as sorrowing because the sun, as it proceeds in 

its annual journey through the order of the twelve signs, goes down also with 

the part of the lower hemisphere, since of the twelve signs of the zodiac six are 

thought to be higher and six lowers Now when it is in the lower, and accord­

ingly makes the days shorter, the goddess is thought to grieve because the sun 

is as it were here lost in the grip of temporary death, and is being held by Pro­

serpina, whom we have called the deity of (he lower circle of the earth and the 

antipodes. They are pleased in turn to believe that Adonis has returned to Ve­

nus when, after the six signs of the lower order have been conquered, the sun 

begins to illuminate the hemisphere of our circle with increasing light and 

length of days. They teach that the killing of Adonis by the boar is a figure of 

winter, seeing it in this animal because the boar which is rough and tough likes 

wet muddy places, places covered with snow, and properly feeds on acorns, a 

fruit of winter. So the winter is like a wound upon the sun which diminishes 

both its light and heat to us, because both occur to animated things in death. A 

statue of this goddess has been set up on the mount Lebanon with her head 

veiled and with a sad expression. She holds her face with her left hand covered 

by her garments and they believe that tears trickle down at the sight of the on­

lookers. This image, besides representing as we said the sorrowing goddess is 

likewise a figure of earth during the winter, at which time when the sun is veiled 

26. In reading explanations of svmbols I 27. This conception of the zodiac is dis-
have found that "doubtless" is almost always cussed from the astronomical point of view 

a prelude toa very dubious suggestion. by Pranz Boll. Sphaera, 19°¾' ^47' 
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with clouds she is  widowed and benumbed, and the fountains,  as though the\  

were the e\es of the earth,  flou- more copiousK, and the \er\  fields which for 

the t ime are left  unti l led show a sorrowful face.  But u hen the sun emerges from 

the lower parts  of  the earth and passes over the l ine of the vernal  equinox w hile 

the da\s lengthen, then is Venus ga\, and the fields become beautifulK gTeen 
with r ising grain,  the meadows with grass,  the trees with leaves.  AVherefore our 

ancestors dedicated the month of April  to Venus. '"  

We are getting ahead of our storv, but it is at once clear that if the Jews had use 
for the Seasons as svmbols of their hope, the\ could as well have used the fig­
ure of Adonis, whose death represented the death of the sun, of vegetation, 
and the hope of nature, and of us as part of nature and its resurrection. If a 
RomanJew who thought of the future life in astral terms wanted a sarcopha­
gus which expressed that hope, since the Roman world had no convention for 
direct designing of astral signs upon sarcophagi, it is hard to think how better, 
or. to those who knew, how less invidiously, he could plan his sarcophagus than 
to have Seasons, or the death of Adonis, upon it. 

Steadily we are pushed back to the possibilitv that these astronomical svm­
bols, and Helios himself, meant something in the Judaism of these Jews, some­
thing which could be as central in their thinking as the zodiac panels are phvs-
lcallv central in the synagogue floors. In synagogues we cannot take them to be 
the pagan Helios, or personally divine Seasons or zodiac signs. Had these Jews 
regarded Helios or the Seasons or Adonis as valid and acceptable personal 
gods, their Judaism would have become meaningless: they might better have 
worshiped with the pagans in their temples and spared themselves the trouble 
of building distinct houses for Jewish worship and the distress of Jewish par­
ticularism in Roman society. We have seen, however, that Jews were indeed 
practising syncretism in another sense, for the other tvpes of symbols we have 
discussed have shown a strong probabilitv that Jews brought the symbols into 
Judaism in order to appropriate the values inherent in the symbols, and that 
though by giving them Jewish explanations the origin of the symbols in pagan­
ism was obscured, at least to thejews who borrowed them the basic values were 
bv no means lost. 

The astral and cosmic symbols in themselves have superficially suggested 
that Jews had done much the same with them as with the others, that they had 
Judaized them with explanations in Jewish terms while they had used the orig­
inal values of the symbols to enrich Jewish religious life and hope. If such a 
hy pothesis seems suggested by the astral symbols as they appear in Jewish ar-
cheological remains, we must test it by trying to isolate the essential religious 

28 Macrobius,  Saturnal ia ,  1,  21 (ed E\s-  Porph\r\  PW, XIV, i ,  195,  Cumont,  Svnfcri-
senhardt ,  117 f  ) He ma\ have had this  from l isme,  42. 
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values of astral symbols in paganism, and then by looking to see if Jewish 
literature justifies our thinking that those values did go over into Judaism. 

B .  A S T R A L  S Y M B O L S  I N  P A G A N I S M  

T H E  P A G A N S  from whom Jews borrowed astral symbols could have used 
them with symbolic reference, or as mere ornament, so far, at least, as the 
designs themselves are concerned. We must accordingly recall the place of as-
tralism in ancient thought before we can judge whether the representations 
had more than decorative value, and, if so, what that value was. 

1. In Religious and Philosophic Thought of the 
Greco-Roman Period 

I N F O R M A T I O N  on the place of astralism in Greco-Roman thinking is scat­
tered through a great number of ancient sources. Some of them are as familiar 
as the writings of Plato, even as his Apology itself, where Socrates takes it for 
granted that the sun and the moon are the one type of gods in which everyone 
(except the incredulous Anaxagoras) believes. Other sources are highly diffi­
cult astrological treatises of which the most commonly known are the Aslro-
nomicus of Manilius and the Telrabiblus of Ptolemy, while new ones occasionally 
turn up in manuscripts."11 Throughout the literature of antiquity more or less 
elaborate allusions are made to the stars, their nature and relation to men, al­
lusions which for our purposes have even more importance than the formal 
treatises. The monuments of antiquity furnish many references to the stars in 
inscriptions and carved representations. And the documents of later philoso­
phers and Gnostics, such as the passage just quoted from Macrobius, as well as 
the literature and archeological data of early Christianity, offer perhaps most 

pertinent evidence. 
To all this the beginner has still no adequate introduction, though the best 

approach is through the repetitious but highly imaginative (in the best sense of 
the term) writings of Cumont.1" He is to be supplemented by technical his-

29. The most recently published, to mv 
knowledge, is a Hermetic astrological trac­
tate; see Wilhelm Gundel, Neue astrologitche 
Textedes Hermes Trismegistus, 1936 (Abhand-
lungen der Bayerischen Akademie der Wis-
senschaften, Philosophische-historische 

Abteilung, N.S., XII). 
30. Aside from Cumont's many smaller 

studies in periodicals, the results of which 

were usually incorporated in later studies, 
the most important for the religious value of 
astral symbolism are: "Le Mysticisme astral 
dans l'antiquite," Bulletins de VAcadeime Royale 
de Belgique, Classe des Lettres, 1909, 256-
286; "La Theologie solaire du paganisme ro-

mam," Mem., AIB, XII, ii (1913). 447-479; 
Les Religions orientales dans Ie Paganisme ro-

main, 3d ed., 1929, esp. chaps, vn, vm; Ai-
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tones of astronomy, the works of \V. G u n d e l . ' ' H a n f m a n n , ^ Nilsson, 1 1 and 

o t h e r s . u 

We have seen that nothing in the Jewish monuments seems to r e f e r to as-

tronomy as a science or to astrology as a technique of divination, so that we mav 

leave those highly controversial subjects to the experts. Briefly it mav be re-

marked that the experts still seem basically to disagree: champions o f Egypt 

oppose protagonists of Mesopotamia as the original site of astronomy, the 

source whence it flowed to others A n d there is just as little agreement on the 

contribution of Greece. O n e thing however is obvious: b\ the hellenistic period 

interest in the stars was spreading rapidly all over the western world. Philoso-

phies like Stoicism early became drenched with astralism, as the pantheistic cy-

clical determinism of Zeno was seen to hav e its counterpart in the cyclical de-

terminism of the stars themselves. According to Cicero,'^ "Zeno attributed a 

divine power to the stars, but also to the years, the months, and the seasons." 

O t h e r schools were no less eager to adopt the stars as gods in o r d e r to get a 

deity, or deities, who, following the strictures of Plato and all thought fu l men 

of Greece, would take the place of the Olvmpians. Even in Aristotle the stars 

are what we should call personalities, and the eff icient causes in the universe.1" 

In this, as C u m o n t points out, Greeks were but paralleling (or following) a sim-

trology and Religion among the Gieeks and Ro-

man1,. igi 2: Etudes syr/ennes, 1 c> 17. After Life. 

1922, "Zodiacus" 111 DS, V, 1046— 1062; LE-

gypte des astrologucs. 1937; Symbolisme, 1943, 

Ltixperpetua, 1949, esp. pp. 3 0 3 - 3 4 2 

31 Besides die work just cited see his 

Steruglauhe. Sterni ehgion und Stenwrakel. 

1933. Dekane und Dekansteinbilder, 1936. and. 

with Boll. "Stcrnbildei . Sternglaube und 

Stems\ mbolik bei Griechen und Romcrn," in 

Rose her s Le\. Myth., VI . 1937. 8 6 7 - 1071. 

32. H a n f m a n n . Seasons, is so centered in 

the Seasons that other aspects o f astralism are 

considered on!\ incidentally. But the book is 

very rich, and critically developed 

33 See esp hisG^cc/i Rel, II. 2 5 6 - 2 6 7 , 

4 6 5 - 4 9 8 H e here gives elaborate references 

to the sources and to his and others' earlier 

v\orks See also his "Die astrale L'nsterblich-

keit und die kosnnsche Mvstik," A'umen, I 

(1954). 1 0 6 - 1 1 9 

34 Much of interest is in Lynn T h o r n -

dike. ,4 History of Magie and Expenmental Sci-

ence, 2d ed.. 1929, I; Ernst H e r z f e l d , "Der 

T v p u s des S o n n e n u n d M o n d w a g c n s in d e r 

sasanidischen kunst ," Jahibuth dei preus-

sischen Kunstsammlungen. X L I (1920). 105 — 

140; Franz Boll, Sphaeia Xeuc Griecliische 

Teste und Cuteisucliungeii zui Geschichte dei 

Steinbilder. 1903. P Boy ance, "La Religion as-

trale de Platon a Ciceron," REG, L X V (1952). 

3 1 2 - 350. one should never omit Robert Eis-

ler, whose various works, especially Welten-

mantel und Himmelszelt. 1910. are highly valu-

able as phantasmagorias of uncritically used 

material 

35. Xatura deorum. 1, 36. C f C u m o n t . Av-

trology and Religion among the (,reeks and 

Romans. 108 

36. See W D. Ross on the "Intelli-

gences": Aristotle. 1937. 98, 181. Aristotle, 

perhaps, is thinking of the "spheres" as thus 

animate rather than the stars themselves, as 

E. Zeller insists {Aristotle, 1897. E 495- n 4'-

but Zeller admits that Aristotle savs of the 

stars that we are to think of them not as mere 

inanimate bodies, but as partaking of initia-

tive and life: On the Heavens, 11, xn. 2 9 2 3 1 8 -

21 (ed. \V K. G Guthrie , Loeb ed , p 2061 



ASTRONOMICAL SYMBOLS 129 

ilar tendency of religious thinkers in the East, which put the old gods of my­
thology, gods which were originally local fertility or nature deities, into the 
stars." When Ishtar or Venus became a planet with a predictable course, and 
even the vagaries of Mercury or Mars had been stabilized, man himself took 
on a new and civilized dignity as he strove to live an ordered life in an orderly 
universe. From the point of view of science, astronomical and astrological (our 
sharp sense of distinction between these is very recent), the goal was to chart 
accurately the paths and influences of those cosmic rulers — that is, to achieve 
compJete comprehension of what was now becoming comprehensible. Blind 
fortune, chance, disappeared from such a universe, and fate or providence, 
two terms for the same thing, took their place. 

Iamblichus has already been quoted at length for his final summary of this 
development. Powers, says he, radiate from the sun to every part of the 
heaven, to each sign of the zodiac and heavenly motion. These recipients par­
tially absorb the radiation. So the zodiac represents God who, hourly changed, 
is yet changeless. Plural in manifestation, God is single in himself and in his 
power. 

Man's position in the universe was clear: the soul of man, whether in Pla­
tonic-Orphic" dualism of matter and spirit or in Stoic distinction between 
finer and less fine matter, was a prisoner on this earth. This soul came, prob­
ably, from one of the stars and was destined at death to return, either imme­
diately or after contingencies variously defined by different religions, to its 
source. The cycle implied with some the extinction of a star (a falling meteor) 
and then its later rebuilding as the soul returned to the primum mobile; or it 
implied the reverse, and the falling star was a death. With some the body, too, 
could ascend.,,H Great people, especially kings, could seem to be great stars, 
even the sun itself, on earth.w By no means excluding other beliefs, there came 
into wide acceptance the conception that the sun was the source of all souls and 
was their constant nourisher, just as the moon nourished men's bodies. At 
death the sun took the soul back to itself, was its "anagogue" to draw up the 
souJ of men from cloying matter.··" Cumont has brought this out, as so much 
else, and refers to the "mass of literary evidence and a number of figured mon­
uments" which show the power of the sun god as god of the dead. The astral 
immortality was combined with the solar in many devious ways, such as in the 
theory that souls in ascent had to stop at each of the planets for certain purifi-

37. L.-H. Vincent discusscs an interest­
ing instance of this in his "Le Culte d'Helene 
a Samarie,"RB, XLV (1936), 221 -232. 

38. W Gundel in Roscher, Lex. Myth , 
VI, 1062 f. 

39. On the Emperor as beyond the effect 

of astral determinism because of his inherent 
divinity see Firmicus Maternus, Matlmis. 11, 
xxx, 4 - 7 (ed. W. Kroll and F. Skutsch, 1897. 
I, 86 f.). 

40. After Life in Roman Paganism. 101 -
109, 156- 164: Symbolisme, 202-252 
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cations; or the astral and solar theories were just left side by side unrec­
onciled.Still another conception, of great importance in the centuries when 
the Jewish monuments were being made, is lunar immortality, the notion that 
the abode of the happv dead was the moon. Cumont '2 has richly expounded 
with abundant documentation the manifold forms in which this doctrine was 
expressed. He shows that the sun and moon, in some circles especially the 
moon, came to be regarded as the actual site of the mythological Isles of the 
Blessed, where the fortunate had their immortality, and that this idea was ex­
pounded especially by later philosophers and popular oriental cults, but from 
all his material what emerges most clearly is that there was no standardized 
version of this conception. Sometimes the moon was this abode by itself, some­
times the sun; sometimes the souls of the blessed went into the sphere of the 
fixed stars, using the sun and moon as gates; sometimes they ascended 
through the seven spheres of the planets. Certainly there was no such unanim­
ity of interpretation that we can recognize in the funerary symbols any definite 
system of reference to the heavenh· bodies. Indeed, like the Dioscuri, the Sea­
sons, and the zodiac, the sun and moon seem often to represent the great 
cycles of the universe, day and night, winter and summer, so that Eternity is 
often represented on coins as a veiled goddess holding in either hand the sun 
and moon. As such she could represent, as she seems to do on coins, the eternal 
power of the state; similarly the sun and moon on tombstones could represent 
eternity as the hope of the individual. 

To complicate this picture philosophers of the Platonic and Pythagorean 
tradition could neither escape the attraction of the astronomic scheme nor ac­
cept it literally. So by some all of this was transferred to that basic Platonic con­
ception of the Good as the Sun which Plato originally set forth in the Republic 
Here the visible sun, the material sun, is the highest existence in the material 
world, and is a copy of the ultimate self-subsisting entity of the world of Forms. 
Astronomy is studied by Plato's guardians in order that the conception of 
material units and order may lead to the higher conception of true order in the 
immaterial world. So for the later immaterialists and Neoplatonists astronomy 
and number had tremendous importance, but only as introductory to philos­
ophy itself, which went completely beyond them into the One. The philoso­
phers, of course, were also human beings, so that even Origen kept much 

41 Christianity similarly has a double 
conception of the after life: b\ one concep­
tion the dead sleep in the grave until the da\ 
of the Resurrection, and bv another thev go 
at once, "this day," to Paradise or Purgaton 
as the case ma\ be Both conceptions are rep­
resented in burial services, and if they are 
reconciled bv professional theologians the 
reconciliation is no part of popular under­

standing A de\otee. from a memorial mass 
for his lather m Purgator\. goes to decorate 
the gra\ e u ithout the slightest sense of incon­
sistence Consistenci in beliefs is a necessin 
forxerv feu· people of an\ age. 

4 2 .  Symbolume1  1 7 7 - 2 5 2 .  Cf. Nilsson, 
G n e c h .  R e l . ,  I I .  4 7 1  —  4 7 5 .  

4 3 .  Cumont, S^mbotisme ,  7 8  f (esp. 7 9 .  η 

5). ct4. η 2 
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literal astralism along with his Platonic immaterialism, as indeed did most of 
the Neoplatonists, such as Julian, Porphyry, Iamblichus, and Proclus." 

Popular theosophy made still other modifications. As represented by the 
Hermetic tradition, for example, the true God was one, quite beyond the uni­
verse; but the actual rulers of the material world are the visible gods, the stars, 
of whom the sun is the greatest. These give out the decrees of fate, and only 
rare people have so spiritual a nature that they can by gnosis ascend beyond 
fatalism through the spheres to the spiritual world.»'· This gnosis is the special 
and secret possession of the Egyptian priests, for to them the gods, and es­
pecially Hermes-Thoth, have revealed all human knowledge and useful inven­
tions, Especially has Thoth invented writing and indited sacred books which 
cannot be entrusted to the profane.46 Astrology and philosophy are conspicu­
ous parts of this sacred and secret lore, for "philosophy" as Hermeticists use 
the term was the erudition wherein the old oriental mysticism has learned to 
use the terminology of the Greek philosophic schools.4 ' During the most scien­
tific period of the hellenistic age the connection of the stars with human 
immortality faded out. Men were content to study the stars and learn to submit 
to their implacability, or to try to ascend to them, or to the spiritual world they 
represented, in mystic ascent during this life.4" It is to Ptolemy himself that 
these verses are attributed: 

I know that I am mortal and ephemeral, but when I trace the dense multitude 

of stars in their circular courses my feet no longer touch the earth, but I am, 

along with Zeus himself, filled with the ambrosia on which gods are nour­

ished.41! 

Centuries later, when the values of astralism for immortality had become 
central, its value for mysticism and ethics was still proclaimed. So Firmicus 
Maternus says: 

Gaze upon the heavens with open eyes and let thy spirit never cease to regard 

that most beautiful fabric of divine creation. For then our mind is regulated by 

44. Cumont, After Life m Roman Pagan­
ism, 107 f.; cf. ibid., index, s.v. Neoplatonists 
See also Thorndike, Hntory of Magic and Ex­
perimental Science, I, 298 — 321 

45. Thorndike, 290. 
46. Cumont, VEgyple des astrologues, 152 

This remarkable book was inspired by the 
discovery of the latest and greatest of the her­
metic tracts on astrology, that published by 
Gundel (see above, n. 29), but Cumont made 
his reconstruction on the basis of all the avail­
able material. The chapters on religion and 
morality (pp. 113- 206) are especially impor­

tant for the religious value of pagan astrol­
ogy· 

47 Ibid., 122, 152 f. 
48 Ibid., 203-206. 
49 Anthologia Palatina, ix, 577. Fre­

quently quoted b\ Cumont, as in L'Egypte ties 
astrologues, 206 He quotes this also in his "Le 
Mysticisme astral dans Tantiquite," Bulletins 
de I'Academie Royale de Belgtc/ue, Classe des 
Lettres, 1909, 277. This entire essay, espe­
cially the collection ol material on pp 279-
286, still has great value. 
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the memory of its own majesty, and so is freed from the vicious seductions of 

the flesh; stripped of the restraints of mortality, it presses forward with rapid 

steps toward its Author, and through e\ery hour of the day with wise and e\er 

eager curiosity it investigates nothing but divine matters. By doing this we get 

a notion, however inadequate, of divine knowledge, and even come through to 

the secrets of our origin For as we keep oursekes constantly busy with divine 

discussions, apph our souis to the celestial powers, and initiate them with divine 

rites, we are removed from all desires of the wicked lusts."1" 

Philo so well reflects the spirit of his day that he, too, has amazingly little to say 
about personal immortality and seems to find complete satisfaction in mystical 
absorption of an almost Hindu type, although, with his predictable inconsis­
tency, in a few passages he speaks of the next life in terms of more personal 
survival.^' Perhaps here Philo's very inconsistency reflects the change which 
was coming upon men, a fresh desire for personal immortality in the Imperial 
centuries. 

For after the great scientific advances of the hellenistic period there came 
a breakdown of interest in pure science and such a popularization that astrol­
ogy or astronomy again seemed to have its chief point in nourishing a hope for 
immortality, which Plato had shown but which had largely disappeared in the 
age of science. These sciences, as Cumont said, no longer presented them­
selves as a learned theory taught bv mathematicians but became sacred doc­
trines revealed to the adepts of exotic cults, which have all assumed the form 
of mysteries.Now, while the philosophers could continue to use scientific 
conceptions, each school in its own way, the common man could increasingly 
put Seasons and other recollections of the starry hope on their graves, while 
the Emperor himself could, at last completely, base his claims to authority 
upon Sol Invictus.v1 Still the debate continued as to whether the cosmos was 
itself the ultimate, and the stars were the determining forces if they were not 
actually personalities, or whether the stars did not merely reveal the purposes 
and ineluctability of an immaterial causation. Neoplatonism, of course, took 
the second choice, but to Plotinus the stars had great power, or were manifest 
signs, in shaping the future. He did not like the astrologers or their works but 
seemed unable to get away from their influence. Only the soul, he felt, was free 
of magic and determinism: in the life of reason, and in it alone, could man rise 
above the tyranny of the stars. 

50. Mathesis (ed. Kroll, Skutsch, and 
Ziegler), vm. 6, 7 (11, 282) 

51. See my "Philo on Immortality," 
HTR. XXXIX (1946), 85- 108 

52. Astrology and Religion, 91 See the ex­
cellent presentation of the astral mysticism of 
Vetttus Valens by Festugidre in his L'lde'al re-
Iigieu.\ des Giea et IEvangile. 1932. 1 20— 1 25. 

53. Astrology and Religion, 94 — 99 One 
recalls the portrait of the Emperor Constan-
tius Callus in a toga covered with pictures, 
manv of w hich recall signs of the zodiac, and 
which Eisler thinks shows the ancestry of the 
medieval starry mantel of royalty: R. Eisler, 
IVeltenmantel und Himmekzelt, 1910, 1. 38 

54 Thorndike's chapter "Neo-Plalon-
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It becomes clear, then, that in adapting their various mythologies and 
types of worship to the new astronomy, the ancients of all sorts and places felt 
that they were squaring their faith with the new and true science. The old rites 
were kept, to be sure, though they had to be allegorized. For example, Por­
phyry asked why the ancients used the old phallic pictures and rituals if the 
gods are in reality these unruffled and unresponsive stellar beings? The an­
swer which Iamblichus and all later antiquity gave to this was that the old rites 
were symbolic, valuable not for drawing the gods down to us but for elevating 
man to the impassive gods. So in a world of scientific causation religion kept 
not only its value but its ancient forms. "The [words] of the ancient prayers, 
like holy sanctuaries, must be preserved identical and unchanged, with noth­
ing either taken away from them nor added from other sources," said Iambli-
chus."·^ One could not live, and still cannot live, in a scientific world and keep 
one's faith in a traditional religion, formed centuries before the science itself, 
in any other way. Presented with the dilemma, some will be "fundamental" to 
the point of rejecting the world of science: others in the interest of science will 
reject the traditional values (conceived now as injurious falsehoods) in favor of 
a "purely scientific" point of view. For religion itself the path is precisely such 
a compromise as the later Platonists devised, as well as Philo and the Christians 
after them. The major premise of all such compromising has been that if the 
traditional religion is literally false according to science but pragmatically true 
in its elevating effects upon human life, the religious act must be true in some 
symbolic sense which we may or may not be able to describe."'11 We may or may 
not, for example, identify our beloved Venus with a star and say that the old 
forms of address to her had always, though unwittingly, been directed to 
sidereal rulership. But if the science of the day asserts that causation in the 
universe is sidereal, we cannot continue to be wholehearted scientists unless 
our beloved Venus either is rejected or suffers from such transformation. 
Certainly we cannot continue to be religious and scientific at once without such 
allegory. The possibilities of these allegorical transformations are manifold. 
Our God may become immaterial and, rising to heights quite beyond this 
sidereal system, become the force behind it. The god ceases to be the old Venus 
or Dagon or Yahweh in this process and, beyond even physical determinism, 
becomes the immaterial Unmoved Mover. Religion saves its face, moves over 
into the age of the new science, as it learns to call the new force by the old 

ism," of Magic andExpenmentid Science, 
1, 298-321, contains much pertinent male-
rial not to be found elsewhere 

55. De mtiteriis. vn, 5 Quoted bv Thorn-
dike, 311 f See his pages 308-312 Iambli-
chus wanted prayers said in their original 
languages, since "words do not keep quite the 

same meaning when thev are translated" 

(ibid.). 
56. See the argument to this effect bv 

Sallust, De dm et mundo, xv, xvi. and the 
translation and commentary by A D. Nock, 
Sailustius Concerning the Cod\ and the I'mveise, 
1 9 2 6 ,  p p .  L X X X I I I  —  L X X X V I ,  2 9 - 3 1 .  
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name. The essence of religious continuity lies in the persistence of the rite — 
the name, the symbol, the emotional attitude — and when this continuity is 
preserved, the rest may change and welcome. The value thus survives into a 
new world of explanations. 

Men of the declining Empire, like many of our own contemporaries, were 
more concerned to make this religious appropriation of science than to de­
velop science itself. For the appropriation, as has been mentioned, brought a 
renewed source of inspiration and strength to this life, and a hope of life after 
death, as it devised a fresh expression of that hope in astronomical symbols. 
Cumont has shown how inscriptions indicate, even in the first centurv B.C., the 
widespread conception that the soul goes to the stars at death, as the body re­
turns to the dust." This was a popularization of the apotheosis of kings and 
other great ones, just as the general hope of immortality seems to have devel­
oped in Egypt from a popularization of the divine nature of the king. Most 
men, then as always, who had such hopes of ascent as that through the stars to 
the pure fire or ether, or to the immaterial nature behind all matter, based 
their hopes largely upon the effectiveness of ritualistic ceremonies, what is 
generally called "magic." 

Plato had hoped for restoration to the Forms beyond the stars through the 
purification of his nature by philosophy, by mathematical discipline, by high 
ethics, and by strict asceticism, and the later Platonists fully agreed with him,^ 
as did the Pythagoreans from whom Plato may largely have had the notion. 
Such a conception could easily be combined with that of a saving god, a 
Hermes or Helios, who, each in his own wav, took the soul to the blessed re­
gions. We have already found in the eagle, Pegasus, the griffin, the ladder, and 
the boat suggestions taken into Judaism of this saving activity of God. Now the 
sun god in his chariot is added as another symbol whose chief religious value 
lay precisely in the hope that the soul might rise to the stars, and beyond, in 
such a fiery chariot.^ 

2. In Pagan Art 

SU C H  W A S  the meaning of the astral symbols to pagans. And these symbols 
went into all aspects of their religions. Not only does the zodiac normally ap-

57. Astrology and Religion, 174— 179. 
58. See my "Literal Mystery in Hellenis­

tic Judaism," Quantulacumque, Studies Pre­
sented to Kirsupp Lake, 1937, 227 — 241. and 
P. Bovance. Le Culte des Muses chez Ies philo-
wphes grecs, 1936. 

59 On this see the last chapter in Cu-
mont's Astrology and Religion·, his "Mvsticisme 
astral dans TantiquiteriJuZZpinu de Γ Academie 

Royale de Belgtque, Classe des lettres. 1909. 

256—286, and his "La Theologie solaire du 
paganisme romain," Mem., AlB, XII. ii 

(1913). 447-479, See alsoSeyrig, "La Tnade 
heliopolitaine et Ies temples de Baalbek," 
Syria, X (1929), 314 — 356, where is discussed 
the promotion of Hadad and other Near-
Eastern sun gods to being the transcendent 
Deity; at the same time a minor deitv, in 
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pear upon Mithraic shrines:'1" it surrounds a peculiar figure which seems a syn-

cretistic softening of the leonine Chronos of Mithraic symbolism, whereby that 

ferocious figure is identified with some milder (perhaps "Orphic") personal­
ity.1 '1 Similarly the zodiac in the form of the twelve months surrounds a strange 
figure, enthroned and with a cornucopia, at whose feet lies another figure on 
a couch, with hand raised toward his companion, fig. 14.' '- '  The identity, and 
even the sex, of these figures is uncertain. Again the Seasons'" are in the cor­
ners, and the border of animals, for all its striking differences, suggests the 
basic scheme of Beth Alpha. Cagnat recalls: "In this place in analogous mosaics 
we find Apollo surrounded by the signs of the zodiac, very often Bacchus or 
even Mercury with Abundance, or even Annus holding the sun and moon in 
his hands." The "Apollo" or Helios is now a familiar motif. The mosaic with 
Hermes and Abundance'1* to which he refers has only the Seasons, not the zo­
diac, with it, and at once suggests the figure on the ceiling of the Jewish Cata­
comb Vigna Randanini. Pellegrini thinks that this Hermes and Abundance, on 
the mosaic floor of what seems to be a private house, indicated that the house 
belonged to a rich merchant who was hoping for prosperity from the patron 
deities of commerce. He may be right, but the Seasons certainly had little to do 
with this, and I suspect that the "merchant," if such he was, used a symbolism 
which implied for him rewards in the next life as well as in this life. The Annus 
in the zodiac to which Cagnat refers'^ is a medieval adaptation of an ancient 

Greek usually the equivalent of Hermes, was 
made the revelation of this supreme God in 
the material realm (the physical sun was one 
manifestation), and the psychopomp to take 
men to him. Hermes in this sense was also 
Dionysus, and his symbol was the grape. 

60. See Cumont, Textes et monuments fi­
gures .  .  .  de  Mi thra ,  1896 ,  I I ,  p la tes  v ,  v i ,  V I I ,  

and figs. 304, 315, 419 The Dura Mithreum 
also has a zodiac. 

61. See F. Cumont, "Notices sur deux 
bas-reliefs mithraiques,"/?.4,Ser. Ill, Vol XL 
(1902), 1-13. plate 1. R. Eisler, Weltenmantel 
und Hmmelsielt, 400, suggested that this was 
an Orphic piecc, as had C. Cavedoni much 
earlier (see Cumont, 5). Cumont in Ln My-
steresdeMithra, ̂ ded., 1913. 107,0. 3 opined 
that Eisler had gone too far but argued that 
this relief might have resulted from Orphic 
influence upon Milhra See also L. Ziegler, in 
Neue Jahrbucher fur Philologie, XXXI (1913), 
562; idem in Rocher, Lex Myth., V, 1536; 
F M. Cornford, Greek Religtotu Thought from 
Homer to Alexander, 1923. 56. η ι The best 

recent collection of zodiacs of this sort, and 

discussion of them, is by Alda Levi, La Patera 

d'argento di Parabiago, 1935, 8 — 1 ο (R. Istituto 

di Archeologia e Storia dell'Arte, Opere 

d'Arte, V). Miss Levi agrees with Cumont. 

She discusses also two other Mithraic com­
binations, in which Mithra is born from the 
rock within a zodiac circle, see p. g, and 
plate v, 2 f. 

62 From R. Cagnat, "Une mosaique de 
Carthage," Memoires de la Soeiele des Anti-
quaires de France, LVII (1896). 251-270, 
plate iv Cagnat (p 25b) suggests the possi­
bility that the seated figure may be Annus; 
Eisler Orph -dion 28, asserts positively that it 
is Aeternitas 

63 On the Seasons in Mithraism see Cu­
mont, Textes et monuments relatifs au culte de 
Mithra. I, 92 f : Hanfmann, Seasons, I. 182. 

64. BICA, 1870. 167. 
65. Ernst A Weerth, Der Mosaikbuden in 

St. Gerreou zu Koln, 1873. plate ix. Several 
other interesting medieval zodiacs are pub­
lished in this volume: see plates 1, vin. and ρ 

2 2 .  
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design, and while this and the medieval zodiacs in general are very interesting, 

it is dangerous to bring them into a discussion of earlier symbolism beyond 

noting that they persisted in spite of the official Christian prejudice against use 

of the zodiac.''h  Miss Levib" is probably right in identifying the central figure 

here with Dtonvsus, but the recumbent figure is probably Tellus, from analogy 

with the other zodiac scenes. The motif of a deity with zodiac or Seasons fre­
quently appears. In the mosaic of Sentinum at Munich, Helios stands within 
the zodiac, with the Earth, or Tellus, and her four children, the Seasons, at his 
feet.1 '" Helios in his quadriga rides at the center of a zodiac in the Munster mo­
saic. In this a pair of fish confronting an urn take the place of each of the Sea­
sons in the corners.ht |  In the cameo shown in fig. 157" the sun god rides through 
the zodiac, with the goddess Earth, or Tellus, cornucopia in arms, beneath 
him. We are beginning to feel that the god or goddess with the cornucopia 
symbolically declares that the old hope of immortality which man got through 
identifying himself with the fertility cults was the same as that one got through 
astral identification. For the cycle of the year itself is on earth as it is in heaven: 
that it brings fertility and life can be symbolized by Helios or another in the 
zodiac along with the Seasons, or by some abridgment of this.71 Earthly and 
heavenly symbols together show that the early fertilitv-mystic hope of future 
life has identified itself with the new astronomical hope. The phenomenon is 
too familiar to need detailed exposition. The idea itself is as old as Egypt, 
where from very early times, we have seen, the Osiris of the Nile, the fertilizer 
of the earth, was identified with Ra of the sun, or took his place. It is again re­
flected in Plutarch's On [sis. From later times we need perhaps only a single 

66 Cumont in RA, Ser, V, Vol. I l l  

(1916), 6, quotes the tenth canon of the 

Council of Braga (Λ D 563) Si qui duodecim 

signa, quae mathematici obseruare solent, per sin­

gula animae vel corporis membra disposita credunl 

el ttomimbus patriarchal um adscnpta dicunt. 
a n a t h e m a  s i l  C f  A u g u s t i n e ,  D e  h a e r e s i b u s ,  L X X  

(Migne, PL, XL1I, 44); Ad Orostum, 11 (PL. 

XL1I, 677). To this we shall return below. 

67 Page 9 
68 Frequently published' see R. Engel-

inann in ΛΖ. XXXV (1877), 9- 12, and plate 

3 
69 Reinach, Pemtures, 25, no. 1, Thai 

this is  not a chance motif appears from a mo­

saic from Vienne in which the head of Posei­

don is in a circle at the center of a square de­

sign and surrounded bv cantharoi and 

dolphins, ibid ,  37. no 5: but Poseidon can 

ride his marine quadriga m a circle with the 

Seasons in the corners quite like Helios ibid..  

36, no. 2. 
70 From J B. Wicar and M Mongez, 

Tableaux, Statues du Palais Pith. 1804. Ill  

The plates are not numbered this is the 39th 

from the beginning, the 10th from the back 

The conception of Helios or Sol riding the 

chariot above, and Tellus or Earth as a prone 

woman holding the cornucopia is also found. 

Reinach recalls,  on coins of Antoninus Pius 

and Marcus Aurelius: Reinach. Pierres. 67, 

and plate 6g, fig. 87 
71. We do not know what was in the cen­

ter of the North African mosaic floor, in 

w hich a central medallion was surrounded b\ 

the twelve months, with the four Seasons in 

the corners. The religious importance of 

each seems to be indicated bv the attributes 

R P. H inks. Catalogue of the Greek, Etruscan 

and Roman Paintings and Mosaics in the Bntish 

Museum, 1933. 89 — 96. plate xxix 



ASTROJYOMICAL SYMBOLS 137 

illustration, a statement from the fourth century of what the old nature mvth 
of the Mother of the Gods and Attis had come to mean, a statement important 
to the ancients because it appears almost identically in the writings of Sallust 
and of the Emperor Julian. 1 quote Nock's translation:'-' 

If I must relate another myth, it is said chat the Mother of the Gods saw Attis 

lying by the river Gallos and became enamoured of him, and took and set on 

his head the starry cap, and kept him thereafter with her, and he, becoming 

enamoured of a nymph, left the Mother of the Gods and consorted with the 

nymph. Wherefore the Mother of the Gods caused Attis to go mad and to cut 

off his genitals and leave them with the nymph and to return and dwelt with 

her again. Well, the Mother of the Gods is a life-giving goddess, and therefore 

she is called Mother, while Attis is creator of things that come into being and 

perish, and therefore he is said to have been found by the river Gallos: for Gal-

Ios suggests the Galaxias Kyklos or Milky Way, which is the upper boundary of 

matter liable to change. So, as the first gods perfect the second, the Mother 

loves Attis and gives him heavenly powers (signified by the cap). Attis, however, 

loves the nymph, and the nymphs preside over coming into being, since what­

ever comes into being is in flux. But since it was necessary that the process of 

coming into being should stop and that what was worse should not sink to the 

worst, the creator who was making these things cast away generative powers 

into the world of becoming and was again united with the gods. AH this did not 

happen at any one time but always is so: the mind sees the whole process at 

once, words tell of part first, part second. Since the myth is so intimately related 

to the universe we imitate the latter in its order (for in what way could we better 

order ourselves?) and keep a festival therefore. First, as having like Attis fallen 

from heaven and consorting with the nymph, we are dejected and abstain from 

bread and all other rich and coarse food (for both are unsuited to the soul). 

Then come the cutting of the tree and the fast, as though we also were cutting 

off the further progress of generation; after this we are fed on milk as though 

being reborn; that is followed by rejoicings and garlands and as it were a new 

ascent to the gods. This interpretation is supported also by the season at which 

the ceremonies are performed, for it is about the time of spring and the equi­

nox, when things coming into being cease so to do, and day becomes longer 

than night, which suits souls rising to life. Certainly the rape of Kore is said in 

the myth to have happened near the other equinox, and this signifies the de­

scent of souls. To us who have spoken thus concerning myths may the gods 

themselves and the spirits of those who wrote the myths be kind. 

Such a combination of fertility and astral symbolism seems to have disap­
peared when in the North African mosaic of Bir Chana the days of the week 

72. From Nock, Sallusdm Concerning the 
Cods and the Universe, 7-11 See the notes on 
pagesL-LV. It is generally supposed, as Nock 
indicates here following Cumont, that Sallust 

has used, with discretion. Julian's Oration on 
the Mother of the Gods (Omtiones ,  v, 16 ic-

162A). 
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are surrounded by animals, and these by the zodiac, all worked into a six-point 

star.71  For here the symbols are all temporal or astronomical, and fruits or a 

cornucopia are left out.^ Yet precisely that combination appears very fre­
quently, as in the gem in fig. 17,7^ where a young god in a zodiac (onlv ten of 
the signs) has the crown of Helios, the wings of Eros, and the cornucopia of 
Abundance. It is presumably Dionysus in the place of Helios in fig. 16"6 who 
holds the zodiac in one hand, the cornucopia in the other, along with a grape­
vine and the flowers of the Elysian Fields. The Seasons surrounded this. So 
when it is a Pan and goat beside an altar within the zodiac, fig. 18," the Dio-
nysiac nature-hope seems suggested, though this gem, with the star at Pisces, 
may well have been the lucky birth-piece of the owner. To be sure other gods 
appear within the zodiac frame: Zeus,7* Serapis,71 ' Heracles,"" even Selene/' 
The portraits of the deceased can be put inside the same frame upon their 
sarcophagus, fig. 19/2 and Cumont is certainly right in seeing in this their 
apotheosis in astronomical terms. He seems also right in associating such a 
conception with the Jewish Seasons sarcophagi. The same combination of 
astronomical and fertility hopes is symbolized in both. For on the pagan 
sarcophagus the Seasons stand beside the zodiac frame of the portraits, and 

73. Frequently published See Reinach. 
Peintures. 226, no. 4 

74 As was quite commonlv the case 
when Helios rides without any such earthly 
concomitant: see, for example, the instances 
in Reinach, Pierres, plate 6y 

75. From ibid., plate 125, hg. 49 
76. From Levi, La Patera d'argentudi Para-

biago, plate iv, 2; cf. p. 9. 

77. From Reinach, Pierres, plate 69, fig. 
88 < 

78. C W King. Antique Gems, i860, plate 
ill, 7; two are shown in Monitmenii antichi ine-

diti, Rome. July, 1786, plate 111, one on a me­
dallion of Antoninus Pius, the other on a pe­
culiar memorial to the dead, where Atlas 
holds the circle of the zodiac, in which Jupi­
ter or Zeus sits enthroned with an eagle at his 
side, while another eagle, whose pose sug­
gests the solar eagle of the east, sits above the 
whole. In Reinach, Pierres, plate 82, fig. 1, 
Zeus with a zodiac circle similarly sits en­
throned, Ares and Hermes are at either side 
as throne guards, with Poseidon at his feet. 

79 G. B. Passeri and A. F. Gori, Thesau­

rus gemmarum antiquarum astriferarum, 1750, 

plate X V I i  

80. The funerary monument of the Se-
cundinii at Igel has in relief a scene of the 
apotheosis of Hcracles surrounded b\ signs 
of the zodiac, w ith the four Winds in the cor­
ners The twelve labors and the twelve signs 
of the zodiac, if this association was not orig­
inal, came together inevitably in the hellenis-
tic syncretism' C. Picard, La Sculptine antiqut 

de Phidias ά ['ere bxzantine, 1926. 457.bg 181. 

Cf. Cumont, Symbolisme. 174 f.. with bibliog­
raphy at 174, n. 3. 

81. A. H. Smith. A Catalogue of Sculptures 

in the British Museum, 1904. III. 231. I am not 
at all sure that this is not a portrait, in which 
the person portray ed has the attributes of Se­
lene. Aesculapius with other unidentified fig­
ures appears within the circle: Monumenti an­

tichi mediti. Rome, July, 1787, plate 11, and the 
group is quite perplexing in the same setting 
in Reinach1PiiTrfs, plate 129. fig. 34. 

82. Courtesy of the Dumbarton Oaks 
Collection. Washington, D. C. See Hanf-
mann, Seasons, 11. 2— 16; cf 1,3—15 Seealso 
the similar sarcophagus at the Campo Santo, 
Pisa, with the comments by Cumont, Symbo-

lisme, 487 f. 
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Dionysiac scenes of vintage and of milking a ewe are below. In comparison, the 
menorah on the Jewish sarcophagus may well represent the seven planets, and 
be an astronomical reference in Jewish terms, along with the Seasons and Dio-
nysiac fertility representations, for such was the meaning of the menorah as 
Philo and Josephus described it. To this we shall return. 

One interesting syncretistic variant was to make the twelve Olympians into 
the twelve signs of the zodiac (on a Dionysiac altar),and here it is clear that 
the person who made such an identification wanted to keep the values of the 
old Greek gods as he went over into the new religion of the cosmos. TheJews 
seem to have transposed values in much the same way, we shall see, when they 
identified with the zodiacal signs the twelve stones of the ephod as well as the 
twelve tribes. The Christians did similarly with the twelve apostles. 

Another syncretistic use of the zodiac is shown m fig. 20.Here Helios 
and Selene ride their chariots above, led by the stars of dawn and sunset re­
spectively. Below, in a quadriga drawn by lions, ride a male and a female fig­
ure, whom Miss Levi calls, with great probability, Cybele or the Great Mother 
with Attis. They are accompanied by three warriors in the dancing poses of 
corybantes. Before them is a group made up of Atlas supporting the zodiac 
again, and a young god within, who, Miss Levi says, is "evidentemente solare," 
but whose only attribute is the Dionysiac thyrsus. Miss Levi is aware of the 
strong assimilation to Dionysus of this figure, the position of whose fingers in­
dicates the Taurus of the zodiac. Below these lies Tellus with the cornucopia, 
balanced on the other side by two nymphs of running water, but whose con­
nection with fertility is stressed by the blade of wheat and of some other plant 
they hold. In the center of the lower group are the four Seasons as four wing­
less putti; Poseidon and a female companion are in the deep sea at the bottom. 
The central motif obviously represents the marriage of Attis and Cybele, at the 
season indicated on the zodiac, the spring; but the whole is given a cosmic set­
ting by the zodiac, Helios, and Selene, and the fertility gods below. From the 
depths which Poseidon represents, to the heights of the sun and zodiac, the 
sacred marriage of these gods is alike celebrated. We have seen that the similar 
myth of Cybele and Attis had been given an astral interpretation in literary 
sources, and this interpretation now appears in the art of later paganism. The 
bowl has also assembled in brief the symbols for sky and earth with the saving 
gods of the particular faith between, in which man may hope for immortality. 
So it is not strange that the patera was found in a grave; it covered a vase con­
taining the ashes of some man, to whom this design, it may probably be as­
sumed, indicated hope of a future life. 

The material suggests that when the zodiac was used in this way, and when 

83. Reinach, Statuaire, I, 64. 84. From Levi, La Patera d'argento di Pa-
rabiago, plate 1. 
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in it Helios and earthly fertility were combined, the whole had definite reli­
gious value. The art designs seem to tell us of much the same hope which we 
summarized above from literary sources. 

Another combination of symbols likewise speaks of the union of various 
deities in the one hypercosmic immaterial deity of late antiquity, the deitv 
which Jews found so congenial. The monument is now broken and scattered 
in various museums of Europe.H| It would seem to have had four faces of the 
same size, with the center of each depicting an empty throne covered bv a veil. 
Fig. 21"'' shows the face where the god was Neptune, the god of the marine 
thiasos, with a dolphin under the throne, and cupids bearing his svmbols on 
either side, a trident and a great "wreathed horn." The fourth little figure 
seems to be missing from the right. Fig. 22"7 shows only a bit of the throne and 
its veil, but the cupid beside it holds a quiver, so that the throne was presum­
ably that of Venus or Diana. Fig. 23™ shows only a cupid carryinga great thun­
derbolt, and we may assume he was approaching a veiled throne also, this 
throne conceived in terms of Jupiter. Fig. 24"11 shows the only side still largely 
complete. Here we have the cupids at the right holding between them what 
was presumably a scepter, while cupids at the left carry a heavy pruning hook, 
the symbol of Saturn. Beneath the veiled throne of this frieze is the starrv 
globe of the cosmos, wrapped with the band of the zodiac. One can safely as­
sume that these four faces were originally part of the same object. To me it is 
equally obvious that the person who made it, or ordered it made, had in mind 
not four gods but a single god, one that from its abstract nature could not be 
represented at all. The four faces would represent, in accordance with late Ro­
man ideas, four aspects of the single Deitv. This god could be approached 
through the symbols of the marine thiasos, those of the power of Jupiter, those 
of Venus or Diana, or those of the cosmic Saturn, quite interchangeably. At the 
top of any of these symbolic ascents was the same mysterious throne, whose 
occupant could not be represented because he (or it) was immaterial. 

Many Neoplatonists were thinking in this way at the period when the 
plaques were probably carved, and some such connection of ideas seems in­
evitable. It is striking, parenthetically, that while not a detail suggests that these 
plaques had any connection with Jews or Judaism, yet a curtained throne is an 

85 See C. Ricci,-4UiOHifl1 IV (igiol, 249-
iijg Some pieces of it appear to survive in 
close duplication, though both were appar-
enth made at the same time. 1 would not at­
tempt to judge which was copied from the 
other We ma\ leave that problem to art his­
torians 

86 Photo Umberto Trapani, cf Ricci. 
fig· 1. This piece is at the Church of San Yi-

tale. Ravenna 
87 From ibid., fig. y. at the Archeologi-

cal Museum. Milan. 
88. Compliments of Dr. Mario Bizzari 

and the Soprintendenza alle Antichita. Flor­
ence. It is at the L'fhzi Gallerv, Florence. 

8g. Courtesv of the Louvre Museum, 
Paris CF Ricci. fig. 5 
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important part of Merkabah mysticism in Judaism, in which the "throne" is 

generally central. Before this throne was the cosmic veil or curtain. Metatron 

describes it vividly to Rabbi Ishmael in a late Midrash, but the Ldea is found in 

the second century, and appears in the Pistis Sophia, as well as in III Enoch,9" 

and "he who sees it penetrates at the same time into the secret of messianic re­
demption. "Ι1 The throne of Solomon seems often to have been allegorized as 

the same throne, veiled and approached by six steps (the throne itself the sev­
enth). References to these are collected by Wunsche.1»- The animals on the six 
steps were made into the zodiac, so that the veiled throne above the zodiac of 
one of the plaques would be only a variant representation of this idea. 
Wunsche's pan-Babylonian methodology is not now convincing, but the 
striking similarity of this veiled throne to that of the plaques remains. 

Like the speculations of Julian or Proclus, the design of each of these 
plaques retains from popular cult the cupids beside the awful and empty 
throne. Nothing suggests identifying these four cupids with the Seasons, but 
notably there are four of them, and the number four seems to have had im­
portance of its own in this connection. For whether the attendant spirits were 
the four Seasons or the four Winds or any other four made little difference, 
apparently."' I have not stressed number symbolism, for while I am convinced 
that Jung is right in emphasizing it (who that has glanced at Philo or Cabbala 
could deny its importance for Jews of the period as well as Greeks?), it is an 
extremely elusive subject, and the possibility is always strong that in anv single 

object of art the number of cupids or whatever may have no meaning, be de­
termined purely by artistic considerations. Still the four cupids here are 
suggestive. Which takes us back for a moment to the Seasons. 

Cumont, as noted above, thought that the Seasons, even when they ap­
peared on sarcophagi without the zodiac or other celestial symbols, reflected 
that cosmos which the East was teaching westerners to introduce into their re­
ligious hopes. This has been more elaborately documented bv Hanfmann1>-> 

90. See esp 5 Enoch x, 1 (ed. H. Ode-
berg, 1928, 27 f.): "Metatron . . said to me: 
All these things the Holv One, blessed be he, 
made for me: he made me a Throne similar 
to the Throne of Glory. And he spread over 
me a curtain of splendor and brilliant ap­
pearance, of beauty, grace, and mercv, simi­
lar to the curtain of the Th rone of Glorv; and 
on it were fixed all kinds of lights in the uni­
verse " The curtain seems to be clearly the 
heaven with its stars. But in ibid, XLV this cur­
tain has all the events of the world's history 
written upon it, presumably to indicate the 
heavenly determination of earthly events 

gi. Scholem./eim/! Mysticism, 71; cf 43, 

67-72. and 362, nn 112-114 
92. A. WunscVie. Salomons Thron inid 

Hijypodrom, Ahbilder da batnlmmchen Himmeh-
bitdes, 1906 (Ex Oriente Lux, II, in). 

93, Proclus uses the seasons in praising 
the number four, see his In Timaeum, 298(. 
(ed. E. Diehl, 1906, III, 193). He gives, as 
other examples of the four, the four ele­
ments and the four cardinal points (of the 
cchptic), so that "in general the number four 
has great power in creation.' '  Various groups 
of four in such a context are listed bv Hanf-
mann, Seasons, I, 155 f. 

94 Seasons, esp. pp. 142- 159. 
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who, with even more emphasis than C u m o n t . regards the Seasons as primarily 

m a r k i n g the regularity and order o f the uniyerse, and o f the G o d of the uni-

verse. But he, too, recognizes""' that d u r i n g the Empire interest steadily shifted 

f rom science and philosophy to religion, f r o m concern for the structure and 

nature of reality to anxiety about the relation of the individual to the cosmos 

and about his fate after death. In this a tmosphere H a n f m a n n sees the Seasons 

as the bearers of annual and seasonal sacrifices, and as symbols of the passing 

of time, o f the recurrent succession of life and death, even in successive incar-

nations. T h e Seasons became the f o u r horses o f the solar quadriga which took 

the emperors to immortality, but this had little general application. Still, the 

Seasons so of ten symbolized immortality that the early Christian fathers took 

them to represent the Resurrection."" Like all symbols, the Seasons in the late 

Empire came predominantly to re fer to the world beyond rather than to the 

world of time and matter. 

I am much impressed by a p h e n o m e n o n noted by H a n f m a n n that the Sea-

sons take on Dionvsiac and erotic associations and values.'1" T h e Seasons so 

o f t e n a p p e a r as cupids that we instanth suspect that groups of f o u r o f them, 

as on the peculiar m o n u m e n t just discussed, represent the Seasons even 

t h o u g h they have no symbols o f the seasons. If the Seasons are not themselves 

represented as cupids,"* they are put beside a scene where cupids are promi-

nent, 1" or C u p i d is brought in with them in any way possible.'"" O n a sarcoph-

agus the Seasons may flank Dionvsus riding on a lion or panther ,"" and in dec-

orative wall painting they o f ten so closely represent maenads that it is 

impossible to say whether Seasons or maenads are intended (in which case it 

seems clear that the identification of Season with maenad is indicated as, other-

95. See his summary, pp. 191 f 

96. H a n f m a n n cites August ine , Serrno, 

361 , 10 PL, X X X I X , 1604. 

97. For a quick review of ancient repre-

sentations o f the Seasons, see not onl\ the 

plates in H a n f m a n n , Seasons, but the indices, 

s.\. Saisoi/s, in the three collections of Rein-

ach' Peintures, Reliefs, and Staluane T h e fre-

quency with which the motif is put with Dio-

nvsiac symbols becomes increasingly striking 

as one goes t h r o u g h this material. 

98. As, for example , in Reinach, Reliefs, 

III. 253, no 1, 296, no. 1 :410.110 2; 475, no 

3. Robert , Saikophag-Rehefs. I l l , ill, 504 f 

(where Eros is both Season and a miniature 

Helios in the chariot), and AAL, A'. 1 9 1 1 , 92, 

fig. 14 (where the pose is as on the Jewish sar-

cophagus) See also ibid., 1916, 140 f . fig 1 

99. As yyhen they surround a bath scene 

of A p h r o d i t e in which tyvo Erotes assist her 

Reinach, Pemtutes. 62, hg. 5. 

100 See the gravestone f r o m Boretto 

AA.JDAI, X L V I 1 1 (19331 ,574 f .a lso the sar-

c o p h a g u s lid in Robert, Sarkophag-Rehejs, 111. 

iii, plate c x x x v i , hg. 432 

101. Reinach. Reliefs. II. 57. fig. 9; cl 

idem, Peintures, 110, fig. 1 For other repre-

sentations of Dionvsus at the center between 

the f o u r Seasons on sarcophagi see Charles 

de Clarac. Musee de sculpture antique et mo-

derne. 1 8 2 8 - 3 0 . II, plates 124, 146: Ame-

lung. Sculp Vatican.. II. plate 24. fig 1021'. 

and c o m p a r e the evaluation in the I ext. II. 

3 1 8 See E Michon in RB. N S „ Vol. X 

(1913) , 111 — 118 T h e Seasons were a part of 

the Dionvsiac procession o f Ptolemv Phila-

d e l p h u s described bv Athenaeus , v. 198B. c 
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wise, of Season with Cupid).'"'-' The Seasons as dancing maenads show the 
whole cosmos as a Dionysiac riot.1"1 Similarly, the Seasons, along with the ani­
mals, listen to the music of Orpheus.'"+ It seems to me violent, as it does to 
Hanfmann, to try to make all of these indicate an astral hope of salvation, 
though since the two outer Seasons can become the Dioscuri on a sarcophagus 
the possibility of astral significance can never be excluded from them.'"" 
Widely used symbols like these, which are identified with a great number of 
older conceptions, fused with various older mythological figures, could hardly 
be expected to keep any sharp ideological or theological consistency. That they 
often appear as graceful figures floating in the corner of a ceiling does not 
indicate that they had become mere space fillers. As they were always bright 
symbols of hope apparently, for that very reason they were also good decora­
tion. And when Cupid, or Victory, or a maenad, became a Season, the hope 
implied was intensified. Like the zodiac, like all these symbols, as we are 
coming to see, the real meaning of the Season itself was the hope inspired bv 
the regularity of the seasons, the fertility and new life which always followed 
decay and death, hope that man, too, was safe in the regularity and reviving 
power of God or nature. So Proclus sees in the Seasons, along with the other 
celestial phenomena and divisions of time, a reflection of the unmoved and 
timeless Nature; they are properly worshiped for their power thus to reveal 
the Ultimate. The Greek worship of Month and the hymns to Month in the 
Sabazian mysteries of Phrygia seem to Proclus to be justified on that account.1"11 

He quotes Panaetius and "other Platonists" that the proper mixtures of the 
Seasons was what produced intelligence and, the passage implies, made souls 
immortal.'"7 So he, too, is willing to pray to them.1"" The zodiac, Proclus 
thought, was figured in the Nile, and he saw in both zodiac and Nile a source 
whence life is poured forth. 

Similarly the Orphic hymns generalize the cult value of the Seasons in the 

prayer: 

Seasons! daughters of Themis (Law) and Lord Zeus, Eunomia (Regularity), 

Dike (Justice) and Irene (Peace) lavish m blessing: ve of the Spring, of mead-

102 .  Peintures, 131 — 138. 

103. Hanfmann, Seasons, 148. 

104. Ibid. ,  200. 

105. B. Ashmole, Catalogue of the Ancient 

Marbles at Ince Blundell Hall,  1929, plate 47, 

fig. 233 The author on p. 90 suggests that 

the symbolism not improbably "implies a be­

lief in some form of resurrection." See Helios 

in a zodiac with the Seasons painted on a 

tomb: G. Calza, La Necropoh del Porto di Roma 

nell 'Isola Sacra, 1940, 184, fig. 92. 

106. Commentarta m Platonic Timaeum. 

249c-251C 

107 Ibid ,50B-F. 
108. Ibid , 66A, cf. 101D, 248D. 

109. Ibid., 30A; cf 171D ThatDeitywas 

both solar and the Nile is abundantly attested 

from Egypt, especially in the later period, 

when, in a single song ("The Song of Isis and 

Nephthys." transl. R. O. Faulkner, JEA, 

XXII, 1936, 121-140) the same god is the 

Nile (9.26) and vet has "ail the circuit of the 

sun" (16 .9) 
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ows, b l o o m i n g S e a s o n s w h o r e c u r in cycles, sweet o f face , c l o t h e d in f r e s h r o b e s 

o f the nian\ f l o w e r s that g r o w , p l a y m a t e s of holy P e r s e p h o n e w h e n t h e Fates 

a n d G r a c e s , to the d e l i g h t o f Z e u s a n d h e r b e a u t e o u s m o t h e r , lead h e r with cir-

c l i n g d a n c e s to the l ight : c o m e to the p i o u s n e w initiates at o u r a u s p i c i o u s my s-

t e n e s . a n d b r i n g w i t h o u t r e p r o a c h the fer t i l i z ing p r o d u c t s o f the S e a s o n s . 1 ' " 

T h e zodiac and the Seasons were not, o f course, the only symbols bv which 

paganism expressed its hope of astral mysticism and immortality, if I mav use 

the term "astral" to cover the whole variety of formulat ions of this hope. T h e 

cosmic cycles were now not limited to the seasons of the year, but could also be 

t h o u g h t o f as day and night, the yearly j o u r n e y of the sun to the southern hem-

isphere, the phases o f the m o o n , " 1 the Cosmic Year of the fixed stars, the 

cycles o f the planets and their inf luence upon terrestrial events, or the spheres 

of the planets as methods o f ascent, or as seven heavens. Sometimes the details 

of a given design indicate in which form of astralism the thought of the devo-

tee or artist (or both) was moving. But frequently the re ference seems to be to 

astralism in general , or the symbols are so abbreviated that thev can be inter-

preted in several o f these ways even t h o u g h they may have meant some specific 

one o f the forms of hope to the devotee. 

O n e could well stop at this point to r e p r o d u c e entire the fascinating 

material presented by C u m o n t on the lunar symbolism of the funerary monu-

ments o f antiquity."-' His material shows for the most part a general astralism 

rather than specifically lunar hope. For if the moon appears prominently upon 

the m o n u m e n t s he reproduces , it rarely stands a l o n e . f t is interesting to see 

a gravestone f r o m Numidia , fig. 26, ' ' * where above a pair o f portrait busts, as 

above the shrine at the Catacomb Torlonia , the sun and m o o n stand at either 

side o f a central star. H e r e a cupid flies with a torch beside the star. I am 

intrigued with the possible parallelism presented between this row of symbols 

1 1 0 Oipluc Hymns. x u n The descrip-

tion of the Howery, svvcet-faced Seasons re-

calls the heads at Dura O n e can at least rec-

ognize m this similarity a possibility 

1 1 1 . This, which 1 have not discussed, 

may be sufficiently i l luminated bv a state-

ment that G u m o n t , Symbolisme, 212 n (cf 

218), quotes f r o m August ine, Sermo, 361 (PL, 

X X X I X . 1G04): " Q u o d in luna per menses, 

hoc m resurrectione semel in toto tempore " 

I quite agree with C u m o n t (219. n. 3) in feel-

ing that the phases o f the moon have a real 

symbolism as. for example , they appear to 

have on a tombstone f r o m Geneva (ibid , 

plate xv i i , 1). and in rejecting Deonna's at-

tempt to reduce them to a m e r e artistic de-

vice for symmetry. 

112 S\mbolume. 2 0 3 - 2 5 2 . 

113. It seems to be alone, above a por-

trait bust, on a tombstone f r o m Pannonia 

which C u m o n t publishes, p. 206, hg. 36. But 

below it are two pine cones, and the pine cone 

can take the place of the solar disk or star: see 

C u m o n t ' s plate x v n , 4 (cf. 3). So one cannot 

be sure that the hope o f this man buried 111 

Pannonia was purely lunar. 

114. From R. M. du Coudrav la Blan-

c h e r e and P Gauckler . Catalogue du Alusee 

Alaoui. 1897. plate XXIII, no 871 (Description 

d e I ' A f r i q u e d u Nord) Cf . ] Touta in i n R E A . 

X I I I ( 1 9 1 1 ) , 167, fig. 7; C u m o n t . Symbolisme. 

212. h g 40. 
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and the row at the top of the stone, for there, benveen two rosettes, and with a 
gable front, a cupid pours from a pitcher. If the rosettes on this stone are, as 
often, symbols of light or stars or the sun, they may here correspond in more 
astral form to the sun and moon below, while ths star at the center of the lower 
row, with its light-bearing cupid, may be represented above by the triangular 
gable within which the cupid pours from the pitcher. To the triangular gable 
we shall come in a moment. Returning to the lower row, it is dangerous to sug­
gest what the central star between a sun and moon could be. Cumont plausibly 
says that the star is Venus, since the cupid "bearing light" beside it marks the 
star as "Phosphorus," an alternative name for Venus as the morning star. But 
he has no suggestion as to why Venus should have been selected and so care­
fully specified, and he does not discuss at all a possible meaning for the cupid 
above with his pitcher. I feel strongly that the two cupids go together. The star 
may indeed be Venus immediately, but it is Venus as Phosphorus, the Light 
Bringer, in some special sense which goes with the cupid bringing fluid above. 
One of the cupids, literally, gives the heavenly light, the other the heavenly 
fluid. Now we have seen abundant evidence of the complete identification of 
the light of life and the water of life, an identification which through the 
Fourth Gospel has become deeply symbolic for Christianity. Both, separately 
and together, symbolize the Logos as the flow of life and power from God, a 
flow which is the great love of God, creating the world and ruling it, and bring­
ing God to man. Once begun on such fancies, it is easy to go farther, but sym­
bolic interpretation must at this stage hold rigorously back. All we can say as a 
fact is that the sun and moon with a star between them is a proper decoration 
to put on portrait busts on a gravestone, and it is still to be presumed that in 
some way, which now only uncontrolled fancy can fill out, this astral design was 
connected with hope of immortality in the astral terms omnipresent in the 
literature of late antiquity. For our immediate purposes this is sufficient. 

It has been suggested that the triangle in which the upper cupid poured 
out his pitcher was itself symbolic. Cumont11- has an interesting discussion of 
such triangles, in which he recalls that for the Pythagoreans the equilateral tri­
angle represented the decade, and hence "the principle of celestial and divine 
life." He goes on to say that the Pythagorean triangle "explains why they 
carved the triangle on the funerary monuments, and why they preferred to 
put the crescent [and the other heavenly bodies] in the triangular gable" so 
common on the top of ancient tombstones. "The triangle expressed discretely 
the belief in a celestial immortality." Cumont shows several triangles in funer­
ary ornament, some of which are actual gables above the inscription, and some 
little triangles"1' as isolated forms. But he also shows several tombstones, such 

115. Svnbohsme.  224,  where the docu- 1 16. Ibid., 223 
mentation is interesting 
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as fig. 27,"7  where instead of a gable the upper part of the stones are equally 

distinctive sections above the inscriptions, and filled with astral symbols, but 

finished with a rounded arch. I am accordingly inclined to agree with Cumont 

that the gables represent the divine sphere to which the deceased has gone, but 

I should guess that it is so not through the symbolism of the equilateral triangle 

(which a gable rarely is) but through that of a temple, the abode of a god, which 

might have a peaked roof, or a vaulted one. That the temple contains the heav­
enly bodies is clear in the last figure shown, while the value of the upper section 
of the stones as the site of deification seems to me clearly indicated bv fig. 25,"" 
where the deceased, with the sun and moon on either side, has come up into 
the gable, and so been deified. The temple is of course not an earthly temple 
but its heavenly counterpart. 

One of the reasons I am most reluctant to allow mv fancv to carry on in 
explanations of these astral symbols is that no system I have been able to devise 
(and I have thought of a good many) for explaining the arrangement of astral 
signs on ancient funerary art actually seems to apply to more than a very small 
percentage of the stones that survive. Fig. 27, for example, shows three of the 
little six-point rosettes which appeared so important on Jewish ossuaries, the 
"banal" rosettes, and which seemed ordinarily to be solar. But m the middle is 
the "star and crescent," a design that I take normally to be the moon and sun, 
and two peculiar objects like carpenter's squares, facing either way."" None of 
these identifications is at all secure (except the lunar crescent in the middle), 
and I can make no sense at all out of the arrangement. Apparently here, and 
in most of the other such groups of astral symbols that Cumont shows, the aim 
was to suggest the celestial regions whither the deceased had gone, with no at­
tempt at detailed elaboration or specific symbolism. 

This, finally, is exactly the impression which we get from fig. 28,"" the 
central figure on a beautiful relief from South Italy. It shows the funeral 
procession in which the funerary bed or litter was carried to the grave. The 
deceased is represented as being in heaven simplv bv the drape covered with 
moon and stars behind her. It would be useless to trv to reconstruct a specific 
type of astralism expressed m this curtain. So far as I can see, the lady simply 

117. From ibid.,  237, fig. 54, a gra\e-
StOIic from Pamplona. Spain, cf 235, η 2 

118. Courtesv of the Museum of 

Langres. France; cf Cumonl 1  ibid ,  225. fig 

46, E. Esperandieu, Recueil  genera! des bas-ie-

liefs  de In Gaule romaine, IV, 1911, 273, fig 

3228 

119 CAimont shows three other in­
stances of such objects see Stmbolume. figs 

51 ·  53· 57 l n  Cumont's fig, 57 thc\ ha\e 
notched ends u hich sti  ikingh recall  the gams 

on the costumes of the chief figures on the 
Dura sv nagogue. Cumont calls them squares, 
which the\ certainlv resemble, and he quotes 
(ρ 233I various suggestions, as that the\ can 

be locks or hinges on the doors of heaven In 

such a case it  seems better not to guess at all  

120. From Cumont. Symbolume .  plate 

XiX at ρ 238 Cumontsavsthatitdatesfrom 

the end of the Republic or the Augustan pe­
riod. 



ASTRONOMICAL SYMBOLS 147 

has gone to heaven, a conception as vague and varied then as now. This very 

vagueness of detail made the symbolism so generally acceptable to Christianity 

later, and, presumably, to Judaism. Christianity used astral symbols when it 

put upon Mary a mantle covered with stars to indicate that she is the "Queen 

of Heaven" — not that she actually was in, or one of, the stars but that she, as a 
cosmic figure above the stars, wore the starry heavens as her garment.'-' The 
astral symbolism appeared again in the tradition of turning the vaulted ceiling 
of the medieval cathedral into the starry heavens, and in representing apoth­
eosis as "ascent to heaven" in forms that used the heavenly bodies.'" But astral 
representations appeared nowhere in a religious setting, so far as I know, with­
out having a definite value at least in turning the thoughts of the worshiper to 
a divine realm that might be astral or superastral. I am convinced that astral 
symbols in paganism and Christianity may always be taken, when put with 
other religious symbols or with persons, to indicate the heavenly nature of the 
symbols and persons. 

C .  A S I R A L I S M  I N  J E W I S H  L l ' I E R A l l J R E  

T H A T  T H E  R E L I G I O N  of early Israel was filled with solar and astral ele­
ments is now a commonplace, however much experts may disagree about details. 
F.J. Hollis l2i  seems to me right in pointing out that this was rejected at or about 
the time of the Exile and of Ezekiel, when the plan of the new Temple was de­
liberately altered to destroy any orientation with the sun. Certainly the Old 
Testament as finally edited preserves only fragmentary relics of the earlier 
concern with the sun and seasons. The sudden re-emergence of sun, seasons, 
and zodiac in the synagogues and graves of our monuments is definitely a 
fresh invasion of astral representations. Cleartv, then, the first hypothesis to be 
tested is that this invasion meant a fresh adaptation of Judaism to astralism, a 
fresh modification of Jewish thought by the current pagan ideas connected 
with astralism. Did Jews begin to show a sense of mystical identification with 
the macrocosm or with the cosmic spheres, or with the seasons and their prom­
ise? And does this identification, when it appears on a grave, mean that the 
Jews, too, hoped for immortality and thought of it, like the pagans, in cosmic 
or hypercosmic terms, or in terms of the seed which dies in the earth to revive 

121. 1 he phenomenon is too familiar to 
i l lustrate:  see,  for  example,  Eisler ,  Welten-
mantel und Himmehzelt, I, 85, fig. 27, and in­
deed that entire volume For a great mass ot 
material for the heavenlv garment worn by 
royalty in ancient and medieval times, as well 
as bv a great number of gods in ancient reli­
gions and on into Christianity. 

122 Volume II of the same work of Eis­
ler presents a similar bod ν of material from 

sources of all sorts on the vault of heaven as a 

religious s\mbol. 

123. In his article " The Sun-Cult and the 

Temple at  Jerusalem," in S H. Hooke, MytJr 

and Ritual, 1933. esp. pp. 106 ff. 
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at the proper season in a new life? Since the symbols appear not alone on in­
dividual sarcophagi, as Cumont supposed, but everywhere in the Catacomb 
Torlonia in Rome, in the plan of two ceilings of the Catacomb Vigna Randa-
nini, and, in Palestine, in synagogue after synagogue, our hypothesis would go 
on to suggest that this sort of thinking had great importance to the Jews of the 
time as a group, or groups, not merely to individual Jews. Such a hypothesis 
must be tested from Jewish literature. Did such conceptions appear anywhere 
in our survivals of literature of the period, and, if so, in what sort of literature? 

I. In Rabbinical Writings 

Ou r  i n t e r e s t  is not with use by Jews of astrology as such."4 There is abun­
dant evidence, as has repeatedly been pointed out, that Jews, even the rabbis, 
were much attracted by the pretensions of astrology to predict the future. 
Even rabbis who wanted to keep Judaism free of such speculations bv asserting 
that Abraham and the Jews had been lifted above the stars admitted that the 
gentiles were under astral domination.1^ Insofar as astrology was a field of its 
own, to which Jews like Christians could turn without prejudicing their reli­
gious faith, Jewish astrology does not concern us here at all: its presence would 
simply mean that like the majority of the human race, perhaps, in one sense or 
another, the Jews who at that time practised astrology had a twofold religion 
or philosophy, each to be used on its proper occasion, but the two not blended. 
A modern Christian who goes to confession and communion over the week 
end, and to an astrologer or other type of fortune teller in the middle of the 
week, rarely makes the slightest attempt at reconciling the two, and to the ex­
tent that the two are thus kept separate, astrolog\ has no part in the Christi­
anity of such a person. But if the individual should attempt to unite the two, 
explain astrology in terms of Christian theology, or theology in terms of as-

124 In discussing this question I draw 
heavily upon material alreadv collected bv 
others,  and without accrediting each citation 
to its secondary source Much of the material 
I cue (although I ha\e added much) will  be 
found collected in the following' Leopold 
Low. "Die Astrologie bei den |uden," Cenim-
mclte Srhnften. 1890, II,  115-131 (first  pub­
lished 1863), articles "astrology" and "astron­
omy" at different periods in theJE. II,  241 -
251, bv L Blau, K. Kohler,  P Jensen, and 
J. Jacobs, Eisler, Weltenmanlel undHimmelszelt, 
2(15-275, idem. Oiph -dwn ,  q,  n.  8,  39. η 5. 

D. Feuchtwang, "Der 1 icrkreis 111 der Tradi­
tion und im Svnagogenntus," MCWf, LIX 
(1915). 241-267, ] I'rachtenberg. Jeunh 

Magic and Superstition,  1939. 249 — 259. 311 — 
313: Cumont. Symbolume, 382-388 

125 . B T .  S h a b b a t h .  156a, b (Ε Γ, II,  798-

801) is the locus classicus. Here is expounded 

what it  means to be born under the power of 

each of the planets, and R. Chanina sa\s that 

Jeus also are under power of the birth-star.  

Rabbi Johanan. Rab as expounded by Je-

huda. Samuel.  Akiba. and Nachman bar 

Isaac, each in turn, deny this,  as they give in­
stances of how God has overcome astrologi­
cal prophecies. But none of it  is properly a 
fusion of astrology with Judaism On Israel 's 
superiority to astral determinism see also the 
passages cited b\ W. L Knox in H. Loewe. Ju­
daism and (Jmstia>ut\.  1937, II,  101 
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trology, astrology would become a part of his Christianity. The archeological 
remains, which put the astral signs within the synagogues and catacombs, or 
with Jewish tokens on graves, seem to witness this genuine fusion of fudaism 
and astralism. 

For such a fusion in Judaism we seem at first to have much literary evi­
dence in the rabbinic writings. The rabbis often said that the biblical references 
to the number twelve are allusions to the zodiac. When Jacob "blessed" his 
twelve sons (some he roundly cursed) he compared five of them to animals: 
Judah to the lion, Isachar to the ass, Dan to a serpent, Naphtali to a hind, and 
Benjamin to a wolf. The rabbis commented on the passage: 

Twelve princes will be begot. The tribes are determined by the order of the 
world. The day has twelve hours, the night twelve hours, the year twelve 
months, the zodiac twelve signs, therefore it is said, "All these are the tribes of 
Israel. " I2h  

Many scholars have thought that this identification was originally intended by 
the biblical writer,1·' ' if that is so, jt is amazing that astronomical conceptions 
should have played so rare a part in the Old Testament, and be so little inte­
grated into the religious thinking of Israel and early Judaism. Not until much 
later were all these twelves, and many other twelves, made into explicit refer­
ences to the zodiac. So Feuchtwang quotes R. Phineas ben Jair that the twelve 
silver basins, the twelve silver cups, the twelve golden spoons, twelve oxen, 
twelve rams, lambs, goats, as well as the twelve Princes and Leaders of the Soul, 
and the twelve tribes all similarly refer to the zodiac. R. Elieser ha-Mudai 
added the twelve springs of Elim, which were created at the beginning of the 
world. The brazen sea of the temple was most elaborately identified in this 
way, for among various identifications of details, its ten ells of diameter rep­
resented the ten Sefiroth, its roundness the heaven, its two rows of knobs the 
sun and moon, and the twelve oxen on which it stood the zodiac.' 

126. Gen. X L I X ,  28; the rabbis' comment 
is quoted by Feuchtwang, "Der l'ierkreis," 
243, from Tanchuma, VVajchi, 16 (ed. 
M. Buber). The following material is taken 
from this section of Keuchtwang's discussion. 

127. H. Zimmern, "Der Jakobssegen 
und der Tierkreis," Zeitvhnjt fur Aysynologic. 
VII (1892), 161 - 172. E Stucken, "Ruben m 
Jakobssegen," in his Beilrage iur orientalist lien 
Mythologte, 46 — 72 (Mitteilungen dcr Vorder-
asiatischen Gesellschaft. 1902, VII, iv) 

128. For references see Feuchtwang, 
244, and L. Ginzberg in JE, III, 357 I. An­
other study is that of E Bischoff, Babyto-
ntsches Astrales im Weltbilde des Thalmud und 
Midrasch, 1907 Much interesting material is 

here collected to prove the pan-Babylonian 
origin of astrology 111 Judaism. I he first sec­
tion on the heavenly counterparts of earthly 
things, like the Throne, the Temple, Jerusa­
lem, etc , is interesting but of 110 value to our 
study, because the link between these heav­
enly counterparts and the starry heavens is so 
very shadowy. Bischoff, pp. 48-59. has in­
teresting material on the zodiac, but it shows 
no more than does the material of Feuchl­
wang why the zodiac and Helios should have 
been put in a synagogue I he same is true of 
his material on pp. 116—126. which shows 
the traces of interest in astrology manifested 
by various rabbis. 
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In none of these identifications as made in rabbinical and cabbalistic writ­
ings can I find any motive, any real objective. In the form in which thev are 
stated the identifications express a sort of idlv curious playing with names and 
numbers, that could not, so far as I can see, explain whv Jews would ever have 
made the zodiac and Helios a central symbol in their synagogues. A sample of 
identifications on this level is presented in the curious Syriac fragment pub­
lished bv A. Mingana, entitled "Fragment from the philosopher Andronicus 
and Asaph, the Historian of the Jews."I iu Who wrote this, and when, the editor 
onlv very vaguely conjectures, but the Asaph would seem to have been, as Eis-
Ier indicates, a ninth- or tenth-centurv Syrian Jew, whose amazingly diverse 
writings draw heavily upon much earlier material. The fragment purports to 
be "a discourse upon the twelve stoicheia of the sun, written by Andronicus." 
The stoicheia are obviously the signs of the zodiac. He wants to expound these 
and their influence, for they "gravitate circuitouslv in the number of the twelve 
months of the year, and foretell events which happen to us by order of God, 
creator of everything." This is clearly a theistic adaptation of zodiac fatalism: it 
is not the stars or the astronomical signs but the Creator God behind them 
which determines the future, but he acts through the signs. Andronicus then 
goes on to tell the names of what gods the Greeks gave to these twelve signs: 
Dio son of Cronos is Aries; Poseidon is Pisces, etc. But Asaph, the writer and 
historian of the Hebrews, while he "explains and teaches the history of all 
these," calls them not by their Greek names but by the names of the sons of 
Jacob. Asaph, we are clearly told, changed in all this onlv the names. In the 
Aramaic language he put Reuben as Taurus at the head, with Simeon as Aries, 
Levi as Pisces, etc. in procession behind. This fragment then concludes with 
the following strange paragraph: 

As lovers of the truth you will see and understand that these [stoicheia] have 
been named according to the number of da\s (of lunar computation) 1 sav this, 
even if it happens that the peal of thunder is heard [in them], At each month of 
the year, each one of the stoicheia turns circuitouslv according to the kanones of 
the month and gravitates according to the number of the moons, each one ot 
them having been brought about bv the three kanones of the evolution of the 
moon. This is their exposition, their order, and all their influence of which we 
are aware. 

This piece, whatever its date, seems to me to represent the sort of adaptation 
most common in rabbinical Judaism, for it makes no real identification in a re­
ligious sense at all. The author obviously liked to use astrology for predictions, 
and had freed himself of the notion that it \vas the stars themselves which de-

1 2 9  No 3  in Some Early Juden-Chnsttan Rylands Library, IV, 1 9 1 7 ,  1 ) .  See Eisler. 
Documents in the John Rylands Library, 1917. Orph-dion.. 39. n. 5 For Asaph. Eisler refers 
2 9 ~  3 3  ( r e p r i n t e d  f r o m  t h e  B u l l e t i n  o f  t h e  J o h n  t o  t h e  v e r v  i n t e r e s t i n g  a r t i c l e  i n  J E ,  I I .  1 6 2 .  
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termined the fates: he saw their "influence" as the work of God. So he gives the 
signs of the zodiac good Jewish names, which at once clears his conscience. He 
can continue to cast horoscopes without feeling that in doing so he is in any way 
betraying his Judaism. 

In another Syriac fragment published by Mingana in the same essay the 
zodiac appears forced into a similar artificial relationship to Judaism. Here, 
Shem, son of Noah, gives a series of prophecies of what is to be expected when 
the year begins in each of the zodiac signs. Except that it is Shem who makes 
the prophecies and that the Passover is three times mentioned, not a hint of 
Jewish thinking emerges in the document. Shem predicts the high or low 
flooding of the Nile for that year, the weather, the crops, and the political, san­
itary, and moral conditions. That is, again a Jew would seem to have believed 
in both Judaism and astrology but to have been content to join the two together 
thus loosely rather than try really to fuse them. Conspicuously the Judaism is 
made to give its blessing and terminology to astrology; astrology contributes 
nothing to Judaism. Feuchtwang concluded from his study that although the 
rabbis condemned astrology ("Thou shalt be a prophet, but not an astrologer") 
they conquered it only in theory, for in the lives of the people it remained 
important to the seventh century, and even to the present time.1 '" 

Yet that theoretical condemnation is of great importance for us, since it 
would have closed the door upon the admission of the zodiac into formal Jew­
ish symbolism insofar as it was under rabbinic control. This is not enough to 
explain the zodiacs in the synagogues. For while we have not the setting for the 
other three zodiac mosaics in Palestine, the one at Beth Alpha, occupying the 
center of the floor, with sacred Jewish symbols above it and Abraham's sacrifice 
of Isaac below, can hardly have been inspired by the fact that Jews, in spite of 
official disapproval, liked to cast horoscopes. Sukenik"" in discussing the phe­
nomenon says that there is much evidence that the zodiac and astrology played 
a great part in the life of the people. He quotes Philo and Josephus, to whom 
we shall come, and mentions the hymn-prayers of Ha-Kalir, who lived proba­
bly in the ninth century and whose two poems, one a prayer for dew, the other 
for rain, are oriented in the twelve signs.1" Feuchtwang says that so far as he 

130. Op. cit., 267. 
131 .Ancient Synagogues, 66: see also his 

Beth Alpha. 36. 
132. These will be found conveniently 

translated and discussed by Feuchtwang, 
"Der Tierkreis," 257-266. I am not certain 
that Feuchtwang has not missed some of the 
meaning of these prayers. Fhat they were 
only literal prayers for dew or rain seems to 
me quite dubious: I should guess that they 
were also mystical prayers for an experience 

which being wet with dew. or drenched with 
rain, very strikingly and commonlv s\mbol-
izes Indeed it ma\ be a symbolic pra\er for 
tmmortalitv, since the rain, and more espe­
cially the dew (usually so translated, but see 
the EB, s.v. dew) was something kept 111 the 
highest heaven, called the "Dew of Resurrec­
tion," by the descent of which the dead will be 
revived. See alsoJE. IV. 552, and V, 643, s 1 
geshem, for references. And see I Enoch 
xxxix, 5· "Mercy like dew- upon the earth " 
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knows these ninth-centurv compositions are the onlv things of the kind in 
synagogue ritual. Sukenik adds the hvmns of the Paytunium discovered in the 
Ginza, but these, most dubious evidence for Judaism, are likewise late com­
positions and betray Hebrew connections onlv in the fact that the twelve signs 
are given their Hebrew names. 

What still  appears is that while the hvmns of Ha-Kalir might possibly. ha\ e 
been sung in a synagogue like that of Beth Alpha, they are unique in rabbinic 
and synagogal literature and are as little to be expected from talmudic refer­
ences to the zodiac as are the mosaics themselves 

Actually the feeling of the earlier rabbis about representations of the 
heavenly bodies is plainly recorded. '" The Mishnah reads: 

lfone finds utensils upon which is the figure of the sun or moon or a dragon, 
he casts them into the salt  sea. Rabban Simeon B. Ciamaliel says· if i t  is  upon 
precious utensils thev are prohibited, but if  upon common utensils the\ are 
permitted. 

Upon this the Gemara comments in a very interesting wav. Assuming that the 
Mishnah represents the attitude of the earlier rabbis (before A.D. 200, when 

the Mishnah was codified), they seem to have taken an uncompromising posi­
tion Figures of the sun, moon, or dragon are so abhorrent that thev are to be 

utterly destroyed ("cast into the salt sea" is only figurative) if thev are found. 
This was the general law, and one may suppose that the law mentions onlv 
samples, and that other types of images are implied in these. Actually such in­

ference is extremely difficult,  because sometimes a passage which originally 
meant what it said, such as the cooking of a kid in its mother's milk, was later 

expanded into the whole superstructure of Jewish milk and meat meals. On 

the other hand, the rabbis werejust as competent to take a law couched in spe­
cific language and virtually annul it bv insistence upon literalism. Here, how­

ever, it  is clear that the feeling against astral images was so strong that they, 
with the "dragon," were taken as the illustration par excellence of what could 

not be touched, even if found bv chance. It seems to me a fortiori intentionallv 

implicit that if one must destroy any object found with these images on them, 
much more must one do so with images of gods, and still  more is it  forbidden 

to Jews themselves to make such images. So, at least the great majority of Jew­
ish scholars through the ages have understood the passage. 

In ancient society, however, it  is interesting that as early as the Tannaitic 

The zodiac and astral signs would be appro­
priate il  the prayer uas literally for dew and 
rain, it  would be highK significant if these 
were at the same time prayers tor mystical 
visitation or immortality.  See also Aporahpse 
0/ Abraham ,  xix, with (i .  H. Box's note ad Iur 

BT, Hagigah, 12b (EI.  71. cf pp 61 — 104) 
puts the dew in heaven in one of the loci clas­
sic! for the conception, w here it  is explicitly a 
piece of Maaseh my sticism On this see beloyv 

133 BT. Abodah Zarah, 43b-43b (ET, 
211-217). 
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Age — that is, before the Mishnah was closed — the rabbis showed some tend­
ency to modify this strictness. So Simeon ben Gamaliel did not fear that a Jew 
would worship an image of the sun or a moon-sickle on a common object like 
a water pot, but saw danger in a golden or silver moon-sickle which might be 
worn as a talisman, as he is quoted in self-explanation in the Gemara. It is clear 
that Simeon would not have the Jew himself put such a mark anywhere, but 
neither would he require a Jew to destroy some useful object just because it 
bore that mark. 

In the next two centuries the feeling changed. The Gemara in comment­
ing upon this mishnaic statement, presents several divergent points of view. 
The remarks of Rabbi Abbaye, of the fourth century, are especially interest­
ing. He first seems to be trying to restrict the mishnaic statement to the three 
objects mentioned, for he says that these three objects are the only ones which 
pagans made for worship. They might actually be found worshiping almost 
anything, but as to fabricated images, all but these three were made "only for 
ornamental purposes." It might seem then that the Jew could do as he pleased. 
But this is by no means the implication, especially of making images of the sun 
or moon or stars, or of human faces. The argument is extremely confused, and 
has in general been already reviewed. As to astral symbols, however, the 
prohibition is definitely joined with the biblical text "Ye shall not make with 
me," | ,f4 in the sense that this means to prohibit not only the keeping when 
found of representations of any heavenly bodies, but the making of them as 
well, for they are God's attendants who serve before him in the heights, and 
while there was some disagreement, it was made to apply to all creation down 
even to worms in the ground. 

As to the astral figures, the text repeatedly recalls the stubborn fact that 
the great Rabbi Gamaliel had a chart in his room which illustrated the differ­
ent phases of the moon. This he used to show to rustics who came to report 
seeing the moon in its different quarters, reports on which festival dates were 
based. Gamaliel would say to them, "When you saw the moon, did it look like 
this or that?" The great rabbi was finally excused for having this chart, on the 
ground that presumably he did not make it but had it made by gentiles. Or 
perhaps, it is added, this chart was in sections, and was joined only momentar­
ily, which would seem to imply that a small part of the chart could be shown at 
a time, and the whole could be put away when not in use. The advantage of 
this was that the danger of worshiping images was considered much greater if 
they were exhibited to a large number of people, especially to a formal assem­
bly, than if kept privately. And, clearly, the cycle of the moon was more dan­
gerous a thing to show than its single phases in isolation. So there was a syn­
agogue, of Shaph-weyathib in Nehardea, where an image had been set up. 

1 3 4 .  E x o d .  x x ,  2 3 .  
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Into this synagogue, it is a matter of unique record, two great rabbis actually 

entered to pray, but only when the congregation was not present. "It is differ­
ent when there are many people together."1" Needless to say, this was not an 
approval of putting such an object in the synagogue in the first place, let alone 
indication that the rabbis would have done so themselves. 

When from this passage we turn back to the actual Jewish monuments, we 
see how the monuments go against the decisions of the rabbis on point after 
point. The rabbis quoted in the Talmud would never have approved Helios, 
the zodiac, and the Seasons for the center of the careful Jewish symbolism of 
the synagogues, or have put the Torah shrine between phases of the moon or 
between sun and moon on their graves. Meaningless as representations of the 
zodiac might have become in synagogues and prayer books a thousand years 
later, their original invasion into popular Jewish symbolism, obviously never 
approved by the talmudic rabbis, must have had a great deal of meaning 
indeed. 

It is here that Sukenik's remarks, while quite true, prove inadequate. He 
has not distinguished between the testimony of nonrabbinic types of Judaism 
and the Judaism of the rabbis. None of the evidence we have seen suggests that 
Jewish astralism originated with them, for as R. Eleazar Hisma said, they con­
sidered astronomy and geometry "mere fringes to wisdom."' 

The difficulty for an outsider is that no secondary work I have seen seems 
to me sufficiently to contrast the types of Judaism, or to keep a sense of chro­
nology, in quotations from rabbinic sources. Anything which any rabbi ap­
proves is usually taken to be rabbinical in origin, and generally characteristic 
of a mythically uniform rabbinic Judaism. That there were various currents 
alive and productive in Judaism which often influenced the thought of individ­
ual rabbis seems to me obvious from the rabbinic writings themselves. Yet such 
ways of thinking were essentially foreign to what has come to be regarded as 
the usual rabbinic positions. Scholem"' is an illuminating guide to some of 
these nonrabbinical sorts of Judaism, and he repeatedly emphasizes the "con­
trast to the tendencies which already during the Talmudical period dominated 
the outlook of the great teachers of the Law.""H One type of speculation, he 

135. BT, Abndah Znrah ,  43b (ET, 216) 
136 .  Pnke Abot,  in, 23 It may be noted 

that A. Marniorstein complete!) ignores the 
problem ("Some Notes on Recent Works on 
Palestinian Epigraphy," PEF, QS, 1930. 154-
157) He thinks it adequate explanation of 
the mosaics (p.  155) that  in the Pirke Ehezer,  
vi, the sun is mentioned as riding in a chariot, 
with "the only difference" being that the 
chariot of R. Eliezer is drawn by four 
hundred angels. Similarlv he is confident (p 
156) that the poets Ha-Kalir and R. Phineas 

"must have had before their eyes these newh 
discovered mosaics in Ain Duk [Naaran], or 
Beth Alpha, calling the attention of their 
hearers to these signs." It may well be thai 
Ha-Kalir did have such a mosaic before his 
e\es. Still we must ask: how did such a lhing 
get into the synagogue in the first place; and 
why Helios"-

137 Jewish Mysticism is his most valuable 
single contribution (out of many) to the sub­

ject. 
138. Ibid , 59. cl 62. 
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thinks, must have "originated among heretical mystics who had all but broken 
with rabbinical Judaism."1 ,l< The same must have been true of the "Metatron 
mysticism," says Scholem, since the whole Babylonian Talmud makes only 
three references to it.'-t" Still another type which Scholem calls "gnostic" and 
the beginning of later cabbalism, centered its interest in creation and cosmol­
ogy, and hence was akin most closely to the symbols we are here studying. It 
was invented by Jewish Gnostics, who "tried to stay within the religious com­
munity of rabbinical Judaism," but have left only the fewest and faintest traces 
in haggadic literature, l^1 These were types of Judaism which came to the rab­
bis from the outside, and captivated a few of them (usually, it is said, to then-
eternal damnation), but which had no proper part in rabbinism at all, and cer­
tainly had not arisen out of the rabbinic movement as such. For these Jewish 
schools orthodox rabbinism has today as little use as did most of the Tannaim 
and Amoraim. They are a part of a "naive popular Jewish faith" of the first 
centuries of the Christian Era, which was preserved finally in the Cabbala.1^ 
Our art symbols heighten the sense of contrast between that popular Jewish 
faith, to which they obviously belong, and the Judaism of the rabbis. For the 
rabbis would have disapproved representing the zodiac and Helios in the syn­
agogues as much as they as a group frowned upon Metatron and the mystics 
of the Shiui KomahWhen these art symbols are studied in connection with 
the Jewish literature which the rabbis rejected, both the art and the literature 
take on full meaning. In that literature I must include a group of writings 
which Scholem unfortunately never brings into his studies, the writings of 
hellenistic Judaism. 

2. In Mcrkabali and Apocalyptic 

I N  S E E K I N G  a Judaism that would show such an open and conscious appro­
priation of astralism as to warrant the astral symbols of the Jewish art, we nat­
urally turn with great expectations first to the literature on which Scholem re­
ports. The earliest Jewish mysticism that he considers (he works exclusively 
with literary evidence) is of the sort which he groups under the term Merkabah 
mysticism. For this he has texts which, he thinks, go back in part to the second 
century of our era.Astral immortality, in fact, even appears in the earliest 
Jewish Apocalypse, Daniel xn, 3' "Those who are wise shall shine as the bright­
ness of the firmament, and those who turn many to righteousness as the stars 
for ever and ever."14^ t  The notion continues in II Baruch, IV Esdras, and the 

139. Ibid., 64. 
140. Ibid., 67. 
141. Ibid , 73. 
142. Ibid., 202 f 
143. Scholem (pp. t i l  f  ) quotes without 

naming him a "distinguished Jewish scholar" 

who said of the writings of a later mxstic "that 
he hoped the\ would never emerge from 
their 'well deserved oblivion.' " 

144. See Scholem, 44. and 353 f , nn. 
13 f· 

145. Cf Matt xiii. 43. Wolfson, P h i l u .  I. 
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early Enoch literature, such as the Slavonicand Ethiopic Enoch, and the Apoc­
alypse of Abraham, with the Hebrew Enoch14fi a valuable if later source. In this 
literature the astralism of the pagan world has clearly made a deep impression, 
and we must stop to recall it. 

In I Enoch (Ethiopic), for example, chapters LXXII — LXXXIII are devoted 
to the "luminaries in heaven." The passage begins (chapter LXXII) with a de­
scription of the twelve signs of the zodiac, six in the east, six in the west, and of 
the yearly course of the sun through them, with the variations of length of davs 
that ensue. The next chapters describe the moon, how she "rides in her chariot 
driven by the wind,"'47 with arithmetical reckonings of the lunar year as com­
pared with the solar, an interest in astronomical accuracy which was quite 
beyond the Jewish mosaics. The winds are now discussed'4* as coming through 
twelve portals, four groups of three each — that is, the seasons, as we judge 
from the benefits brought by each of four main directions of the winds. The 
seasons and their power to lead the stars are set forth in greater detail in 
chapter LXXXII. No religious interpretation is given this exposition of as­
tronomy. True it is stated (LXXX, 2 — 8) that "in the days of the sinners" the 
regularity of the heavenly bodies will be confused;'" but no hint of mysticism 
or astral immortality appears here. The very presence of such an account in 
this book, however, suggests that it may have had religious value, and so it is 
not surprising that in an earlier part of the book the fate of the soul after death 

399, quotes the passage in Daniel  as a parallel  
to Chry sippus,  w ho savs that  the souls of the 

wise "mount to heaven and there assume the 

spherical  shape of stars "  Wolison thinks that  

Jewish apocahptic statements of astral  im­

mortali ty "must have been a combination of 

these two sources," i .e  Daniel  and Chrvsip-

pus.  VVolfson l ikes to move thus prectseh 

from one li terary document to another with­

out considering active popular rel igious cur­

rents.  Actually al l  that  Eustathius,  Wolfson's  

source of Chry sippus.  says is  that  Chrysippus 

did not agree with Homer and others who, 

l ike him. made the soul resemble the body: 

διάφορος έστι όοξάζων σφαιροειδεϊς τάς 

ψυχάς μετά θάνατον γίνεσθαι There is  no as­
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passage See Eustathius. CnmmetUarn ad Hu­

meri Ihadem. Leipzig,  1830, iv,  267,  l ine 19 
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148.  I t  is  s trange that  no Jew ish repre­

sentation of the winds as ps\chopomps has 

appeared in Jewish remains,  in view of Cu-

mont's elucidation of their meaning (Symbo-
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I Enoch xvii i .  
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utter  confusion: cf .  IV Ezra v.  3-6.  
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is d iscussed, and it seems that the old Sheol has quite d i s a p p e a r e d . T h e 

r ighteous are "at the e n d o f the heavens," or in the heavens, where is the 

Elect O n e a n d his angels; and righteous souls will be "without n u m b e r before 

him f o r ever," will be like "f iery lights."1 '" T h a t is, obviously, they become stars 

in a purely astral immortality. T h e book is, indeed, filled with a s t r a l i s m . B u t 

so is m o s t o f the apocalypt ic l i terature of Judaism. T h e seers g o u p to the 

heavens in their visions, '^ and there, it is taken for granted, the blessed will 

abide. II B a r u c h LI, to, says: 

For in the h e i g h t s o f that w o r l d shall they dwel l , 

A n d t h e y shall be m a d e l ike u n t o the ange ls . 

A n d m a d e e q u a l to t h e stars. 

D i f f e r e n t strata o f "heavens" are also f a m i l i a r , ' " a conception which seems to 

come f r o m the planetary spheres through which one goes to the highest 

h e a v e n . ' I n II Enoch (Slavonic) the planets still have their Greek n a m e s , ' " 

and not only are bodies but each is a "heavenly circle." A sun 's journey t h r o u g h 

the zodiac is also important, 1"6 and the houses of the twelve signs are in the 

ninth heaven, just below the tenth, where Enoch 

saw t h e a p p e a r a n c e o f t h e L o r d ' s face , like i ron m a d e to g l o w in f ire, a n d 

b r o u g h t o u t , e m i t t i n g s p a r k s , a n d it b u r n s . . . . B u t the L o r d ' s face is i n e f f a b l e , 

m a r v e l l o u s , a n d v e r y a w f u l , a n d very , v e r y terrible.'"•' 

Here clearly we have the Jewish G o d as Helios above the zodiac. Astral im-

mortality is indicated by the fact that the souls of the righteous will shme seven 

times br ighter than the sun. 1 '* In IV Ezra v n , 8 8 - 9 9 , 11 described how the 

souls of the r ighteous will rest in the "seven orders," which are explained as 

orders o f joys . But since verse 97 says that the righteous in the sixth " o r d e r " 

will shine like the stars, their faces like the sun, C u m o n t ^ seems to me quite 

right in see ing in the passage a moral adaptation of "sidereal immortality." 

N o w it is familiar that in popular and rabbinic Jewish parlance " H e a v e n " 

was a n a m e f o r " G o d , " so that in the Gospels the " K i n g d o m of H e a v e n " directly 

means the " K i n g d o m of G o d . " Similarly we g o not to Sheol or Hades or the pit. 

150. I Enoch x x x i x , 3 - 7 ; ct. XLVU, 3; 

c iv , 2, 6 

151 . See esp. ibid., x v n , x v m , XXI, 
x x x n i , XLIII, XLIV. In n - v the regulantv of 

the stars and seasons is contrasted with the 

willful w a n d e r i n g s o f men. In Ps. Sol. x v m , 

1 2 - 1 4 , 11 IS denied that this o r d e r has ever 

failed, except at the special c o m m a n d of 
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m mind 

152. See, for example , the o p e n i n g 

c h a p t e r o f 11 Enoch (Slavonic) 

153. Testament of Levi 111-v . 

154. So A b r a h a m goes to the Seventh 

H e a v e n in the Apoeahpse of Abraham (ed 

G H Box, 1919). x i x 

155. II Enoch x x x , 2 - 4 

156. Ibid., 5 - 7 ; cf x m a n d x i v . 

157. Ibid., x x i , 6 - XXI I . 1 

158. Ibid., LXVI, 7. 

159. Symbolisme, 383 f. 
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but, if worthy, to "heaven" after death, so that "to lav up treasure in heaven" 

could be understood by the simplest audiences. This represents an invasion of 

"sidereal immortalitv" that is probably very old in Judaism, one whose origin 

is not to be recovered. l t ,° Such vague references, however, one feels to be dis­
tinct from the apocalyptic ascents, the rehearsing of the seven heavens (or 
three), the turning of the blessed into stars, the religious value in recounting 
the stages of the zodiac. A Jew, like a Christian later, could hope to "go to 
heaven" with no specifically astral thought at all. But the apocalyptic schema-
tizations, like the later Merkabah, seem much more in the spirit of the astral 
symbols we are trying to evaluate than a simple hope of "going to heaven." To 
put the sun, moon, and stars with the Jewish cult objects is to put the cult 
objects definitely into the heaven of astralism. In a fragment from an early 
apocalypse the following is said: 

In time to come, the Holy One, blessed be he, will take his seat in Eden and ex­

pound All the righteous will sit before him: all the retinue on high will stand 

on their feet The sun and the zodiac [or constellations] will be at his right hand 

and the moon and stars on his left, God will sit and expound a new Torah which 

he will, one day, give by the Messiah's hand """ 

The definite connection of God and the righteous with the cosmos is here an 
important matter, and it is notable that the eschatology is messianic as well. 

Astral svmbols and language were thus a means of bringing out the cosmic 
nature of God, or his hypercosmic nature, and the universal significance of the 
human soul, as well as man's destiny to become himself a cosmic or hyper­
cosmic being. In Merkabah mysticism of the earliest stages the mystic ascended 
through the seven heavens (that is, the seven planetarv spheres) to the throne 
of God. This later became an ascent through the seven heavenly palaces,'6 ' 
and in all cases one needed proper knowledge of the passwords to be allowed 
by the dread keepers to enter each heaven or palace or gate. The state of this 
literature, its rudimentary form in the earliest sources, its tendency to abandon 
literal astralism in the later writings, may well misrepresent the tradition. It 
may be that when the later texts are properlv edited, they will show such as­
tralism, but if so Scholem has completely misrepresented their character, and 
I do not think he has done so. The mystic colors and temples, the throne atop 
the vine, on the walls of the Dura synagogue, the seven steps to the shrine in 

160. One recalls at once the chariot of 

Elijah, II Kings u, 11. 
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VV Ο. E. Oesterlev, Judaism and Christianity. 
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bore the name. 
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(transl. Charles. 1919). 



ASTRONOMICAL SYMBOLS 159 

Sheikh Ibreiq, tie up with these writings, as we shall see, in a way the zodiacs 

and Seasons do not. 

3. hi Jewish Gnostiiism oj the Maaseh Beieshith 

I N  C O N T R A S T , some Jewish writings do use astralism in quite essential form, 

and Scholem calls these more Gnostic than the Merkabah. They belong to the 

Maaseh Bereshith, a little known mystic teaching about the Creation. One of 

the books, the Sefer Yetsirah or Book of Creation, was written, Scholem thinks, 

probably between the third and sixth century, and so is "the earliest extant 

speculative text written in the Hebrew language.""" It is primarily concerned 

with explaining the ten Sephiroth and the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew 

alphabet. In the fifth chapter the author collates the twelve simple letters with 

twelve activities of man, the twelve directions of the compass, the twelve signs 

of the zodiac, the twelve months of the year, and the twelve major organs of 

the human body. And at the end of the book the letters all "shine in the seven 

stars and lead in the twelve zodiacal signs." The Gnostic or Bereshith frag­
ments thus give extremely important hints that popular Judaism did have a 
real use for the zodiac and other astral symbols. 

Judaism was genuinely influenced by solar conceptions wherein God is 
not himself the sun, but is an immaterial source of light. The "light" of God's 
countenance, the fact that in heaven there need be no sun since the light of 
God illumines all things, these are familiar in Judaism and Christianity alike. 

The sun shall be no more thy light by day; 
neither for brightness shall the moon give light unto thee by night. 
But the Lord shall be thy everlasting light, 
and thy God will be thy glory. 
Thy sun shall no more go down, 
neither shall thy moon withdraw itself: 
for the Lord shall be thine everlasting light. 
and the days of thy mourning shall be ended."'' 

This is an early example. A later one is in the prayer ascribed to Abraham: 

Eternal, Mighty. Holy, El, 
God only — Supreme! 

Thou who art self-originated, incorruptible, spotless, 
Uncreate, immaculate, immortal. 

Self-complete, self-illuminating; 

163. Sefer Yetsirah: The Book 0} Formation, 

by Rabbi Akiba ben Joseph, transl. Knut 
Stenring, 1923. See esp. pp 29 f.. 32. I  he 
seven planets also appear on pp 27 f. On the 
little treatise as a whole see Scholem, Jewish 

Mysticism, 74-76; and 363, η 127. On ρ 76 

he contrasts this with the Merkabah tradi­

tion. 
164. Is. LX, 19 f., cf Rev xxii. 22. 
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W i t h o u t f a t h e r , w i t h o u t m o t h e r , u n b e g o t t e n . 

E x a l t e d , fierv O n e ! 

L o v e r o f m e n . b e n e v o l e n t , b o u n t i f u l , j e a l o u s o v e r m e a n d very 

c o m p a s s i o n a t e : 

Eli, that is, M y G o d — 

Eterna l , m i g h t v . holv S a b a o t h . very g l o r i o u s El. El, El. El. Iaoel!"'"' 

T h o u art h e w h o m mv soul hath loved 1 

E t e r n a l P r o t e c t o r , s h i n i n g l ike fire. 

W h o s e voice is like t h e t h u n d e r . 

W h o s e look is l ike the l ightn ing , all-seeing' r" ' 

W h o rece iveth the p r a y e r s of s u c h as h o n o r thee! 

T h o u , O L i g h t , shinest b e f o r e the l ight o f the m o r n i n g u p o n 

thy c r e a t u r e s . 

A n d in thy heavenly d w e l l i n g places t h e r e is n o n e e d o f any 

o t h e r l ight 

t h a n (that) o f the u n s p e a k a b l e s p l e n d o r f r o m t h e l ight o f thy 

c o u n t e n a n c e ,f'7 

T h i s psalm of praise, m which as in the Johannine writings G o d is light and 

lov e, A b r a h a m recites as he approaches the throne o f G o d . In many wavs it 

resembles the Merkabah mvstery, for the next vision is of the fierv throne it-

self, and the fiery chariot. In this connection we recall that in the Midrash Rab-

bah, Rabbi Samuel ben N a h m a n tells Rabbi S imeon ben Rabbi Jehozadak that 

the "l ight" created in Genesis I, 3, was something with which G o d wrapped 

himself as a garment, and then irradiated the whole world. l h H But he tells the 

conception to the y o u n g e r rabbi in a whisper, suggesting again that this was 

part o f a mystic teaching, presumably of the Bereshith." '4 From whatever 

source the conception of G o d as light came to Second Isaiah, then, and though 

it was used always by rabbinic Judaism,'"" it seems to have been deve loped most 
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of life: for he spake and out o f darkness there 

was light, a statement quoted bv Box, p. 61 . 
n 3-
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by the mystics of Judaism, as represented by hellenized Jews'7 ' and the Maa-
soth, and by Christianity in the Pauline and Johannine tradition. Actually it is 
in hellenized Judaism that we find the full appropriation of astralism which, 
we have felt, was suggested by the art. 

4. In Hellenized Judaism 

IN  A  T H O R O U G H L Y  hellenized, yet thoroughly Jewish, book, IV Maccabees, 
immortality is presented in astronomical terms. Seven brothers accept martyr­
dom by torture rather than eat pork, and they are made the equivalent of the 
seven planets turning as a choir in harmony round "piety"; or they themselves 
circle round the hebdomad.'7" The text is corrupt, but the general astral mean­
ing of the passage is confirmed by the eulogy pronounced after the mother 
had followed her sons to death: 

Not so majestic stands the moon in heaven amid the stars as thou. Having led 

thy seven starlike sons with light into righteousness, 71  thou standest in honor 

with God; and thou art set in heaven with them '7J  

The Wisdom of Solomon, unique among the Apocrypha in many ways, 
shows astralism fully taken into Jewish ideas and worship. How old the con­
ception was in hellenized Judaism cannot now be said. That it was proverbial 
when Wisdom was written seems likely from its appearing as a passing allusion, 
almost unintelligible in itself, an allusion which seems to refer to a conception 
already widespread. The passage describes how the Logos intervened in sev­
eral episodes of Israel's history; so it was the Logos as the avenging Angel who 
slew the eldest sons of Egypt.'" But when in the desert the Israelites were 
threatened with death, Aaron as the Logos, or with the Logos' help, "subdued 
the Chastiser": 

He conquered the Wrath not by strength of body. 

Not by the force of arms. 

But by Logos did he subdue the Chastiser, 

In recollection of the oaths and covenants of the Fathers. 

For when the dead were now fallen in heaps upon one another, 

He stood between and cut off the Wrath 

And obstructed his [the Wrath's] path to the living. 

For upon the robe that reached to his feet was the whole world, 

171 See my By Light, Light, passim, esp. 
the passages listed in the index, s.v. Light 

172. IV Mac. xtv, 7 f. 
173. The word photagogesasa is perplex­

ing. This clause may well mean: Having 

drawn down supernal light upon thy starlike 
sons for their righteousness. 

174 Ibid , xvii. 5. Cf. M. Simon, VVrav 

Israel. 1948. 68. 
175. Wis. xviii, 15. 
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And the glories of the Fathers upon the car\ings of the four 

rows of stone, 

And thy magnificence was upon the diadem of his head. 

To these the Destro\er Yielded, these were the things he feared 

For it was sufficient niereh to put the Wrath to the test 

[i.e. b\ presenting him with these symbols]. ' 7* 

Commentators have long recognized that this description of Aaron in robes 

was to be understood in the light of Philo's and Josephus' accounts of their sig­
nificance, to which we soon will come. But I some time ago pointed out that this 
was a peculiar combination of Logos with Aaron's regalia, in that to confront 
Death with this group of symbols was to confront Death with the Logos.'7" And 
now I should add that in the author's mind the presentation of these symbols 
specifically conquered Death. Of Aaron's regalia Wisdom says only that upon 
the robe was the universe — in some sort of symbol, we presume; that the 
glories of the Fathers were upon the twelve stones (of the breastplate, we 
understand); and that God's own magnificence (his glory or Shekinah) was 
upon the diadem of the priest's head. In what sense these were true the author 
assumes the reader need not be told; apparently the author took it to be 
common knowledge. 

It is in the writings of Josephus, Clement of Alexandria, and Philo — all of 
whom, I suppose, were later than Wisdom and none of whom seems to me to 
have used any of the others as a source on this subject — that the allusion in 
Wisdom becomes clear. I have already discussed the matter at considerable 
length,'"s and need here only summarize it. These sources together indicate a 
widespread belief, though one that does not register in any but writings 
obviously influenced by Greek sources,'7 '· that the worship of the Jews, even in 
the Temple, fell into two main categories. The first was the religion of ob­
servance, the halachic Judaism of the rabbis, what Philo called "literalism."'"" 
Here God's rewards — usually of a material nature but perhaps including a 
resurrection — came to those who were actually observing the laws, the sacri-

176. Ibid., 22-25. 
177. In By Light ,  Light,  276. 
178. Ibid., 95-120, " The Mvsterv of 

Aaron." 
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fices, the Sabbath, the Jewish diet, and the rest. Over against this was a Judaism 
which saw its true being not in the physical observance of those laws (careful as 
most Jews, like Philo, were to observe them) but in going on from this literal 
conception to discover a deeper meaning in the laws and to be led by them into 
a spiritual perception and apprehension that far surpassed the mere observ­
ance of the law in physical act or abstention. 

The higher Judaism seemed to Philo (whatever it may seem to modern 
writers) so much like a mystery that he himself constantly used mystic terms 
for it without the slightest hesitation. But it divided itself in turn into two main 
types, which were both represented in the sanctuary of Judaism itself, the 
Temple, or, more properly, the Tabernacle as described in the books of Moses. 
The cultus in this sanctuary was on two levels, one the cultus in which the or­
dinary priest shared, the other the entry into the Holy of Holies allowed only 
on the Day of Atonement, and then only to the High Priest. The distinction 
between the ordinary priest and the High Priest was made to represent that 
the cultus of the mass of priests was a material thing, one which used visible 
objects. PhiIo regarded these "visible objects" as symbols, to be sure, and 
awareness of their symbolic reference seemed to him to lift Jewish worship 
above the "literalist's" level, for the visible symbol became a help to the Invisi­
ble. In contrast even to this, when the High Priest entered the Holy of Holies 
in the Tabernacle he came into the presence of a new symbol, the Ark of the 
Covenant with its sacred contents. Philo so allegorizes the Ark that it repre­
sents to him the ontological procession from Deity, the very inner and imma­
terial evolution of the nature of God itself. Actually Philo never forgets that 
that room was empty in his own day, and it is this, it seems to me, which sug­
gests to him a contrast between a cultus that used material symbols and a cultus 
that did not but that appealed to the mind alone, and abstractly. Actually, even 
the High Priest should so blind himself with incense that he could not really 
see the Ark at all. 

The symbols of the outer shrine were material also in another sense. They 
represented the material manifestation of God in the universe, represented in­
deed the universe itself, and one who properly shared in this cultus joined the 
great cosmic worship wherein all creation manifested and worshiped the Cre­
ator. Philo himself preferred the mysticism of the inner shrine, the mysticism 
represented by the High Priest, who, stripped of his robe of splendor, clothed 
in simple white, went alone into the Alone. Yet he gave a great deal of attention 
to the Cosmic Mystery of Aaron, as I have called it, and in doing so he made 
the chief cultus of the Jews into a truly astral worship. 

To Philo the Universe was, in good Neoplatonic sense, the lowest mani­
festation of the effulgence from the One. Philo was not a true monist, for un­
formed matter itself seemed always to him to be in contrast to the immaterial 
nature of God. But God, in himself utterly remote and abstract, presented 
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himself by a descending series of divine representations, a series with several 
collective names, the most common of which was Logos. This creative and rul­
ing radiation of divine nature was also to be thought of as the world of forms, 
and therefore it could, in a sense, further be represented as the formal aspect 
of the universe. Like Plato, and like most Platonists, Philo considered the uni­
verse as a whole, especially its organization of the heavenly bodies, to be the 
purest of these representations. In the order of the heavenly bodies, their ac­
tion, the zodiac, and the sun itself, collectively, the nature of God had its su­
preme visible revelation. And these not only gave visible revelations: the heav­
enly bodies in their harmony constituted the greatest of all choirs, offered the 
supreme cultus—to the God manifest in them, to be sure, but in truth incom­
prehensibly above them. One of the highest achievements of man was to join 
in this cosmic cultus, since the stars and the zodiac, the four seasons and the 
four winds, the four elements, and the sun, moon, and planets all function as 
the cosmic priesthood. This sort of astralism was not like the Chaldean and 
Stoic astralism which Cumont has described, for there men saw in the heavenh 
bodies, supremely in the heaven itself ("heaven," ouranou was in Greek an 
equivalent for "cosmos"), the object of worship as a materialistic pantheism 
which Philo hated above all heresies. For Philo the cosmos was itself not God 
and should never be worshiped; but it was the supreme priest of God, the onlv 
true priest, and the Jewish High Priest when ministering in the outer shrine 
clothed himself with symbols of the cosmos to guarantee the source and 
validity of his own priesthood. Philo has much to say of this regalia, but the 
following is the best single summary of his conception: 

The high-priest is adorned in this fashion when he sets out to perform the re­
ligious rites, so that, as he goes in to offer the ancestral prayers and sacrifices, 
the whole cosmos may go in with him bv virtue of the symbols (mimeia) which he 
wears: the long robe reaching to his feet a symbol of air, the pomegranate of 
water, the flowered [embroiderv] of earth;1*' the scarlet of fire, the ephod of 
heaven; he wears in type the two [celestial] hemispheres in the emeralds on his 
shoulders, with the six characters engraved on each; symbols of the zodiac are 
the twelve stones upon his chest arranged in four rows of three stones in each 
row, while the breastplate (Iogeion) as a whole represents that Principle [i.e., 
from the context, the Logos] which holds together and rules all things. For it 
was necessary that he who was consecrated to the Father of the world should 
have that Father's Son who is perfect in virtue to plead his cause that his sins 
might be remembered no more and good gifts be showered in abundance. 
Yet perhaps it is also to teach in advance one who would worship God that e\ en 

181. That is, the tunic symbolizes air, 
water, earth — the strictly sublunar elements 
and parts of the universe. 

182. I have in several places improved 

the translation I gave of this passage in B\ 
Light. Light, 106, bv comparing it with Col-
son's version in the Loeb ed. 
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though he may be unable to make himself worthy of the Creator of the cosmos, 
he yet ought to try increasingly to be worthy of the cosmos As he puts on his 
imitation (symbol) he ought straightway to become one who bears in his mind 
the original pattern, so that he is in a sense transformed from being a man into 
the nature of the cosmos, and becomes, if one may say so (and indeed one must 
say nothing false about the truth), himself a little cosmos. lMl  

Here the two types of mysticism are clearly named. One type is to be "wor­
thy of the Creator," which in the context clearly means to become worthy to be 
identified with, to take on the characteristics of, the Creator through mystical 
union and transformation. This is the supreme experience, Philo's highest am­
bition. Second best to that, in the cosmic mysticism one takes on in one's mind 
the pattern of the Son of God, the cosmos, and so has the intercession of that 
Son with God, to the remission of one's sins and the gaining of all other spir­
itual gifts. The conception of the microcosm emerges in one of its earliest 
expressions, but man is a microcosm not because of his material form, or be­
cause the parts of his body resemble the universe as the reflection of the zodiac 
or of the later Sephiroth. He resembles the cosmos in the Platonic sense, in that 
the worshiper's mind appropriates the Form of the world, is transformed into 
the cosmic pattern. This Form is the Logos itself, as the reality of the material 
cosmos is the Logos present in it. As the Logos thus clothed in matter, the Son 
of God, turns in worship toward God, similarly the worshiper can become like 
the universe, a microcosm, as his mind becomes one with the Logos-Form. 
With that Logos-Form he is fused in such a mysticism that the cosmos, his tvpe 
and ultimately himself, intercedes for him as he joins in the cosmic worship 
now by his own right: for he is the replica of the universe, its very self. This the 
High Priest teaches men, and represents to them as he wears his cosmic robe 
in the Temple that symbolizes the cosmos. The High Priest in putting on the 
cosmos, and becoming in his robes the Logos in the Cosmos, typifies the ideal 
(by this cosmic-mystic formulation) for every worshiper. The High Priest only 
shows the way for us all. In another place, where Philo allegorizes the whole 
burnt offering, he says of the stipulation to wash the feet of the victim: 

By the washing of the feet is meant that his steps should be no longer on earth 
but tread the upper air. For m truth the soul of one who loves God springs up 
from earth to heaven and with its wings flies about, longing to take its place and 
share the dance with the sun, the moon, and that most sacred and perfectly at­
tuned company of the other stars, whose marshal and leader is God.'"·' 

Again Philo says: 

For the cosmos is a temple in which the high priest is his first-born, the divine 
Logos . . . of which the one who offers up the ancestral prayers and sacrifices is 

183. Mm.  11, 133- 135· 184. Spec .  1, 207. 
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a material imitation. He is commanded to put on the aforesaid tunic as a cop\ 
of the universal cosmos, that the uni\erse ma\ worship together with man, and 
man with the universe."^ 

The supreme instance of this sort of mvstic identification occurred at the 
death of Moses. Moses throughout Philo's writings supremely reveals the 
human possibilities of perfection, is indeed the chief incarnate representation 
of the Logos to men. In one of his more exoteric writings Philo thus describes 
his death: 

He gathered together a divine compan\, consisting of the elements of all exist­
ence and the most important parts of the universe, namelv earth and heaven 
— one the hearth of mortals, the other the house of immortals. In the midst of 
these he composed hymns in even npe of mode and inter\al, in order that 
men and ministering angels might hear: men that as disciples the\ might learn 
from him a similarly grateful attitude: angels as attendants to watch how. 
judged by their own technique, he made not a single false note The angels 
could hardly believe that a man imprisoned in his mortal bod\ could have a 
power of song like the sun, the moon, and the sacred choir of the other stars, 
in that he could attune his soul to the divine musical instrument, namel\ the 
heaven and the whole universe And Moses the hierophant. when he had taken 
his place in the aether, mingled, along with the choral h\mns of praise to God. 
his own true feelings of good will to the Nation. He repro\ed them lor their 
past sins, gave them warnings and corrections for the present, and ad\ice for 
the future based upon good hopes which were bound to be fulfilled.1""' 

When Moses had finished the song he began to be changed 

from mortal into immortal life, and noticed that he was gradually being disen­
gaged from the elements with which he had been mixed. He shed his bod\ 
which grew around him like the shell of an ovster, while his soul which was thus 
laid bare desired its migration thence '"7  

The comparison of the body to an oyster shell goes back at least to Plato's Phae-
drus,'** and shows "Orphic" immortality put here into a cosmic frame. Al­
though Philo always resisted the Stoic and "Chaldean" resolution of the per­
sonality into an ultimate cosmic substance, aether or fire or what not, still this 
passage closely resembles the Stoic conception. Cosmic mysticism opens the 
gate to immortality, and Moses' gate, Philo feels, can still be ours. Here at last 
appears a true astral or cosmic Judaism such as we have felt from the begin­
ning must have lain behind the art. ,Hy 

185. Som I ,  2 1 5 .  see 2 1 4  — 2 19,a n d  Ahgi 
102- 105. 

1 8 6 .  Yiit. 7 3 - 7 5  

187. Ibid.. 76. 
188. Phaedrus, 250c 

189 The reader mat perhaps be re­
minded  tha t  (he  a rgumen t  i s  bas i ca lh  a s  f o l ­

lows  At a time when astralism was an almost 
universal form of religious hope, Jew s wideU 
took o\ er the s\ mbols of that hope. That the\ 
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Can it be inferred at once that Philo's cosmic and astral conception of Ju­
daism did lie behind the art? Certainly not. But it does help that his remarks 
seem to be a full expression of the ideas briefly alluded to bv Wisdom. And a 
third Jewish writer, Josephus, in less detail than Philo, describes and evaluates 
the Temple or tabernacle cultus in terms of astral mysticism in a way essentially 
identical with Philo's explanation, but with such minor variations ot detail that 
Josephus could hardly have been drawing directly upon Philo's writings.MJ" 
From these independent sources, then, we have evidence that Jews actually 
made their temple cultus, made Judaism itself, into an astral religion. 

Philo's evidence must in the second place be taken to indicate the beliefs 
of the Jews of his day, because, much as he made of their allegonzation of the 
cultus, he really did not like it, and the allegorization of Judaism which seemed 
to him the truest took man definitely beyond the stars into the immaterial 
world. This comes out very clearly in several extended passages where he ana­
lyzes the experiences of Abraham."" Abraham had been brought up in Chal-
dea, where men believed in astral determinism, and identified God with the 
material world itself, or with the "soul" of the universe. Now Philo, like the rab­
bis, believed in astrological predictions, though he lists only natural 
phenomena — the weather, crops, earthquakes, and the like — as thus predict­
able. l t ,J  He followed Plato in asserting that man learned to be philosophical 
first by means of his eyes, which could observe the cosmic phenomena."" He 
believed that the stars were intelligent beings"14 but repeatedly denounced 
their worship as the deepest heresy. Abraham, certainly, could not remain on 
the Chaldean level. "'r ' He was told to leave Chaldea first to go to Haran, where 
he discovered how to distinguish his senses, and the sensory mind in his soul, 
from what he thought must lie beyond the material universe altogether, a 
great Charioteer who drives and controls according to law the parts of the uni­
verse, as the mind in man controls the senses and bodily members.1"" These 
passages emphasize not the value of Jewish cultus, or man's joining with the 
cosmos even in its great worship of the God above it, but in withdrawing alto-

dic! so cannot be explained by casual allusions 
m Jewish writings to astral ioncepts, but sug­
gests that many Jews adopted astralism 
deeply into their Judaism Such an adoption 
we are finding in some aspects of Philo's 
allegory. 

190. 1 have analyzed these remarks ol 

Joseph us in By Light. Light ,  99. 
191. The following is a composite of 

ideas  in  Abr.  70-88;  Migr.  178-199,  Heies  

96-99; Som. i,  53-60; Virt. 212-216. 
192. Upif .  58 He definitely called upon 

men to abandon astrology (Migr. 194), 

though he said that the planets make all 
th ings grow {Opif  113)  

193. Opif .  53 t., 77, Spec,  in, 185- 191. 
194 Gig.  1 ,  Plant .  12,  Som 1, 135. 
195 Much as Philo praised the stud\ of 

the stars, he was quite aware that he had no 
technique for arriving at scientific knowledge 
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Som. I,  22- 24; Heres 97-99 Vet he proposed 
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196. Migr.  186; Abr.  84; Heres 99. 
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gether from the world which is seen into the world which is not seen, the true 

world of the immaterial Reality, God. ,u7  

I have elsewhere elaborated what I called this "Higher" or Immaterial 

Mystery as contrasted with the "Lower" or Cosmic Mysterv, and this need not 

here be repeated. But the contrast is now in point because it shows that Philo 

had no personal interest in the cosmic and astral interpretation of the Jewish 

temple cultus. Astralism appears rather dragged into his scheme, more prop­
erly integrated with the "Higher" mystery of his own preference. From that 1 
can conclude only that astralism wras so generally popular among the Jews of 
his day, especially those influenced by Hellenism, that he could not omit it.'"" 

D.  HEL IOS 

W E  A R E  S T I L L  L E F T  with the problem of what Jews meant when they put 
the zodiac in their synagogues and the other astral signs on their graves. The 
central position of the zodiac in the synagogues made us suspect that astralism 
was a vital part of the Judaism of these synagogues, and we have found a Ju­
daism in Philo, Josephus, and the Wisdom of Solomon which centered high 
aspirations in an astral worship of God. But we have not yet had any explana­
tion of why the particular symbol of Helios the charioteer within the zodiac 
should have been chosen especially to express this Judaism. We have seen that 
Helios supremely symbolized God in the Syrian world, indeed in the Roman 
world in general from the third century onward. We have often been re­
minded of Helios by such symbols as the bull, the lion, the eagle. It has ap­
peared that to pagans the zodiac with Helios meant the supremacy of the law 
of nature, the orderly cosmos, under the direction of Sol Invictus. To some, 
we have seen, Sol Invictus was literally the physical sun, to others the real Sol 
lay behind the material sun. The astral system promised immortality, as the 
soul returned to its cosmic, or hypercosmic, origin. 

It seems to me that, divergent as the suggestion may be from orthodoxy, 
Jews could hardly have used the device in any essentially different way them­
selves. When they saw the Seasons and the zodiac, they were presented — if 

197 On the power of man's mind to soar 
above the material universe see Opif 31. 54 
f.; Del. 85 — 90; Heres 88 f ; Spec 1, 37-40; 11, 
45; Praem 41, 65 One reads the stor> of 
Abraham's leaving Chaldea in the Apoca­
lypse of Abraham. 1 (transl. G H Box) with a 
sharp sense of contrast, as well as the pas­
sages Box has collected in the appendices, 
pp 88-96. In the rabbinic tradition Abra­
ham goes out from the foil ν of idolatrv, and 

while in the Midrash Ha-gadol, as quoted 

ibid., 92. Abraham does come to see that the 

heavenh bodies are powers inferior to God, 

the ApocaKpse show s none of the mvsticism 

of Philo in the interpretation, the active use 

of the stars in worship or in ascending to 

God 

198. It should be noted that Philo. like 

the rabbis, equated the twelve tribes with 

signs of the zodiac1  Praem. 65; cf Colson's 

note ad Ioc in the Loeb ed.. VIII. 454 f 
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Philo and Josephus and the Wisdom of Solomon are any guide to us — with the 
conception of God's rule, of the beneficence of the seasons, their regularity, 
and the starry world of heaven which the zodiac most succinctly represented. 
For the continuity of the notion into later cabbalistic Judaism, the statement of 
the Zohar is most illuminating: 

We are aware that the structure of the Tabernacle corresponds to the structure 
of heaven and earth. The Companions have given usjust a taste of this mystery, 
but not enough for a real mouthful.""' 

Above these was the charioteer. And here Philo comes again most force­
fully to mind. For he tells us that God is the shepherd of the flock of the stars, 
and that the twenty-third Psalm is a cosmic hymn, the hymn of the heavenly 
flock to the God who leads them. 

This hallowed flock he leads in accordance with right and law, and sets over it 
his true Logos and first-born Son, who shall take upon him its supervision like 
some viceroy of a great king.'"" 

This supervision of the world by God, whether directly or through his Logos, 
Philo usually describes in terms not of a shepherd but of a charioteer. He de­
scribes how God made the seven zones and put a planet in each, and continues: 

He has set each star in its proper zone as a driver in a chariot, and vet he has in 
no case trusted the reins to the driver, fearing that their rule might be one of 
discord, but he has made them all dependent on himself, since he held that thus 
would their march be orderly and harmonious.J , , i  

In another passage Philo shows how God foresaw astral worship directed 
toward the stars and Seasons themselves. He took many steps to forestall this, 
chiefly in that he gave the stars power, but not independence, and himself 
retained direct control of all things, the stars included. 

Like a charioteer grasping the reins or a pilot the tiller, God guides all things in 

what direction he pleases as law and right demand. 

Again Philo says: 

The oracles tell us that those whose views are of the Chaldean type have put 
their trust in heaven, while he who has migrated from this home has given his 

199 Zohar, Terumah, II, 149a (ET, IV, 
22). 

200. Agr. 51, see 50-54. 
201. Cher. 24. We recall a curious Roman 

gem with Medusa, certainly a solar symbol, 
on one side; on the other a seated deity (I 
cannot agree with Reinach that it is a man — 

I should guess it is Apollo with his bow) is sur­
rounded by two concentric bands. In the 
outer band are the signs of the zodiac, and in 
the inner band are the seven planets repre­
sented as seven charioteers in their quadri-
gas. See Remach, Pierres. plate 127, figs. 96 f. 

202. Opif .  46. 
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trust to him who ndes on the heaven and guides the chariot of the \\ hole world. 

even Οοά,-'Μ  

All of this might well have been symbolized bv the Seasons and zodiac, with the 

Charioteer, and such a design would properly come in the very center of the 

synagogue floor. Such a conception of the meaning of the zodiac does violence 
to predominant rabbinic opinion, but we cannot cling to the determination to 

explain the pictures from rabbinic writings. The pictures must be explained in 

terms of a Judaism in which thev have meaning. Were astral symbols the only 
ones which suggest interpretation in terms of a hellenized Judaism, we should 

have less confidence in suspecting that Helios and the chariot symbolize the 

divine Charioteer of hellenized J udaism, God himself. 

E .  S l  M M A R Y  

T H E  Z O D I A C  in the synagogues, with Helios in the center, accordingly, 

seems to me to proclaim that the God worshiped in the synagogue was the God 

who had made the stars, and revealed himself through them in cosmic law and 

order and right, but who was himself the Charioteer guiding the universe and 

all its order and law. Nothing indicates that the Jews in these synagogues fol­
lowed Philo's stricter philosophy in regarding the Charioteer as the Logos, 
while God was himself the remote and unaffected Monad in self-sufficient 
isolation. Actually the Hoor of Beth Alpha as a whole, the only one that shows 
the zodiac in its full original setting, seems to me to outline an elaborate con­
ception of Judaism. In the center is presented the nature of God as the cosmic 
ruler. Above are the symbols of his specific revelation to the Jews, primarih the 
Torah in the Torah shrine; below in the sacrihce of Isaac is, I suspect, the 
atonement offered in the Akedah. All this is surrounded bv familiar mystic sym­
bols: birds, animals, and baskets within the intersticies of the vine. At the top 
of all inconspicuously stand the little fish and the bunch of grapes. 

As I explained the three large scenes before, the first seems to me to be 
the Akedah as the atoning sacrifice of Abraham and Isaac, by which Abraham 
became the priest forever after the manner of Melchizedek. This corresponds 
to the first step in mysticism of the philosophic! perennis, purgation. In the second 
panel, one goes up to the illumination of the heavens. In the third, one comes 
to the implements of the revealed cult of Judaism, the whole properly veiled 
but here shown with the veil drawn back to allow what was behind the veil to 
appear. It is no coincidence, I believe, that the Higher Mystery had its chief 
symbol for Philo in what lay behind the veil of the Holv of Holies. But here the 
most sacred symbol of all is only implied, the Torah behind the closed doors of 

203. Heres 99. Theos at the end is without Equalh definite are Decnl 53, 60; Spec 1, 14. 
the article and may thus refer to the Logos. 
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the Torah shrine. Here the third stage of mysticism was possible, that of uni­
fication. It is this scene which we found so prominently used for the back of 
arcosolia in the Catacomb Torlonia. To this closed shrine also ascend seven 
steps in the cemetery of Sheikh Ibreiq. We shall see other apparent references 
to the same idea in the paintings at Dura. The menorah in the center of the 
ceilings at the Catacomb Torlonia seems to me to go with this astral symbolism, 
since the menorah has been seen to symbolize, among other things, the seven 
planets. 

Similarly the four Seasons that appear in the mosaics and on the sarcoph­
agi would have represented to Philo an abbreviation of the cosmic order. The 
twelve stones in the High Priest's breastplate were arranged in four rows of 
three each, he says, to correspond to the fact that there are three zodiacal signs 
in each season.-'"4 The transitions of the seasons are controlled by strict math­
ematical laws, and reveal the Logos who guides them.J"^ Philo warns against 
the pagan hypostatizing of the seasons, with the assumption that they have in 
themselves the power of producing what grows upon the earth.*"15 But once he 
has entered that caveat, he has no reluctance to saying, like any pagan, 

The four seasons of the year bring about achievement by bringing all things to 

perfection, all sowing and planting of crops, and the birth and growth of 

animals.·"'7  

He even schematizes the Jewish Festivals according to the seasons, and so 
makes the Festivals into a cosmic worship.-'"" The Jewish calendar is, he thinks, 
designed to make the whole cycle of the year into a Festival.""' Celebration of 
a Festival in the true sense is 

to find delight and festivity in the contemplation of the world and its contents 

and in following nature, and in bringing words into harmony with deeds and 

deeds with words 

204. Spec  I ,  87. 
205 Λ/ot I i 1  124—130 In Greek the 
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Specifically the Feast of the New Moon celebrates beginnings, the coming 

of light, and the fact that the moon goes through the zodiac most rapidly of all 

the heavenly bodies. The new moon calls us to imitate the heavenly kings (the 

stars), and the moon also makes important contribution to earthly fertility.211  

Philo, as is customary, combines Passover with the FeastofUnIeavened Bread, 

which, as the Feast par excellence of the Spring equinox, commemorates the 

act and product of God's first creation and the creative power of God in na­
ture. Most elaborately the Feast of the Sheaf is likewise made into a spring 
Festival of fertility.1" ' But there is no reason to review each Festival here. The 
substance of the long section on Festivals is stated in another treatise, where, 
after showing the cosmic importance of the mystic number seven, and its 
repeated presence in the stars, Philo says: 

The sun. too, the great lord of day, brings about two equinoxes each vear. in 
spring and autumn. The spring equinox in the constellation of the Ram, and 
the autumn equinox in that of the Scales, suppH very clear evidence of the sa­
cred dignity of the seven, for each of the equinoxes occurs in a seventh month, 
and during them it is enjoined bv law to keep the greatest national Festivals, 
since at both of them all fruits of the earth ripen, in the spring the wheat and 
all else that is sown, and in the autumn the fruit of the vine and most of the 
other fruit trees. 

The Seasons, then, symbolize at once the regularity of the cosmos, its law, 
and the beneficent power which comes to earth from heaven and its God. In 
them we find united again astralism with fertility cult, the combination most 
generally in favor in the symbolism of immortality and mysticism in the Roman 
world. That Philo does not connect the seasons specifically with immortality is 
only to be expected of a man who was himself so little interested in immortal­
ity. ForJudaism in general their presence on the graves and their mention in 
other sources is sufficient indication that like the stars they suggested the hope 
of man at death to change into a greater life. But Philo does show that the sea­
sons had been elaborately accepted into Judaism by such allegory of Jewish 
Festivals as makes them celebrations of precisely this combination of astralism 
and fertility cult, and so the basis of genuine mystical experience and sacra­
ment within Judaism itself.""· The figures of the Seasons on the Jewish sar­
cophagi at Rome, then, were more in harmony with Judaism than Cumont 
himself indicated, in harmony with a strongly hellenized Judaism. The men-
orah, itself a sign of the seven planets, flanked by Seasons, meant much in 
terms of Jewish thought: it meant hope of immortality, astral immortality 

2 11. Ibid., 140-142. 213. On the Festivals see esp. m\ "Literal 
212 Ibid . 150-161. M\ster\ in Hellenistic Judaism." Quan tu la -
813 Ibid., 162-175. cumque. Studies Ptesented to Kirwpp Lake.  2^~-
214. Opif  116 241 
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granted by that beneficence which, while it came from the relentlessly regular 

heaven, made all the earth fertile and promised renewed life also to man. But 

the menorah added that all this came from the Jewish God who governed the 

universe. When Christians took over the same value and put Christ enthroned 

between the Seasons upon a sarcophagus in place of the candlestick, it may be 

assumed that in Christian terms the design indicated the same hope."" 

216 Melanges d'archeologie et d'histmre, 

XIV (1894), 445, plate ιχ 
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C H A P T E R  F I V E  

Interpreting the Art of the Synagogue 
at Dura-Europos 

FE W  A R C H E O L O G I S T S  h a v e  h a d  s o  a m a z i n g  a n  e x p e r i e n c e  a s  t h a t  o f  
five young people when in November 1932 they saw the painted walls of a 

third-century synagogue emerge from the sands of Dura Europos. Their 
names should be freshly recorded: Clark Hopkins, Director; M. Ie Cte. du 
Mesnil du Buisson, Vice-Director; Miss Margaret Crosby; Frank E. Brown; 
and Van W. Knox. Othersjoined them when the magnitude of the discovery 
showed the need. The original group had gone out carefully coached by Franz 
Cumont, Rene Dussaud, and, above all, Michael Rostovtzeff, who, with his 
usual flair for the best place to dig, had spotted the great mound of sand on 
the desert side of the city. Here, it turned out, a whole row of buildings had 
been preserved, including not only the synagogue but also the earliest known 
Christian meeting room or baptistry, and a magnificent Mithraeum. 

About A.D. 256 the citizens of Dura, with a little Roman garrison, had been 
cut off from all help and faced inevitable extinction at the hands of an advanc­
ing Persian host. To strengthen the most exposed wall of the city the desperate 
people tore the roofs from the buildings in the street behind it and constructed 
a great ramp by filling the whole with quantities of earth. It did no good. The 
Persians tunneled under, and Dura was never heard of again until, in ig21, a 
British captain warring against the Arabs camped on the site, and in the course 
of "digging some trenches in the ruins" discovered the painting of the "Pal-
myrene gods." J. H. Breasted, who was near by, came and took photographs; 
he reported the discovery to the members of the French Academy of Inscrip­
tions, who excavated the site for two years.1 They did not touch the ramp be­
hind the wall, however, and there the decorations of the synagogue, freshly 
painted just before being buried, remained in the dry earth. They came out 
eventually with the colors almost as clear as when the moritun had buried them. 

WhenJews first came to Dura we do not know. The painted synagogue 

1. The best accounts of the discovery are Chicago Oriental Institute Publications, I); 
by ]. H. Breasted, Oriental Forcrunnen of By- Cumont, Fouilles, pp. i-x. 
zantine Painting, 1924, 52-61 (University of 
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was clearlv built upon an earlier one, which in turn had been made bv remod­
eling a typical dwelling of the city. Kraeling estimated that the first synagogue 
dated from the end of the second to the beginning of the third centuries, ap­
proximately fifty years before it was demolished to make the second syn­
agogue in A.D. 245.- The earlier synagogue had had a ceiling painted to imitate 
coffers, with a gilded plaster rosette in each coffer, and on the walls painted 
panels to imitate marble. An inscription on one of the ceiling tiles of the second 
synagogue established its date firmly,1 but not the date of the murals. The ceil­
ing this time was made of real painted tiles; some decoration, as on the reveals 
of the doorways, and the panel over the Torah niche, was probably done at 
once. Then, apparently, a great vine was painted over the niche to the ceiling 
— a device several times repainted, and finally divided to go with the extraor­
dinary painted panels within grapevine borders with which the walls were en­
tirely covered. This last was done v ery shortly before the fall of the city in 256. 
for paint droppings are still to be seen on the Hoor. VVe cannot suppose much 
more than a five-year interval. 

The building was cut back to buttress the city wall, as just mentioned. 
Kraeling1 has carefully reconstructed the steps taken in this emergency. At 
first sand was brought in from the desert to fill Wall Street to the level of the 
tops of the houses; but this put such great pressure on the walls of the houses 
that they began to buckle and had themselves to be braced. Apparently, em­
bankments of earth and carefully packed mud were built from the inside 
against the threatened wall, and this was further strengthened by sand and bv 
rubble from walls destroyed for the purpose. The portions of the walls of the 
synagogue which projected above the growing ramp were knocked off, to add 
their weight to the buttress. Accordingly, of the north and south walls less than 
half remains, while of the east wall at the back we now ha\e only the dado and 
part of the bottom register of paintings. The west wall, however, was preserved 
almost intact, and since this was the wall toward which worship was directed, it 
seems to have been the most important of all. Enough of the uhole is left to 
make the paintings one of the most important discoveries of all time for the 
history of religion. 

A. RELATIOA IO MRVIYLVG JEWISH LITERARY 

Ί  RADl ' I  IOXS 

A F T E R  T H E  F I R S T  W A V E  of incredulity at the new discovery had passed, 

discussion began about what the paintings can tell us; though considering the 

importance of the material, the\ have receh ed relatively little attention. The 

2 H Pearson 111 Rostov  tzef f ,  Duia-Euiu-  261-266 

VI,111:  Kraehng,  Sviagngue,  4-3;¾. 4  S\na%vgue.  4 f .  
Seed Iorrev 111 Krachn^. S-\na^<t^nr. 
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synagogue had quite as radical implications for our knowledge of Judaism as 
the Dead Sea Scrolls, if not far deeper; but whereas hundreds of people were 
prepared to read the Scrolls, no one alive knew how to read the language of 
the murals. In their remarks about the Dura Synagogue scholars have thus tar 
united only in feeling that explanation of the paintings must begin by orient­
ing the paintings with their own conceptions of Judaism. Few scholars, that is, 
began with the paintings themselves: practically all began with notions from 
this or that body of Jewish literature, with which they insisted the paintings 
agreed. One scholar, for example, has said specifically that in interpreting ar-
cheological monuments we must "proceed from those elements which fit rec­
ognizable types and have reasonably certain meanings . . . that is, from the 
normal and obvious." So he recommends doing what Kraeling has done: ex­
plaining the relation of the paintings first to the Old Testament, next to the 
"great bulk of Jewish literary material of approximately their own time and 
area," and then to the contemporary pagan art of Dura. Other matters can 
safely be left, he says, to "special studies. 

Just what a special study may be he does not explain. But I see little to 
commend the assumption that we may consider the evidence offered by the 
place of the paintings in the history of iconography and symbolism only after 
we have safely chained them to a Jewish literary tradition of the same "time 
and area." For by that first move we shall actually have closed the door against 
seriously considering the evidence of the art itself, or of other types of Juda­
ism. The history of art, as has often been recognized — conspicuously by the 
great Henri FociIlon — is the history of the human spirit in terms of forms. 
Monumental texts, he rightly says, have the same value as written texts, and 
often a much higher value. "There exist whole segments (pam) of civilization 
for which their forms are the only, or almost the only, sources of information 
to reach us."1 '  

Jewish art seems to have opened such a pan in Jewish history. The literary 
remains of Judaism in the Greco-Roman period had led us to suppose that 
Jews at that time used no images. Although for centuries archeologists had 
been finding a great number of Jewish images from the period, the Dura syn­
agogue, and the other remains of Jewish art collected in the first three volumes 
of the present study, came as a total surprise to those historians who had used 

5 Kraeling said essentially the same 
thing, Synagogue, 340: " There is great clanger 
of letting our eyes be blinded to, or by, the 
novelty of the material, and thus of losing 
perspective cither upon the paintings them­
selves or upon the picture of ancient Judaism 
as it has been developed from the study of 
other types of evidence by the scholars of the 

last hundred years." 

6. H, Focillon, "Lettre a Josef Strz\-
govvski,"  Civil isations.  Onent-Uccidenl,  genie dn 
Nord-Latinite ,  1935, 133 f (Institut Interna­
tional de Cooperation Intellectuelie. Corre­
spondence IV) Quoted by Namcnyi,  L'Esprit ,  
I .  
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onlv literarv evidence. In alluding to that collection I b\ no means forget the 

large number of predecessors I drew upon who did know some or all of this 

art, even before the discovery of Dura. Their labors, however, were not such 

that the art remains of Judaism had taken an important place in an ν general 

history of |ews in the period alongside the literary remains. Indeed \er\ few 

even of those who themselves discovered and published the various monu­
ments had considered for a moment that their discoveries were really opening 
up a new pan in that history. Jewish histor\, based upon Jewish writings, has 
been largely written on the assumption that the basic motif of all Jews of this 
period was total rejection of pagan religion. Even the monumental study of 
Tcherikover- is devoted to the thesis that hellenization affected only a few 
great families corrupted by their riches, while the mass of Jews everywhere re­
jected any taint, and remained what G. F. Moore called "normative" Jews. By 
rejecting paganism, it has been supposed, Jews strengthened themselves as a 
group, a group distinguished by their uorship of the one true God. Along with 
the peculiar cycle of sabbaths and festivals, the in-group marriage, and pecul­
iar food went, it was thought, an abhorrence of images, especially those asso­
ciated with pagan worship. Some Jews added mysticism to this normative 
Judaism, others messianism and eschatological concern, but however much 
such extremists as even Philo may have borrowed from pagan religions and 
metaphysical attitudes, they expressed the basic detestation of pagan worship 
and images quite as strongly as any rabbi. Paul might have drawn from either 
Philo or Gamaliel when he wrote of the pagans: "Glaiming to be wise thev be­
came fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resem­
bling mortal man or birds or animals or reptiles."" 

Suddenh, however, the new discoveries presented us with a Judaism that 
had no such feeling about pagan art or images — to the point that at Dura the 
god Ares, for example, could supervise the Exodus from Egypt, Victories 
bring their crowns on the acroteria of the Temple, and the three Nymphs 
guard the infant Moses while Aphrodite-Anahita takes him out of the little ark. 
Helios riding in the zodiac had occupied the center of Palestinian synagogues. 
All of them directly violate what had seemed the basic attitude of Judaism. 
True, nothing suggests that Jews ever worshiped these figures, any more than 
that thev worshiped the Moses or Aaron or Abraham that accompanies them. 
We cannot on that account dismiss the fact that nothing in the literarv remains 
of Judaism suggests anything but the most occasional and grudging tolerance 

7.  V.  Ichei  iko\er .  Hellenist ic Civil ization 

and the Jews,  1959 See mv review in Jewish So­
cial  Studies .  XXII (1960) ,  10- , -108 Tcheri-

ko\cr  speaks \er \  wel l  of  the present  work on 

p.  523.  η 2.  but  I  cannot  agree that  I  am 

"anxious  to  emphasi7e the Hellenizat ion of  

the Jews. '  I  am "anxious"  onh to let  the e\  1-

dence.  al l  of  i t ,  speak for  i tsel f .  

8  Rom 1, 22  f  See Philo.  Demi 66-81.  

and m\ Int i  o i l  act ion.  108 f  
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of such art. Why would any loyal Jew (and all these were loyal Jews) have 
wanted to borrow the art forms of paganism, and represent them in their 
places of burial and worship, at Dura represent them alongside, and even 
integrally within, their paintings of Old Testament scenes? If the literary 
evidence gives us no way of explaining such a desire for pagan art forms, we 
must see that the monumental evidence has taken us into a new pan of Juda­
ism, for which the art remains themselves are our only direct evidence. Be­
cause here, clearly, is a widespread Judaism that did want them. 

How are we to deal with such a phenomenon? It was suggested in Chapter 
Two that we should trace the history of the symbolic forms used bv Jews to see 
whether out of their history we might recover some constants of meaning. 
Meaning we saw in a symbol's "value" rather than its "explanations." A live 
symbol \vhen borrowed by a new religion is borrowed for its value and given 
explanations (if at all) in terms of the traditions of the new religion. We assume 
that Jews were borrowing the symbols of pagans not for ornament but to say 
something. What the symbols had said for pagans in terms of pagan religions 
the Jews wanted them to say in terms of Judaism. The rabbis clearly had no 
conceptions in their Judaism to express which they needed a figure of Helios, 
the eagle, Cupid, or Victory. This must not blind us to the fact that, in contrast, 
we are here dealing with Jews who felt that they needed precisely these figures 
to express values they found in, or projected into, their Judaism. On no other 
basis does it seem possible to explain the wide use of these symbols, the kinds 
of symbols selected from paganism, and the places they were used.'1 

The same method should be used in interpreting the paintings of Dura. 
The first premise is that we must get to verbal statements about the meaning 
of the art only after, and out of, a study of the monumental remains them­
selves, rather than begin by imposing verbal statements from some or other 
types of Jewish literature upon them. I have tried to evaluate the pagan sym­
bols found in synagogues and Jewish graves. The discussion takes on a new 
dimension when we see at Dura basically the same borrowed symbols accom­
panying an assembly of paintings obviously inspired by Old Testament inci­
dents. 

All of my predecessors who have discussed the Dura synagogue have re­
garded it as their first duty to explain that the pagan motifs in its ceiling and 
dado had no importance whatever, were "purely decorative." The most elab-

9. Morton Smith, " I'hc Image of God," 
Bulletin of the John RyIancls Libran, XL (1958), 
473 — 512, has shown traces of hcllcnization 
in the rabbis themselves. He follows Saul Lie-
berman, and adds many scattered details. 
But the details remain scattered, and the rab­

bis give us no such collected and extensive 
hellenization as the Jewish art, at Dura and 
elsewhere, presents. See m\ "1 he Rabbis and 
Jewish Art in the Greco-Roman Period," 
HUCA. XXXII (1961). 269-279 (Julian 
Morgenstern Festschrift). 
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orate of those attempts is Kraeling's;he has presented a summation of all 
other arguments, with many additions of his own. One cannot disagree with 
him without reason, and as we expound the pagan motifs of the ceiling, the 
dado, and the reredos we shall ha\e to take his ideas seriously. Mam of the 
pagan motif s in the synagogue ha\e already been discussed, and the new ones 
must be examined historically. 

Pagan motifs in Jewish synagogues and gra\es have already led us to sus­
pect that Jew s used them to express faith in heaven, in the love of God, in com­
ing \ ictory, and, for some, in mysticism. 1 believe that, as we continue, the new 
symbols which Dura adds to the old vocabulary will seem to point to similar 
meaning. All these symbols — the vine, or birds in the vine, or the harnessed 
felines — had promised such hopes impartially in many pagan religions as they 
migrated from one religion to another. To earlv Christians the same symbols 
apparently expressed the same hopes, hopes that ceased to be pagan when the\ lost 
thew associations with pagan god<> and myths. They would indicate the Christian as­
pect of the hope explicitly as they were represented along with symbols from 
the Old Testament or life of Christ. The biblical scenes of Christianity m no 
sense detracted from the symbolic power of the borrowed pagan emblems, or 
changed their values. I  he biblical scenes onlv spelled out how the Christians 
were reinterpreting the universal symbolic language, declaring Christian ex­
planations for the pagan values now claimed by Christianity, presented in 
Christianity. The natural hypothesis is that at Dura1Jews were doing the same 
thing in the name of Judaism: that the biblical scenes thev selected to present 
in such a setting would declare in Jewish terms the values and hopes which pa­
gans had set forth by these symbols before the Jews used them, and for which 
Christians were already beginning eagerly to borrow them. For, let me repeat, 
I am confident that the representations in the synagogue, pagan and Jewish 
alike, express the Judaism of the people who designed the w hole scheme. We 
must treat as a unit the decorations in the synagogue, along, indeed, with the 
plan of the building itself. 

If we regard it as our first task to associate the biblical scenes with one or 
another body of Jewish literature, we at once rule out the possibility of such 
association with pagan devices, since, as was just said, we know no Jewish lit­
erature that shows any need of pagan symbols to express itself. In point of fact, 
all early attempts at explanation actually looked for elements m the paintings 
that would suggest the sort of Judaism each of us had come to know best bv 
previous study. Some saw eschatological and apologetic cycles represented, 
and looked to this type of literature for proof texts. Others felt that if Dura was 
Jewish, it must be explained out of the Talmud and Midrash. In ByLight, Light, 
I made a preliminary announcement that the paintings were inspired by hel-

1 0 .  K r a e h n g ,  S v i t a g o s r u f ,  3 9  —  5 4 ,  6 5 - 7 0  
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lenized Judaism of the kind I had learned from Philo." None of these bodies 

of literature can be ruled out, a priori; much illumination will prove to come 

from all of them. The art, however, may be presenting us with a novum alto­
gether, or such a mixture of elements as to constitute a virtual novum. The 
paintings may go back to any of these three great kinds of Jewish literature. 
But we obviously need some objective approach in appraising them. 

B .  D U R A  A M )  Β Α Β Π Ο Λ Ί Α Λ  J E W S  

W H A T  S E E M E D  at first such an objective view was suggested years ago by 

Kraeling in a paper read to the New Haven Oriental Club. While I do not recall 

that he formulated the idea directly in his monumental Synagogue, clearly it still 

operates powerfully in his thinking. He suggested in his paper that we appeal 

to time and geography. He said that since Dura was on the Euphrates, only 

about 250 miles north of Nehardea, which was at that time the seat of the great 

Babylonian Jewish Academy, we should take their Judaism, as expressed in 

Babylonian Talmud and Midrash as well as in the Targumim, to be what pre­
sumably lies behind the art of Dura. This has always sounded to me like a 
treacherous criterion of judgment. 

Nehardea and the towns about it had become a little island of Jews where 
Jewish traditions seem almost entirely to have taken over. How far this was 
true we do not know, for in A.D. 220, when the first synagogue of Dura was in 
operation, the great scholar Rav returned to Babylonia from his training in the 
Palestinian Academy and went through the Jewish settlements of Babylonia 
establishing schools where his fellow Jews, whom he found painfully ignorant 
of the Law, could be trained. But these little Jewish communities of Babvlonia 
had no importance as military or trading posts for either Greeks or Romans, 
and so were never permanently occupied or influenced from the West. Indeed 
when the Persians conquered all southern Mesopotamia and ruled it in place 
of the Parthians, the first Persian king persecuted the Jews of the region, but 
his successor relaxed this and allowed them to live peacefully according to 
their own legal traditions. In A.D. 258, two years after the destruction of Dura, 
the Palmyreans conquered Babylonia and destroyed a few Jewish cities, in­
cluding Nehardea; but this, too, proved only temporary, and the Jews there 
soon continued to live their own lives with essentially no control from gentile 
civilizations. As a consequence, legalistic or halachic Judaism had a freer hand 
to develop there than at any other time or place in Jewish history, with the 
possible exception, much later, of similar Jewish centers in Eastern Europe. 
The fully developed halachic Judaism which we associate with the Babylonian 
Academy and life, and which produced the Babylonian Talmud, was prob­
ably still quite unformed when the Dura synagogue was decorated; so if there 

1 1 . By Light, Light, 2 0 9  F . ,  2 2 2 ,  2 4 2 ,  2 6 2 .  
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was any significant relation between the Judaism of Nehardea and Dura. 
Namenvi'- seems to me right in saving that Dura would have represented 
BabvlonianJudaism before the halachic reform. 

We mav question, however, that thejudaism of Dura ever resembled at all 
closely the Judaism of the Babvlonian communities. For in contrast to 
Babvlonian Jews, the Jews in Dura constituted a small minority within a pagan 
citv, where thev lived cheek bv )owl among first Greek, then Parthian, then 
Roman soldiers and merchants. Their little synagogue, when thev had one at 
all, was engulfed and dwarfed bv the houses and temples ot the govim 
throughout the city. Their surroundings, therefore, resembled much more 
those of Jews in Ephesus, Corinth, or Antioch than those of Jews of Nehardea. 
The bilingual inscriptions show us that Cireek was commonly spoken bv the 
Dura Jews, and the art they used has itself an undoubted hellenistic base, with 
highly important Parthian or Persian accretions In phvsical setting, then, the 
Jews of Dura, an outpost of Greco-Roman civilization, had much more in com­
mon with the Jews at other centers of that civilization than with the Jews in the 
natural ghetto of Babylonia. So far as actual distance goes, Dura lav closer to 
Nehardea than to Antioch or Damascus, but was closer to Palmyra than to Ne­
hardea. The distance from Dura to the Babylonian center was really almost as 
great as that from Jerusalem to Alexandria. In culture and atmosphere Dura 
was utterly remote from Jewish Babylonia. 

Obviously, then, we cannot insist that the art of Dura, or the Jews of Dura, 
must be confined to the terms of Babylonian Jewry, any more than we can 
assume that the two groups had nothing in common. Lacking any writings 
from the Jews of Dura, we must be equally open to the idea that the Jews of 
Dura thought quite like the Jews of Nehardea, or quite differently from them, 
much more like Jews in Ephesus or Alexandria. Or thev mav have thought in 
terms of a mixture of ideas from both sources, or in a way suggested bv none 
of our literary sources. We have, indeed, no Jewish literature so full of Iranian 
elements as are the synagogue paintings. Let me repeat, we have only the 
monuments themselves from which to judge the opinions of the men who 
made them. 

C  I ' R O C E D L R E  

Th e  a r t , along with the architecture and inscriptions, must be approached 
as nearly as possible as a problem in its own right. As we shall see, the recog­
nizable Old Testament scenes with their labels, along with the donors' and 
builders' and visitors' inscriptions, make it indisputable that the building was a 
synagogue, and we must suppose that the Jews who built it based their think-

1 2  L ' E s p n t .  1 4  
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ing on the Torah, as did both PhiIo and the rabbis, and, indeed, all Jews we 
know. Since the paintings represent scenes not only from the books of Moses 
but also from the books of the prophets and later history, we may at once con­
clude that Jewish interests here were not so concentrated upon the Pentateuch 
as were Philo's. But for the nuances of their Judaism we return to the archeo-
logical remains as our only source of light, the archeological remains as a 
whole, not as expurgated by our preconceptions. 

1. Architecture 

WE  M U S T  start, indeed, with the structure of the synagogue itself, where we 
shall discover that although it was made by remodeling a house, and still re­
tained some features of domestic architecture, the original building was 
changed to resemble as far as possible the inner shrines of the pagan temples 
of the city, even to focusing the main room in a niche. Scholars have hitherto 
minimized this resemblance, and especially stressed the fact that in all the 
inner shrines of the pagans which focused in a niche, the niche was used for 
the cult statue or relief of the deity of the group. 

I see no contrast between the Jews and pagans in their use of the niche. 
When the Jews put their cult objects, especially the Torah scroll, into their 
niche, they put there the cultic means of obtaining the presence of Deity which 
is precisely what a pagan aimed to get from the cult image in his own niche. 
When the Jew opened the shrine, pulled back the curtains, and directed his 
"adoration" toward the scrolls, he was not of course "praying to" the scrolls. 
But he was, as he still is in that ritualistic act, praying to the Shekinah which the 
scrolls brought into the synagogue. All intelligent pagans would have denied 
any higher value than this to their cult figures. In brief, both pagan and Jewish 
shrines focused in a niche containing the symbolic means of bringing the real 
presence of deity into the room. The synagogue was built for Jewish worship 
of the Jewish Shekinah, but conducted deliberately in a frame devised by pa­
gans. Only a preconception that Jews could not have been so influenced by pa­
ganism would prevent such a conclusion. Analysis of the architectural details 
will then be a highly important beginning, not only for symbolism but for sug­
gestions of cult practices. 

2. Pagan Symbols 

T H E  A R C H I T E C T U R E  and pagan symbols in the synagogue suggest strongly 
also that the Jews of Dura thought much as did the Jews throughout the Ro­
man world (including Palestine) who used such borrowed symbols. It is from 
this point of view that we must approach the biblical paintings. For the first 
time in our study, as I have said, we find, at Dura1Jews using pagan symbols 
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along with biblical scenes, and so giving a clue to how they interpreted their 
Bibles. We have suspected that Jews of that period, in adopting the pagan sym­
bols, appropriated much of the religiosity of their neighbors, i.e. what seemed 
best to them m it. We have therefore supposed throughout that since they kept 
their lovaltv to Judaism, thev must somehow have interpreted their Judaism, 
or their Jewish Bibles, to include the values of the borrowed symbols. No evi­
dence has appeared that thev accepted polytheism or idolatry, or indeed anv 
gods on a level with Vahweh or equivalent to him, or in any way worthy of wor­
ship. ] see no hint of such a thing here at Dura. But new interpretations of the 
Bible, w hether we call them allegories or midrashim, must have gone with the 
borrowed symbols of paganism. 

It is obviously my belief that suggestions of such allegory can be found in 
the biblical paintings of Dura, but we cannot begin on that assumption any 
more than with an assumption of similarity to BabylonianJudaism from geo­
graphical propinquity. All we can say at this point is that the presence of the 
biblical paintings in the pagan-stvled building with its pagan decorations estab­
lishes a possibility that the biblical paintings, through allegorized biblical inci­
dents, expressed in Jewish terms ideas similar to those expressed by the pagan 
symbols. Yet although pagan forms stand thus alongside and within biblical 
scenes in the building, we must still begin with minds as free from prejudice as 
possible to examine the paintings themselves. We can do this only as we find a 
v antage point outside the problem of Jewish meanings. The only such vantage 
point I know is still in the history of art, in the history of the symbolic con­
ventions used in the paintings, and in the way in which the decorations on the 
walls were planned to go together. 

As to the over-all design, or arrangement of the paintings, this can be 
studied only in the west wall. The other walls are too fragmentary to disclose a 
general plan, if one existed. In the west wall the history and structure of a de­
veloping plan is quite apparent, however, and becomes an important guide in 
interpretation. No expert who has studied the paintings has the slightest idea 
that we have here a totally new creation bv local Jews. In spite of the many dif­
ferences from anything we know elsewhere, the biblical scenes at Dura show 
many details like those in the illuminations of earlv Greek manuscripts of the 
Old Testament, in some of the early frescoes in the catacombs, as well as in 
earlv Christian mosaics, so that we must presume a common art tradition be­
hind them all. The Christian designs have for a number of years been thought 
to ha\e originated with AlexandrianJews perhaps a century before Christi­
anity, and to have come over into Christianity in the Hexateuchs and other 
manuscripts of selections from the Septuagint,'< or from architectural origi-

i;V |. Heinpcl in ZA It , Li (193¾). L'84 - pel. "Problem." 103 - 1-I11 
U94. Morev. Ea>l\ Clnnlirin Art. 7(1 f.. Hcm-
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nals. In the illuminations of biblical and ritualistic manuscripts of medieval 
Jews no comparable similarity has appeared. Hence we may presume that 
since the early Christian illuminations of Old Testament manuscripts were es­
sentially Greek in art form, just as the biblical texts they illuminated were in 
Greek, the artists who began making such illustrations not only were Jews but 
were in some sense hellenized Jews. We may also presume about the Jewish 
paintings at Dura that they derived ultimately not from Aramaic and Hebrew-
speaking Babylonia but from the Greek-speaking West. Kraeling and others 
have used the Christian illuminations for reference in identifying Dura scenes, 
but that the Christian art itself may also have an ideological base in hellenized 
Judaism does not enter at all into their evaluation of it. Even if, however, the 
hellenized Jews who first began such Old Testament painting had all been hel­
lenized exactly as was Philo (a position I should not dream of defending), and 
even though the paintings were all designed to illustrate ideas central to Philo's 
thinking (equally indefensible), it could just as little be assumed a priori that 
these ideas, and these only, carried through to Dura and inspired the syn­
agogue paintings. All that this part of the art tradition tells us is that since the 
Jews who began it spoke Greek and used Greek art forms to illustrate their Bi­
bles and books of ritual, the art began with Jews hellenized at least to that ex­
tent. But this at once takes us a step toward concluding that the paintings in 
the synagogue harmonize in some way with the hellenized architecture and 
symbols. We cannoton that account, I repeat, transport the hellenistic Judaism 
of Philo, the one we know best, in full details to Dura. 

With the hellenistic features others as thoroughly Persian are elaborately 
combined — especially the dress of many of the figures, but also such details as 
the horse and figure of Mordecai; the army beside the sleeping Saul; and the 
pair of gods lying shattered before the Ark of the Covenant in place of Dagon. 
These details are so completely integrated with what I may call the hellenistic 
base that such integration has seemed to everyone to antedate the examples we 
have at Dura. But for the meaning of the mixture we can only hope that the 
art, since that is all we have, will at least partially answer the questions which it 
presents: is the eastern dress used in some symbolic way or, in other words, are 
the artists trying to say one thing when they represent a character in Greek 
dress and to mark with some other meaning those in Persian dress? We shall 
clearly be forced to investigate whether it seems likely that dress played a sym­
bolic part in the original Alexandrian paintings. 

It is useless to discuss a biblical painting without identifying the scene it 
was designed, at least basically, to represent. But suddenly we find that some 
of the scenes at Dura represent no biblical incidents, or combination of inci­
dents, at all. Twice a stone temple is represented, once a temple with Aaron 
and the implements and animals of temple cult, and once a temple as a pure 
abstraction, only masonry not even set on the ground. The second of these cer-



188 CHAPTER FIVE 

tainlv was suggested by nothing in biblical description; the first shows Aaron 

with a stone temple utterly unlike the portable tent the Bible describes him as 

using. To complicate matters, both temples are formal and utterly unrealistic 

presentations of Greek temples, with winged Victories at the acroteria. Except 

for the menorah and Ark of the Covenant beside Aaron, all details of both 

temples are either Greek or Persian. Even the animals wear Greek garlands as 

they adv ance for the Jewish sacrifice. The artist may be trying to present the 

ideals and values of ancient Jewish temple worship; he is certainly not illus­
trating any biblical texts or descriptions VVe cannot begin, then, with forcing 
even biblical texts upon these temples. Some of the paintings clearly corre­
spond to texts — as, for example, the scene of Moses at the burning bush. But 
if some correspond to no texts at all, we must presume that the artists, even 
when they show a recognizable scene, have more in mind than to put up pic­
tures merely as illustrations. And we suspect strongly that if some of the scenes 
point thus to symbolic intention rather than to specific illustrations, symbolic 
intention may also have guided the members of the congregation, or the artist, 
in selecting what scenes from the Bible to represent. 

Here lies my basic disagreement with Kraeling. Is the didactic element in 
this art quite secondary to the narrative element, or are the scenes selected 
throughout for their didactic v alue, and the narrative or illustrating elements 
freely altered for didactic purposes? Kraeling1 '  insists upon the former alter­
native, but I cannot see how one can avoid the latter; and although many of mv 
interpretations differ from those of my predecessors, almost all commentators 
on the paintings have in fact assumed that various ideas, eschatological, mes­
sianic, or what not, guided the artist in selecting and arranging the biblical 
scenes. Our antecedent ideas of what might have guided the artist's selection 
and arrangement must be made secondary to studying the tradition of art and 
the plan and arrangement of scenes as whole. Then comes the highly impor­
tant matter of identifying the individual scenes, along with recognizing how 
each scene differs from biblical descriptions. With all this in mind we can con­
sult other literary sources of all kinds, and the history of conventions in Old 
Testament illustration, to try finally to understand what the artist was saying. 

3. Order oj Consideiιn« the Paintings 

As το T H E  O R D E R  in which the paintings are to be considered, we notice at 

once that the artists never tried to represent biblical narratives or events as 

such. A succession of incidents, comparable to that which Giotto used at Padua 

in painting the walls of the Serovegni Chapel and made conventional for later 

painters, does not appear here at all. VVhiIe several incidents of Elijah and 

14 Sxnagugue,  179,202 
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Ezekiel were represented in sequence, incidents of Moses' career were put at 
various parts of the west wall with no apparent reference to one another, while 
incidents from the career of Elijah are painted quite out of order. To begin 
with any one scene or register will always be arbitrary· The only straightfor­
ward course, with any hope of objectivity, seems to lie in continuing to follow 
the architects and designers in their work. For it is well known that the paint­
ings were not all done at once. We must then follow the development of de­
signs for painting the walls. Experts who have studied the walls have united in 
the judgment that in the second synagogue the first mural, fig. 29, was a rela­
tively small presentation of a menorah, lulab, and ethrog, along with an archi­
tectural fa ade (which I take to be a shrine), and the sacrifice of Isaac, which, 
as I shall argue presently, seems to me to represent the shofar. Such interpre­
tation must be justified, but in any case it is with these first paintings that we 
must begin. 

The next painting to be put on the wall, all agree, was a large one put 
above that shrine, the central painting of the room, fig. 30. This painting (I 
shall call it the reredos) went through a series of modifications, which will all 
seem to point to the development of an idea in the mind of the artist, or of the 
people in the synagogue who repeatedly asked for these modifications. That 
we cannot be sure of the exact order of all these changes does not detract from 
the great importance of the changes we can identify. The successive changes 
in the reredos suggest that the artist and congregation were trying to express 
an idea in the painting, one which presumablv would have harmonized with 
the ideas that seemed to motivate the architecture and the pagan designs. 

Wecan then follow the plan of paintings on the west wall, paintings which 
clearly were designed to go with the reredos, and which, since so much care 
went into the symbolic design of the reredos, presumably expanded its mean­
ing. These paintings have clearly an artistic balance which must have been 
planned. Four portraits were designed, two on each side, to flank the reredos, 
or be an essential part of it. figs. 31 — 34. On either side of these, in the middle 
row, the two temples already mentioned were painted in a balance that at once 
suggests a balance of meaning, but by their different details one of contrast not 
identity. Each of these temples is accompanied by a scene that may well em­
phasize the meaning of the temple it accompanies. On the bottom register are 
two outer scenes concerning a babv, one baby restored to life by Elijah, the 
other the baby Moses saved from the Nile to be the ideal king. Between these 
and the reredos are two scenes, each of which refers to royalty: in one the pa­
gan king is put at the service of Jews under Esther; in the other Samuel anoints 
the ideal Jewish king, David. Again, that is, there is a definite balance of mean­
ing. On the top register we cannot trace a similar balance because opposite the 
great narrative of Moses leading the People out from Egypt was a scene now 
almost entirely destroyed. In it king Solomon was enthroned with women be-
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fore him — perhaps the Queen of Sheba. perhaps the two harlots with their 
disputed babv. perhaps something quite different. But if balance cannot be 
discussed in the top register, the principle of balance is well attested on the 
parts of the wall where pictures are preserved. so that it will be most instructive 
to see whether the idea derived trom studv of architecture, pagan designs, and 
the reredos seems further illuminated bv this balance of scenes. The wall as it 
appears in the Damascus Museum adds to this w hat the reproductions cannot 
convey, that the colors of the backgrounds of the different paintings are like­
wise balanced. Also, the felines on one side are as distinctlv female as those on 
the other are male. This greatly strengthens the impression that the artist was 
doing everything possible to bring out the parallelism and contrast of the 
paintings on the two sides of the reredos. 

4. Methods of IntevprrtatHm 

I N  I N T E R P R E T I N G  the individual pictures we shall often find ourselves 
forced into circular reasoning Some scenes, as has been said, cannot be iden­
tified as being based upon any biblical incident at all. Most of the others, even 
though thev can be so identified, include elements quite strange to anv biblical 
text. To explain these we shall of course turn to the interpretativ e embellish­
ments of Jewish traditional midrash, including the midrashim of Philo Ju-
daeus. But we shall also have to watch, as has been suggested, the svmbolic con­
ventions of the art itself. Here the problem is acute. Shall we interpret the 
individual scenes in terms of an assumed language of svmbols in the art — for 
example, that of the robes — or shall we begin b\ expounding that language in 
itself, and then read the paintings in terms of it? In either case our reasoning 
must be circular. Within the limitations of the svnagogue itself we can show the 
symbolic meaning of the pictures only in terms of the symbolic code, and show 
the existence of the code only out of its consistent use in the paintings. But we 
cannot escape this circle by declaring it unscientific or poor logic, and conclud­
ing that we must deny to the painters a svmbolic vocabularv or intent alto­
gether. In essence such a declaration means that what is difficult to recover 
cannot have existed, and that a simple explanation is always preferred to a 
more complicated one, as being presumably nearer the truth. If we have 
learned anything from modern psychiatric studv, it is that a simple explana­
tion of human motives is apt to be the simplicity of closed eyes and minds. Ac­
tually circular reasoning often has most profitable results. It offers the only 
hope of deciphering a lost language, for example, or of breaking a code. We 
can onlv studv the material we have, get a suggestion that a given word or sign 
means this or that, and then try it out on the rest of the material. Usually the 
guess is wrong and will not work out. But as a few guesses do seem to lead us 
to meaning, we then build more guesses around these, until the language can 
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be restored. When at the end the scholar presents the results of such study, 
however, all the wasted efforts, the wrong guesses, or most of them, are 
ignored — he simply says: here is the code; try it for yourself on other texts. 
Such confidence supposes that there is a mass of other texts, as in Egyptian, 
where the code can be tested, and a new scholar can try it out for himself with 
undeciphered inscriptions. I hope sincerely that more art like that of the Dura 
synagogue will appear in Jewish remains, so that the results of this volume can 
thus be tested and, of course, corrected. In the absence of such additional data 
I must here argue the value of my suggestions much more closely, and stay 
within the circle of reasoning to which the single building confines me. One 
can escape circularity somewhat, however, as one moves from painting to 
painting in the building. Will the symbolic implications of dress and ar­
rangement that seemed significant in one scene prove to be so in others? We 
should expect that many scenes were represented in the synagogue through a 
desire to enrich the symbolism as a whole. The central reredos should an­
nounce the central theme for all the paintings, since it originally stood in the 
synagogue alone, and always remained central. New facets of meaning would 
be presented in the elaboration and change of that painting, yes, but probably 
only facets of the same meaning. If this is true, we do in some measure escape 
circularity. 

The most important of the symbolic devices in the paintings, I have said, 
seems to be the dress of the characters. This one symbol, unfortunately, will 
not always work. I do not understand it fully. Four chief types of dress appear: 
first, there are many figures wearing the ordinary eastern dress of caftan and 
trousers; secondly, the kings all wear this in a more ornate form (and yet the 
angels on the ladder of Jacob's dream wear the ordinary eastern dress); 
thirdly, many men and children wear only the simple chiton or tunic of Greek 
dress; fourthly, many great figures wear over this the Greek himation, cloak, 
or shawl, usually with distinctive marks upon its corners. This last Kraeling 
identified as the dress of private citizens, in contrast to that of kings and 
priests, but his theory seems to me not to carry through. The full Greek dress, 
however, can be investigated outside the circle of the Dura figures. We must 
accordingly look in Greco-Roman and early Ghristian art to see where this cos­
tume appears, who wears it, and under what conditions. If from such investi­
gation it seems that this dress indicates a special character for the wearer, and 
if in the Dura paintings it appears that the dress is reserved for individuals who 
might have been thought in Jewish terms to have a similar character, we shall 
thereby have some objectivity in interpreting the value of those wearing it in 
the synagogue. Since even the very crudely drawn Abraham in the sacrifice of 
Isaac — part of the earliest painting in the building — wore this robe, we may 
well stop for such review before beginning upon the biblical paintings at all. 
Thereafter we must study the other scenes in the order indicated. I warn the 
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reader in advance that at places the "code" I shall suggest will not seem entirely 

satisfactory. I shall suggest the code nonetheless, even though it obviously 

needs modifying in ways 1 cannot see. In this connection it is fair to remind the 

reader that although the early suggestions for reading the languages of an­
cient Egypt and Mesopotamia had to be drastically modified bv later scholars, 
it would have served the cause of learning very poorly had the earlier ones 
timidlv refused to publish the best the\ knew for others to use and correct. 

D  T H E  - P H I L O S O P H E R "  O F  I H E  S Y . X A G O G I  E  

T H E  R E A D E R  must further be warned that increasingly these paintings seem 
to me to witness a master hand, one who need not have been a painter at all, 
but mav have been one of the men named on the tiles, "those who stood in 
charge of this work: Abram the Treasurer and Samuel son of Sapharah," or 
the "priest Samuel son of Yedaya" himself, who was elder of the group (per­
haps also archon) when the building was erected.1" It mav have been Uzzi, who 

"made the repository of the Torah shrine." , e  Or perhaps it was Orobazus, an­
other Iranian-named Jew, apparently, whose name appears on five tiles. ' '  It 
may have been any of a number of others thus named. The plan of decoration 
may haye been the result of several of these serving together as a committee. I 
suspect that the decoration of an ancient building was rarely planned by the 
technicians themselves."1  

The most important description of ancient workshops 1 know is that given 
in an account of the martyrdom of the Christian Claudius.The document 
speaks of the Emperor Diocletian as coming to a great workshop in Pannonia 

where 622 workmen were employed as stonecutters under five "philosophers." 
The latter seem to have made the designs and supervised their execution. Dio­
cletian first ordered a large figure of Helios in the chariot, with accompanying 

symbols, and this the best cutters — of whom Claudius, a Christian, was chief 

— carved without objections, though thev kept stopping to cross themselves as 

they worked. When the image was completed, Diocletian had a temple made 
for it, with marble pillars cut to specified size m the same workshop. He then 
gave more orders. First he demanded Conchas ex lapide porphyritico cum sigillis et 

Iierba acantu, which probably means fountain basins with little figures of some 

sort, and acanthus leaves, but may mean little niche-shrines containing figures. 
He also ordered foliated capitals, Victories, Cupids, eagles, deer, and lions 
spouting water. None of these offered any problem to Claudius and his 

15 Sec Torrei  in Kracling.  S y n a g o g u e ,  
Inscription ι ,  pp.  261—266. 

16 Ibid , Inscription 2,  p.  269 
17.  C: B Welles,  ibid. .  Inscriptions 26-

28. p. 279 

l8.  W e i l z m a n n ,  J o s h u a .  87. sa\sthesame 
about (he planning oi  i l luminations for a 
manuscript .  

19 Published in the Sitzun^benchte  of 
the Vienna Acaderm. X (1853),  115- 126. 
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friends, and their work delighted the Emperor. But when he asked for a statue 
of Asclepius they refused to make it, on the ground that a human image was 
forbidden; they quoted Psalm cxxxv, 18, from the famous passage prohibit­
ing the making of idols. The end result was that others were put frantically to 
work on the order. They made the image in thirty-one days, but Diocletian had 
the Christian recalcitrants executed. The significance of this document from 
the viewpoint of prohibited images I have discussed elsewhere."' Here it is rel­
evant to note that the skilled craftsmen who did the carving were directed 
closely by the five "philosophers," men who would probably now be called de­
signers. They probably also controlled symbolic development and expression. 
We recall that Strabo tells us 

The philosophers attend upon their kings, and act as instructors in the worship 
of the gods, in the same manner as the Magi attend the Persian kings.21 

"Philosopher" would then seem to be the name currently applied to a master 
of symbols and ceremonies, one who understood meanings beyond the range 
of the ordinary craftsmen, or even beyond the king himself until tutored. We 
recall that for Philo the word "philosopher" meant a man who had gone into 
the deeper retreats of Jewish allegory, or had himself had the vision of God."2 

It seems obvious to me, as I hope to make it to the reader, that such a cre­
ative religious thinker designed the decorations of the Dura synagogue. The 
painters had to execute at least two, and probably several, designs upon the 
reredos before the "philosopher" was satisfied. And we shall see that the other 
paintings were so planned to fit the walls that they seem very likely to have 
been planned at Dura itself. Who the "philosophers" in the Dura synagogue 
were we cannot say, but we must approach the paintings with the possibility of 
such a thoughtful mind, or group of thoughtful minds, clearly before us. 

E. THE GOUGED EYES 

Mu C H  A S  I feel the inevitability of assuming that symbolic designers were 
creatively at work in the synagogue, one little detail makes me doubt that we 
can speak of the Judaism of the Jews of Dura as though it were a unit, and to 
be reconstructed from the paintings. The biblical paintings, I believe confi­
dently, pleased the priestly Elder Samuel and the other designers of the syn­
agogue much more than they did some of the less influential Jews. TheJews 
who did not like the paintings seem to have been impotent to stop their being 
put up on the walls, but we appear to have clear evidence of their dissent. For 
on figure after figure of the lower registers the eyes have carefully been 

20. See my "Communications," Judaism, 22. See the great number of passages in 
VIII  (1958),  178.  Leisegang,  Index,  s.  vv.  philosophia,  plnlosoplws.  

21. Strabo, xv, i, 68 
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scratched out.21 This at once suggests an incident recorded in the Talmud: Rab 
Judah had a figure on a seal which others had made for him, but Rabbi Samuel 
demanded that he annul it by putting out the eves of the image. The idea 
seems not to have been peculiar tojews Morton Smith has called mv attention 
to a statement in a sermon of Macarius: "Even though an engraver in making 
an image of the king makes all the parts beautifully, he has whollv spoiled the 
work if he has left out a little of the eve, or spoiled it, or drawn it imperfecth ."'4 
It seems quite likely, then, that the eveless figures in the svnagogue attest secret 
visits bv members who did not care or dare to demolish the building or ruth-
IessK to disfigure it, but who reached up with knives, and by taking out the eves 
annulled the threat of such creations. In the gloom of the place their act mav 
long have gone undetected, so that it would have been difficult to establish 
their guilt. But onlv such protest seems to me to account for these slight but 
deeplv significant defacements. Perhaps those people represented a verv con­
siderable part of the congregation, or perhaps a single recalcitrant member 
gouged out all the eyes. But we must beware of thinking that the pictures re­
flect a tvpe of Judaism common to the group. On the other hand, the 
scratched-out eyes tell us that these pictures could hardlv have been meaning­
less ornament to anyone in the congregation. Even those who mutilated them 
felt their power. The pictures attest a type of Judaism, perhaps one of the tvpes 
we know from literature, perhaps a mixture of those tvpes, perhaps a new tvpe 
altogether 

It is mv task to try to decipher that Judaism, in its essential features. The 
suggestions of predecessors to this study present a problem in composition. To 
recite all the various interpretations for each scene with m\ reasons for agree­
ment, disagreement, or modification would be a labor of pedantry rather than 
scholarship. Rostovtzeff, du Mesnil, Sonne, and Kraeling seem to me to have 
made by far the most important suggestions, but even with them I shall not 
attempt to come to grips in detail Without such elaborate controversy mv ref­
erences to the interpretations of other scholars (which I make a piacere) must 
seem spotty and unsystematic. I can only assure the reader that I have care­
fully considered all the important studies of the paintings that I know, and 
make my own suggestions with those studies well in mind. 

23. See Goodenough, Jewish Symbols ,  XI 
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Cosmic Judaism: The Temple 
of Aaron 

IT  W A S  S A I D  a t  t h e  o u t s e t  t h a t  t h e  g u i d e  t o  i n t e r p r e t i n g  t h e  p a i n t i n g s  
must be the details of the paintings themselves, and that what literary 

sources should be used to interpret the paintings must be determined by the 
designs and their relation to one another. Examination of the scenes to this 
point has strongly suggested that a master "philosopher" had planned the wall 
in general, and specified the artistic and symbolic details by which the Old Tes­
tament scenes should be represented. After studying the reredos with the por­
traits of Moses, we have examined the lowest register and found in balance two 
scenes of kingship, each flanked by a scene of a suprahuman baby, marked as 
such by the artistic conventions for such babies in pagan art. Since the supra­
human baby in the ancient world normally became the king, the connection of 
the royalty and the baby scenes appeared by no means accidental. 

The conception of royalty in each of the two scenes is different, however. 
On the left the widow's son, miraculously restored to life, fig. 35, adjoins a 
scene that shows all the Jewish chauvinism of Purim, fig. 36. Through the in­
tervention of the heavenly "four," Haman, degraded, has to lead the now ut­
terly royal Mordecai, in comparison to whose dignity even Ahasuerus and his 
court are thoroughly subordinated. On the right of the reredos, however, be­
side the miraculous baby Moses1Jewish royalty is presented in a totally differ­
ent way. David is being anointed by the leader of a purely hieratic group of 
seven. While no parallel representation of initiation could be found in pagan 
art, the scene so much represents the abstraction of mystical initiation that we 
feel here a royalty not of this world, a sort of royal mystic achievement. This 
impression of contrast between the triumphant Judaism of the material world 
and an immaterial Judaism, as it will repeatedly recur, will justify our looking 
for explanation to the Jewish sources which expound such a double value in 
Judaism, do so in hellenistic language as we see it expressed in pagan art in the 
synagogue. 

The paintings on the west wall immediately above the ones we have been 
considering continue to present this same contrast. Here again two scenes 
stand on either side of the reredos, with one of the portraits of Moses inte-
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grated with each pair. Moses as a mvstic philosopher expounding the law, at 
the right, balances Moses being taken through the heavenly bodies, or sharing 
their worship, on the left. Beside each Moses is a scene in which a temple unit 
is painted. In both cases it consists of a lower outer wall with three doors, and 
an inner shrine with columns, whose acroteria are winged Victories bearing 
the wreath. But with this basic similaritv of the two temples resemblance strik­
ingly ceases. Beside the cosmic Moses, if I may so describe the figure on the left 
with the heavenly bodies, the temple stands on the ground, and shows Aaron 
in priestlv robes, with five men assisting him. Two bulls and a ram advance for 
sacrifice, and an altar, two incense burners, and a lighted Menorah, stand in 
the court. The veiled Ark can be seen within the sanctuary. Details will be dis­
cussed below; but this shrine teems with activity. In complete contrast, the tem­
ple on the right stands beside Moses as he reads from the scroll; it has no 
priests, animals, or ritualistic implements. It does not even touch the ground, 
but is indicated almost like a modern abstraction showing an inner shrine 
superimposed upon courses of stones that run from border to border. Svmbols 
are painted on the doors, but the temple otherwise has not a suggestion of real­
ism 

Each of these two temples in turn has an accompanying scene as did the 
two scenes oi royalty below. Beside the temple of Aaron, Moses strikes the rock 
for the twelve tribes. At the right of the abstract temple stands an incident 
clearly based upon the return of the Ark of the Covenant from the temple of 
the Philistines. 

The selection of these paintings and their details seems to me for several 
reasons to follow the interpretation of the register below, which we have been 
discussing. First the balance of the two scenes of royalty is repeated in the 
balance of the two temples, and is obvious at first glance, in that Aaron's com­
paratively realistic temple stands over the realistic royalty and the abstract 
temple stands over the hieratic and abstract royalty of Samuel anointing 
Da^id. As I have iurther studied these paintings it has seemed to me that the 
two scenes beside the temples belong ideologically each with its own temple, 
just as did the two babies with the two conceptions of royalty. It will be best, 
then, to consider the paintings of this register as they appear paired on either 
side, or, really, in triple balance, as each pair is introduced by its distinctive 
representations of Moses. 

A -  T H E  P A I . X T I . V G  A . \ D  I T S  D E T A I L S  

A A R O N  P R E S I D E S  over the temple at the left, a large figure identified bv his 
name painted in Greek beside his head. See fig. 37· ^ the artist had been 
guided b\ the description of the sanctuarv over which Aaron presided as 
found in Exodus, he would have shown us a portable tent—the "tabernacle," 
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as Kraeling still calls this temple.1  Instead, the building is of stone, and thereby 

disassociates itself at once from the shrine of the wilderness. An outer crene­
lated wall extending only part way across the painting encloses an inner sanc­
tuary. The courses of stones turn slightly upward at the right end, the change 
in direction beginning at the door on the right. Considering the representa­
tion of the two faces of the inner sanctuary above the wall, and the similar turn­
ing of the inner sanctuary of fig. 38, it would seem that we should recognize 
two faces of the outer wall also. The abstract temple clearly represents the 
same design further broken down for purposes of symbolism. The court of the 
Aaronic Temple is adapted to Judaism by having the cult utensils of the Jewish 
Temple or Tabernacle, but these clumsily intrude themselves into a design 
which showed two faces of an outer wall, a temenos, and two faces of a colon­
naded shrine, topped by Victories. The design was almost certainly affected, 
or made to seem pertinent, by the great stone Temple of Herod, which Philo 
describes as an outer wall of great length and breadth, whose massive appear­
ance was broken by four porticos (stoat).2 Then came inner walls, and within 
this the inner sanctuary "with a beauty baffling description, to judge from what 
is exposed to view." The whole unit was of "mountainous" proportions, and 
"amazed visitors with its beauty and magnificence." Josephus' description 
makes the Temple even more phenomenal.1 

Fortunately several examples of temples having the design of the syn­
agogue painting have been preserved to us from paganism. Fig. 39,-» a relief of 
unknown origin at the Berlin Museum, illustrates our first specimen. It shows 
Apollo carrying a cithara and holding a basin out to Victory who stands beside 
an altar and pours wine into the basin. Artemis^ and probably Leto l i  follow 
him. But behind the row of figures rises a wall, which, like the outer wall of the 
Aaronic Temple, bends just above Apollo's head to suggest that it encloses the 

i. Kraeling's title for this scene, " The 
Consecration of the Tabernacle and Its 
Priests," seems to me entirely unjustified. For 
the Tabcrnacle and its furniture see Exod 
XXV-XXVK, xxxvi-xxxvui. Philo says that 
the " Tabernacle was constructed to resemble 
a sacred temple" (Mos u, 89). but he other­
wise follows the literal description of the tab­
ernacle in the Bible. A drawing in a manu­
script oi Cosmos lndicoplemtes. as published in 
Riedin, 290, fig. 316, shows that it was quite 
feasible at least to try to represent the tent of 
the curtains. The Dura temples show no signs 
of such an attempt. 

2. Spec, ι, 71-75. 

3. Antiquities, xv, 380-425 (xi, 1 -7). 

4. Photo courtesy of the Staatliche Mu-

seen at Berlin. See F. Studniczka, "Die auf 

den Kitharodenrelieis dargestellten Heilig-

tumer," JDAI. XXI (1906), 77-89. See esp 

his fig. 3, where a smaller fragment from the 

British Museum is illustrated, and J. Over-

beck, Gnerhische Kunstmythologie, 1889, "I· 
259—269 The object has often been dis­
cussed. See the bibliographies in Studniczka 
and by P. Paris in DS, II, 139, n. 219; and 
O. Jahn's list of parallels m his Gneclwclie 
Bilderchroniken, 1873, 45 f. 

5. She carries her torch with the flame, 
as commonly, blown over. See Paris, 137, fig. 
2356; fig- 2373 

6. Little identifies her here, except that a 
second female figure with Apollo and Ar­
temis can usually be taken as their mother. 
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inner court. U'ithin the court stands a peristole shrine, its two faces flattened 

out just as at Dura, and again with exaggerated figures of Victory as the acro-

teria. A holv tree indicates the inside of the temenos at the right, and in front 

of it, outside the wall, the statue of a putto. or an actual child, stands on a high 

pedestal. Those who have examined the original sav that a tripod once stood 

upon the free-standing column at the left.· Overbeck lists sixteen varied ex­
amples of this design." 

It would seem that Jews, either originally at Dura, or at the source of all 
this Jewish iconography, thought the design most suitable to illustrate their 
Jewish Temple worship. Other designs could have been adopted, and we know-
one striking Jewish example where the outer wall and inner temenos and 
colonnaded shrine were so adopted — on the famous gold glass at Rome. Here 
the whole is seen from above: the wall surrounds a temenos in which there is a 
shrine in perspective, the front with four columns and four steps. Again Jew­
ish cult instruments are crowded into the court, drawn as though thev stood 
on the wall. But except for the central menorah, which again burns toward the 
inner shrine, only the cult instruments of the synagogue appear—the lulab, 
ethrog, two unidentified objects, and two cups for wine. Since the design was 
in a cup, the whole centers in wine as definitely as the painting at Dura suggests 
the old cultus of Israel. 

In trying to reconstruct what ideas may have lain behind the Dura design, 
we must understand what the Apollo relief reallv represents. We notice first 
that the Victories on the inner shrine are as exaggeratinglv emphasized on the 
pagan relief as on both the Jewish paintings, and that even "Apollo" himself 
is being given the wine by Victory. At one place Strabo refers to a wall at 
Athens which stood between the temple of the Pythian Apollo and that of 
the Olympian Zeus.1 '  Studniczka accordingly supposed that the relief cele­
brates the sanctity of the atharodia,  a contest in singing to the cithara. The 
temple over the wall, he said, is that of the Olympian Zeus as actually recon­
structed by Hadrian. 

Studniczka may have been right, but he was drawing heavv conclusions bv 
a slender thread.His argument rests upon the assumption that the relief rep­
resents an actual scene, a specific temple, and does so with complete realism. 
But the main motif of the foreground, in which the god Apollo, accompanied 
probably by his sister and mother, has wine poured into his cup by Victor\, 
could not be further from realism. There is no more reason to suppose that 
the temple and wall in the background represent real structures than that the 

7 1  he tripod sti l l  remains on a fragmen-

tar\  example published bv Studniczka.  82,  
fig 3:cf  ρ 81 

8 Gnechische Kiuutm\tlwlogie, 259-262. 

9  Strabo i\.  2.  11 (Loeb ed ,  IV.  295) 

10.  C R Mores,  Early Clmstian Art. 

1942. 250.  in commenting on his  f ig.  12,  sa\s 

that  the temple uas "possibly meant to rep­
resent Apollo 's  shrine at  Delphi."  
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procession to Victory in the foreground depicts an historical incident. The 

composition in itself speaks of the divine power of ceremonial music to take 

one to a victory which seems represented below by the goddess in person, and 

above by the inner temple, mysteriously screened by the wall, a temple which 

she dominates in exaggerated emphasis. With such a victory, the artist seems 

to tell us, the tree, the putto, and the tripod of Dionysus find proper associa­
tion. All this manifest declaration of the design itself may be ignored perhaps, 
that we may use the quotation from Strabo that a wall stood in Athens between 
the temple of Apollo and that of the Olympian Zeus. But to do so is to identify 
a design by a literary passage of no obvious relevance to any details of the relief 
except that it shows a wall before a temple. 

The head in the front gable would seem to indicate that the temple was 
dedicated to Medusa — that is, to the supreme solar deity that Medusa had 
come to represent." On such a temple Victory is to be found, or the temple is 
characterized by Victory, Victory so great that even Apollo and his music are 
appropriately glorified in her. We would seem to have the Apollo of the mys­
tery which Rostovtzeff described as being very popular among the more intel­
lectual people of the first centuries of the Roman empire.In this, Apollo was 
still associated with Dionysus, as he was at Delphi, and as the tripod suggests 
here, but his was a more dignified and less ecstatic approach to salvation. 

The emphasis of the design indicates this interpretation, but it would be 
much strengthened by external evidence, and this can be found only in the 
meaning and usages of Victory in the early imperial centuries. We have already 
seen that Victory and her crown were used primarily in contexts of the athletic 
games of Greek worship, in crowning a king or emperor, in crowning a victo­
rious general, or a victor in contests of the Muses (poetry, music, etc.), or as a 
symbol of success in the mystic agon or struggle, and hence appropriate for the 
"crown of life" on funerary monuments. Of these the symbol seems to have 
settled down to two predominant usages, the one for a victorious general or 
emperor, which continued the ancient association of the goddess with military 
victory; the other for the mystic victory which gave immortal life.11 Both had a 
common denominator in the supranatural or divine character of the king or 
emperor, or the supranatural power which victory in war implied, which was 

11. On the symbolism of Medusa see 
Goodenough,yra'ijA Symbols, VII. 224-229. 

12 Rostovtzeff, Mtsiic Italy, 1927, i26f. 
13. Pausanias, for example, mentions 

two temples with Victories as acroteria, or on 
the pediment tn his Description of Greece. In v. 
x, 4, he says she is on the pediment of the 
temple of Zeus at Olympia, a temple, the con­
text shows, deeply associated with military 
and athletic contests In π, xi, 5-8, he de­

scribes a sanctuary of Asclepius at Fitane, 
which had images of Asclepius. Hygeia, the 
deified Alexanor and Euamenon, as well as 
of Dionvsus, Hecate. Aphrodite. Tyche. and 
a famous athlete who distinguished himself 
in the Olympic games. On this temple Hera­
cles and Victories stand "on the gables at the 
ends," presumably as acroteria. The two 
types of associations, that is, seem verv old 
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quite analogous to that aspect of divinity, immortality, which the mvsteries 

promised Figs. 40^ and 4 1 show the two ideas combined for Roman generals 

in the East, where Victory brings the crown from the supreme solar deity, rep-

resented as either a Medusa or a Helios figure. 

We are concerned, however, to see on what sort of temples people of the 

time used Victory as an acroterion. T h e question seems difficult, since acro-

teria are among the first things on a building to perish, and restorations cannot 

always be trusted for such details. T h e coins, however, show clearly that em-

perors liked to use the goddess in various ways to indicate their own power,^ 

and that they accordingly put her up as an acroterion on temples to themselves 

or to Rome."' If the temple of fig. 39 was a temple built bv Hadrian, then he 

might have used Victories, but would dubiously have done so for a temple to 

the Olympian Zeus at Athens, at least in the sense in which he used Victories 

on temples to imperial divinity, as in fig. 42,'7 or as shown on his coins. 

In contrast. Victory appears on my stic temples, as on the temple to Cvbele 

or the Great Mother in fig. 4 3 . S h e rarely appears on the temples in Roman 

paintings, but when she is represented she seems usually to accompany mvstic 

motifs. She appears many times in the decoration of an extraordinary Pom-

peian house, the Villa Farnesina.1" While a few of the scenes in it are erotic, 

most of them, and especially those with which Victory is associated, belong to 

what even Rostovtzeff was forced to call "Mystic I t a l y . I n a similar Roman 

house, that of Livia, Victories flank a painting, itself within a painted shrine, in 

which Hermes, and perhaps Ares, come to a woman seated beneath a female 

statue on a high pedestal." 

T h e most important example, however, is a painting f rom Pompeii in the 

Casa del Citarista, of which I publish the old drawing, fig. 44.2-' Here a woman 

14. From Selim Abdul-Hak. "Rapport 

prcliminaire sur des objets provenant de la 

necropole romaine situee a proximite de 

Naua." Les Annates atrheologiques de Sxrie. IV/ 

V (1954/55). plate vi. 

15 See M Bernhart, Handbuch zur 

Miinzkunde der lomisclien Kaiseizeit, 1936, II, 

for example plates 4, 110 4; 8, nos 1. 9; 47, 

no 1 0 . 9 3 . n o 12. Cf. the Text , pp 101 f 

16 I b i d . p l a t e s 5 7 . n o 2. 91. nos. 6 - 8 , 

1)3, nos. 2, 5. 

17 Photo courtesv of the Deutsches Ar-

chjologisches Instilut. Rome Studniczka, 

]DAI. XXI (1906), 8 6 - 8 9 . and Kg 4 Mrs 

Arthur Strong, La Srultura tomana da Augusta 

a Costantino, 1923, I, 71, fig 45; cf. p 6g 

18 Photo courtesv of Deutsches Ar-

chaologisches Institut, Rome Strong, ibid., 

fig. 44. For this and the foregoing see also 

E Petersen. Ara Paris Augustae. 1902. plate 

ill. 7. 13 

19. Mon med , XII (1884-85) . plates v«, 

x v m , x ix , x x v i n ; Supplementary Volume, 

plates x x x u - x x x v i Cf. J Lessing and 

A. Man, Wand- und Dekkenschmuck ernes tom-

isclien Houses. 1891, plates 1, v, v u . XII-XVI. 

20 He discusses the house in his book of 

that title. 113 - 124 

21 Curtius, 93, fig. 65. I can find no dis-

cussion of this scene. 

22 From Helbig, Wandgemalde der vom 

Yesuv verschutteten Stadte Campamem. 1868, 

Tafe ln, plate v; cf. p. 44. no. 152. See also 

Mumtnienti della pittura antica scoperti in Italia. 

I l l , 1939. Pompeii. 1. bv O Elia. plate iv 
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and a girl, perhaps mother and daughter, are apparently engaged in some sort 
of rite, since another woman approaches at the left with a dish of fruit and with 
two wreaths ready to be tied on their heads. The woman who approaches also 
carries a pitcher. Helbig thought the goose or swan beside the central woman 
might indicate Leda, but the great eagle flying in at the left would hardly go 
with this interpretation. Notably the two statues at the back have one a musical 
instrument, the other a bird. Behind these figures stands the temple drawn in 
two faces, like the other temples we are especially considering, and it has Vic­
tories at two of the angles of the roof. The festoons on the temple lead us again 
to suppose that the occasion being depicted had special significance. The 
wreath at the side of the temple certifies that the value of the temple and its 
rites was that of the Victories. Trees appear, but this time outside the wall, 
which itself again has the angle of bending. The scene, that is, represents the 
inside of the temenos, perhaps in a "House of the Cithara Player," ideologically 
the same temenos. The wall has a row of little plinths with urns on them, and 
this may originally have been the function of the crenelations on the wall of 
Aaron. We recall at once the similar jars of wine on the wall of the temple scene 
of the Jewish gold glass. 

We strongly suspect, accordingly, that this painted temple from Pompeii 
had some sort of mystic significance, and that its Victories and wreath, cer­
tainly here not mementos of imperial or martial divinity, referred to the mystic 
victory. The wall and the little temple may well have been modifications, or 
variations, for expressing the ideas we found suggested in the citharode scene 
with Apollo. 

Another ancient relief, fig. 45/:! gives us a fresh approach to our problem. 
Here a female figure very similar to those in the cithara reliefs again offers a 
basin to Victory, who pours into it with the same gesture. The female figure 
holds a torch, and by this seems to me identified with Artemis.Victory stands 
beside an altar on which Apollo is carved with the cithara, accompanied by two 
females. Behind Artemis is a tripod on a high pedestal, and behind it, his name 
written beside his head, Heracles, who also holds out a libation basin. In an up­
per register "Heracles at rest" is shown on a great lion skin like a flying carpet, 
where he is surrounded by a Bacchic company. It has seemed clear that the 
whole design represents the apotheosis of Heracles, and clearly the means pre­
sented is the pouring by Victory into the basin. We have in this and the Apollo 

23. Courtesy of the Deutsches Archaol-
ogisches lnstitut, Rome. See Jahrs, Gnechische 
Bilderchroniken, plate v, cf. pp. 39-53; L Ste-
phani, "Der ausruhende Herakles."Memoires 
de I'Aeade'mie imp. des Sciences de St Petersbouig, 
Ser. VI, Vol. VIII (1855), 251 -540; idem in 
Compte rendu de la Commission lmpenale Aicheo-

Iogique pour Vamiee /S73, 228 — 242; Furtwan-
gler in Roscher, Lex AIyth., I, 2251 f. 

24. I make this suggestion tentatively, in 
the hope that it may not bnng down the 
wrath of a Stephani, as did the suggestions of 

Jahn. 
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relief, then, exactly the same mvstic rite, with the implication here spelled out 

that the rite takes one "out bevond." The au delct is the Bacchic heaven in the 

lion skin; in the Apollo relief it is the hidden inner shrine with its Victories. Fig. 

46'- shows Apollo alone with Victon in the same act. Between them an om­
phalos takes the place of an altar. 

I see no reason to try to identify the original pagan temple, or the scene. 
For our purpose we note that this scene of pouring by Victory, so important 
that it could be represented quite by itself, shows by its setting in the two other 
scenes that it carries the hope of immortality or divinization which the myster­
ies offered. The immortality could be presented as Heracles in the Dionysiac 
thiasos, or as the hidden temple with Victories. The motif of a woman thus 
pouring for a man, a woman who could become Victory herself, seems a very 
important one, with significance much like this, in classical Greece. Victory and 
Apollo stand here in an old and meaningful relation. 

It becomes now highly important that the artist or "philosopher" at Dura 
should have taken over from such a setting precisely this design of shrine and 
wall, with the exaggerated Victories as acroteria. to use in representing the 
Aaronic priesthood and its significance. 1 cannot believe that he selected it, and 
kept the Victories, just because it was what Kraehng calls a cliche. The artist has 
broken the wall with doors, he has raised the inner shrine to make room for 
the Jewish cult objects, and been quite ingenious in putting them into the nar­
row space, especially m planning the relation of the menorah to the inner Ark. 
And he could at once keep the design and break it down almost completely for 
the other Jewish temple, fig. 38. Both the Victories and the design seem to say 
that for him the Aaronic worship was a sort of mvsterv which led to the victory 
of eternal life.=7 

Other details of the Aaronic temple strengthen such a conclusion. Of the 
three doorways which break the wall, the center one is slightly larger than the 
other two, the one at the right slightly larger than the third. Possibly we are to 
suppose that the doorway at the right goes with the face of the wall here 
turned, and that the difference in sizes represents an attempt at perspective. 
Of this, of course, we cannot be sure, for in fact the doorways as painted are 
not integrated with the courses of stones at all. Thev merely indicate three 
openings in the wall, with little attempt at realism. 

The doorways contain each a pair of doors, six in all, and each door has 

25 Courtes\  ot  the Lomre Museum Cf 

0\erbeck,  plate \xi ,  no.  11.  
26 On the signihcance of the omphalos 

see,  inter  al ia,  m\ "A Jewish-Cinostic Amulet  

of the Roman Period," Greek and Byzantine 

Studies.  I  (1958).  74,  and A A Barb.  "Di\a 
MatriJnurnal uf the Watbing and Cnurtaidd 

institutes, XVI (1953).  222 f .  η 104 f 

27.  The form reappears in Christian art  

on mam pages of  the ninth-centun L trechl 

Psalter.  See E. 1 DeWaUt, The Ilhistiatiom of 

the i  trecht  Psaher [1932].  passim, esp plates 

xv.  \CII .  ci\ Cf Menolog Basi l  II,  plate in 
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two panels. The lintels over the doorways carry a shell in an arch. The shells, 

here drawn with exaggerated prominence, would mark the entrance to a sa­
cred place, if they did not carry more specific suggestions of hope for immor­
tality. The doors with their panels and shells have the favorite form used for 
mystic shrines and arks of the Law, and that three doors stand in the outer wall 
of this and the other temple will also imply a symbolism of immortality to those 
who have read my discussion of the shrine form in a previous volume. Actually 
the three entrances correspond to the biblical requirement of the "gate of the 
court," which was to have "four pillars and with them four bases."sK The four 
pillars would have made three entrances, and it may well be that symbolism lay 
behind the original specifications. According to the Bible, a curtain was to be 
hung across this entire front, apparently, since the curtain was twenty cubits 
long, approximately thirty feet. But I should guess that the "philosopher" is 
following an allegory of the specifications for the temple rather than the bib­
lical text, since he so rarely agrees with the text. The pink-lined blue curtain, 
half withdrawn from the center door, has little resemblance to the curtain be­
fore the three entrances to the tabernacle as described in the Bible. The cur­
tain as here drawn suggests at once a mystery,-'' and, by being half withdrawn, 
an invitation to enter. Possibly its colors too may have had significance: blue 
curtains and robes have for centuries been the robe of the heavens, and the 
light pink, which is also the color of the veil with the Ark above, will seem often 
at Dura to represent light. '" On the matter of color symbolism, however, I put 
no emphasis, since one cannot select some colors in a painting to be symbolic 
and not others, and I am by no means prepared to trace color symbolism 
throughout these scenes. Philo allegorizes the biblical colors,1 ' but they only 
occasionally correspond to the colors in the painting. It will appear, however, 
that the scene as a whole represents a Judaism which expressed itself in cosmic 
mysticism, so that the possibility of color symbolism should be borne in mind.''-' 

Within the temenos or court between the wall and the inner sanctuary 
stand at the left one of the five temple servants or priests whom we shall discuss 
together, as well as two burning altars of incense, a menorah with lamps 
lighted, an altar of sacrifice with an animal Iving on it (which Kraeling felt he 

28. Exod xxvii,  16 
29 C. Schncider has collccted most in­

teresting material on curtains in the mvsten 
religions: "Studien zum Ursprnng Iitur-
gischcr Einzelhciten osthcher Liturgien." 

Kmios, I (1936), 70-73 
30. The colors of the curtain in E\od. 

XXVII ,  16 — blue, purple, and scarlet — tna\ 
have been emphasized in the allegov\ which 
the "philosopher" is following. 

31 Λ/ιμ. 11, 87 f 

32. Krachng, Synagogue,  130, identifies 

this curtain on the central cloor with the 

screen or cloth for the gate of the court of the 

tabernacle. Exod xxvii,  16: xxvm, 18 But 

this screen, as just recalled, was to be twenn 

cubits long. It might be identified, as du Mes-

nil  suggested (Pemtures, 5b), with the "screen 

at the gate of the court" of Exocl XL,  33. 

Num. iv, 26. 
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could identify as a ram"), and, finally. the majestic figure of Aaron himself. 

The wall obscures Aaron's feet, so that we must assume that he, like the other 

objects, stood in the court behind it. No smoke rises from the altar, presumably 

because the artist had no room to show it, but the fire of the menorah and 

smaller altars indicate a ceremony being performed. 

Behind these, the inner sanctuary of the Greco-Roman form has been 

adapted to show the Holv of Holies of the ancient temple. Its front and one 

side, drawn with no attempt at perspective, show five columns; four are on the 

side, and the first of these serves also, along with the fifth column, to carry the 

gabled pediment of the front. Brown stone courses form the wall behind the 

side columns. The little shrine carries onlv two symbols: an eight-point rosette 

in the gable, and the three representations of the goddess Victory with her 

wreath as acroteria. We recall again that the rosette was symbolically a coun­
terpart of the gorgoneum of the pagan temple so much like this one. Beneath 
the gable, where we should have expected a front wall and door, the artist has 
given no masonry whatever. Instead, a black background fills the space. The 
branches of the menorah stand out against the lower part of this background, 
and above it the artist has put the front face of a round-topped object with 
paneled front, in spite of the varieties of detail with which this object fre­
quently appears in the synagogue paintings, all scholars agree that it repre­
sents the Ark of the Covenant. A pink curtain draped behind it seems to follow 
the convention so common on sarcophagi of the period. For when a curtain is 
put behind the portraits of the dead at the center of a sarcophagus the scene 
must be read in reverse, and we must suppose that it shows the dead as having 
gone behind the curtain of death. The convention seems an obvious one to 
represent a curtain and what is behind it at the same time. ̂  So I take it that we 
are to understand that the Ark stands behind the curtain in this scene, as it did 
in the biblical tradition. In the rounded top of the Ark above the paneled doors 
the artist put a menorah, with a rosette on either side of it. The Ark is rep­
resented several times in the paintings, each time with different insignia. The 
dominating symbol of both this scene and the one at its left, fig. 47, is the men­
orah, and we shall see that it is entirely proper that the Ark should be marked 
here with that symbol. 

Although the Ark and the inner sanctuary seem to have little connection 
with the active sacrifice, the Ark could well be taken to be the object before 
which the sacrifice is offered, as would be true according to both biblical and 
pagan traditions The hidden "real presence" is here not a statue, but again the 

33. Syiiagiigiie ,  ι  26, \\here he gi\es a de- 35. In the final restoration these were 

tailed description ot the altar and the other painted out except for a meaningless arc of a 

objects, uith a line drauing of the altar and circle Gute's painting, fig, 37, and the earh 

' J m  photographs support du Mesml's drawing 

34 Du Mesnil, Pcintuii",,  57. 
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supreme symbol of Yahweh, the Ark itself.'1'1 Most obviously the lights of the 

menorah are oriented toward it. The Ark conspicuously has no cherubim and 

takes the form of a bookcase such as Moses has beside him for the scrolls in fig. 

34. The form itself is attested as a chest for scrolls beside Moses, but does not 

appear in pagan art to represent a bookcase. But there can be no doubt that 

the artist or "philosopher," who could have put winged Victories as cherubim 

on the box had he so desired, did not wish to do so, and instead, for the box 

with Moses, and all the arks of the synagogue, shows a form extremely old, one 

chiefly associated with tombstones, or the ends of round-topped sarcophagi. 

When one considers the great care often taken to represent Jewish tomb doors 

as paneled, one suspects that, like the similar paneling on the doors of the 

outer wall below, paneling was in some way itself at least so much associated 

with sacred doors that whether used with conscious symbolic intent or not, it 

had almost become de rigueur to put panels on sacred doors. Here we are 

helped by the paneling of some sacred object adored by a priest, and with the 

sign of Ohrmazd above it, on early coins of Persia, fig. 49·" It is customary to 
call this object a temple, but it may well have been a chest which, like the Ark, 
brought the divine presence. The form of the Ark as a whole is also that of 
actual Jewish Torah shrines as represented in the period, except that they usu­
ally had a shell in the rounded top. The most important single things that God 
told Moses to put into the Ark of the Covenant, indeed the only ones which the 
Old Testament mentions,:<* were two stone tablets of the Decalogue. Hence the 
Ark of the Covenant, once the Old Testament description of the box with the 
cherubim was abandoned, inevitably took the form of the synagogal Torah 
shrine. But the historic origin of this object remains for later discoveries to il­
luminate. One of the most telling witnesses that the Dura art had an original 
connection with the tradition which lay behind the early Old Testament man­
uscript illustrations of Christianity is that the Ark takes precisely the same 
form in them. Fig. 48'^ shows the Ark without the cherubim, fig. 50^' the same 

36. The arrangement of the tabernacle 
of the wilderness, as well as of the later tem­
ples of Yahweh, had the sacrifices there be­
fore the Ark. Josh, vm, 30-33, describes 
such a sacrifice at an altar erected by Joshua 
on Mount Ebal. 

37. A coin of Autophradates, of the late 
second century B.C., from de Morgan, Nu-
mhmatique de la Perse antique, Planches, plate 
xxvii, 19; cf. plates XXVII-XXIX passim. On 
later coins the paneling disappears and the 
god sits directly on the chest. Cf. Hill, Arabia, 
Mesopotamia, and Persia, 1922, plates xxvin — 
xxx (CBM). 

38. Deut. x, 5; xxxi, 36 (where it is put 
beside the Ark), 1 Kings vm, 9. I he state­
ment in Heb. ix, 4, that it also contained "a 
golden pot holding the manna, and Aaron's 
rod that budded" has no counterpart in exist­
ing Jewish legend, but may well have been 
current among Jews at the time See JE, II, 

103-106 
39. Courtesy of the Vatican Library. It is 

from fol. 33 Γ of cod vat. gr. 746. an illumi­
nated Octateuch. 

40 Courtesy of the Vatican Library. It is 
from fol. 1581 of cod. vat. gr. 747, another il­
luminated Octateuch The cherubim could 
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sort of Ark with the cherubim added. The two lines almost certainly met in 

pre-Christian Jewish art in Alexandria. 

Before this Ark in the synagogue painting the sacrifice takes place. Again 

it seems to me not a matter of chance, however, that even the altar is subordi­

nated, and that the cult object put in immediate relation with the Ark is the 

menorah, shown in exaggerated importance as compared with the other 

objects. To this we shall return. 
Aaron himself stands in impressive dignity beside the altar of sacrifice. 

Kraeling'' has gone to considerable trouble to find details of resemblances be­

tween his dress and the robes prescribed for Aaron in the Bible,»2  but seems to 

me to fail completely. I fully agree with Widengren when he says that the two 

robes are diametralement upposees, and that "one could not imagine a costume 

more Iranian and IessJewish."41  VVidengren was here still using the earlier 

sketches of the robe that showed Victories and Erotes along with the "round 

objects" for jewels, but Kraeling seems quite right in discarding this sketch for 

the robe as drawn in fig. 51,'4  where only jewels are shown. But to this Widen-

gren's remarks seem also appropriate. The costume consists of the caftan and 

trousers in rich colors and with a vellow stripe down the front of the caftan and 

each leg. The red cape, open at the bottom and covered with jewels, is held 

together across the breast by a large oval brooch of gold, and is lined with a 

checkerboard pattern of black (or dark) and white squares clearly visible in fig. 

51.4^ These checks, so far as I can see, have intruded themselves into the paint­

ing from the Old Testament, for in Exodus xxvm, 39, the whole coat of Aaron 

was to be made of checker work of fine linen. I can find no trace of such checks 

on Iranian robes. The cape itself , without the checks, is worn over the caftan 

and trousers by a man on the ladder above Jacob, fig. 52, but by no one else in 

the synagogue. The royal cloak, as it appears on Ahasuerus and Mordecai, fig. 

36, on Pharaoh, fig. 53, and on a figure who is apparently a captain on horse­

back, fig. 54,41 '  resembles this, but has sleeves and no checks. The sleeveless 

be angels in the form oi Victories. Riedin1  

Cosma', Indicoplemtes, 283,  fig 3041 28(1.  fig. 

3"1  

4 1  Synagogue, 12 7  f 

4 2  Exod, xxxvm 

4 3 .  "Juifs et Iraniens," 2 1 2 ,  Kraeling, 
Synagogue, 127.  η 451,  notes the similants to 

Iranian ro\al costume, but tries to connect its 

parts with details of the biblical garments, for 

which see J. Gabriel, Cntersuchungen tibe> das 

alttestamenthche Hohepnetfi'rtum nut bewnderer 

Berueksirhtiguiig des Iwlwpnestetlirhen Omates1  

>933 (Theologische Studien der Oster-

r e i c h i s c h e n  L e o - G e s e l l s c h a f t ,  3 3 ) .  

4 4  From Kraeling, Synagogue, 1 2 7 .  fig. 

4 1  

4 5 .  The checks probablv disappeared in 

the course of restoring or exposure to light 

Such checks appear on the chiton, himation, 

clavi, and gams of Moses in hg. 47.  Pfister, 

Souveaux textiles de Palmyre, 29 f., discussed 

fragments of such cloth found at Palmv ra, 

and thought them to be verv fine cloth with 

purple dye, but whether these fragments had 

ceremonial use or implication with pagans I 

cannot sa\ 

4 6 .  So it appears in the original photo­

graph' the reconstructed drawing is clearlv 
wrong. 
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cape does reappear, however, in the Dura Mithraeum on each of a pair of en­
throned figures at either side of the sanctuary, fig. 55,47 on holy figures of some 
sort on three frieze fragments from the middle Mithraeum, and, we now re­
call, here and generally on Mithra himself, both when he kills the bulWH and 
when he is the mystic hunter.''1 It is worn by Adonis in his Dura temple, fig. 56, 
and, by Ohrmazd in the Tak-i-Bostan relief, on which from either side a god 
and goddess offer king Chosroes II a crown, fig. 57. >" Daniel in the lion's den 
at Ravenna wears this cape, as does Melchizedek at Ravenna and at Santa 
Maria Maggiore in Rome.5 ' The figure of Daniel is often clearly designed to 
double for Mithra himself,^ so that the combination of Persian caftan and 
trousers with the cape would seem to distinguish a divinity or priest rather 
than a king, though of course the king might have worn such a cape when he 
functioned as a priest. The transition to the Christian cope clearly appears 
when Daniel wears it as a priest, but still without the chiton-cassock.'·1 

The jewels on Aaron's cape are another token, I  should guess, of divinity 
or priesthood. True, the king Chosroes II in fig. 57 has a caftan and trousers 
covered with jewels, but in this scene the king seems in the act of being apoth­
eosized by the god and goddess, "t A similar jeweled dress appears on two little 

47. Courtesy of the Yale University Art 
Gallery. This is the figure at the right: see 
Rostovtzeff, Dura-Europos, VII/VIII, plates 11 
and XVI f. Cf. du Mesnil du Buisson, "Le 
Nouveau Mithreum de Doura-Europos en 
Syrie," Gazette des Beaux-Arts, Ser. VI, Vol. 
X I I I  ( 1 9 5 5 ) .  i - M ·  

48. Rostovtzeff, plates xxix f., and Η. H. 

von der Osten, Die Welt der Perser, 2d ed., 

1956, plate 90 (Grosse Kulturen der 

Friihzeit). 

49. Rostovtzeff, plates xiv f. 

50. From E. Herzfeld, Am Tm von Amen, 

1920, plate XLiv.  and see his plates XLII, XLIX, 

LV f., LVIII; cf. Pope, Persian Art, IV, plate 

16ob; Kraeling1  Synagogue, 127. n. 451; du 

Mesnil,Pemtures, 61, fig. 48. Chosroes II (A.D 

539-628) was the last great Sassanian king. 

51. The three are reproduced by Al-

foldi, Lale Classical and Medieval Studies 1» 

Honor of A. Al.  Freund, plate ix, 19: cf" 20, 22. 

and p. 47. And see du Mesnil, Peintuies, 60, 

hg-47-
52. Weitzmann may be right, but I can­

not share his confidence that any of the fig­
ures in the "Martyrion" at Antioch represent 
either Old Testament or New Testament 
characters or scenes. The keystone of his ar­
gument (see his p. 135) seems to be the "cer­

tain identification" of Daniel, wearing the 
cape and buckle m the same way, and his feel­
ing that, were the fragment complete, the 
lions would have appeared. Actuallv "Daniel" 
is so framed that the lions could never have 
stood beside him, and in their absence the 
figure would probably have represented 
"Mithra" or some other god. See his " I he 
Iconography of the Reliefs from the Martvr-
i o n , "  m  R .  S t i l l w e l l . / b i i i o r / i - o i i - i / i p - O i w K i r s ,  I I I ,  
1941, 135- 149; the "Daniel" is on plate 1 7,  
fig. 368. The buckle has the form of a "round 
object." What Weitzmann calls the "Joseph 
scene" is likewise by no means certainly such 
The rest of the fragments, even the "Christ 
Pantokrator" seem even less assured 

53 Cf. Weitzmann, Roll and Coder, 162, 

and fig. 155. It is from a manuscript of Cos­

mos Indicopleustes. cod. vat. gr. 699, fol. 75'. I 
find it interesting that the rulers of the four 
universal kingdoms, described in Dan vti as 
riding on monstrous beasts, wear in this 
drawing the Persian costume, and ride what 
look to be Dionysiac lions, although the sec­
ond seems to have a bear's head, and the last, 
for no recognizable reason, a horse's or ass' 
head. These figures must have had a long 
and interesting history. 

54. Cf. the jeweled royal clothing in 
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unpublished bronze figures, one in the Yale Babylonian Collection, fig. 58,"1 ' 

the other in a private collection in New York. fig. 59.^ Their headdress is 

unique in Sassanian art so far as I know, but the horns would probabh be the 

moon sickle associated with Mah, the moon god, and since a divinity is so much 

more apt to appear in little affixes than a king, I should suppose that the fig­
ures represent Mah. ;< That is, the jeweled robe is that of a deity, and may well 
have been a convention to suggest the "bright, white" garment, "round and 
manifest afar" of Ohrmazd himself, as described in Zurvanism^s Another 
source says he "is clad in the stone-hard sky,"™ and thejewels may well refer to 
the stars in this sky. But Vav, Ohrmazd's militant alter ego, or assistant, wears 
a "red, w ine-colored, andjewel-bedecked robe of warriorhood,"''" so that while 
the jeweled robe suggests divinity, it bv no means identifies the god. 

An amateur runs great danger in using Iranian literary sources. As we 
have them, they are late compilations of early material, but how much earlier 
is not decided. Most scholars agree, however, that their main ideas go back at 
least to the period of the synagogue. The Denkart has a passage which may be 
relevant to our purpose. It is a Zurvanist account of how Ohrmazd through 
finite time made four agents of creation, two good and two evil. One of the two 
good ones is the "robe of priesthood," a priesthood which "orders good in its 
pure estate"; we shall return to it below. The second good one, the "robe of 
warriorhood," seems so pertinent to the meaning of this painting that I quote 
it in full. The robe 

which, since it comprises good order, ability, priesthood, the parent of wisdom, 

power, and the orderly dispensation ol the [natural] law, influences whatever 

has the character of orderliness and tends to benefit creation; and this was be­

stowed on him [sc. Vay] through Time from its decisive dispensation that or­

ders aright to its ultimate advantage, and it has the same origin as Vav, the re­

cipient of this very weapon abo\e and within both [creations] till the end: and 

Herzfeld, plate xux Chosroes wears ihe 
same cape, at least, 111 a miniature in the Go-
thas manuscript of the Saxon World Chroni­
cle see L'Orange, Studies on the Iconography oj 

Cosmic Kingihip in the Ancient World, 116, hg 
84. See also the little figure at Dumbarton 
Oaks, Washington, D. C.. published in their 
Handbook of the Collection, 1953.85.no 148 

55. Courtesv of the Yale Babvlonian Col­
lection It is ·!'/* inches high, cast m half 
round and hollow, presumably to be attached 
to a wooden surface which has disappeared. 
Of its provenance the onlv record 15 that it 
uas "found in a quarry near Mosul " 

56 It was formerly the property of Mr. 
Theodore Leay ut. 

57. I he crescent moon frequently ap­
pears 011 Sassanian croyvns, as on that with 
Chosroes II m fig. 57. See also E. Herzfeld, 
Arduiologischen Mitteilungen aus Iran, IX 
(1938), 10a, fig. 1; 141, fig. 21; 143, fig. 23, 
plate viii. Pope, Persian Art.  IV. plates 213 (.. 
229, 239 But these all have the sun as a globe 
or star y% ithin the crescent. Mah appears yvith 
the crescent alone (not as headdress) on two 
silver plates: J Orbeli. ibid . IV, plates 207B 
and 233¾: ct. I, 735 f. The crescent is on the 
crown to represent Mah Herzfeld, 1 10. 113, 
hR 9-

58 Zaehner, Z u n ' a i t ,  1 19; cf. 122. 
59 Quotedby Zaehner, 120. 
6υ. Ibid., 1 22 
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this robe is the essence of Vay of lofty deeds and his garment; among the gods 

it is associated chiefly with the Spirit Vay whose name is the Wheel, that is the 

firmament, and it is also called Spahr (dwasa), and with the swift wind and the 

breath of man; among virtues it is with the speed which is in men, that is valor; 

among modes of conduct in .  . .  orderliness; among characters m righteous de­

sire and action conducive to greater good order; among material "forms" in the 

swift and valiant body; among the castes in the warriors: among rulers in the 

valiant commander of an army; among garments in the red and wine-colored 

garment, adorned with all kinds of ornament, with silver and gold, chalcedony, 

and shining ruby; among deeds in the great good ordering of character, the 

destruction and furtherance of both the good and evil creations. 

We could not get a better description of the robe of Aaron than a "red and 
wine-colored garment, adorned with all kinds of ornament, with silver and 
gold, chalcedony, and shining ruby." When we see how the symbolism of the 
Closed Temple accords with the description of the other type of creation, it will 
seem highly likely that this conception (not necessarily this literary passage) 
has entered into the synagogue artist's conception of the priestly robe and 
priesthood of Aaron. In Iranian terms it presents him as a priest of "the good 
in its contaminated state" — that is, material creation. 

Aaron wears the garment, I am sure, not to identify him with any Sassan-
ian deity, but to announce to people who knew the local oriental symbolism 
that he was "priest of the Most High God," by virtue of his being priest of the 
God of Judaism. The only feature of Aaron's dress which seems to me to echo 
the biblical description is the checked lining of the cape which appeared at the 
bottom. This single detail cannot obscure the total dissimilarity of Aaron's cape 
to the biblical robe of Aaron. It seems impossible to identify the cape more 
closely, in view of the difficulty of Persian written sources in the period and the 
paucity of plastic representations. But Aaron may well be wearing a robe like 
that of some priest in one of the Dura temples. We shall come to feel its 
relevance to order in material creation. 

How this cape got into the western Christian tradition of the Old Testa­
ment illustration for Aaron's robe I cannot say, but its presence in the two tra­
ditions again suggests a common ancestor. For the cape is definitely not a west­
ern garment, much as it seems to resemble the chlamvs. Yet it appears for 
Aaron several times in Christian art, and, indeed, became the cope of ecclesi­
astical dress, worn, of course, even by Aaron over the Greek tunic that became 
the cassock, fig. 60.In fig. 62Aaron is robed by Moses in the center, and 

61. As translated by Zaehner, 377 f 
6a. From Smyrna Octaleurli ,  plate 60, fig. 

183 (85 ro.); cf. Const. Octateuch, plate xxiv, 
f iS s- 137. '39· !46-

63. Courtesy of Museo Civico, Bologna, 

Italy. Cf. H. Graeven, FruhchrMhche und mit-
lelalterhehe Elfeiibemwerke in photographiseher 
Naehbilelung. a us Sammlungen in Itahen. 1900, 
fig. a. Cf. a medieval enamel plaque at the 
British Museum published in the Burlington 
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then, nimbed. stands in his priestlv dress with his rod I can only suppose that 

the cope or cape was borrowed bv Christians for ecclesiastical dress in the East, 

and that Westerners kept the cope while thev rejected the Persian trousers that 

originally went with it. In view of its complicated history in Christian art and 

vestments, its appearance in a synagogue for Aaron, along with its proper 

accompaniment of other eastern garments, is most important. 

As another eastern element, Aaron wears the Parthian tiara, which here, 

as often, comes down over the ears and has a row of pearls round the front 

edge.''-" Except that Phraates in (70 — 57 B c.) has an additional row of pearls 

over the top of his tiara, fig. 6 2 . h i s tiara seems identical with that of Aaron. 

This headdress has no relation to that of the biblical high priest, for the 

latter was "wound" upon the head."' We ordinarily call such an object a turban, 

but the Septuagint translates it as hidans. a headdress which Philo described as 

"regularly worn bv eastern monarchs instead of a diadem."1'" He wears it, Philo 

also says, to show that "he who is consecrated to God is superior to all others 

when he acts as a priest, superior not only to the ordinary layman, but even to 

kings."llH So while the rabbis, following the Hebrew, were describing the head-

dress of the priest as a piece of cloth sixteen cubits long and wound round the 

head like a turban,'"1 Philo saw in the Greek word a definite reference to the 

royal tiara of the East. This is also the tiara of Aaron in the painting. It would 

have looked quite appropriate to one whose Bible was in Greek, not at all so to 

one reading in the Hebrew. 

T h e tiara likewise has a long history in Christian ecclesiastical costume, 

its most famous survival being the triple tiara of the Pope at Rome."" Aaron's 

tiara conspicuously lacks the distinctive mark of his Hebrew priesthood, the 

tetragram. 

With his checker-lined and jeweled cape, the Persian garments beneath it, 

and the oriental tiara above, Aaron proclaims himself priest with all the dignity 

Magazine, X X X Y I I (1920), plate xvi . and in 

color b\ A W Franks, "Vitreous Art." in 

| Waring, Ait Tieasures of the Lulled Kingdom, 

1858, plate 6 

64. Du Mesml, Peintures, 60. Compare 

the headdress of many kings on Persian and 

Parthian coins |. de Morgan. Numismalique 

de In Pei se antique, for example plates x x x i u 

!.. Pope. Persian Ait, IV, plates 141 f 

65. Courtesy of the American Numis-

matic Society, Neii- York Sec Pope, ibid . IV. 

plate 141c/ T h e thin cloth hanging down 

Aaron's back was made part of the tiara m the 

repainting for restoration, hg. 51. It can be 

clearly seen 111 the sketch by du Mesnil, Pein-

tmes. plate xxv in. which leproduces the tiara 

as it appears in the hrst photographs 

66. Lev xvi , 4 (see the Hebrew). 

67. Mos 11. 116, cf. QE it. 105 

68. Mos. 11, 131 See mv Bv Light, Light. 

105 T h e r e is always the possibility that this 

headdress was actually worn bv the Hasmo-

nean priest-kings, but 1 know nothing to con-

firm such a suggestion 

69. G I" Purvis in HDB, III. 398/1. J Ei-

senstein in /£, VIII , 622 f. 

70. Still the best treatment of the histon 

of the tiara is that of E Munz, "La Tiare pon-

t i f i c a l du VIII 1 au X V I ' siecle." Mem . A IB. 

X X X V I (1898). 2 3 5 - 3 2 4 . A late survival of 

Aaron's tiara is on his head in Riedin. Cosmos 

hidiropteustes. plates xxv 1 f. 
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and prerogatives of Persian divinity, royalty, and priesthood. He is still Aaron, 

and, with the Jewish cult instruments before him, clearly presides over the an­
cient Hebrew sacrifice. We can hardly explain this combination by agreeing 
with Kraeling that since the artist was "not an antiquarian" he was coming as 
close to the biblical costume "as his repertory of design . . . would allow"; that 
he had "done his very best to portray . . . all six of the garments of the Israelite 
High Priest."'' ' Instead, he has done his best, and succeeded very well, in giving 
to Aaron the appurtenances of Persian priesthood. When even the ephod and 
tetragram fail to appear, we must suppose that in giving Aaron the accouter-
ments of Persian priesthood the artist was proclaiming that the values of 
Persia η priesthood inhered in Judaism itself, just as when Mordecai wears the 

diadem in the scene below Aaron, he assumes for Jews the prerogatives of 

Persian royalty. 

In the sacrifice five attendants, much smaller than Aaron and hence ofless 

dignity, accompany him. Four stand each with a shofar,7 J  the two at the right 

with the shofar at their lips, apparently just about to blow them. The shofars 

have bands about them, and suggest that they might have come from a special 

kind of ram that grew ringed horns. But I have been unable to identify any 

such sheep. It is interesting, however, that exactly such shofars appear in early 

Christian illumination, as in fig. 63,7 '* so that, since horns of this kind must have 

been rare, we have another detail that calls for an ultimate common ancestor. ̂  

The fifth attendant carries a sacrificial ax over his shoulder, perhaps about to 

strike the bovoid he holds,?'· though I should think it is here onlv being led in 
for sacrifice. We should note that sacrifice with an ax is quite foreign to Jewish 
tradition; while the painter may have ignored Jewish tradition at this point, he 
probably did not know it at all.7<i The animal seems about to be sacrificed, since 

71. Synagogue, 127; cf. 128. 
72. Those who examined the painting 

carefully reported that the one at the ex­
treme Iett earries some object in his hand. I 
see no reason for associating the peculiar 
form reported for it with the half-sheke) of 
Lxod xxx, 11-16, as does Kraeling, Syn-
agogue, 129. 

73. From the Cumt Octateuch, plate 
xxxv, hg. 233 (tol 480") For other appear­
ances see Weitzmann, jo\hua, plate v; cf pp 
14, 16, 37. 

74 Such a horn has actually been used as 
a sh o f a r :  s e e  n o .  1 2  o f  t h o s e  i l l u s t r a t e d  i n  J E ,  
XI, 303. Mv colleague D. Ripley tells me this 
is an antelope horn. How it came to be used 
as a shofar I Ieax e others to investigate. 

75. Cf. the cup from Boscoreale. Strong, 

La ScuItura iomana da Augiisto a Costantino, 
1923, I, hg 56 on p. 83 Here the act ot sac­
rifice appears clearly I he position ol the 
man with the ax is quite different when he is 
in the acl of striking the animal See I Ry-
berg, Rite 1 uj the State Religion in Roman Ait, 
Rome. 1955 {Memoirs ot the American 
Academy in Rome, XXII), where the matter 
is abundantly illustrated. See, for example, 
the bull led in for sacrifice, figs. 25, 36a, and 
passim, the bull being struck with the ax, hgs 
39«, 46, and passim. The man with the ax 111 
the Dura painting has raised it higher than 
usual for those leading the bull, bul the hand 
on the animal's back shows that he is leading 
it in. 

76 For the tradition see Nordstrom, 
"Water Miracles," 81-83. 
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he has a garland round his bod>. His genitals, if indicated at all (there seem 

faint traces in an early photograph), bv no means are so presented here as to 

determine the sex, nor are thev on two animals at the right, another bovoid 

and a sheep." Absence of genitals on the animal garlanded for sacrifice, then, 

if they actually were absent, by no means indicates a heifer. Still Kraeling mav 

be right, and it may be the red heifer of Numbers xix, 2-9, which is indicated, 

for the reddish brown color contrasts with the colors of the other animals in 

the painting, and its being outside the temple (city) precincts makes the iden­
tification plausible.7h 

Only the three curtains, one green and two red, looped at the top of the 
painting, remain to be mentioned. Such curtains we found in the two scenes of 
the babies in the synagogue, but in no other painting there, and since the same 
curtains, by no means common anywhere, appeared on the sarcophagi of the 
baby Dionysus, we must suppose they have special significance when repre­
sented. The same conclusion suggests itself when we see a painting with 
draped curtains over a table in the Octateuchs, fig. 64.·" Such curtains appear 
in the Octateuchs only here. The miniature, in presenting the table of the tab­
ernacle, shows something which can be explained from Old Testament texts 
onlv bv the most insistent allegory. For the table looks much like a Catholic al­
tar, except that two ewers and two cups stand upon it. The cups rest upon 
plates of some kind, but the plates contain no bread. The obvious guess is that 
the ewers represent water and wine. If the Christian table suggests the Eucha­
rist, incidentally, it recalls even more strongly the table of pagan mystery, fig. 
65,N" where Demeter's stalks of grain are added, but the presentation is very 
similar. Since so much in the Octateuchs seems to have come from Jewish art 
(eventually), we wonder whether the table was not originally copied from a 
Jewish adaptation of such a pagan table as that in fig. 65. 

The table strikingly recalls the one mentioned in a famous fragment as­
cribed to Philo, a table that I have long insisted seemed to have much of the 
value of the Christian mystery. The cultic table is represented in the scene im­
mediately at the left, and we shall return to it."1 But the table in the miniature 
looks very much like a mystic table," and all the more so because above it the 
curtain is draped and held up by the hand of God himself, to reveal the table. 

77. I he two little tokens between the two 
animals' hind legs at the right, and possibk of 
the animal at the left, could as well indicate 
the undo eloped udder of a female as the 
penis ot a male Certainh the " bullock" at the 
right does not have carefully drawn genitals, 
as Kraehng sa\s. Synagogue, 129, η 465 

Sotah, 45b (EI, 235) Kraelmg, 
Synagogue, 1 1. 

79. Frum the C'vmt. Octnleuch, plate xxt\, 

fig 147 (fol. 262') 

80. A stucco relief in the Basilica di Porta 

Maggiore, Rome. 

81. if  the evidence does not warrant 

complete assertion of such meaning, even 

(ess does it support Kraeling m asserting that 

ihe\ are "ornamental" {Synagogue, 129. cf η 

463) or are the "hangings" of Exod. xxvn. 

9-15 ISynagogue. 130). 
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The miniature is too extraordinary to furnish a basis for firm conclusions, but 

it does show the curtain again in what looks like a thoroughly mystic setting. 

This need not surprise us. Curtains naturally associate themselves with the 

mysterious and hidden, and the curtains over the sacrifice of Aaron in Dura 

may well have come from the Mysteries, have brought with them a sense of the 

mysterious and concealed, and have proclaimed that that value inhered in the 

Jewish cultus. They do not remotely recall the curtains that made the walls of 

the Tabernacle. They are more like the curtain that screened the inmost sanc­
tuary, except that here are three of them. 

B.  / .T iERPREI AJJOA 

KR A E L I N G  S E E S  in the scene as a whole "the episode described in Exod. X L  

and Num. vn when the Tabernacle was finally erected, and Aaron, the priest, 
and the Levites were installed in office." He sees this event specifically identi­
fied by the "number and identity of the sacrificial animals portrayed."Kj The 
sheep on the altar (which indeed may be a sheep), along with the ram and bul­
lock at the right, are, he says, the animals required for the consecration of 
priests by Exodus χχιχ, ι. I find this very unconvincing. In Exodus XL, Moses, 

as instructed by God, sets up the Tabernacle with all its furnishings; he then 

robes and anoints Aaron and his sons. No sacrifice is mentioned at all, and in 

the painting Moses does not appear. In Numbers vn Moses again consecrates 

Aaron and his sons, but the sacrifices described in this account involved a great 

number of persons and animals. This scene, likewise, the painting does not 

represent. Kraeling does not allude to the chief account of the consecration of 

Aaron and his sons by Moses, Leviticus vm — x. Here are various animals 
named, chiefly, of course, bulls and rams, but no list corresponds exactly with 
the painted animals. The great difference is that here Moses specifically is him­
self the one to kill all the animals sacrificed, while Moses does not appear in the 
painting at all. The animal at the left of the painting may indeed represent the 
red heifer of Numbers χιχ, ι - 10, as we have said. But nothing whatever in 

the Bible connects the heifer with the installation of Aaron in office, and ac­
tually the heifers had to be offered in general the day before the consecration 
of priests so that their ashes could be used for the consecration. 

If the painting cannot be taken to represent any specific biblical episode 
or passage, we are forced to conclude that it presents an idealized generaliza­
tion of the priesthood of Aaron, the "temple cultus as such.""1 For the Taber-

82. Synagogue,  130 f 
83. It should be noted that du Mesnil 

saw in the painting an abstraction of the val­
ues of Jewish cult also· Peintures, 63 f. This 
interpretation Kraeling, Synagogue, 130, spe­

cifically rejected for the specific identification 
ue have just discussed. "It is unlike!) that [the 
artist] created this scene to represent the cul­
tus as such." 
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nacle is not a real tabernacle, the curtains have no relation to it, the sacrifice is 
pureh' ideal, the attendants cannot be identified, the holy objects are quite ar­
bitrarily selected (two incense burners, no table, no showbread, etc.). But the 
Ark, incense, menorah, and altar of sacrifice stand with the animals and priests 
under the dominance of Aaron. He presides over these in a temple enclosure 
entered bv three doors, the central one suggesting a mvsterv by the half-with-
drawn curtain. The worshiper who enters will go to Aaron and his sacrifice, 
which itself is directed toward a little Greek shrine marked with a rosette. In 
this shrine, behind a veil, stands the real center of worship, the Ark of the Cov­
enant that represents the Shekinah, or presence of God. The draped curtains 
at the top again mark the scene as having mystic value, while the little Victories 
on the inner shrine suggest the achievement at the end, the mystic victory. If 
we continue to follow details of the design, we notice that the inner shrine 
shows us five columns (in contrast to the ten in fig. 38 and six in fig. 66), and 
that Aaron has five attendants. The painting itself would seem to declare, then, 
that the priesthood of Aaron directed Jewish cultus toward the Shekinah in the 
Ark, and that in the cultus, sacrifice, incense, and the menorah all had great 
significance, as well possibly as the number five."-) We must interpret the 
painting in terms of its own details. 

Few of the details come from the Bible. The veiled Ark, the menorah, the 
four shofars of the assistants, and the name Aaron — these are the only ele­
ments which, outside the synagogue, would justify anyone's even associating 
such a painting with Judaism at all. Thejewish details show, however, that the 
Jewish cultus was meant, but the Jewish cultus as seen through oriental-hellen-
istic eyes. For interpreting the painting we cannot isolate the Jewish details, but 
must take the hellenistic-mystic and oriental symbols associated with them 
quite as seriously as the Jewish components. 

We have already indicated roughly some of the points of contrast between 
the temple of Aaronic sacrifice and the purely schematic temple which bal­
ances it. Four points of contrast especially emerge: the AaronicTemple stands 
firmly on the ground, the other has no relation to this world at all; the Aaronic 
Temple is a temple with priests and human beings, the other has no people; in 
the Aaronic Temple sacrifice with cult implements, and ritual, is in active prog­
ress, in the other nothing happens whatever, and no means of cult are 
suggested; in the Aaronic Temple the five attendants and the five columns 
themselves bring out the contrast that the inner shrine of the other temple has 
ten columns, though on its top also the Victories offer the wreaths. The scene 
of the Aaronic priesthood centers in the figure of Aaron, and in the menorah 
burning upward toward the holy Ark. 

84 I cannot make out whether the 
three, emphasized 011 the doors, is again 
taken up bv the three animals of sacrifice, be­

cause I do not know whether we should think 
of the animals as being three or four, includ­
ing the animal on the altar. 



THE TEMPLE OF AARON 215 

Is there a Judaism in which these points of contrast and this focusing of 
interest would have meaning, one that might have resorted to pagan conven­
tions of pictorial art to express itself? We must seek a Judaism in which these 
basic features are indeed basic, not look in the great forest of Jewish writing 
for fugitive details from here and there, which may correspond to isolated fea­
tures of the design. Philo Judaeus, for all his detailed differences, did explain 
Judaism in a way that matches the painting in central ideas, though of course 
he has many differences in detail. I know no writings from the rabbinic mas­
ters which do so. 

Philo conceived most elaborately of two levels of Judaism. One of these led 
man through law and ceremonial observances, indeed through the cosmos, to 
God. On this level God functioned in the cultus as a hidden referent, present 
as the Shekinah in the Ark of the innermost sanctuary but not directlv acces­
sible for, or a part of, the cultus itself. In contrast Philo described also a Juda­
ism in which the soul directly communed with God as it put away all depend­
ence upon material things, even upon the cult and cosmos itself. The Ark, he 
believed, revealed the inner quality of this second Judaism, since its very 
structure expounded the immaterial nature of God, and the immaterial ap­
proach man can make to him. The perfect number ten characterized this 
Judaism in contrast to the number five in which Aaron's material worship of 
God centered. I know no other Jewish source which contrasts so systematically 
a Judaism of the senses with one of the immaterial, a Judaism of the five and 
of the ten. 

The reader at this point may wish to read my By Light ,  Light ,  especially 
chapter iv, "The Mystery of Aaron," as well as the discussion above on "Astro­
nomical Symbols." What follows is a digest of that material. 

Philo discusses three times the Judaism of the five, each time in connection 
with the priestly office of Aaron and the symbolic value of the specified dimen­
sions and materials of the Tabernacle, as well as of the cult instruments and 
their usage.s> He admits that the specifications call for fifty-five pillars,Hh but 
sees in the fifty a perfect number, and at this level distinguishes the five; since 

Five is the number of the senses and sense in mankind inclines on one side to 
things external, while on the other its trend is towards mind, whose hand­
maiden it is by the laws of nature And therefore he assigned the position on 
the border to the Hve pillars, for what lies inside them verges on the inmost 
sanctuary of the tabernacle, which symbolically represents the realm of concep­
tual, while what lies outside them verges on the open-air space and court which 
represent the perceptibles. And therefore the five differ from the rest also in 
their bases which are of brass. Since the mind is head and ruler of the sense-
faculty in us, and the world which sense apprehends is the extremity and, as it 

8 5 .  ( > £  i i ,  7 3 - 8 3 ,  A i c w .  i i ,  1 0 1  -  1 0 3 ,  1 0 5 .  8 6  Mos 1 1 ,  7 7 - 1 4 0 ;  S p e r .  1 ,  6 7 - 9 7 :  

I I ,  6 9 —  1 2 4 .  
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were. the base of mind, he symbolized the mind b\ the g o l d , and the sense-ob-

jects b\ the brass.H7 

T h e "five" generally represent to Philo the five senses, of course.^ Simi-

larly in his most elaborate discussion of the Tabernacle and its appurtenances, 

that in the Questions on Exodus, Philo first treats the Ark and the Holv of Holies. 

T h e n he turns to the other parts of the Tabernacle, anci remarks that in doing 

so he is turning from the symbols of the incorporeals to the symbols of those 

things that are m sensi/.*" T h e five appears again as the fifth element out of 

which the heavens are made, in contrast to the four out of which the rest of the 

universe is made. He savs that the menorah was made of pure gold to repre-

sent this fifth element, and its seven branches stood for the seven planets in the 

heavens."11 With the menorah the incense burner was associated as a svmbol of 

the earthly, and from it properly the incense smoke goes up. T h e smoke and 

the censers represent the four elements, we gather from various passages of 

Philo, and they both of fer themselves and are of fered as a eucharistia to God."1 

When Philo speaks of the altar and its sacrifice, which were as remote 

from most of his readers as was the original altar of Aaron, he lifts it out of am 

87 Mos, 11, 81 f , cf QE 11, 97 T h e con-

tiast between the "conceptuals" (In noeto) and 

the "perccptibles" (In utsthita) is basically the 

Platonic contrast between ideal forms to be 

apprehended only by the mind, and material 

things "under the aether" (liupaitlnon). llie 

( ircck word for "open air," apprehended by 

the senses. The passage is difficult because it 

presents two ideas at once, the relation of 

mind to sense perception, and of the "con-

ceptuals" to the "perceptibles." Just what 

Philo took the L X X stuloi to mean, whether 

columns or tent poles. I sec 110 way to deter-

mine 

88 So explained in Opt] 62, Plant. 133, 

(Xi iv. 110. Mip 201 For similar statements 

in Greek literature see the references in 

K. Staehle. Die Zahtenmxshk bei Pltdon von Al-

exandres, 1931. 31, n 32a For the continua-

tion of" this meaning of the five into Christi-

anity, see E. Testa, Smibohsnw del (iiudeo-

cnstiani, Jerusalem (Jordan), 1961, 8. 

89 QE ii, 69 Cf ibid , 94' "I have said 

that the simple holy parts (of the tabernacle) 

are classified with the sense-perceptible 

heaven, whereas the inner (parts) which are 

called the Holv of Holies (are classified) with 

the intelligible world. "The incorporeal world 

is set of t and separated from the visible one 

bv the mediating Logos as by a veil " 

90 Ibid , 73 He savs that the altar was 

five cubits long, ibid , 97 and 99. and, that the 

"cov ermg" being on five columns, the pentad 

is the number of the sense-perceptible class; 

both the outer court and the altar belong to 

this class 

91, In Mus, (I, 101 Philo savs that it is a 

"sv mbol of the eucbanstia ol earth and water", 

later, ibid , 105. he savs that the censer sym-

bolizes "earthly things, from which vapors 

rise." Cf Spec 1 , 171 But in Hues 226, he sav s 

that the altar and its of fer ing represent the 

four elements, for which a eucharistia is of-

fered. bv which he suggests the identity ol 

the object and its of fer ing He has already 

said, ibid , 199, that the incense of fering sv m-

bolizes the cosmos itself, which burns morn-

ing and evening as d eucharistia Philo cannot 

be tied down to a single meaning but that 

man should o f f e r the elements of the uni-

verse 111 a thanksgiv mg for its benefits, and in 

doing so reproduce an inherent relation ol 

the elements themselves to the whole, will 

trouble no one who understands ritual. The 

prayer in Spec. 1 .210 f . is addressed from the 

microcosm, as eucharistia for the universe as 

macrocosm I strongly suspect it reports a 

praver used in Philo's sv nagogue 
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literal significance and makes it into a symbol of piety for Alexandrians. We 

shall increasingly feel that the incidents selected for illustration from the Bible 

in the synagogue, and the way they are depicted, indicate the same sense of 

contemporeity and immediacy. The following statement of Philo about the 

sacrifice therefore seems to me to have general, if not specific, relevance: 

The great altar in the open court he usually calls by a name which means sac­
rifice-keeper, and when he thus speaks of the altar which destroys sacrifices as 
their keeper and guardian he alludes not to the parts and limbs of the victims, 
whose nature is to be consumed by fire, but to the intention of the offerer. For, 
if the worshiper is without kindly feeling or justice, the sacrifices are no sacri­
fices, the consecrated oblation is desecrated, the prayers are words of ill omen 
with utter destruction waiting upon them For, when to outward appearance 
they are offered, it is not a remission but a reminder of past sins which they 
effect. But, if he is pure of heart and just, the sacrifice stands firm, though the 
flesh is consumed, and even more so if no victim at all is brought to the altar. 
For the true oblation, what else can it be but the piety of a soul which is dear to 
God? The thank-offering (euchariston) of such piety receives immortality, and is 
inscribed in the records of God, sharing the eternal life of the sun and moon 
and the whole universe.112 

The last sentence says quite clearly that it is the euchariston which receives the 
immortality of the universe, but I have no doubt that in Philo's mind the pious 
soul who made the true eucharistia actually achieved that state. For in another 
treatise when he describes the sacrifice as properly offered within the soul he 
tells how 

by the washing of the feet is meant that his steps should be no longer on earth 
but tread the upper air. For in truth the soul of one who loves God springs up 
from earth to heaven and with its wings flies about, longing to take its place and 
share the dance with the sun, the moon, and that most sacred and perfectly at­
tuned company of the other stars, whose marshal and leader is God.1" 

Philo's conception of the immortality achieved through correct sacrifice at last 
now clearly manifests itself as the celestial existence of Plato's Phaedrus** in 
which properly the soul drives among, or follows, the company of the stars or 
gods in their diurnal revolution, the "ordered march" of Philo. He often re­
curs to this idea, that only in offering ourselves do we make a proper sacrifice 
or eucharistia, which essentially consists in "the true purity of a rational spirit in 
him who makes the sacrifice.""'· 

Aaron in his robes represented this worship to Philo. He describes elabo­
rately how various parts of the robe mentioned in the Bible represent the ele­
ments, the heaven, the zodiac. In this worship Aaron appealed to the cosmos 
as the Son of God to intercede for him and for nature. 

9 2 .  Mos. π ,  1 0 6 - 1 0 8 .  

9 3 .  Spec i ,  2 0 7  

9 4 .  Phaedms, 2 4 6 A -  2 4 7 E ,  2 5 0 B ,  c, 2 5 6 B .  

9 5 .  For example. Spec, 1, 2 7 2 - 2 7 7 .  
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For it  uas necessarv that he who was consecrated to the Father of the world 

should ha\e that Father 's Son uho is perfect in \ irtue to plead his cause that his 

sins might be remembered no more and good gifts be showered in abundance. 

Vet perhaps it  is also to teach in acKance one u ho would worship God that even 

though he ma\ be unable to make himself worthv of the Creatorof the cosmos, 

he vet ought to tr\  increasinglv to be worth* oi the cosmos. As he puts on his 

imitation (s\mbol) he ought straightwav to become one who bears in his mind 

the original pattern, so that he is in a sense transformed from being a man into 
the nature of the cosmos, and becomes, if one ma\ sa\ so (and indeed one must 

sav nothing false about the truth),  himself a lit t le cosmos · ' ' '  

Here again the priesthood of Aaron is made the priesthood of all who in their 
devotions "put on the Cosmos," and so identify themselves with the son of 
God. 

One detail of the painting seems to me to confirm such an interpretation, 
the red heifer about to be slaughtered outside the precincts. For just before 
speaking thus about the true nature of sacrifice, Philo mentions the red heifer. 
He savs that he has fullv allegorized it elsewhere (a section of his writing now 
lost), but he summarizes its meaning as follows: 

So we see that thev who mean to resort to the temple to take part in sacrihce 

must needs have their bodies made clean and bright,  and before their bodies 

their souls For the soul is queen and mistress,  superior to the bodv in even wav 

because a more divine nature has been allotted to it  The mind is cleansed bv 

wisdom and the truths of wisdom's teaching which guide its steps to the con­

templation of the universe and all  that is therein, and bv the sacred company of 

the other \ irtues and b\ the practice of them shown in noble and highly praise­

worthy actions He, then, who is adorned w ith these may come with boldness to 

the sanctuarv as his true home, the best of all  mansions, there to present himself 

as \ ictim. But anyone whose heart is the seat of lurking covetousness and 

wrongful cravings should remain still  and hide his face in confusion and curb 

the shameless madness which would rashlv venture where caution is profitable 

For the holy place of the truly Existent is closed ground to the unholv. To such 

a one I would say. "Good sir.  God does not rejoice in sacrifices e\en if one offer 

hecatombs, for all  things are his possessions, \et  though he possesses he needs 

none of them, but he rejoices in the will  to love him and in men that practise 

holiness, and from these he accepts plain meal or barlev, and things of least 

price, holding them most precious rather than those of highest cost." And in­

deed though the worshipers bring nothing else, in bringing themselves the\ of-

Ier the best of sacrifices, the full  and truh perfect oblation of noble living, as 

the\ honor with hymns and thanksgivings their Benefactor and Savior,  God, 

sometimes with the organs of speech, sometimes without tongue or lips, when 

within the soul alone their minds recite the tale or utter the crv of praise. These 

one ear only can apprehend, the ear of God. (or human hearing cannot reach 
to the perception of such "7  

96 .Um 11. 134 1 97 1 . 2 6 9  — 2 - 2 ;  cf 2 7 7  
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IfPhilo shows us the way in which the values of the Tabernacle or Temple 
could be preserved for Jews who had no access to either, he deeply stresses the 
menorah and its relation to the symbol of the world of "conceptuals," the im­
material world of Platonic forms. The menorah has seven branches because it 
represents the seven planets, he says, the highest objects perceptible by the 
senses, and the "seven" itself the pure existence of the One. It is made of gold, 
and gives light because it symbolizes the Light Stream from God1 or the Logos. 
But it represents not onty the coming down of God's creative force to earth, 
but the praise to God (eut haristia again) of the celestial bodies 

Philo's discussion of the symbolism of the Tabernacle, its ritual, and the 
priestly garments goes far beyond what could be conveyed in the painting. 
Since he allegorizes the biblical text in detail, the Tabernacle is for him the tent 
made of curtains, and Aaron wears a robe according to biblical prescription. I 
see no reason to suppose that the "philosopher'" who designed the synagogue 
painting had Philo's text as a guide. It is accordingly important to note that 
Philo himself tells us in one of the most mystical of his Temple allegories that 
"those who are nourished by visible food in the form of allegory also say · . ." 
That is, Philo is writing his allegory of the Temple and its cultus in accordance 
with a tradition. The tradition reappears in Josephus with such variations as to 
show that he also did not depend upon Philo, while Clement of Alexandria 
gives a very similar discussion of the matter with no apparent dependence 
upon either Philo or Josephus."8 All allegorize the priest's vestments in terms 
of the four elements, and all agree that the two outer courts referred to the 
material cosmos, the inner to the world of God beyond the cosmos. Clearly 
in the same tradition, but by no means its source, an anomalous passage in 
Numbers Rabbah especially emphasizes the menorah as the seven planets, 
burning in worship of what lies beyond them, represented by the hidden Ark 
of the Covenant. 

The painting seems to me essentially to represent this general tradition. 
The robes of Aaron have become the royal-priestly dress of the Parthians and 
Sassanians, a dress which, we saw, the Parthians thought appropriate for 
cosmic worship, worship in the realm of "the good in its contaminated state," 
the material world. By writing "Aaron" beside the priest's head, the "philoso­
pher" seems to announce that the true cosmic priesthood sought bv the gen­
tiles presents itself in Aaron; he presides over a worship that is one with the 
worship which the universe itself offers to God. Man approaches it through 
the purification symbolized by the red heifer, but does not have to go back to 
the curtained Tabernacle of the wilderness, or even to the Temple in Jerusa­
lem which succeeded it. For these, lost in a literal sense, were still available to 
Philo as he purified himself, and offered himself. The true oblation, Philo tells 
us, is the piety of a soul which is dear to God. The worship revealed to man in 

t)8. For the passages and discussion see 
my By Light, Light·, 98 f. 
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the cultus of Aaron seemed still available to the "philosopher" who designed 

this painting to show the Judaism of cosmic worship. O n e entered it bv pulling 

back the veil in the outer court, jo ined the planets in their circles, and offered 

oneself on the altar. One ended with such an experience as only the Victories 

with their wreaths could typify. 

T h e achievement of the crown meant to Philo saving knowledge — per-

petual vision of God.u" It indicated that he who received it was "given Anthro-

pos," which means that he became the Anthropos or Logos.'"0 Philo is not 

alone in this conception. T h e Mandaeans proclaimed: " T h e crown of aether 

light shines forth from the House of Life.""" A n d the second ending of the 

liturgy of the dead of the Mandaean Qolasta closes with the following lines 

which I quote in Lidzbarski's translation: 

Einen A t h e r k r a n z err ichteten sie lhr a u f d e m H a u p t e 

u n d f i ihr ten sie in Pracht aus d e r Welt 

Das L e b e n stutzte das L e b e n , 

das L e b e n f a n d das Seinige; 

das Seinige f a n d das L e b e n , 

u n d m e i n e Seele fand, was sie e r h o f f t e 

U n d das L e b e n ist siegreich. '"2 

T h e seventeenth O d e of Solomon begins: "1 was crowned by my God: he is my 

living crown,"'"'1 and the O d e goes on to describe the mystic ascent to this cul-

mination. In the hellenized IV Maccabees the martvrs expect to receive the 

crown, "M That is, mystic Jews widely used the crown to symbolize their highest 

mystic achievement and immortality, so that Christians'"- found the svmbol al-

ready assimilated for them by hellenized Jews. 

Whether a ritual in the synagogue corresponded to this mystic setting or 

not, Philo would have called the whole conception represented in the painting 

a Mystery. I doubt that modern philologians, who wish to define "mysterv" in 

a way to keep it from such usage, know more accurately the meaning of the 

term than did Philo, following Plato, himself.'"'' For him it was part of the rev-

elation of God to Moses, who in the Bible built the Tabernacle and installed 

Aaron in office. I cannot believe that it is by chance, then, that Moses stands at 

the right of this scene, himself engaged in worship along with the celestial bod-

99 M'gr ' 3 3 - 1 3 5 SeePraem. 27. 
100 Piaem. 13— 15 

101. M Lidzbarski, Maudaische Liturgien, 

1920, 9 (Abhandlungen der Koniglichen Ge-

sellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Gbttingen, 

phil -hist Klasse, N.F., X V I I . 1) 

102. Ibid., 114, lines 3 - 6 R Reitzen-

stein, Das nanische Erlosungsmxslerium, 1921. 

69 

103. Ibid., 86 

104. IV Mac. x i . 20, xi i i , 4, x v . 29: xvu. 

15 f-

105. I Cor. ix, 25; Rev. iv, 4, 10. I could 

find no such symbolism of crowns in rabbinic 

sources. 

106 See mv "Literal Mystery in Hellen-

istic Judaism," Qjuantulacumque. Studies Pie-

sented to Kirsopp Lake, 1931, 2 2 7 - 241. 
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ies. And again it is entirely proper that at the left Moses should again stand, 
this time touching the rock to give water to Israel, and that this should be so 
designed as to represent Israel in celestial worship as the zodiac.'"7 

107 Daniclou, S y m b o l e s ,  9 — 30. which 
appeared after the above had been set in 
type, adds much interesting material to mv 
discussion but tries to connect all Jewish and 

Christian crowns with the Feast ot Tabernac­
les. The Feast itself, he feels, was free of hcl-
lenistic influence. 
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TheJudaism of Immaterial Reality: 

TheArkvs. Paganism 

TH E  S C E N E  o f  t h e  m i r a c u l o u s  w e l l  i l l u m i n a t e d  t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  t h e  T e m ­
ple of Aaron beside it In the same way, I believe, the scene of the Ark of 

the Covenant, fig. 66, to which we now come, complements the scene of the 
Closed Temple. 

The painting appears at first to fall into two parts, divided by the Ark, 
which rests upon a cart. The painting has usuallv been described as containing 
two scenes, two episodes, but we shall have reason to suppose that, although 
details come from various sources and passages, the painting actually gi\es us 
a single composition which is unified by the central Ark itself. At the right two 
idols in Persian dress lie broken 011 the ground, surrounded by a variety of cult 
objects, with an empty temple in the background. At the left two men in 
Persian dress guide a pair of bulls that are pulling the cart, while three men in 
Cireek dress walk behind. 

A. PiCAMSM 

T H E  B I B L I C A L  I N S P I R A T I O N  of both parts of the painting is obviously 
the incident in which the Philistine god Dagon at Ashdod collapsed before the 
Ark, after which the Philistines returned the Ark to Israel.1 In that story the 
Philistines had captured the Ark in battle and set it up as a trophv before 
Dagon, onlv to find the god's image prostrate before the Ark on two successive 
mornings; the second time it had lost its head and hands, cut off on the thresh­
old. This only began the trouble of the Philistines, who found themselves 
νisited by calamities in all the five cities where they then tried to keep the Ark. 

So at the advice of their priests the Philistines built a new cart on which they 

put the Ark, along with five golden images of the tumors, and five others of 

the mice, that had been afflicting them, a golden tumor and mouse for each 

citv. The cart was to be drawn by two milch cows that had never vet worn a 

yoke, and the cows were to go their own unguided wav. 

ι 1 Sam. ι-vi. 18 
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The cows went straight in the direction of  Beth-shemesh along one highway, 

lowing as  they went;  they turned neither to the right nor to the left .  And the 

lords of  the Phil ist ines went after  them as far  as  the border of  Bethshemesh 

That the cows thus took the cart without human guidance straight back to the 

Jews indicated to the lords of the Philistines who followed, five tn number, that 

they had done right in thus returning the Ark. 

The Dura artist has taken elements from both these incidents of the story 

to say some things which the story itself by no means indicates. Details are al­
tered quite a piacere, but, we shall see, with purpose. A glance at the objects 
strewn on the ground before the Ark at the right, for example, shows that the 
artist was not reconstructing the historical scene at all. The images of the two 
gods each look almost exactly like the painting of Adonis in the temple dedi­
cated to him a few streets away, fig. 56. Kraeling identified and numbered the 
ritualistic implements for his drawing, which I reproduce in the accompanying 
text fig. 1 :-

F I G U R E  1 

a  large,  wide-mouthed storage jar  (no.  1),  a  hydria (no.  2),  two shallow basins or  

bowls (nos.  3,  4) ,  three small  jugs (nos.  5-7!,  three candelabra or  lampstands 

(nos 8—10),  two large thymiateria (nos 11,  12),  two smaller  thymiateria (nos.  

13,  14),  and two altars (nos.  15,  16) « 

2 .  From Kraeling,  Synagogue ,  101, f ig.  3  Ihid ,  102.  
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No 17, he continues, is probably a "snuff shovel,'" apparently a reference to 

the incense burners of this shape that were formerly called snuff shovels.< He 

plausibly suggests that no. 18 may be a musical instrument, and I suspect no. 

17 is another. 

The artist has made no attempt to orient all these objects, or the idols 

among them, with the empty temple. Instead, the idols lie prostrate facing the 

Ark, certainly not aligned with the pedestals in the shrine behind them from 

which the\ presumably have fallen. The artist seems to have had the problem 

of how to orient them toward the Ark and vet make them recognizable. Forthe 

latter, thev had to lie face up, but had he drawn them face up with their heads 

toward the Ark the actual effect would have been that their backs were toward 

it. H is solution was the onlv possible one, to make them lie on their backs, with 

their feet toward the Ark, their heads facing it. Such relation to the Ark had 

presumably greater importance than to show their relation to the pedestals. 

In this way he has succeeded very well in using the incident from I Samuel to 

show the collapse of paganism before the reality of Judaism, the collapse of 

paganism presumably as he knew it directly in Dura itself. 

The empty temple at the back presents a shrine whose architrave is car­
ried by six tall white columns with Corinthian capitals. Behind the columns a 
wall ot yellow masonry flanks a central element consisting of a wall of lighter 
yellow above and the entrance below to the adyton.'· A pair of dark yellow pi­
lasters or columns Hank the opening and carry a lintel with a pediment above 
it. The lintel and pediment were crudely drawn, for the earlier photographs 
and Gute's painting, fig. 66, show that the right corner of the pediment and 
the pilaster beneath it overlapped the larger white column, though they were 
clearly supposed to be behind it. Upon the white inner triangle of the pedi­
ment stands a multi-pointed gold rosette, probably intended to have sixteen 
points; superimposed upon this Gute indicates that he saw a four-point ro­
sette. I quite agree with Kraeling's suggestion that the artist meant to represent 
in this design only the fagade of a temple, with the columns of the portico 
spaced "in the arbitrary manner familiar from Roman coins to provide an 
unobstructed view of the interior of the cella."1 '  When the Romans did this, the 
opening ordinarily showed a cult image,7 though sometimes a boss seems to 
indicate the closed door of the advton, a device which suggested but did not 

4 See M. A\i-Yonah. "On the Problem 
of lhe Shovel as a Jewish Symbol" (in He­

brew ). BJPES. VIIl (1940), plate 11. pp. 20 f.  

5 Kraeling, Synagogue.  101. has an ex­
cellent description of the temple with inter­
esting references 

6. See his Synagogut- .  101. and η '525 

Kraeling does not claim that the painter used 

the design on Roman coins as the direct 

model.  There is some discrepano in the var­
ious colors reported 

7 H. Mattinglv. Corm of the Roman Em-

pne in the Bntish Museum, IV. 1940. plate 9, 

no. 6: plate 29, no 12 (contrast nos. 10 f .  13): 

plate 36,  nos.  2 f . ,  and passim. Hill ,  Cnins of  

Palestine, plates xv, 10 f.; xvi, 6, xx\ 1. 5; xli. 

9 (CBM), where a pair of gods are in the 
shrine — here male and female. 
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reveal the sanctity of the cult object behind it." Jews had elsewhere taken over 
the convention. They represented the Ark or the Torah shrine thus at the cen­
ter between four columns on their coins of the Second Revolt," and painted the 
fagade with four columns and the closed doors over the Torah niche in the 
Dura synagogue itself. On the latter the closed doors have "round objects" 
upon them which recall the bosses of the similar closed doors on Roman coins. 
The adyton here, on the contrary, shows only an empty mockery, with what 
seems to be two pedestals and a table for the cult instruments, or for cultic use 
of some kind. But all hope of cult or divine presence has vanished. No Victo­
ries are here, though there was plenty of room to indicate them on the 
extended lintel beside the inner pediment. The artist is telling us as clearly as 
if in words that paganism is a mockery and empty shell. Its fatuous pretense 
collapses before the Shekinah of the Ark. 

In representing six columns on the fagade, the artist may simply have 
been reproducing a "cliche" familiar from Roman coins, but while such fa-
gades with images on the coins had six columns more often than any other sin­
gle number, many times the design shows four or eight columns while, as we 
have seen, the fa ades of the pagan temples at Dura, as well as the Jewish fa-
gades, usually had four columns with three openings. I strongly suspect that 
the six columns for the pagan temple of the painting express a numerological 
value judgment, though this I cannot adequately defend. Philo often calls six 
a "perfect number,"'" chiefly on the ground that it is the product of two and 
three. In the number six, however, these numbers 

have left behind the incorporeal nature of the One; for the Two is an image of 

matter, since like matter it can be divided and cut, while the Three symbolizes 

a solid body, since a solid has three dimensions (literally, is divisible in three 

ways)." . .  .  [Moses] intends to show that mortal and immortal things are each 

formed in a way corresponding to their proper numbers, mortal things, as I 
said, structured in a way comparable to the Six, but the happ) and blessed 

things to the Seven." 

A little later he adds: "When the holy Logos, which is after the manner of the 
Seven, comes upon the soul, the Six is suspended, along with all the other mor­
tal things which the Six seems to make in this way."'' Philo did, then, know the 
six as a material symbol quite inferior to the seven, though he by no means con­
sistently holds to it. That the artist may have intended to express such a con-

8. Mattingly, plate 31, no. 8; plate 32, 
no. 8. 

9. See du Mesnil, Perntures. plate xin, 1 — 
6. 

10. Cf. QG in, 38. Philo often says this. 
The passages are collected by Staehle, Die 
Zahlenmystik bei Philon von Alexandres, 32-

34 
1 1. Cf. Decal. 24 f.; Optf. 36; Staehle, 25. 
12. LA 1. 3 f. 
13. Ibid., 16. The last phrase is corrupt 

tcxtually, but the general meaning seems 

clear. 
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trast of the six with the sacred three and seven will appear more likelv when 

we consider the details of the other half of this painting. 

Before leaving the pagan half. howe\ er, we must ask more closelv wh\ the 

shrine was made with pedestals for two gods, and what gods the two male im­
ages prostrated before the Ark might have represented. They are almost iden­
tical. Each wears Persian dress with a coat hanging behind like a chlamvs,'4 

similar to the one worn b\ Aaron in fig. 37, and fastened by a similar brooch at 
the chest. Each has a sword at his side, on whose pommel the left hand quietlv 
rests. The right hand is raised to about shoulder height, and carries a staffs 
Du Mesnil recognized the great similarity of the fallen idols to the images of 
Adonis, but got into considerable difficultv when he tried to explain whv there 
were two images. He ingeniouslv recalled that I Sam. v, 3 f., reports that Da-
gon fell before the Ark on two successive days, and on that basis he suggested 
confidentlv that the two figures represent the same god as twice fallen. To do 
this he had to assume that what appear to be two pedestals in the adyton are 
altars (though two altars lie in the debris with the gods), and that the "table" in 
the center actually is a bed on which the single god reclined.1 '1 This stretches 
our fancv too far. The images on the ground clearlv were not couchant, like 
the man\ we know, as for example hgs 67 — 74,'" but standing, like the Adonis 
in fig. 56. While Brown, in publishing this restored painting, was uncertain 
whether he should have Adonis stand on a pedestal or a globe, his Adonis, like 
the fallen gods of our scene, must have stood on something. I do not see how 
we can imagine the ones in the synagogue painting as originallv doing any­
thing else than standing on the two pedestals. In that case they must represent 
two distinct deities. , s  The object between the pedestals would then perhaps be 
a bed, but seems more likely to have been a table to hold some of the cult im­
plements, like the table in fig. 65. From the pagan temples we should judge 

14. They may possibly be wearing the 

cand\s. a cape similar to the chlamvs, but 

with short sleeves. See Cumont, TMM, II,  

270, hg 113; VV Amelung in PW, III,  2207 f 

15. There was some sort of knob at the 
top of the staff and perhaps something on 

the side as (Jute represented Kraeling,  Syn­

agogue, 102, n. 334, suggests the possibiliu of 
a thyrsus 

it).  Kraeling. Synagogue,  102 f ,  rejects 

du Mesnil 's identification with Adonis, on the 
ground that this would have "introduced a 

tspe ol short-range polemic into the decora­
tions that in general appears to be alien to the 

rest oi the work of the Synagogue artists " We 

are finding so main "short-range" references 

in the decorations that this ob|ection has no 

w eight at all  On the other hand, Kraelingea-

gerh accepts du Mesnil 's suggestion that the 

tw ο figures represent a si  ngle deit\.  

17. See also H Ingholt, H Se\rig, and 

1 Starckv, Recueil  destesseies de Palmve. 1955. 

plate xxxvm, Hg 773, cf  t igs  760-813 et  

passim (Institut Frangais d'Archeologie de 

Besrouth. Bibliothequc archeologiqueet his-

tonque, LVIII) 

18. The biblical narrative has the god 

broken into pieces onh at the second fall,  

while the painting has each image damaged. 

It ma\ be that the one god has lost his foot, 

not his hands, because the artist  was here fol­

low ing the LXX, as Kraeling pointed out.  

Synagogue, 102. 11 335. But the artist  is using 
the ston for his own ends. 
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that the large hydria may either have been buried or have stood upon the 

Hoor,"' and the candelabra, incense burners, and altars may have stood on the 

ground as in figs. 47 and 37.-" That the implements include two altars, two 

large and two small incense burners, two large open bowls, and perhaps two 

musical instruments suggests further emphasis upon a double cult, though the 

single tall vase, the three ewers, and three tall lampstands weaken the sugges­
tion. The implements for libation — that is, the bowls and ewers — may have 
stood upon the central table, or, less likely in my opinion, the table may have 
held the Ark during the roughly forty-eight hours it rested in the temple, as 
has been suggested. In all oi this I make no firm decisions, except that the erect 
figures of the gods, or of a single god if they double for Adonis, could not have 
lain on a "bed." Less than certain but still by all means probable, the two images 
represent two gods, who stood on, but now have fallen from, the two pedestals, 
and between the pedestals is, accordingly, a table, like the table in the under-
painting of the reredos, fig. 75. 

If the two almost identical images actually represent two gods, we ask 
again what gods they were. Pairs of similar standing gods have appeared sev­
eral times on the Palmvrene tesserae. The pairs are of course often god and 
goddess,1" but by no means always. Fig. 76" shows Iarhibol and Aglibol, iden­
tified by inscriptions and associated respectively with the sun and moon. Since 
the sun and moon appear with two similar images in fig. 77,-'' I should guess 
that these also are the same Iarhibol and Aglibol. More often the pair of such 
gods are Maanou and Shaarou, and perhaps these are the deities in fig 78.-'4 

One broken stone, fig. 79,J • seemed to the editors also to have had Maanou and 
Shaarou, as they have reconstructed it. Here they carry shields, as they usually 
do not, but otherwise have points in common with the fallen images in the 
Dura painting. Fig. 80,with a god and goddess, shows the importance of the 
pedestal for such images.-7 

Two figures on the larger bas-relief from the Mithraeum of Dura seem 
also in point here, fig. 8i.*H Between the Mithra killing the bull and a person at 

19. See Chapel 4 of the Temple of 
Adonis, in Rostovtzeif, Dina-Europo1, VII/ 
VIII, 140; Chapel 44, ibid , ρ 141 

20. See also the instruments used in the 

Sacrifice of Conon at Dura. 

21. For example, Ingholt, Tessere.s, plate 

xxv, 502, 507 ί 
22. Courtesy of the Bibliotheque Natio-

nale. Cf. Ingholt, plate vii, 1196. 

23. Courtesy of the Bibliotheque Natio-

nale Cf. Ingholt, plate xxn, 41 ηα. 

24. From Ingholt, plate xiv, 257a, cf 
245-256· 

25. Ibid., frontispiece. 330, cf plate 
xviii, 330 

26 Ibid., plate xux. 389b 
27 The gods in the Dura painting may 

be the pair Aglibol and Melakbel, to whom an 
altar was dedicated at Palmyra in A D 132 b\ 
a matzeh, an eastern sort of mystic thiasos: see 
J. G. Fevrier, Ea Religion des Palmyu'mens, 
1931, 201 —208, esp. 203, 206 

28. From Rostovtzeff. Dwa-Eiiropos, 
VII/VIII, plate xxx, cf. pp. 97 f.. 100 It is a 
copy by Gute 
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the extreme right in Greek dress, who from his gesture is taken to be putting 

incense on a burner (a point of which I am by no means sure), stand two little 

figures on a pedestal. One has a sword, both wear Persian dress, and the one 

at the left has a jewel in his hair. Both raise the right hand. Such figures would 

have been taken as a matter of course to be deities, if a name had not been in­
scribed with each of the three. Zenobius is the larger figure in the Greek robe, 
and Jariboles and Barnaadath are the two in Persian dress. Zenobius and Jar-
iboles both reappear as dedicants in the inscription below, but not Barnaadath. 
I suspect strongly that these personal names have been written, perhaps in 
hopeful identification, beside figures that the members of the thiasos would 
have known very well to be gods with other names. The resemblance of the two 
on the pedestal to the two fallen gods in our synagogue painting strikes one at 
once. From the material to which we come next, I should guess that for local 
benefit, as so often in Mithraic shrines, a familiar pair of Sassanian gods have 
been associated with Mithra1 and that the two must be understood as gods. 

The Sassanian coins of the period slightly before that of the synagogue, as 
well as centuries later, throw additional light on the problem. Manv coins of 
Artaxerxes I (A.D. 226—240) are designed basically like the one in fig. 82. 
The king's head is on the obverse, and on the reverse is a collection of instru­
ments. Two stands, with a rounded ball on each of them, perhaps loaves of 
bread,'" flank an altar on a tall pedestal. The top of the altar extends slightly 
above a table which is before it, and fire burns on the altar. Both the altar and the 
table recall the similar objects in the Dura painting. The coins of Artaxerxes' 
successor, Shapur I (A.D. 240-271), the contemporary of the synagogue, 
changed the design. Of the instruments only the altar with the fire was left, and 
at either side was put a deity in Persian dress, one hand on a sword, the other 
holding a staff.!  1 The tradition continued for the coins of later Sassanian mon-
archs, as for example the coin of Varahran I ( A.D. 272-275), fig. 83." In these, 
one figure has a radiate solar crown, the other a sphere, and from the material 
we have seen on the tesserae we can at least surmise that the ball is the full 
moon, and that the two figures represent the sun and moon. It seems inevita­
ble that they had great importance, or that the design did, since the design con­
tinued in use, however modified, to the mid-seventh century, fig. 84." I cannot 

29. From de Morgan, XumWnaticfue de Ui 
PeKte antique, plate xuv, 6, ct. pp. 663 f. De 
Morgan publishes thirtv-seven of these coins 
of Artaxerxes I on plates XLIV-XLVI Cf 
C. Hopkins 111JAOS, LI (1931), 129. 131. 

50. De Morgan calls these "mo objects in 
the form of\ases": Xumismatique. Text, 658 

31. Ibid , plate XLVII.  7 De Morgan pub­
lishes maris ol these coins of Sapor 1 

32. Ibid , plate XLVIII ,  8. cf. Text, ρ 669 

33. Ibid., plate LXXVII,  1 b, cf. Text. pp. 

730-732.  I t  i s  a  coin  of  Purandukht  (A.D. 

630-631) The persistence and varieties of 

details ol this design can easih be followed b\ 

Ieahng through the mtermediarv plates of de 

Morgan See also the plates in F D.J Paruck, 

Sasaman Coins. 1924, Pope. Pcrnan Art. IV, 

plates 251 - 254 
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believe the two figures represent mere "attendants,"" but should guess that 
the two kinds of coins refer to the same cult: one showing its instruments, the 
other keeping only the thymiaterion in order to put in the two gods. If we com­
bine the two, we have gods and cult implements much like the ones shown in 
the synagogue painting we are considering. 

Nothing I have seen specifically identifies the Dura pair before the Ark, 
but it would appear that the artist had some definite reference in mind. The 
actual form of the two gods may have been copied directly from the Adonis 
picture at Dura, though I highly suspect this would not have been open to the 
public, or may have been conventional. But I firmly believe that the people of 
the day in Dura would have recognized them at once by their being two gods, 
and by their attributes. 

Even though we cannot recognize the figures — as the people at Dura1Jew 
and gentile, probably could have done— I do not see how we can come to any 
conclusion but that the artist has generalized the incident of Dagon, and used 
it to present the Jewish belief that paganism, specifically of the Sassanian gods 
and cultus, collapses before the true God of the Jews, the God whose Shekinah 
was brought to men most vividly by the Ark of the Covenant.·^ 

B .  T H E  A R K  

I N  D E S I G N I N G  the other half of the painting the artist seems to have used 
the same freedom to adapt motifs from the biblical story to express a more 
general conception. As du Mesnil pointed out, in the biblical narrative the 
Philistines put the Ark on the cart and returned it to Israel seven months after 
the image of Dagon had fallen down before it. The artist was painting ideas, 
not an historical incident, and so had no compunction in combining the two 
events into a single composition. If in the right half of the picture paganism 
collapses before the true revelation and worship of God in Judaism, the 
painter has taken the left part to show the glory of Judaism. The most impor­
tant element in this part of the painting is the great central Ark itself; but the 
details of its representation should be considered only after we have studied 
the other elements in the composition. 

The Ark rests upon two cushions, one pink and one green, as it rides upon 
a peculiarly shaped cart which at first sight seems to have quite broken down 
the artist's ability to draw. It shows only a single pair of wheels, though we can-

34. J. Allan 111 Pope, P e i s m n  A r t .  I, 817. 
This is the usual interpretation De Morgan, 
p. 649, says of them that generally the prince 
is the figure at the right, the king al the left. 
Hegives no reason for this identification, and 
I see none. 

35. That is, even though I see no ground 
for giving names to this pair of gods, the al­
tar. table, and pair of gods with sword and 
staff make me feel that this scene presents us 
with a body of information about the actual 
Sassanian cult such as we get nowhere else. 
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not rule out the possibility of two other wheels b e h i n d . A low-banistered rail-

ing runs across the front, and perhaps ran round the other three sides, a rail 

useless to steady its top-heavy load. At the corners are flaring pieces like the 

horns of an altar. They, like the railing, do not go above the cushions, and so. 

as drawn, had no value for holding the Ark in the wagon. In view of the num-

ber symbolism we shall encounter, it mav have meaning that the rails mark off 

seven spaces across the bottom of the Ark. T h e body of the cart grotesquely 

rests on the wheels instead of an axle. At the back runs a high frame that bears 

a pink canopv; whether the canopy was deep enough to cover the entire Ark I 

cannot tell 17 T h e spokes of the wheels are carefully outlined to make them 

eight-point rosettes, but no shaft joins the cart to the yoke of the animals that 

pull it. 

Identification of so crudely drawn a cart cannot be at all certain. Du 

Mesnib8 thought it the funerary cart of Adonis, to which Kraeling objected,w 

and gave other parallels that seemed to him closer^" But no parallel vet sug-

gested seems to me as close as the design on the silver plate of Sassanian origin, 

now at the Hermitage Museum, fig. 85,1' This piece shows what Orbeli calls the 

chariot of the moon god, Mah, with the deity sitting on a couch in his cres-

c e n t . I f the artist at the synagogue had some such original before him, he had 

to make few changes in the basic design to have an outline remarkably like that 

at Dura. T h e lower line of the pink canopv of the Dura design follows the 

lower line of the crescent. T h e arch containing the lower figure in the Sassan-

ian design has by the Dura artist been made to run out practically to the edge. 

36. Du Mesnil, Peintures, 82, restores the 

cart as having two wheels; Kraeling, Syn-

agogue, 103, supposes there were four. T h e 

turning of the wheels would be impossible on 

a two-wheel carl, so that Kraeiing's guess 

seems better to me- But the cart is so crudeh 

drawn that either is possible 

37 Kraeling and du Mesnil disagree on 

this point also. 

38. Peintures, 83. 

39. Synagogue, 104, n. 343. He argued 

that a funerary cart would be quite inappro-

priate. But funerary and royal svmbolism. as 

we have seen repeatedly, tend to be verv 

close, since both so often imply deification 

This observation has n o t h i n g t o d o with iden-

tify ing the cart as that of Adonis, for w hich. I 

agree with Kraeling. we ha\e not enough evi-

dence. 

40 Especially those in A. Alfoldi, "Die 

Ausgestaltung des monarchischen Zeremo-

niells am romischen Kaiserhofe." MDAI, 

Rom , X L I X (1934), 107, hg. 7, and 115. hg. 

10 Also the coin of Sidon in DS, I. 1, 95, hg 

136 A splendid collection of ancient wagons 

and chariots was assembled bv P. Forrer, "Les 

Chars cultuels prehistonques et leurs sur-

vivances aux epoques histonques," Prehis-

toire, I (1932), 1 9 - 1 2 3 : see esp the figures 

on pp 7 7 . 8 1 . 8 3 Manv of these have details 

suggestive o f the Jewish cart, as for example 

the chariot on a coin in honor of Agnppina, 

p. 76. no 11. or the eagle under a round-

topped canopv, ibid , no 2. See also idem, 

"L'n Char de culte," Ca/uers d'arrhe'ologie el 

d'hutoned'Akace, 111 < 1 9 1 8 - 2 1 ) . 1 1 9 5 - 1242. 

41. From Pope, Persian Art. IV. plate 

207B; cf. I. 736, n. 45, 

42 Both figures in this design have been 

variouslv identified, according to Orbeli's 

notes m Pope. loc. cit See also A Alfoldi in 

La Xouvelle Clio. I/I I (1949/50), 546 f 
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so that the columns, which turned the design into a temple or aedicula on a 
wagon, no longer appear at Dura. The Ark quite fills what was the original 
niche, and keeps its form. The Sassanian design has no cushions, but the floor 
of the wagon rests directly upon the two wheels, as in the design at Dura, and 
the wheels are splayed out to show the same eight-point rosettes as spokes. 
Further, the wagon is pulled by humped-back cattle, which Orbeli calls "four 
zebus, an expression of the close relation between Mah and the primeval ox." 
We cannot press the details too far, since there is no likelihood that the Dura 
artist had seen this particular Sassanian design, but coincidences have become 
too numerous not to suggest a common ancestor. Whether by correction of a 
design like this or as drawn in the original the artist was adapting, the four cat­
tle have become two, and the position of the cattle before the cart has been 
made much more natural than on the plate. Both gods have entirely disap­
peared. Butjust as the synagogue as a whole was designed like the inner shrine 
of a pagan temple, with the Ark of the Law in the niche where a cult statue 
would have been, so here the Ark of the Covenant has slipped into the niche 
where, on the plate, a god stands. It was Orbeli who felt a relation between the 
bulls of the Sassanian wagon and the cosmic bull of Pahlavi tradition, a bull 
which we see so strategically ready for sacrifice on the door of the Closed Tem­
ple beside this scene in the synagogue. Orbeli took a long step from the four 
bulls of the plate to the single cosmic bull of the tradition, although perhaps 
there was a connection. Kraeling called the two animals pulling the cart in the 
synagogue "bullocks," and Gute painted what would seem to be testicles on the 
one animal we can see, fig. 66. The biblical text calls for cows, and du Mesnil 
still makes them such." So far as I could see at Damascus, there is no indication 
of sex on the beast at all, but only a long scratch or smear that begins up on the 
thigh and runs down nearly to the hoof.-w 

Another departure from the biblical narrative appears in the two drivers 
in Persian dress who walk beside the cattle, one guiding them from the yoke, 
the other whipping them on. Those who opened the western prairies with cov­
ered wagons and ox teams called such drivers "bullwhackers," a term directly 
applicable here. Their presence surprises us, since, as we have said, the biblical 
narrative^"· tells that once the cows were hitched to the cart they were to go en­
tirely without guidance, and if they went to Bethshemesh of their own accord, 
the Philistines would know that Yahweh had stricken them because they had 

43. But he admus that they have no 
teats, "ce qui prete a confusion." 

44. A shadow on the ground shaped like 
an inverted T led Kraeling to surmise that 
they represent roads between which the ani­
mals are carefully choosing to get to the right 
place in Israel. The biblical story, of course, 

makes considerable point of the fact that thev 
never turned at all If Kraehng is right, the 
turning would be simply another departure 
from biblical details; but. while I have no 
other suggestion, I am by no means sure that 
these darker patches indicate roads 

45. I Sam. vi, 8— 12 
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kept the Ark captive among them. The "whacking" and guiding of the cattle 
thus takes all point from the original storv. The two drivers seem to me to come 
from another incident, II Samuel vi, 1-19, when David took the Ark to 
Jerusalem. On this occasion Uzzah and his brother Ahio drove the animals 
which pulled the cart. Ahio, according to the narrative, went ahead, and bv 
rabbinical inference Uzzah, who shortly was killed for his impiety in touching 
the Ark to steady it, walked behind.^ I cannot see how we can avoid this 
identification, even though it throws us into still a third incident for the paint­
ing. For the two drivers may have been introduced precisely to show that the 
Ark ultimately did get to Jerusalem — that is, that the artist has ideas rather 
than incidents in mind. 

If so much in the painting has no direct source in the biblical story of the 
Ark with the Philistines, we have clearly no obligation to align with that storv 
the last detail, the three men in Greek sacred dress who advance in the upper 
left corner behind the Ark and the drivers. Their clothing, the striped chiton 
and prong-marked himation so common in the synagogue, is here for two of 
them a light pink, while the central one is significantly marked off bv a still 
lighter color, which seems to verge on the yellow. The biblical account specifies 
that five lords of the Philistines followed the Ark, and while the drivers to­
gether with the three in Greek costume make five, it is hard to believe that the 
two bullwhackers are to be included among these lords.Who then are the 
three men, thus marked off in position, dress, and dignity? They seem to have 
intruded themselves as did the four central figures wearing similar dress in the 
Esther scene, fig. 36. We concluded that the four men of this scene repre­
sented heavenly intervention to save the Jews. In the scene of the anointing of 
David, fig. 86, the figure of Samuel in the same dress was recognizable, but the 
six others were a stylization of Jesse and his sons, here an arbitrary number 
that lost all historical reference, and again, with Samuel, represented a heav­
enly, or spiritual, company. We have seen Pharaoh's daughter and her attend­
ant maidens become Aphrodite-Anahita of Iran and the three Nymphs of 
Greco-Roman tradition. Similarly in the scene before us the artist substituted 
for the five Philistines three men in the spiritual dress, walking each with his 
right forefinger extended, the real directors of the bullocks. What the artist is 
doing, as in all the paintings of the synagogue, is to use details from biblical 
stories to present an idea directlv out of the Judaism he knew in his own time. 
These three men walk behind the Ark after the analogy of the five lords of the 
Philistines, but the three seem to me no more necessarily to represent those 
five Philistine lords than the two prostrate idols in Iranian dress represent the 

46 M R .  X u m  , vi, 20 (ET, I, 125, 127) 
47. I Sam vt, 12, 16. The background 

behind the men in the original is almost 
white, so that apparentlv the garments of the 

three men have a slight coloration to bring 
them out against it. The two figures on the 
outside mav be bearded, but I can suggest no 
reason that thev should be. 
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single Dagon of Ashdod, or than the three Nymphs represent the attendant 

maidens of the princess, or, as we shall see, than the Ark as represented 

attempts to follow the biblical description of the ancient Ark. 

The Ark of this painting, to which we may now well turn, resembles in 

general form the Ark as twice represented in other paintings. I reproduce 

here, text fig. 2, du Mesnil's drawing of the three·4* In the first of these, which 
appeared at the door of the inner shrine of the Temple of Aaron, fig. 37, the 

W 
W 

H 
Π 

F I C U R E  2 

panel at the little rounded top holds a menorah with an eight-point rosette on 

either side of it.w For the rest of the box we have only the most severe panels, 

eight in all. The design on this representation of the Ark seems to have carried 

out the symbolism of the painting in general, that in the temple worship of the 

Aaronic priesthood one approached the Ark, itself veiled and mysterious, only 

through the planets and stars as represented primarily by the menorah. The 

second Ark, the one as represented in the scene with the collapse of the pagan 

gods, has at its rounded top a large rosette instead of a menorah. Small rosettes 

still flank it: but the whole has taken us at once into a symbolism of the three, 

on the abstract level of the rosettes, and the central member of the three has 

much greater importance than the other two. Below this rounded top is again 

the paneled box, here with six panels, two tiers of three, with a laurel garland 

across each pair of panels. Each of the two upper garlands carries three large 

jewels, the lowest garland a single jewel, Against the background of threes, 

48. Du Mesm!, Pemtures,  plate xxvi. 50. According to Gute's painting, five of 

49. Inthepaintingasfinallyrestoredthe the jewels are red with a black frame, and 

menorah disappeared except for a single arc. two, the bottom jewel and the onejusi above 

Gute's painting, fig. 37, and the early photo- it, are black. 

graphs support du Mesnil's drawing. 
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then, the seven jewels mark the Ark as belonging to the symbolism of the 
se\en. while the laurel garlands indicate triumph.That is, the Ark in this de­
sign has its especial value spelled out in terms of the three and the seven. Like 
the round-topped ark of the Law beside Moses reading the Law, fig. 34, the 
round-topped Ark of the painting we are considering was covered with pink 
drapery, which reminds us that although the little ark of the Law with Moses 
stands on legs, which none of these objects do when represented as the Ark of 
the Covenant, the three Arks of the Co\enant are shaped like the little ark of 
the Law with Moses, but totally unlike what anyone would have expected from 
the biblical description of the ancient Ark. I can onh conclude that in using the 
form of the ark of the Law for the ancient Ark the artist is making a definite 
identification of the two. 

On the Jewish coins of the First Rev olt the round-topped object stands in 
the middle of a fagade and has usually been taken to be the Ark of the Cove­
nant, but seems to me more likely to be the ark of the Law represented within 
the fagade to mark its sanctity. It was then, as now, the supreme symbol of Ju­
daism. On the face of the south bench of the earlier synagogue at Dura a sim­
ilar ark was drawn as a graffito."·" Early Christian representations of the Ark of 
the Co\enant sometimes take this form, as in fig. 48 and in the Vatican Bible, 
fig. 50, but usually, as here, with the cherubim added. Fig. 87"11  shows it as a 
three-storied, tower-like, object. In Jewish art of the period we have seen the 
Torah shrine in manv forms, but on the whole it appears as a gabled structure 
which seems to be the shrine in which the aron proper, usually but not always 

round-topped, was kept and taken out for ritualistic purposes. Sometimes 
the Torah shrine was shown as the whole gabled structure, sometimes as only 
the round-topped aron within it 

It is clear that the form of both the ancient Ark and the shrine in the syn­
agogue had coalesced, as had the name for them, aron. For the name of this 
box of the Law came to be changed in common usage from the tebah, or box, 
as the tanaite rabbis usually called it, to the Aron ha Kodesh,  the holy ark. The 
ancient Ark had several titles, of which Ark of the Covenant was most com­
mon. The history of the change from tebah to the word for the older Ark is by 
no means clearly attested.'^ Aron as a box was a word used for a coffin by the 

51. The garland was simph an untied 
wreath and was used with the same s\mbol-
ism 

52. What was probabh a second is shown 
in Kraelins;, Synagogue, 320, no 72 

53. From G. Swarzenski, Die Salzburger 
Malewi. 1913, II, plate xxvi, fig 88; cf Text, 
70 It is often a gabled structure, as in fig. 63. 
Cf. the Beatm tn Apncahpsm. Pans, Biblio-
theque Nationale, Iat 8878, IoI 1571. I he 
latest study of the original form of the ArU is 

M. Haran. "The Ark and the Cherubim." 

IEJ. IX (1959). 30-38. 89-94. ar |d see  

Nordstrom, "Water Miracles," 83-86. 
34. As Goldin kindly showed me, the his-

tor\ of this change must be constructed or 
guessed from such scattered midrashic pas­
sages that I shall not attempt to outline it. See 
I M. Casanowicz in JE. II, 107-109; Elbo-
gen. Derjudisrke Gottesdienst in seiner gesclurht-
Urhen Entwicktung, 469-471; krauss. S\nag. 
\ltert. 364-376. esp. 366 
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early rabbis, but my colleague Goldm agrees with my suggestion that the 
change of name for the box of the Law from tebah to aron would seem to mark 
a definite sense that the Law, in or out of its box, had taken a place in Jewish 
religious life which Jews felt to be analogous to that of the ancient Ark. Indeed 
when the rabbis say why Bezalel, who made the ancient Ark, was blessed, they 
explain among other things, that it was for "having made an Ark unto me in 
which the Torah is kept," which seems to indicate that the rabbis already fully 
associated the two," as, we shall see shortly, did Philo. To represent the ancient 
Ark, then, in the form of the current box of the Law had in these very years 
fresh poignancy and direct impact. By putting the quite recognizable aron of 
the synagogue in place of the ancient Aron in the inner shrine behind the sac­
rifice of Aaron, and by painting the menorah on it for this context, the artist 
declared that the Torah still offered the cosmic symbolism of Aaron's sacrifice, 
as well as the hope this represented of worshiping God in harmony and com­
pany with the cosmos itself. Similarly in the painting of the gods fallen before 
the Ark we have, I believe, a double assertion: the recollection of the power of 
the ancient Ark to destroy Dagon of the Philistines, and the assertion that the 
contemporary ark of the Law had kept its devastating power, and could (per­
haps would) destroy the gods of the Sassanians. The same object protected the 
Jews in battle.But in the painting we are now considering, we see the Ark 
decked with peculiar ornament, apparently because in this setting it had, as in 
each of the others, a peculiar value: in this case the value before which pagan­
ism crumbles. Our antecedent hypothesis is that the three men, the three ro­
settes at the top, and the seven jewels on the victorious laurel garlands will lead 
us to an interpretation of the Ark which harmonizes with the Closed Temple 
beside it, just as the painting of the Well of the Wilderness supplemented and 
shed light upon the Temple and sacrifice of Aaron. For this we use the com­
position of the painting as a guide to what ideas in Jewish literature may be 
relevant, and so seek in literature an interpretation of the ancient Ark in which 
three men of divine or semi-divine nature,'·7 and a general interest in the num­
ber three as well as a formulation of the number seven, appear and are con­
nected with a body of ideas primarily associated with the Ark. 

In the rabbinic writings the structure of the box is described, and such mi­
raculous powers attributed to it as that sparks went out from it which killed 
snakes and scorpions and burned brambles from the path of the Israelites.'·" 
The two cherubim on the top of it, according to an eleventh-century midrash, 
correspond to the two divine names of God, Adonai, Lord, and Elohim, God."11 

55. MR, Exod., L, 2. 5 (ET, 557, 561). 
56. Morton Smith reminded me that ac­

cording to the pre-Exilic documents the Ark 
contained oracles, while in the Priestly Code 
it contained the Law. The identification of 
the Ark with the box of the Law mav be very 

old. 
57. Such a charactcr seems increasingly 

to be what the Greek robe indicates. 
58. Ginzberg, Legends, III, 157 f.: VI, 64, 

n. 330. 
59. Miiitnili Tndsche , 2. A. VVunsche1 Aus 



236 CHAPTER SEVE.\  

Ginzberg6" says that the symbolic representation of the Ark as given by Philo 
"offers many points of resemblance to that of the Midrashim." I am not in a 
position to say what and how many such points there are, and Ginzberg does 

not expand this statement. 
A most important detail seems to me the song to which Kraeling6 '  alludes, 

but which I quote in Scholem's translation: 

Rejoice, rejoice acacia-[shrine] 
Stretch forth in fullness of thy majesty 
Girdled in golden embroider) 
Praised in the recesses of the palace 
Resplendent in the finest of ornaments.ha 

This is a song which the kine who pulled the Ark from the Philistines are sup­
posed to have sung to it. I agree with Kraeling that the painter did not repre­
sent the kine as singing but did represent the Ark "covered by a veil and 
adorned with jewels." The word which Scholem properlv renders "ornament" 
might well have suggested jewels to the painter, as indeed it was translated in 
the Soncino edition. Scholem's brilliant discussion of this song, published after 
Kraeling's comment had been printed, makes it clear that the verses are at least 
as old as the second century. Scholem argues convincingly that they came from 
the Maaseh Merkabah, as, he thinks, did the verv similar songs of the Greater 
Hekhaloth which the "Living Creatures" sing to the Throne, "songs to which 
only the initiate could listen without endangering his life.""' 

Thejeweled wrappings of the Ark have accordingly suggested the verv 
heart of Jewish mysticism. But the song has not prepared us to find that the 
wrappings are Greek garlands of victory, that the jewels should be seven in 
number, that there should be three rosettes, or that the Ark should be accom­
panied by three men in the Greek robe. The little song must have had a great 
context in Merkabah mysticism, but that context is lost, and for the additional 
details of the scene we must look elsewhere. We can learn much from the Old 

Testament art of early Christianity, and from the writings of Philo Judaeus. 
In my By Light, Light 1 discussed "The God of the Mystery," a chapter 

which could well be included here. I shall take considerable excerpts from it, 
for there I showed how for Philo the Ark supremely symbolized the nature of 
ultimate Reality or Deity. Philo had been much influenced bv Pythagorean 
speculation on the relation of the number seven to that Reality, as well as bv 
the Amesha Spentas as emanations from God.h4 He argues at length that in the 

Ivaels Lfhrlwllen,  1910. V, 11, 89 The transla­
tion obscures the plain Hebreu reference to 
the two names. 

60. Legends,  VI. 65, n. 33'}. 
61 Synagogue,  105; the song is from BT, 

Abodnh Zarah, 24b (ET. 123 f ) 

62. Scholem. Jewish (nio\t ia\m ,  25: cf pp. 

24-30. 
63. Ibid .  27 

64. See the Greater Bundahishn, 1,29-
35 (Zaehner. Zurvan, 316 f.) 
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Ark God revealed and presented himself as the one God1  who created and 

ruled the world through emanations, sometimes three, but in the Ark seven. 

These seven are the Law within the box, the mercy seat, the two cherubim, the 

voice that spoke to Moses from the Ark, and the Presence or the One who 

spoke. Reversing the order of these, Philo describes each part as a symbol. The 

Presence, the One who spoke, is the highest God, ίο on. From him radiate all 

the lower manifestations. First is the Logos of this One, which corresponds to 

the voice heard by Moses. From the Logos the Stream goes on out in two 

branches, the two cherubim, who are called the Creative Power, and the Royal, 

Kingly, or Ruling Power. Each of these is now in turn the source of a further 

emanation. The Creative Power sends forth the Merciful Power or Benevo­
lence, the Mercy Seat, and the Royal Power sends forth the Legislative Power, 
the Law within the box, which is also the punishing Power. The seventh and 
last member of this pleroma, the one typified by the box of the ark, is the 
Conceptual World (kosmus noetos), the Platonic world of forms. 

Philo's most important passage describing this schematization of God and 
the Stream should be quoted. He begins by explaining that the two cherubim 
represent the Creative and Ruling Powers of God, with the second definitely 
inferior to the first. So the Creative Power is equivalent also to the word "God," 
the Ruling Power to "Lord."1"' The cherubim are said to be of beaten gold to 
show by the gold that they are of the highest being (ousia), the pure and un­
mixed: that is, that their nature is divine. The craftsmanship indicates that 
they are form, the forms of forms, and so of a conceptual nature (epistemonike 
phusis).be· These serve in the universe as the guards at its limits (howi). The Cre­
ative Power is not only the Creative principle but guards the world against de­
struction; the Royal Power puts into it the great Law, that of Equality, which 
preserves the cosmic peace, since it keeps all things within their proper limi­
tations.'57 The Powers have wings because all of them "desire and struggle for 
the Road up to the Father"; and their wings overshadow the parts below to in­
dicate the guardianship of these Powers over all beneath them."* 

From this Philo goes on to explain why the faces of the cherubim are 
turned toward each other, and together toward the Mercy Seat. These words 
of Scripture, says Philo, 

are an extremely beautiful and divine similitude For it was proper that the 
Powers, the Creative and Royal, should look toward each other in contempla­
tion of each other's beauty, and at the same time in conspiracy for the benefit 
of things that have come into existence. In the second place, since God, who is 
One, is both the Creator and King, naturally the Powers, though divided, are 

65. QE π, 62. For Greek see Marcus, p. 66. QE 11, 63; cf. Marcus, 254. 

253 f. Philo gives an interesting comment on 67. QE n, 64, ρ 254. 

the Creative Power as "God" in Cunf . 136— 68. Ibid., 65; ci. Marcus, 254. 
138. 
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again united For i t  was advantageous that  thev be divided in order that  the one 

might create,  the other rule.  For these functions differ .  And the Powers were 

brought together in another wav bv the eternal  juxtaposit ion of the names (i .e  

Lord and Ciod) in order that  the Creative Power might share in the Roval,  and 

the Roval in the Creative.  Both incline fi t t inglv toward the Merc\  Seat .  For if  

God had not been merciful  to the things which now exist ,  nothing would have 

been created through the Creative Power nor be given legal  regimentation b\  

the Roval Power 

Two things have become clear from the material thus far described, first the 
definiteness of Philo's schematization, and second the fact that these Powers 
have not distinct existence but are onlv aspects of the single nature and activity 
of God. The Power of God is being visualized in its richness by discussing it in 
terms of Powers, but the Powers share each other's nature, and are functional 
distinctions of the single Power of God, not existential distinctions. 

The next section discusses the meaning of the statement of God to Moses 
"I shall become known to thee from there.""" 

The purest  and most prophetic mind receives knowledge and understanding 

of the Existent  One (ho on) not from the Existent  One himself ,  for  the mind is 

not  great  enough to compass his magnitude,  but  from his primary and guard­

ian Powers.  One must be content with the fact  that  beams are borne from these 

into the soul,  so that  one may be able to perceive the elder and brighter bv 

means of the secondary i l lumination. ' '  

The solar character of the figure is at once indubitable, and the object of the 
whole schematization apparent. A ladder, each rung of which represents 
brighter illumination, is being constructed, with a mystic-metaphvsical rather 
than cosmic-mythological objective. 

Philo now goes on to give the whole scheme. In explaining the words, "I 
will speak to thee from above the Mercy Seat between the cherubim""^ Philo 
savs: 

Herewith i t  appears first  that  above the Power of Mercy,  the Creative Power,  

and everv Power,  is  the divine Principle ( to tkeion)· ,  and second that  [ this  Prin­

ciple]  speaks from the very center between the Creative and Roval Powers.  The 

mind understands this as follows.7 1  The Logos of God. which is  a  mean, '* leaves 

no void in nature,  but  fi l ls  al l  things and mediates and arbitrates between what 

things seem to be opposed to each other;  i t  thus creates fr iendship and con-

69.  QE 11, 66;  cf .  Marcus,  255.  
70.  Exod xxv, 22 (LXX) 

71 .QE 11, 67;  cf  Marcus,  255.  
72.  Exod xxv, 22 

73.  "Mental  understanding" is Philo 's  
phrase throughout the Questions for the m\s-

tical  meaning of Scripture as contrasted with 
the l i teral  

74 This concept echoes the logos Iomeus 

theorv which I  have discussed in YaIeClasueal 

Studies.  I l l  (1932),  145- 150. 
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F IGURE 3 

c o r d . For t h e L o g o s is a l w a y s t h e c a u s e a n d c r e a t o r o f f e l l o w s h i p . " T h e parts o f 

the A r k h a v e b e e n several ly m e n t i o n e d , but we must s u m m a r i z e t h e m a g a i n 

f r o m t h e b e g i n n i n g if we w o u l d u n d e r s t a n d w h a t they s y m b o l i z e . A n d the fol-

l o w i n g [ e l e m e n t s ] a r e s y m b o l i c : t h e b o x o f the A r k , a n d t h e laws t r e a s u r e d 

within it a n d t h e M e r c y S e a t u p o n it; t h e C h e r u b i m , as thev a r e ca l led in C h a l -

d e a n , u p o n t h e M e r c y Seat ; t h e V o i c e or L o g o s a b o v e t h e s e a n d b e t w e e n t h e m ; 

a n d , a b o v e all, t h e S p e a k e r . N o w if a n y o n e w o u l d b e c o m e able a c c u r a t e l y to 

g r a s p the n a t u r e o f t h e s e , it s e e m s to m e that c a p t i v a t e d by the ir m o s t d i v i n e 

beauties h e s h o u l d r e n o u n c e all t h e o t h e r t h i n g s m e n s e e k 

B u t let us c o n s i d e r the n a t u r e o f e a c h of these . T h e first is t h e B e i n g m o r e 

pr imal than t h e O n e , t h e M o n a d , o r the B e g i n n i n g (arche). S e c o n d is t h e L o g o s 

o f t h e B e i n g , t h e s e m i n a l s u b s t a n c e o f e x i s t i n g t h i n g s . F r o m the d i v i n e L o g o s , 

as f r o m a w e l l s p r i n g , t w o P o w e r s s e p a r a t e t h e m s e l v e s . O n e o f these is the C r e -

ative P o w e r , t h r o u g h w h i c h t h e A r t i f i c e r (techmte0 f o u n d e d a n d o r d e r e d all 

th ings; this P o w e r is c a l l e d " G o d " [theos, o r the H e b r e w Elolnm], T h e o t h e r is t h e 

Royal P o w e r , t h r o u g h w h i c h t h e C r e a t o r (demtourgos) r u l e s o v e r w h a t has c o m e 

into e x i s t e n c e ; this P o w e r is ca l led " L o r d " [kuru/s, o r t h e H e b r e w Adonai], F r o m 

75. In the first edition o f this G r e e k frag- creator of peace." Harris a p p r o v e s this, but 

ment by Grossmann he adds "of peace," so does not put it into the text Marcus includes 

that the line reads "cause o f fe l lowship and the w o r d in the text: see his pp. 1 1 5 . 255. 
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these two Powers others have g r o w n out. For the f o r m of Merc\ , whose n a m e 

is B e n e f a c t o r (eueigetis).''1 stems o f f f r o m the Creat ive Power, and the L a w - m a k -

ing Power aptly called the Punitive [ P o w e r ] - stems o f f f r o m the Roval Power 

Below and a r o u n d these is [the box of] the A r k . the svmbol o f the conceptual 

world ikusmos nuetos).1' But the A r k [as a whole]"" has in svmbol all things estab-

lished within the H o h o f Holies."" 

Philo goes on to repeat the identifications of each symbolic part or aspect 

of the Ark as a whole, and continues: 

T h e n u m b e r of the things here e n u m e r a t e d a m o u n t s to seven, the h e b d o m a d , 

[that is] the conceptual wor ld , two k i n d r e d Powers , the Punisher and B e n e f a c -

tor, two others p r e c e d i n g this, the Creat ive and Roval Pow ers, m o r e closelv re-

lated to the C r e a t o r than to what was created , sixth the L o g o s : and seventh the 

S p e a k e r If you count f r o m the top. vou find the S p e a k e r is first, the L o g o s sec-

o n d , third the Creat ive Power, f o u r t h the Rul ing, and then the B e n e f a c t o r sub-

t e n d e d below the Creat ive , sixth the Punisher u n d e r the Roval. and sev entli the 

world o f forms 

Philo has indeed labored his point, and even so I have quoted only a small 

part of his long and repetitious exposition.^ He describes the Ark in almost 

exactly the same terms in quite another treatise,Mt or alludes to it."4 He can 

speak of the Powers more generally, and actually calls them in one passage 

"many-named."""' But the material I have quoted is no passing allegory or mo-

mentary jea d'espnt. Hidden within the Holv of Holies, he tediously explains, 

the Jews had the true symbol of God's nature. We must recall again that Philo 

definitely warned against conceiving o f these as anything but aspects of God's 

unity. In all this Philo shows himself clearly in the intellectual tradition of Neo-

platonism which made Plotinus hotly oppose the Gnostics. Teachers in both 

schools insisted that the supreme God or Reality has a nature which can have 

no immediate relation with the material world, or with man as a part of that 

world. Man turns to look above and beyond, but sees only manifestations of 

God, not God himself. In contrast to the more popular schools, however, 

76. Philo clearh identifies this with the 

Mercy Seat in his list of symbolic aspects of 

the Ark as a whole 

77 This seems just as clearly to be the 

Law within the box of the Ark. 

78 In QE 11, 59, Philo savs that the Law 

was put into the Ark in word, as a sv mbol that 

111 deed or potency thev pervade the concep-

tual w orld 

79. Philo seems throughout this passage 

to be using kibotos now for the Ark as a whole, 

and now for [he box only 

80 QE 11. (38, cf Marcus. 253 f In revis-

ing mv earlier translation of this passage 1 

have found a number of excellent sugges-

tions in Marcus 

81. Ibid 

82. See QE 11, 5 1 - 6 8 . 

83. Fug. 100 f. This is an interruption in 

another long allegory in which the six cities 

of re fuge are the Powers, and the High Priest 

is the Logos, Fug 93 - 1 18 

84. Heres 166. 

85. Som. 11, 254 T h e number is vague, 

but the function identical. 111 Conj. 171 f 
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Philo, like Plotinus, regarded these as powers or manifestations, in no sense 

personalities or a pantheon of gods. 

Accordingly, even though the Ark in the synagogue painting has lost the 

Cherubim and become the Ark of the synagogue, and though the jewels of 

that Ark are not arranged in the order of Philo's description as in text figure 

3, it seems much more than a chance occurrence that in this particular setting 

the seven jewels are arranged in groups of three, and that only here do the 

three rosettes appear at the top of the Ark. Philo himself had no invariable ar­
rangement for the Powers or names for them,"'· even though he usually 
thought of the same three or seven, and I should not remotely suggest that the 
artist was working from Philo's text. I do suggest very strongly, however, that 
the sort of associations Philo had with the Ark as the supreme symbol of Ju­
daism, especially expressed in terms of the three and the seven, have more re­
lation to the Ark as here presented than does any other interpretation of the 
Ark I have been able to find. 

C. THE THREE MEN 

I M P O R T A N T  A S  P H I L O  has made the structure of the seven Powers with the 
Ark, he actually speaks more often of the three than the seven in this connec­
tion.K7 He many times brings in the three as a revelation of GodZs But he es­
p e c i a l l y  f o u n d  t h e  t h r e e  i n  t h e  " t h r e e  m e n "  w h o  a p p e a r e d  t o  A b r a h a m . I n  
one treatise^" he says that Abraham's vision of the three typified all lifting of 
the eye of the mind, especially as done by the prophets; that is, it is the meta­
physical vision. Of the three men whom Abraham saw, the one in the middle 
is called Being, Philo says, which is a term not a name, for he has no name; it is 
a description of his type of existence. The men on either side represent one the 
Creative Power "God," the other the Royal Power, "Lord." 

Philo bases one of his most extended allegories on Abraham's vision of 
three men.»' It and its parallels would require a monograph for proper dis-

86. I quote a number of these in mv By 
Lighl, Light, 28-30, out of one of which 
comes a totally difterenl diagram. 

87. For example, Mas. 11,96-100 
88. The Logos is the flaming sword be­

tween the two Cherubim — Powers of Eden 
in Cher. 21, 27 — 31, Godand the two Powers 
are symbolized by the tetragram on the tur­
ban of the High Priest, Mos 11, 131 f.: it was 
the Powers who buried Moses, Λ-ios. 11, 291 

89. Gen. xviii, 2, cf. Ahr. 119—132, 
14a- 146. 

90. Deo 2-12. I his highly important 
treatise, which also was given the title "On the 
Three Men Who Appeared to Abraham," 

survives onh in the Armenian, published bv 
] B Aucher, PhilonisJudaei Parahpomena Ar­
menia, 1826, 613 — 619. Aucher's Latin trans­
lation was reprinted in the edition of Philo bv 
M. C. E. Riehter, 1828-30, VII, 409-414 
For its relation to the Philomc corpus see 
M. Adler, "Das philomsche Fragment De 
Deo," MGWJ, LXXX (1936), 1 (55-170. Ad­
ler reviews earlier suggestions None of 
them, including Adler's, seem convincing to 
me, but that the little fragment is genuine I 
see no reason to doubt at all. 

91. QG iv, 1 -22; cf Ahr. 107- 132: Post. 
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cussion Here I can sav only that from the oak of Mamre, under which Abra­
ham saw the men, to the mystic meal they shared, and their final departure, 
Philo makes every detail reveal what seems to me the verv core of his religion. 
In describing these three men as a revelation of God, Philo savs that Scripture 
presents 

most natural things to those who are able to see. [namelv] that it is reasonable 
for one to be three and for three to be one, for the\ were one b\ a higher prin­
ciple. But when counted with the chief Powers, the Creative and Kinglv, he 
makes the appearance of three to the human mind. For this cannot be so keen 
of sight that it can see him who is abo\e the Powers that belong to him, [nameh ] 
God, distinct from anything else. For as soon as one sets eves upon God, there 
also appear, together with his being, the ministering Powers, so that in place of 
one he makes the appearance of a triad. .  He cannot be seen in his oneness 
without something [else], the chief Powers that exist immediatelv with him, 
[namely] the Creative, which is called "God." and the Kingh. which is called 
"Lord ' .  . .  [Abraham] begins to see the sovereign, holy, and divine vision in 
such a wav that the single appearance appears as a triad, and the triad as a 
unity.ua  

Marcus notes that of the three adjectives used here for the vision, sovereign, 
holy, and divine, the first and last correspond to the "Lord" and "God," so that 
the Holv One at the center would be God (or the Logos), in w hich the\ were 
united. 

The great Abraham did not stop with the vision of the three, for Philo in­
terprets Genesis xvm, 3, to mean that Abraham's mind 

clearlv forms an impression with more open eves and more lucid vision, not 
roaming about nor wandering off with the triad, and being attracted thereto bv 
quantitv and plurality, but running toward the One And he manifested him­
self without the Powers that belong to him, so that he saw his oneness directtv 
before him, as he had known it earlier m the likeness of a triad '"But it is some­
thing great that he asks, [namelv ] that Ciod shall not pass b\ or remove to a dis­
tance and leave his soul desolate and emptv. For the limit of happiness is the 
presence of God. which completelv fills the whole soul with his whole incor­
poreal and eternal light. ' '-1  

After considerable other comment Philo returns to the essential meaning 
of the three: 

So that trulv and properlv speaking, God alone is the measure of all things both 
intelligible and sense-perceptible, and he in his oneness is likened to a triad be­
cause of the weakness of the beholders For the eve of the soul, which is verv 
lucid and bright, is dimmed before it falls upon and gazes at him who is in his 

92. QC iv. 2. 
93. Ct Α Ι »  131 f 

94. Q G  iv, 4 
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oneness without anyone else at all being seen. Forjust as the eyes of the body 

when they are weak, often come upon a double appearance from a single lamp, 

so also in the case of the soul's vision, it is not able to attain to the One as one, 

but finds it natural to receive an impression of the triad in accordance with the 

appearances that attend the One like ministers, [namely] the chief Powers. 

Lebreton,''1 ' a Catholic writer on the origins of the doctrine of the Trinity, 

was aware of these passages from the Questions in which the three are said to be 

one, but thought that their phraseology could so easily have been given a 

Christian coloring by the Armenian or Latin translators that he needed to 

mention them only in a footnote. But the same conception of the three who are 

one appears in Philo's other books.w These three, not only here but through­
out Philo's writings, basically symbolize Philo's single Deity, and are at the 
heart of his most reserved mystic teaching. "The sacred mystic account con­
cerning the LJncreated and his Powers must be kept secret," he says,"8 "since it 
is not for everyone to protect the deposit of divine rites," and he thereby 
directly tells us that it is the hieros logos of his mystery, its deepest secret, and 
suggests that in some way it was connected with "rites." He could not have 
underscored its importance more vividly. 

In another discussion of the three men of Abraham, Philo goes on specif­
ically to identify the Deity they represent with the Deity manifested by the 
Mercy Seat and Cherubim of the Ark: "In terms of these three men the divine 
oracle seems to me," says Philo, "to be explained when it pronounces: Ί will 

speak with thee from above from the Mercy Seat between the two Cheru­
bim.' After this identification Philo proceeds to give the same description of 
the One with the Powers which the Ark always suggested to him. We cannot 
doubt that to Philo the two symbols, the Ark and the men, belonged together. 
Hardly a treatise of Philo lacks at least a reference to God and the two Powers, 
whether with or without the Logos.'"" He steadily visualized God in this way, 
and he even represents the Jews as worshiping such a Deity when he writes, for 
pagan Roman readers, the defense of his embassy to Gaius."" Indeed it is just 
because Philo, and apparently the group he represents, consistently thought 
of God in these terms that his very monotheism seemed in danger, and he had 

95- Ibid., 8. 
96 J Lebreton, Histoire du dogme dr la 

Triuite ,  8th ed., 1927, I, 207 (Bibhotheque de 
theologie historique) 

g7· Abr. 119— 132, 143- 146. 
98. Sacr. 59 f. The text I have translated 

is corrupt, see Cohn's note m the edition of 
L. Cohn and P. Wendland1  1896- 1930, I, ad 
loc. Apparently Philo is saying that only a 
mustes should be entrusted with the hieros lo­
gos of the rites (orgia) connected with the Un­

created and his Powers Cohn reprints the 
text as quoted by both Clement of Alexandria 
and Ambrose. 

99. Deo 5 (ed. M. Richter. VII, 411). 
100, He expands the functions of the 

Powers very well in Plant. 50, 85-92: Imrnut 
3, 77-86, 109 f.; Post. 14-20, 167-169: Gig. 
46 (.; Conf. 136 f., 175; Cher. 106; Mut. 15-
24; Mos. 11, 238; Abr. 59: Spec. 1, 45 — 49, 209, 
3°7 

101 Legal .  6 
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to insist that God is still the One while represented in the Powers. His form of 
defense is extraordinary for its premonition of the Christian solution of a 
kindred problem. 

I need hardly say that for the origins of the Trinity all this material de­
serves more than a footnote. When the earlv Church first talked of this expe­
rience of Abraham, if we may trust Justin Martyr,11" the three consisted of God 
and two angels, and this "God" was a second God, or, to follow his general ar­
gument, it was the Logos, which now, in Christian hands, has become Christ. 
The interpretation that the three of this vision are one was continued by Au­
gustine,1"* but of course by his time the special dignity of the One at the Center 
had to be specifically denied in order to harmonize the tradition with the 
Christian Trinity: 

"The Lord appeared unto Abraham." Not one, or two, but three men appeared 

to him, no one of whom is said to have stood prominently above the others, no 

one more than the others to ha\e shone with greater glory, or to have acted 

more authoritatively."'4  

Augustine obviously is refuting people who still used the verse in the way Philo 
and Justin Martyr did. 

The older tradition of Justin Martyr and hellenized Judaism, however, by 
which the central one of the three men was superior to the other two, appears 
in the Santa Maria Maggiore mosaic of the incident,where a mandorla sets 
off the central figure, although in the lower half of the same mosaic he is like 
the other two. They all three wear the sacred robe, as, of course, does Abra­
ham. As I said above, this mosaic, so completely Philonic in its conception of 
the Logos and two Powers, first suggested to me that a Jewish Old Testament 
art must lie behind the Christian, and that the Christians in using it were, like 
Justin, only reinterpreting the originally Jewish iconography. 

The art tradition continued. Fig. 88'"'' has the three men waited upon by 
Abraham and Sarah at the left,"'' as shown in the sixth-century mosaic in San 
Vitale at Ravenna. The men in this mosaic look much like those at Santa Maria 

102 Dialogue, 56, cf my Theology of Jus­

tin Martyr, 1923, 142 
103 Against Maximianus, 11, xxvi, 7, 

Migne1  PL, XLI1, 809. 
104 Augustine, On the Trinity. 11. xvm. 

34; Migne, PL, XLII. 868. 
105 The earliest presentation of the in­

cident, it. as I agree, Ferrua's dating is cor­
rect, appears in the new catacomb Via Latina. 

Rome. See Ferrua. Via Latma, 50, plate xxiv, 
2 Here the central figure is distinguished b\ 

being slightly smaller than the other two 

The\ all, of course, wear the full Greek dress. 

106. Cf. M von Berchem and E. Clou-

zot, Mosaiques chretiennes, 151 f., fig· 19!: 

G. Bovini, Chiese di Ravenna, 1957. 122-124 

(Musei e monumenti). 
107 Sarah in her tent recalls the figures 

in the tents in the Dura painting of the Well 

of the Wilderness, fig. 47, and the person 
o^er the niche, fig. 29. This mosaic shows 

Abraham not \et in mystic garb, but wearing 

it at last at the Akedah At Santa Maria Mag-

giore he clearly had it. 
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Maggiore, and they obviously belong to the same tradition. Comparing them, 
however, we see that the central figure in both mosaics sits well in front of the 
other two. The tradition persisted in Christian biblical illustrations, which have 
such importance for us that we must see at least a few of them. Fig. 89'"* shows 
Abraham falling at the feet of the men, with the middle one emphasized. In 
fig. 901"9 they are again at the table, now winged angels, with the central one 
exalted, a meaning made specific in fig. gi,"u where the central figure alone 
wears the cruciform nimbus, and so unmistakably carries on the tradition we 
find in Justin Martyr against which Augustine protested. An allegory of the 
scene and the men, much like Philo's, clearly lies behind both the art and the 
early writers of Christianity, and must be taken by moderns as seriously as it 
was by the ancients for the origins of the Christian Trinity.''1 Indeed, so much 
had the "God of the three men" become itself a special description of God that 
in one passage of Philo God tells Moses to say to the Israelites: 

First tell them that I am "He-who-is," that they may learn the difference be­
tween what is and what is not, and also the further lesson that no name at all 

can properly be used of me, to whom alone existence belongs. And if, in their 
natural weakness, they seek some title to use, tell them not only that I am God, 

but also the God of the three men whose names express their virtue, each of 
them the exemplar of the wisdom they have gained — Abraham by teaching, 

Isaac by nature, Jacob by practice.1" 

The important thing for Philo is that the God who is purely Existent manifests 
himself as "three men," though which group of three men illustrate this makes 
relatively little difference to him as an allegorist. 

We still have no Jewish pictorial representation of Abraham and the three 
men, but the three men beside the Ark in the Dura painting strikingly recall 
the three at Santa Maria Maggiore, and indeed in all the art tradition. The re­
semblance became more striking when I examined closely Gute's copy of the 
Dura painting, and discovered that while the two outer men wear exactly the 
same shade of pink, the dress of the man in the center is definitely lighter. The 
three are generally alike, but the one at the center is marked off. 

The central rosette on the round top of the Ark's face with an identical but 
smaller rosette on either side seems to announce similarly the conception of 

108. Courtesy Vatican Museum, Rome. 
It is cod. vat. gr 747, fol. 39. Cf. Wilpert, Mo-
saiken und Malereien, I, fig. 147, p. 428. 

log. From the Const. Octateuch, plate xiv, 
46. 

110. Courtesy Vatican Museum, Rome; 
cod. vat. gr. 747, fol. 3g. Cf. Wilpert, Movn-
ken und Malereien, I, fig. 148, p. 428. 

111. By the twelfth century orthodoxy 

has taken over entirely, and on the mosaic of 
Monreale nothing distinguishes the central 
angel at the table except that the two others 
look toward him. Abraham serves them a 
pig' See O. Demus, The Mosaics of Norman Sic­

ily, 1949, plate 103. 
112. Mos. i, 75 f·, cf. Mut. 11-15, where 

"He-who-is" again is broken down to mean 
the three Patriarchs. 
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the three whose central member dominates; and the seven jewels on the Ark 
now seem quite appropriate if the God of the seven who manifested himself in 
the ancient Ark was thought still to be the God of the ark of the Law in the 
synagogue. For the artist, as for Philo, the Ark and the three men belonged 
together. The most reasonable assumption seems to be that the three men who 
walk beside the Ark were originally those of Abraham's encounter with God, 
as well as the three great Patriarchs, the three in which the Existent manifests 
himself. That they should thus \\ alk beside the Ark makes little sense in histor­
ical or biblical terms, but is completely appropriate in symbolic terms. The 
three cannot be the five Philistine lords. We have repeatedly found it the most 
natural assumption from the use of such a robe on figures which thus intrude 
themselves into the paintings that they represent divine intervention in the 
events or, when worn by biblical heroes themselves, represent human beings 
who have special divine power at least for this occasion. Their pointed fingers 
mav well mean that collectively they represent deity intervening to direct the 
oxen back to Bethshemesh. 

D .  C O . \ C L l  S I O . \  

T h e  p a  i  n t i n g  we are considering elaborately presents the divine interven­
tion that manifested itself in the miraculous power of the Ark to destroy the 
pagan idols, and identifies its potency as that of God and his Powers, the seven, 
or even more, the three, who are one The sense of victorious power is inten­
sified by the three laurel garlands across the face of the Ark. 

Not divided into two incidents, or two halves, the picture has a unified de­
sign, all of whose details center in the Ark itself. Its power, or the power of the 
God of the Jews which concentrated in it, at once demolishes the pretenses of 
paganism and reveals itself as the mvstic potency of the seven and the three. 
Its symbolism goes with that of the Closed Temple, for while that temple pre­
sents the mystic seven by the convention of the walls, it announces a God and 
a Judaism of the seven and ten which had no relation to the physical world but 
was a mystic and metaphysical reality. Judaism, as Philo explains it, used the 
seven in two ways. One was for the cosmic ascent through the seven planets, 
whose total exposition was in the visible cultus of the Aaronic priesthood and 
whose supreme symbol was the seven-branched candlestick. In contrast there 
was metaphysical, immaterial Judaism, whose seven were God and the Powers 
but whose highest revelation was of the three who are one. The chief symbols 
of this were the Ark, invisible in the inner sanctuary, and the vision of God 
given to Abraham when the three visited him. All this leads to the completely 
perfect ten, as contrasted with the five, the ten being the metaphysical, imma­
terial world, the five the physical world of the five senses."4 The three men 

113  Fo r  t he  h \ c  see  A b i  147-166  
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guide the Ark away from the shambles of false religion to the mystic temple 
closed to ordinary men: 

For to the construct of wisdom as a whole belongs the perfect number ten, and 

Wisdom is the court and palace of him who rules over all as the sole really 

autonomous King. This dwelling house is a conceptual (noetos) one.'"' 

The King, Philo has just said," ̂  is he who is "Tenth and alone and eternal." 

Properly, above these two paintings in the synagogue is the scene of the 

Exodus, whose meaning we shall find summarized in Philo's terms: 

We find this "ten" properly called the Passover of the soul (to psuchikon Pascha), 

the crossing from every passion and the whole realm of sense to the Tenth, 

which is conceptual (noetos) and divine (thews).' I h  

Philo has one passage in which he contrasts the ascent through matter 

with the true ascent into the immaterial world. He does this in terms of the 

Powers, and of gates and walls, in a way that could well have suggested our 

two temples: 

But this world that we can point out and see, the one discerned by sense, is, as 

I now know, nothing but a house of "God," in the sense of one of the Powers of 

the Existent, the Power which expresses his goodness. The world which he 

named a "house," he also described as "gate of" the real "heaven." Now what is 

this? The world which only intellect can perceive, framed from the eternal 

forms in him who was appointed in accordance with divine bounties,"" cannot 

be apprehended otherwise than by [our] passing on to it from this world which 

we see and perceive by our senses. For, indeed, it is impossible to get an idea of 

another sort of existences, the incorporeals, except by making material objects 

our starting point. The conception of place was gained when they were at rest: 

that of time from their motion, and points and lines and superficies, in a word 

extremities (perata), from the robe-like exterior which covers them. Corre­
spondingly, then, the conception of the intelligible world was gained from the 
one which our senses perceive: it is therefore a kind of gate into the former. For 
as those who desire to see our cities go in through gates, so all who wish to ap­
prehend the unseen world are introduced to it by receiving the impression of 
the visible world. The world whose substance is discernible only by intellect 
apart from any sight whatever of shapes or figures, but only by means of the 
archetypal eternal form present in the world which was fashioned m accord­
ance wtth the image beheld by him with no intervening shadow"" . . he [or it] 
shall be summoned when all its walls and every gate has been removed and men 

114. Cong, α 16. 

115. Ibid., 105, cf. 103. 

116. Ibid., 106. 

117. Literally, "benefactions for support 

of a chorus" (chorepas). I suspect that a Greek 

would have understood that God was the 

founder of the great choral rhythm of Real­
ity, one over which the Logos presides. 

1 l8. The text is probably corrupt. See 
Colson's suggestions in his note to the pas­
sage, pp. 602 f. 
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mav not catch sight of it from some outside point, but behold the unchanging 

beaut), as it actually is, and that sight no words can tell or express.1  

Here is a city with walls and gates, and to penetrate the inner part is to 
achieve not the apocalyptic but the mystic vision. It was this, I believe, which 
the two paintings, of the Ark vs. paganism and of the Closed Temple, together 
represented. 

119 S o m  i,  185-188. The text is ex­
tremely difficult, but not so as to obscure the 
point of Philo's imagery for our purpose 
here See Colson's note, V, 601 —603. I quote 
substantially his translation as gi\en with the 

text. 1 he mvstic approach through walls and 
gates made P. VVendland suspect that this was 
a Christian insertion from the Apocalvpse 
But I agree uith Colson in seeing no such in­
trusion. Cf. Ftig. 183. 
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Summary: Judaism at Dura 

TO  R E C O V E R  t h e  t h i n k i n g  o f  t h e s e  J e w s ,  I  h a v e  f e l t  a l l  a l o n g  t h a t  w e  
must approach their paintings as nearly as possible with a tabula rasa, 

ready for any impressions. For before the discovery of the Dura synagogue in 
1932 anyone would have been thought mad who suggested that Jews could 
have made such a place of worship. Its discovery has maddened us all, but we 
do not return to sanity when we force the synagogue to conform a priori to 
Jewish literary traditions which through the centuries had never suggested to 
anyone that such a building could have existed. All of our ideas of what Jews 
could have done have to be revised in the presence of what they did. 

TheJews of Dura lived as a small minority in a frontier town of very mixed 
population and traditions. Syrians, Greeks. Iranians, and Romans, from the 
relative size of their temples, all presumably surpassed the Jews in numbers 
and in setting the dominant tone of the city. Some of the Jews must have be­
come rich to have built and decorated such a synagogue. But the size of the 
meeting room suggests a group almost insignificant as compared with those 
who supported the great temples. Of this we cannot be certain, since the 
nearby Mithraeum was also small, and presumably a considerable part of the 
Roman garrison were Mithraists. Jewish synagogue worship, however, so far 
as we know it, was then as always a congregational affair, as Mithraism could 
not have been because its shrines are so universally small. Certainly the syna­
gogue at Dura could never have housed a very large congregation. Probably, 
then, the Jewish group as a whole was a small one. 

When the group built the synagogue, the model they first took was that of 
a meeting room with, I believe, an incense burner, and a side room from which 
those officiating brought out the scrolls, the sacred instruments of the cult. 
Perhaps other instruments were also carried in and out. There may or may not 
have been a niche for the Torah1 since there was none in the earlier Palestinian 
synagogue, or those in Asia Minor, or, perhaps, at Hammam Lif. In this side 
room were benches and decorations that mark the room as probably one of 
cult, perhaps an inner room, where special rites were celebrated by a select 
company, a possibility which can neither be proved nor dismissed.1 So far as 

1 ,  It has been suggested t o  me that the suggestion is possible but, m rru opinion, less 
side room may have been a schoolroom I he probable than the one 1 am making, because 
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structure goes, it might have been the room for people especially "initiated" in 
some way, though nothing tells us that it was thus used. We do know, however, 
that people walked back and forth to the large assembly room so frequently as 
to wear down the threshold between the two rooms. In the second synagogue 
the assembly room was made to look as much as possible like the inner sanc­
tuaries of the great temples, where one came through columns which made 
three openings, and thus approached the cult statue directly. In place of the 
cult statue Jews used a portable Torah shrine, but by putting it into a niche 
made it the place of the Real Presence, the Shekinah, in the Jewish sense of the 
term. For pagans and Jews alike came through these openings to the presence 
of God. 

Just how worship was conducted m the room we have no way whatever of 
knowing, except as we transport over to it the information about synagogue 
worship which survives in rabbinical writings. Such a transportation seems to 
me as dangerous as it is easy. Of only one thing does the architectural form of 
the synagogue seem to assure us: the form so directly corresponded to the 
forms used to house pagan worship that, at least to me, it is inconceivable that 
the Jews were not fully aware of the resemblance and wanted it. In that case it 
isjust as inconceivable that all imitation of pagan worship stopped at this point. 

It may also be noted here, as Kraeling has pointed out, that the titles of the 
officers reproduce those used in the "organization of the Greek city states and 
civic and private corporations."' As to the functions of these officers in the 
Dura synagogue we know nothing. We cannot assume with him that, as he savs 
of the "scribes," if we "knew more of their function at Dura it would merely 
confirm what we know of scribes elsewhere."' Similarly, that kohen here or at 
Qumran meant simply a person of high priestly descent is indeed a moot ques­
tion, one to which, with our present evidence, we can clojustice only by leaving 
it completely open. 

The decorations of both the early and later synagogues seem to me no less 
conscious adaptations. Not so elaborately in the early synagogue, much more 
so in the second, the ceilings represented a trellis by their coffered form, while 
in the interstices were put an extraordinary assembly of tiles with painted sym­
bols, many with heads of the great Female of the East. Almost all the tiles bore 
symbols of heavenly life. Among the heavenly symbols the leaders of the 
synagogue, like people in Egypt, put a few tiles on which their own names were 
written within wreaths, apparently to indicate, and ensure, their share in the 
heaven the ceiling symbolized. 

When the side walls were painted, the whole idea of the trellis for a 
grapevine, which the coffered ceiling presented, was elaborated. The paint-

of the building's manv analogies with the 2 S\nagvgi ie ,  333 
structure of pagan temples. 3 Ibid, 331 
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ings were separated by bands in which a vine and grapes ran everywhere 
across and up and down the room, while in the corners columns were repre­
sented to support the ceiling. The whole room, that is, was so painted that 
those worshiping in it were enclosed in a grape arbor. Quite fittingly, then, the 
lowest row of paintings, conventionally but inaccurately called the dado, was 
devoted to Dionysiac motifs: felines, usually attacking a victim, or masks or 
heads, such as are commonly found in Dionysiac representations. So elaborate 
a framework of vine with Dionysiac motifs above and below, whatever it meant, 
could hardly have been made inadvertently. 

Apparently before any of the other decoration of the wall, the Jews made 
the niche. Above it they put the basic tokens of Judaism: the menorah, the Iu-
Iab and ethrog, a scene of the sacrifice of Isaac in lieu of the shofar, and a 
shrine with closed doors — essentially the eschatological constellation of sym­
bols which appeared in the Catacomb Torlonia in Rome, the mosaic floor of 
the synagogue at Beth Alpha, and, in more or less full representation, upon 
innumerable lamps, gold glasses, and inscriptions from Jews of the whole 
world at the time. These, with the heavy shell clumsily incrusted upon the semi-
dome of the apse of the Torah shrine below it, unite the Jews of Dura with the 
whole body of Judaism which created the synagogues and other monuments 
we have seen earlier. TheJews of Dura found their Judaism epitomized by the 
same symbols of their faith which Jews were using everywhere, apparently 
with eschatological and mystical rather than halachic reference. 

TheJews at Dura did not stop their symbolization at this point, however, 
but went on to cover the walls with allegorized representations of biblical mo­
tifs, and thereby showed how they were reading their Bibles also. Here is the 
great contribution of the Dura synagogue. For of all the Jews who made this 
symbolic ornament, they alone give any direct evidence of their interpretation 
of Jewish traditions. That the Jews who made the Roman catacombs, the 
strangely pagan carvings and mosaics of the synagogues of Palestine and 
North Africa, all read their Bibles exactly as the Jews at Dura seem to have 
done is the last conclusion to which we should dare to leap. The Old Testament 
pictures at Dura, however, do show a sensitivity to, and acceptance of, Jewish 
mystic ideas which the symbolic vocabulary of Jews elsewhere had repeatedly 
suggested to us. In themselves, however, the paintings, which make an amaz­
ing midrash on the Old Testament in general, confirm our conclusions from 
the symbolic borrowings of Jews elsewhere in the period. Done in what was for 
the Roman world the Far East, they show a sensitivity not only to hellenistic 
symbols but also to Iranian or generally eastern ideas, which it would be ex­
tremely dangerous to impute to Jews of Rome, Priene, or even western Syria 
and Palestine without some direct evidence. And this evidence precisely we 
lack altogether. 

The uniqueness of the Dura paintings, like the uniqueness of the Qumran 
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Scrolls, enhances their value and piques our curiosity. But our curiosity will 
take us nowhere if not accompanied by a mind ready to learn the utterly un­
expected from such utterly unexpected new sources. If the paintings give us 
Jewish midrash in a strangely new form, they may well give us midrash with a 
strangely new content. We have been forced to begin with the paintings 
themselves, to try to see what the artist did with the Old Testament motifs 
artistically, and hence what interpretations we mav presume he was trying 
to express. 

Had we only one of these scenes, interpretation would have been indeed 
hazardous. With a whole roomful of them, however, or nearly so, the interpre­
tation of one scene supports that of the others, and it is quite as though we had 
found a new Jewish text in the sands. How generally representative we may 
consider these artistic interpretations of the Old Testament motifs is a problem 
which must be kept quite separate from that of what the paintings themselves 
actually say. Here again, we have had to ignore preconceptions from literature 
of what Jews could have done, while we investigate what they actually did do. 

They were at first content to draw a pagan tree, as the most important sin­
gle design in the room, over the Torah shrine. Whether they had primarily in 
mind the Iranian cosmic tree or the Dionysiac vine we cannot judge. In view of 
the way in which we have seen hellenistic motifs mingled with Iranian, and the 
fact that the tree has no grapes but does have tendrils and grew at first out of 
a huge crater, I doubt that the artist could himself have made the distinction 
between tree and vine we so neatly desire. He worked in an atmosphere where 
identifications rather than distinctions, mingling rather than separation, ruled 
the thoughts of men, and the tree-vine seems to express this sense of identifi­
cation of tree with vine to the point that we have called it the tree-vine. At its 
top he put an enthroned king in Persian dress with two Throne Guards in the 
Greek chiton and himation. Across the middle sat Orpheus playing to the an­
imals, primarily to a huge lion, and at the base of the tree he put on one side a 
table with a banqueting cushion and bread. On the other side he put a second 
crater with rampant felines. The symbolism for that age could not have been 
more explicit, that out of the Torah shrine beneath the painting grew the tree 
of life and salvation which led to the supernal throne. 

But the symbolism had not been sufficiently Judaized. So Jacob, blessing 
at first the twelve tribes, and then Ephraim and Manasseh, was put on either 
side of the trunk, painted over the table for bread and the crater for wine; and 
then the artist put the thirteen tribes in two groups beside the throne. Perhaps 
there were several repaintings before the design became sufficiently explicit 
for the artist. His care and his process in symbolization, however, have taught 
us far more than the perfect preservation of this painting in any one of its 
forms could have done. We see that if the technician who actually executed the 
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paintings had working models for details, he did not have a working model of 
this reredos as a whole. A master symbolist was developing his ideas on the 
spot, however many models of details he may have had. What he was trying to 
show was the glorification of Israel through the mystic tree-vine, whose power 
could also be represented as a divine love which the soul-purifying music of an 
Orpheus figure best symbolized. That Orpheus here was probably called 
David by no means changes the fact that, if for Jews the songs of David had 
become their Orphic Hymns, it was David's music as heavenly, saving, and 
mystical music, through which the artist declared Israel could be glorified. Or­
pheus represents him, presumably because when the man planning the design 
read the Psalms he allegorized them to make them express the values of the 
Orphic Hymns. But the painting is a triumphant assertion that Israel and its 
singer really offered the vine and the Song which could bring man to the 
supernal heights. 

Who was the king at the top? Kraeling reminds us that in pagan temples 
the painting or statue opposite the entrance — that is, in the place correspond­
ing to the reredos — represented the deity of the shrine. In "the synagogue," 
he says, "of course, the representation of the deity was excluded," and the Jews 
substituted "the Messianic King of the House of David" with the tribes, for the 
prohibited deity.·' To reach such a conclusion Kraeling has at last quite ignored 
the Orpheus and the tree-vine itself, and this we cannot do. The enthroned 
king surrounded by the tribes in such a place reminds us much more of the 
Christ enthroned with the saints in heaven, so common in the apses of early 
Christian churches, than of any other figure in the history of art. Let me repeat 
that before the discovery of the synagogue all sane scholars would have agreed 
that "of course" no such synagogue paintings as these could have existed at all. 
I do not say that the person on the Throne at Dura is God, but I cannot agree 
that "of course" it could not be God. What I do say is that the painting did show 
the salvation of Israel, the ultimate value of Yahweh, if it did not represent 
Yahweh. I do not see how we can go any further than this, or stop short 
of it. Even so, such interpretation of the reredos would properly seem drastic 
overinterpretation if the other paintings in the room did not suggest the same 
underlying sort of meanings. 

Flanking the reredos, indeed a part of it, stand the four portraits, two of 
them certainly Moses (at the bush, and on Sinai), and two probably so (Moses 
reading the Law as a mystic reader, and Moses ascending to the heaven of the 
cosmic bodies at his death). For the last Moses the painter very likely used an 
older figure of Abraham as he was called out to count the stars, since in the 
Octateuchs that incident appears very similarly represented. But with the 

4. Synagogue,  348 f. 
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freedom in using traditional models which the artist or "philosopher" of the 
synagogue usually shows, it seems to me highly probable that the four figures 
all represent Moses. 

The great importance of the central block of the west wall is accentuated 
by the fact that all the other scenes on the wall are balanced at either side with 
orientation toward it. On the bottom row, right, Samuel anoints David, a scene 
transformed from the natural presentation which supposedly lay behind the 
Christian representation of the incident. In Dura this design has been changed 
into a hieratical scene of David initiated into a holv seven. This conception of 
Jewish kingship is balanced on the other side by the triumph of a Jewish roy­
alty in which Mordecai, by divine intervention, rides in triumph as the divine-
royal Cavalier. On the outside, with these, the figure of Anahita-Aphrodite 
takes out the baby Moses and commends him to the three Nymphs for divine 
upbringing; balancing this Elijah restores the widow's son to life. In both 
scenes the Wunderkind is held up for adoration, and he lifts his hand in bless­
ing. The baby Moses goes with the hieratical anointing of David; the baby re­
stored by Elijah goes with the temporal glorv of Mordecai. We have too little 
knowledge of the legends of the widow's son and his later accomplishments to 
make any firm conclusions, but I suspect that as the divine origin of Moses har­
monizes with the mystery of the Seven with David, so the widow's son in some 
legend known at Dura became a person famous in Jewish dreams of domi­
nance over the gentiles. 

For above this row stands another, likewise balanced, and apparently con­
trasting in much the same way. Two temples are on the inside. The Temple of 
Aaron, at the left, is clearly derived from a stock representation of a pagan 
mystic shrine, but is cleverly adapted to make room for the instruments of Aar­
on's cult. Aaron seems to be conducting a worship which centers in the men-
orah, itself dedicated to the Ark of the Covenant veiled in an inner shrine, 
which, in turn, was topped with figures of the goddess of Victory. Indeed the 
menorah is painted on the Ark itself. Three doors superimposed upon the 
outer wall seemed a fresh and arbitrary appearance of the three doorways 
which have appeared so often in mystic and eschatological symbolism. The 
scene could no more be identified with a single biblical incident than the stone 
temple could be identified with the portable tent shrine of the wilderness, or 
than Aaron's dress as an Iranian priest could be identified with the robes spec­
ified for Aaron in the Bible. The five assisting priests, along with the five col­
umns of the inner shrine, go with the seven branches of the menorah and the 
terrestrial allocation of the temple to indicate what Philo called the cosmic 
worship or mystery, whose type, for him, Aaron especially was. Beside this 
scene at the left the cosmos was again presented in worship as Moses in the 
checked cloth of priesthood released from the Well of the Wilderness a flow of 
water to the twelve tribes as the twehe signs of the zodiac. This worship also 
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centered in cult instruments, especially those of incense and the menorah, 
dedicated to a shrine of mystery at the back. It seemed not a chance that these 
two scenes adjoined the figure which I called Moses at his death in cosmic wor­
ship with the heavenly bodies. If it is Abraham rather than Moses who stands 
here, still these three scenes strikingly present the notion of a cosmic worship 
for and in Judaism. 

Balancing these, Moses as a mystic priest reads, that is, expounds, the Law, 
and beside him is another temple, which I called the Closed Temple. It has the 
same design as the Temple of Aaron, but is still more schematized for ideolog­
ical purposes. The three doors suggest that again there was an outer wall and 
an inner court, but the outer wall has become a series of seven walls, in seven 
colors, upon which the artist has superimposed an inner shrine, this time with 
the ten columns but again crowned with Victories. The ten takes us into a for­
mulation of immaterial reality as the five put us into the material realm, and 
we recalled that the seven had as great importance in the immaterial formu­
lation as in the cosmic. Conspicuously all cult instruments, especially the men­
orah, have been omitted, and the temple has no servitors, no animals for sac­
rifice, indeed no basis upon the earth at all. This temple seems, then, to 
represent the mystery of immaterial reality, an idea which the artist also ex­
pressed by putting the cosmic Bull, Gayomart with his twins, and Spandarmat, 
on the central doors, and Zurvan with ten rosettes and a seven-point rosette at 
the top, on the side doors. The greatest symbol of this immaterial mystery, ac­
cording to Philo, was the Ark itself. So in the scene at the right of this, two oxen 
draw the Ark upon a cart, under the direction of three figures in Greek chiton 
and himation, an Ark with seven jewels upon it and three rosettes, along with 
three garlands of victory. Before this the popular pair of pagan deities of Dura 
and Iran collapse and lie shattered with the paraphernalia of their false cult. 

That is, this scene supports the Closed Templejust as the Well of the Wil­
derness supports the cosmic worship of Aaron's triumph. And each pair 
stands above the appropriate lower pair: Aaron and the zodiac of cosmic wor­
ship and the five senses stands above the scene of earthly Jewish triumph with 
Mordecai; the Closed Temple and the Ark on the cart stand above the mystic 
kingship of David, and Moses as the divine child. 

We are handicapped in the top row by having lost almost entirely the two 
scenes at the left. Of the outer of these only the feet of several people have sur­
vived: nothing can be identified at all. In the inner scene we can see the bottom 
of the throne of Solomon with two attendants. Two women approach the 
throne, met by a man in Persian dress, but no evaluation of such a fragment is 
possible, or identification of the women, since the upper part of the painting 
has perished. The painting which balances these at the right of the reredos 
shows Moses, three times presented in the grandeur of the white robe. In he­
roic size, and wielding the club of Heracles, he supervises the Exodus from 
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Egypt. The movement is again toward the center. The Israelites, consisting of 
two columns of soldiers, a row of twelve men in the white robe, and at the bot­
tom a row of people wearing only the striped chiton, march out from a walled 
citv at the right. Over its open doorway Ares, the mystic god who brings peace 
in the soul, stands flanked by Victories who present wreaths. Moses at the head 
lifts his herculean club to strike the sea before him, but the sea has already been 
closed by the Moses who stands at the other side holding his club out over it. 
Contrary to all representations of this incident, and all biblical and rabbinic 
sources, it is not Pharaoh with his horses, chariots, and army which perish in 
the sea, but the lower row of Israelites, those who wore onlv the chiton as thev 
left Egypt. 

The third Moses stands in the midst of a series of strips which may well 
represent the dry paths on which the tribes, in rabbinical legend, passed 
through the sea. But he holds his club down to a pool from which spring fish 
in amazing sprightliness, while at the back stand the armed soldiers and the 
twelve men in full white robes, now bearing standards which presumably 
marked them as the heads of the twelve tribes. The bottom row of Israelites 
who perished in the sea are not there at all, unless they are the fish of the pool, 
like the sailors turned dolphins in the Homeric Hvmn to Dionysus. A divine 
hand blesses this last Moses and the group at the pool. 

Proof texts to identify these scenes of the migration, and to guide us in 
their interpretation, have all failed. What the artist has painted is not the bib­
lical story of the saving of the Israelites from Egypt and the destruction of the 
Egyptians, but the migration as a great purging of the Israelites themselves, 
precisely the basic explanation of its meaning to which Philo again and again 
returns. The migration cycle stands on the right side, where the other scenes 
take us into the immaterial mystery, and with this the migration as the artist 
has interpreted it harmonizes perfectly. What is the pool at the end of which 
Moses stands triumphant? But what is the Closed Temple immediately below? 

The scenes at the right can all be read vertically as well as horizontally, in 
fact. All begin with the futility of material and human aspiration, above which 
man should rise. In the bottom and the top scenes this futility is represented 
by Pharaoh and his Egypt, at the center by the collapsed gods of idolatry at 
Dura itself. From the lowest Egypt we move left to the miracle of the birth of 
Moses, the chief mystagogue, then to the initiation of David into the mystic 
Seven. Above this we move from idolatry to the mystic Ark and its Three Men, 
and to the Closed Temple of the Three, Seven, and Ten, the true worship. At 
the top we move, purified as we go, from Egypt to the finality of the sacred 
tribes at the Well. I strongly suspect that the scenes at the left similarly rise in 
importance with their height on the wall, and that material Judaism rises from 
merely having the true king, and supplanting the monarchy of gentiles, to a 
worship in cosmic terms, and above that to some superior, probablv eschato-
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logical, monarch, which Solomon represents. Of course with the loss of the 

scenes at the top such a suggestion cannot be pressed at all. 

The paintings on both sides are caught up and united in the career of 

Moses himself, who, on the cosmic side, climbed the mountain and brought the 

Law down to man on the tables, and who prayed for Israel with the whole cos­
mos at his death. On the other side of the reredos he came to pure Being at the 
burning bush, as Philo interpreted "I am that I am," and expounded for men 
the mystic scroll. Both aspects of Judaism, the cosmic and the immaterial, come 
together in the reredos itself, where by the tree-vine, and the saving music of 
David-Orpheus, Israel rises to be glorified at the great throne. The basis for all 
this is the actual Torah shrine below, with its Jewish cult instruments. The 
power of the Torah still can be expressed in a most primary way by the Dio-
nysiac symbols of the dado, themselves divided into male and female to ex­
press the higher and lower types of ascent. Above the dado Israel rises but only 
to fulfill the dreams which Jews seem to have learned from pagans. The objec­
tive still can be stated in felines and masks, or in the tree, craters, table, 
Orpheus, and the Throne at the top, but can be realized only through God's 
revelation of himself to Jews, and it is Israel which is gathered at the Throne. 

The other walls apparently only amplified this Judaism of the west wall, 
but we can construct no such cohesive idea of what each wall was saying, since 
so much of them has perished. 

On the south wall a triumphant procession of the Ark seemed to suggest 
the celebration of the Feast of Tabernacles. Beneath it a series of Elijah scenes 
appeared to lead to the Elijah scene of the west wall. Since the incident of the 
resuscitation of the widow's son there shown belonged chronologically well 
back in the series, it seemed that the series as a whole was rather an after­
thought, put beside Elijah with the baby to build up his status. But again, such 
a conclusion can only be a possibility with so much of the design of the wall as 
a whole entirely gone. We know on this wall that Elijah, with another great fig­
ure in the himation and chiton, visited the widow, though how the scene was 
interpreted we cannot say. Two further scenes show the victory of the hosts of 
Yahweh as they bring the snake to kill Hiel under the futile altar of Baal. Then 
the Three bring the fire that consumes the offering of Elijah himself, even as 
his assistants pour water upon it. 

At the back on the east wall, Saul and his servant, Abner, sleep while David 
and Abishai steal the king's spear and water gourd. The dominating person in 
the scene, however, is a great figure of Iranian royalty on a white horse, lead­
ing a host of Iranian soldiers, all on white horses. It seemed at least worth sug­
gesting that the figures of Saul and David have been thus subordinated to the 
host on white horses because here again the dominant interest lies in the white 
company. They may well have been the heavenly champions in a new role, 
coming in this form to show that they control the wars, and royalty, of Israel. 
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For on the last wall, under a fragmentary scene where Jacob in the great 
robe dreams of the heavenly ladder and the figures upon it, is a battle scene 
again, here with the white-horsed champion fighting the black-horsed one, 
while beside the fighting the Ark Ls carried in complete splendor, symbol 
of the Lord of Hosts, with the hosts (again I believe heavenly) or army 
guarding it. The Ark in such a scene is appropriately wrapped in garlands 
of triumphant ivy. 

At the bottom Ezekiel begins his role as preacher to the dead bones, and, 
as God's own hand carries him in by the hair, he wears the Persian dress. The 
pieces of anatomy go through a split mountain, are reassembled, and the four 
winds as four Psyche figures flutter down to give them the breath of life. Then 
the men too are restored and appear, ten of them, in the Greek robe of glory. 
For the two final stages Ezekiel's own garb is changed to that of the white robe. 
But having accomplished his great mission, he must go back through the 
mountain, resume his human, Persian, dress, to be arrested at the Jewish altar 
by a royal figure in armor, and then beheaded. 

Throughout the entire collection of paintings, one of the most consistent 
guides to meaning was the Greek robe of chiton and himation, with the clavi 
on the chitons, the forked gams on the himation. This and the relative 
size of the characters as presented seemed highlv important clues to inter­
preting the scenes, for onlv those who appeared to be heavenly beings or the 
greatest saints of Judaism, mystic saviors, wear this clothing, or are painted 
in gigantic size. 

This Greek dress seemed symbolic for the Jews, since it had been used 
with such symbolic cogency for centuries by the Greeks, by Greco-Egyptians, 
and throughout Greco-Roman Syria; and it was already beginning to be so 
used by Christians. TheJews had borrowed much else from the pagans, how­
ever, a whole assortment of divine figures, the tree-vine, the banqueting couch 
of immortality, the zodiac, the white and black horsemen, and much else. 
These in no cases seemed borrowed without definite relevance to the scenes in 
which they stood, as thatjacob lies on the couch of immortality when he blesses 
his sons on his death bed, and on it Elijah restores to life the widow's son. 

While the theme of the synagogue as a whole might be called the celebra­
tion of the glory and power of Judaism and its God, and was conceived and 
planned by men intensely loyal to the Torah, those people who designed it did 
not understand the Torah as did the rabbis in general. Scraps stand here which 
also appear in rabbinic haggadah, to be sure, such as Hiel's being attacked by 
the snake. But in general the artist seems to have chosen biblical scenes not to 
represent them, but, by allegorizing them, to make them say much not re-
motelv implicit in the texts, either as literally meant or as the rabbinic mid-
rashim interpret them On the other hand, the paintings can by no means be 
spelled out from the pages of Philo's allegories, for especiallv in glorifying 
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temporal Israel they often depart from him altogether. Kraeling astutely in­
dicated, also, that we have no trace of the creation stories, or indeed of any bib­
lical passages before the sacrifice of Isaac,"· sections of the Bible to which Philo 
paid almost major attention. This must not blind us, however, to the fact that 
the artist, like Philo, presumed that the Old Testament text is to be understood 
not only through its Greek translation, but through its re-evaluation in terms 
of Greek philosophy and religion. Again, unlike Philo in detail but like him in 
spirit, the artists have interpreted biblical tradition by using Iranian costumes 
and such scenes as the duel between the white and black horsemen. 

TheJudaism expressed here, as Kraeling recognized, is devoted to its tra­
ditions, to its Torah, and to Jewish religious observance and tradition. This 
meant to Kraeling what I have loosely been calling "rabbinical" tradition, one 
which, as he says, was tending "to turn more and more away from the world 
and back upon itself, concerning itself ever more exclusively with the vast body 
of tradition its scholars and preachers had created for it out of their study of 
the sacred book."1 ' I could not imagine a better description of rabbinical 
Judaism, at least as it has almost universally been understood, or a less apt 
description of what we have seen in the synagogue. On the contrary, the Jews 
here, while utterly devoted to their traditions and Torah, had to express what 
this meant to them in a building designed to copy the inner shrine of a pagan 
temple, filled with images of human beings and Greek and Iranian divinities, 
and carefully designed to interpret the Torah in a way profoundly mystical. 

For the Judaism that seems expressed here is a Judaism which finds its 
meaning in mystic victory, a victory reached by two paths, the cosmic and the 
abstractly ontological.7 Yahweh of Hosts, or the Lord of the Powers, reveals 
himself through his creation, the universe, and also through the abstract val­
ues symbolized by the ten and the seven. I suspect that the black and white 
horses reflect a dualism nearer to Manichaeism, and to Iran in general, than to 

5 Synagogue, 350. 
6. Synagogue, 325. On ρ 335 he says that 

the pictures reveal also "a close contact with 

both the Palestinian and Babylonian centers 

of religious thought." The "close contact" is 

represented only by fugitive details, the hel-

lenization by the whole structure and com­
position of the building and its designs. 

7. I have not attempted to refute m de­
tail the elaborate section on "Interpretation," 
and the final judgment of the meaning of the 
paintings with which Kraeling closes his Syn­
agogue. Without adequate consideration, he 
banishes "allegorists of the school of Philo" as 
having no relevance; he supposes that con­
cern for the people and their destination ex­

cludes interest in the "individual's search for 
participation." He recalls that Judaism at this 
time, by which he means the rabbinical writ­
ers, had fallen back, upon their inner tradi­
tions, and savs that this sort of Judaism ac­
counts for the paintings "fully" (p 351); the 
background is Palestinian-Babylonian hag-
gadah rather than Egyptian (p. 354). 1 can 
only say that his conclusion is based upon 
identifying scenes with biblical passages, and 
painted characters with specific biblical char­
acters, in a way for which 1 repeatedly see no 
justification, along with a systematic disre­
gard, or dismissal, of most of the pagan and 
mystical elements I have pointed out 



260 CHAPTER EIGHT 

rabbinical Judaism, dualistic as the rabbis often are. Dionysiac feeling is ramp­
ant, but it seems to me no chance that the entrance to the Closed Temple was 
marked by the symbols most sacred at the time in Pahlavi Iran. The end result 
might be called a new paganism enlightened by Judaism or a new Judaism 
made cosmic and mystic-metaphysical by paganism. In any case, the two are 
deeply interfused. The people in the synagogue, however, would passionately 
have rejected the suggestion that they were presenting a new paganism, much 
as such thinking has always seemed a paganizing of Judaism to halachic Jews. 
I can myself see no reason that Jews who want to live by the mystic implications 
they feel in their traditions should not be free to call their religious ideas and 
practices Judaism; or that the historian should either belittle the mystic for­
mulation which the Dura art implies, or rule it out of Jewish history. 

How typical was this Judaism for the Jews of the day, I ask again? One can­
not make a positive judgment. The "philosopher" at Dura actively combined 
biblical incidents or motifs with the pagan symbols in a way we have seen even 
suggested in very few other places. But we have seen loyal Jews throughout the 
Roman world using pagan symbols, using most of those in the Dura paintings 
and many others as well," and since their being Jews implied that they were 
reading their Scriptures, we must assume that in some way the Jews combined 
pagan symbols with Scripture almost everywhere, whether in representation 
of Scriptural scenes or not. The rabbinical writers seem the only specific group 
of Jews who did not do so, since they were the only Jews of the day who in over­
whelming majority protested against it, so that I can see no reason whatever 
for assuming that they established and controlled Jewish norms for all others. 
The halachic rabbis alone, stripped of their own mystic traditions, cannot be 
taken to represent the "historical context" of the synagogue and its paintings, 
for that context must include all the material in the earlier volumes of this 
series. We must indeed arrive at the meaning of the paintings "inductively 
from a study of the paintings themselves,"4 from a study of all that is in them, 
and of all the Jewish art of the period. 

We may well go farther than this, for the history of art itself provides a 
basis for generalizing about the temper of a considerable part of Jews at this 
time. Erwin Panofsky pointed out to me that we have in the synagogue an in­
ferior provincial representation of what must have been a great Jewish tradi­
tion of biblical art. Ifall the great sculpture of Donatello and Michelangelo had 

8 It is inconceivable that even after the 
publication of the first three volumes of this 
series {Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Pe­
riod], to which Kraeling refers (Synagogue, 
342. n. 90), he should shortly, ρ 345, say that 

except for the synagogues of Dura and pos­
sibly Ercis, "certain tombs in North Africa. 

and some sarcophagi at Rome, the decorative 
material associated with Jewish monuments 
is to mi knowledge limited to the represen­
tation of things and does not include animate 
beings." 

9. Kraeling, 348. 
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been destroyed, he said, and only a few inferior scattered pieces of Renais­
sance sculpture survived in a remote village, any historian of art would at once 
assume that what had survived reflected some great tradition of masters who 
worked in the chief centers of the Renaissance. So important an innovation 
over medieval sculpture would not have been made by the inept sculptors 
whose work had survived. 

Similarly, I agree, creative as are the ideas expressed at Dura, and active a 
symbolist as I have felt the man to be who planned the paintings, he was clearly 
using traditional forms and designs, though here executed by a quite unskilled 
craftsman."' The Greek forms and dress, the tendency to a hieratic rigidity 
which soon flowered as the dominant art of Byzantine tradition, can hardly 
have begun with these utterly provincial paintings, done by a man or men 
working as far from the great centers as Dura, paintings which were totally 
destroyed, or buried, almost as soon as they were completed. 

The tradition of early Christian painting reflects the original hellenistic 
beginnings of this Jewish art more directly than do the Dura paintings, or the 
medieval illuminations in Jewish manuscripts. The "philosopher" at Dura, or 
the artist he employed with his models, used the hellenistic tradition, but shows 
it already shot through with Iranian motifs. These were used as consistently 
and, we can often recognize, as meaningfully, as the Greek. I find it just as hard 
to believe that Samuel, or one of his collaborators at Dura, ordered the painter 
to make this intermingling for the first time. The painter himself, surely not 
an inventive or creative genius, drew the pagan figures with quite as great 
assurance as the Greek ones. His models must have included both. 

We may push the argument one step further. The Greek conventions 
which the artists used to represent the biblical texts indicated that the texts 
were being read with a Greek mystical understanding. But simultaneously the 
artist's interpretation of the battle of Ebenezer, for example, seemed to go just 
as far in using Iranian conceptions and forms to allegorize biblical incidents. 
The Iranian elements were as little likely to have affected the meaning of Ju­
daism for the first time at Dura as the art conventions in which they were rep­
resented to have originated there. That the paintings at Dura somewhat 
freshly restated the conceptions of an Iranian-hellenistic Judaism seemed also 
reflected by the Pahlavi speaking inspectors who came and wrote their ap­
proval on the paintings. I can only conclude that in some center, of which we 
have perhaps never even heard the name (as we never knew of Jews at Dura), 
but perhaps at Palmyra, where Greek and Iranian traditions met and mingled, 

10. Ibid., 392-398, Kraeling concludes 
that the originals were written on scrolls, but 
the conclusion does not follow unless one ac­
cepts his identification of the scenes. In any 

case he may. of course, be right about the 
scroll as the original medium of such paint­
ings 
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a Judaism arose which interpreted the texts of Scripture anew in terms of the 
basic ideas of this mixed civilization. 

That is, the art, inexpert as it is, reflects an art tradition in which Iranian 
and Greek forms had been mingled. Both are used for a hitherto unknown 
reinterpretation of Judaism. Neither the art nor the conception of Judaism 
would in any probability have been worked out de novo in the remote provincial 
city of Dura. Nor, we must presume, would the meeting of the two in sche­
matized representations based upon Jewish biblical texts have occurred here 
for the first time. 

We can conclude as the major probability only that the hellenized Jews of 
the West thought in general much along the lines Philo indicates (though 
apparently more like the "Gnostics" and "rabbinic" Maasim than Philo), and 
expressed these ideas in allegorical representations of biblical texts in forms 
from Greek art; that this art, and the ideas behind it, went East where Jews 
were being Iranized along with their hellenization, to the point that the Jewish 
art tradition in the East came to mingle Iranian art forms with the Greek as 
they had mingled Iranian religious ideas with the hellenistic. Of all of this we 
have left directly from Jews of the West only the hellenistic symbols mingled 
with Jewish ones. Dura shows how in the East, at least, along with this, in a 
much more Iranized form, but still hellenistic, Jews were declaring these inter­
pretations in pictorial schematizations of biblical incidents. It is the most likely 
presumption that in the West the art of hellenized Jews reflected a widespread 
Judaism which likewise expressed its hellenistic interpretations of the Bible in 
pictorial form. 

We cannot go on to assert that a single detail of our interpretations of the 
Dura paintings reflects a specific detail of the biblical interpretations being 
made at Beth Alpha, Ephesus, Hammam Lif, or Rome. But with any group 
except the Jews, everyone would at once have assumed that the Dura paintings 
give a generally typical insight into the sort of Judaism that was borrowing the 
pagan symbols throughout the Roman world. I cannot see that a similar con­
clusion is any less imperative because our literature from rabbinic Jews of the 
period reflects on the whole a Judaism so different from this, one which, in 
spite of intrusions of the Maasim, so generally protested against it. 

What, basically, is the character of the Judaism thus suggested to us? To 
try to put it into a few words would do violence to my own impressions, and to 
the synagogue itself. A great difficulty inheres in verbalizing an expression of 
religion which its exponents have left to us only in symbols. Words are exclu­
sive and specific, symbols inclusive and suggestive. We are dealing with a pe­
riod in religion which antedated the curse which the synods and scholastics laid 
upon Western civilization, the curse (in many ways, of course, a blessing) of 
supposing that conceptions must be expressed in words of clearly specific 
meaning. We dispute, excommunicate, and torture to death for the sake of 
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words. The Catholic Church rightly saw that the destruction of its icons would 
cut at the roots of its very life. The verbalism of Protestants and of rabbinic 
Jews has been their own greatest obstacle. Words are also symbols, I know, but 
the word "vine" can never be a symbol as the vine itself, in nature or in repre­
sentation, can be. Always what contemporary thinkers have come to distin­
guish as the denotative meaning of verbal expression intrudes into the pure 
metaphysical connotation of symbols themselves. Actually the symbol has little 
importance except as it takes us behind all formal thinking into a reality which 
perhaps we create but which simultaneously creates new forms in us. Brewster 
Ghiselin recently wrote that it is a question whether Goethe created Faust or 
Faust created Goethe." Our creative metaphors create new dimensions in our­
selves, whether they be the metaphors of mathematics or sculpture. We can no 
more paraphrase in words the metaphors of painting or music than of physics. 
But all our deepest expression is metaphorical. 

So in trying to verbalize the Judaism which was being expressed in the 
Dura paintings I feel at the end much like one writing a synopsis of a play of 
Shakespeare, fully aware all the while that "the play's the thing." If we need 
annotated editions, synopses, and glossaries to understand Hamlet at first, we 
shall never really understand it until we throw all these away, and read the text 
as Shakespeare wrote it, or see it magnificently presented by an actor who is 
himself creative. 

We in our generation must beware lest we suppose that in verbalizing and 
defining the meaning of symbols we have come better to understand them. 
Why does Mordecai ride a white horse; why do the hosts that guard Saul and 
David ride white horses; why does the champion of right ride a white horse to 
fight evil on a black one? Why does Samuel take David into the true kingship 
of the mystic Seven? Why does Anahita-Aphrodite give the baby Moses to the 
Nymphs? Such questions become idle with verbal answers. The objective is not 
to make the observer stop to consider white horses, to define their function, 
but to take him beyond the representation to a sense of the reality and power 
of justice and righteousness. As Kraeling so well says, "Reality will always be 
more complex than any system man can devise for comprehending it."1" 

We have from Dura one of the most remarkable documents of human 
history. Here men worshiped as loyal Jews, loyal to their People, to their 
Torah as the supreme revelation of human hopes and metaphysical reality. 
But while that reality was revealed in Judaism, it was not confined within Ju­
daism, so that whatever from paganism helped make it vivid could freely be 
used in presenting it. Like Philo, the "philosopher" who designed these paint­
ings saw in the Torah something so great that it was beyond the Torah as a doc-

i i .  In the most interesting essay with ι  2.  Synagogue,  340. 

which he opens up The Creat ive  Piocess ,  1952. 
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ument, something so great that it promised material and messianic triumph, 
mystical association with the universe in its worship of God, and a leaving of 
Egvpt to be purged of material dross and to come into the metaphvsical realitv 
of the ultimate pool, and of the ultimate sanctuarv behind the seven walls. To 
the realitv itself, supremely revealed by the Torah, many ancient Jews lifted 
their hearts and opened their minds. We cannot understand their Judaism or 
their paintings unless at least in sympathy we share in this sort of devotion to 
realitv ourselves. 

At the end I should perhaps state a few more positive conclusions about 
the Judaism which these symbols, charms, amulets, and paintings seem to me 
in all probability to indicate. 

Outside the circles of rabbinic teaching, as we have hitherto envisioned it, 
there seem to have been a great number of Jews everywhere who had been in­
fluenced by paganism, to the point not onlv that, like Philo, thev expressed 
their religious aspirations in the language of Greek mystery and metaphysics, 
but also that they found the symbolic vocabulary of later Greco-Roman art 
equally suitable to their thinking. I have seen no evidence that Jews were wor­
shiping other gods than Yahiveh; hence in that sense no trace of syncretism has 
appeared. But there is a great deal of evidence that they ascribed to Yahweh 
Helios' rulership as charioteer of the universe, such saving power as that of 
Heracles and Ares, such gracious mercy as that offered by Aphrodite and the 
Nymphs. Yahweh made available to men such spiritual triumph as was repre­
sented to pagans in Nike, the goddess Victory, and her crown. Yahweh seems 
to have had the ferocity and glory of the lion, the bull, and the eagle, and to 
have been the spurting Stream of Life. At the same time he Still kept his People 
together in the ancient Covenant, so that the delivery from corruption and sin 
he offered m this life and the heavenly glory at his throne in the next were ori­
ented in the same Torah and in the same proof texts as those on which the tal-
mudic rabbis were basing their own Judaism. The hellenized Jews were loyal 
to the People and the holy Writings, but they interpreted them more as did 
Philo (mind, I do not say just as did Philo) than in the wav the rabbis are now 
recorded as having done in Palestine and Babylonia. Such hellenized Judaism 
seems witnessed from Rome and Tunis to Mesopotamia. 

If, however, one should grant that, with all the corrections of detail which 
further study and discovery may reveal, such a widespread and deeply moving 
Judaism actually existed, what then became of it? To this I must answer that 
from direct evidence we know nothing; but it would seem that the leaders of 
this Judaism from the sixth to the eighth centuries had a great change of atti­
tude. They learned Hebrew, after more than half a millennium when Hebrew-
had been a dead language for all but the learned even in Palestine. As thev did 
so thev could for the first time learn to pray in Hebrew, to read the Scriptures 
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in Hebrew, and to study the rabbinical writings. In addition to the Torah, the 
great guide of Jews became the Babylonian Talmud, with its Hebrew Mishnah 
and Aramaic Gemarah. At the same time, they not only stopped using the sym­
bolic vocabulary we have been discussing, but, wherever possible, destroyed it 
by clipping out the offensive forms, or, as at Sardis, by laying a plain mosaic 
over the old floor. Christians preserved Philo and many Jewish apocalyptic 
books, but the medieval Jews so neglected the great mass of literature that 
Greek- and Iranian-speaking Jews must have produced in the whole ancient 
world that from Jews we have no trace of it left at all. VVe may still hope for a 
new resurrection from the sands of Egypt—after Dura, Qumram, Nag-Ham-
madi, and the Jewish magic of the Genizeh fragments we may hope for any­
thing—but at present that Jewish literature is spurlos versitnken. It remains to be 
seen whether medieval Jewish Cabbala, especially as set forth in the Zohar, 
represents a survival and amplification of this more general Jewish mysticism, 
or was freshly created by the influence of medieval Christian mystics, or came 
down from Merkabah beginnings, or. as I suspect, was in some way a mixture 
of all these. The specialist in any one aspect will always tend to be chiefly im­
pressed by echoes of material he has otherwise learned to know. 

In all this I must warn those who would enter this complex field that they 
heed the warning of Dobzhanski, the great biologist, against expecting simple 
solutions in complex situations. As 1 finish writing these volumes I can only 
end in the medieval fashion on a note of thanksgiving, most of all that at least 
I have not been beguiled into trying to offer simple solutions. 
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G r e a t e r H e k h a l o t h , 236 

G r e a t M o t h e r , 200 

G u i l l a u m o n t , A . , x x x v 

G u n d e l , W . , 128 
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Gusiride, M., xxxv 

Gute, H., 224, 231, 245 

Gutmann.J , xxxv 

Hadrian, 16, 198-200 

Hama (R.), 96-99 

Haman, Dura art, 195 

Hammam Lif, xiv; Judaism at Dura, 249, 262 

Hand, as symbol, 37, 56 

Hanfmann, G.M.A. , 128, 1 4 1 - 1 4 2 

Hamna (R ), 87, 96 

Hare, as symbol, xx 

Harpocrates, 120 

Hart, H., xxxv 

Hasidim, 21 

Hebrews x i . i 7 - i g , 100 

Helbig, W., 201 

Helios, 38,49—50, 116, 200, amulets, 121; as-

tral symbol, 1 1 9 - 1 2 1 , 123-124, 139-140, 

157; Dura art, 180-181, 192, and God of 

Jews, i 6 8 - i 6 g ; in Greco-Roman art, 1 3 5 -

136, 138, tn Jewish art, 126, 150, 154; Ju-

daism at Dura, 264, significance of, 120— 

121 ,126 , 134-135; symbolism, 168-170: in 

synagogues, 116—117, 120, 124, 126 

Hellenism, mysticism in, 77 

Hellenization. Christianity, 3 - 7 , 19, 24, 35, 

Jewish art, 14, 24; of Judaism, 6 - 1 8 , 19, 

24-26, 28, 3 0 , 3 3 , 3 5 

Heracles: astral symbol, 138, Dura art, 2 0 1 -

202, Judaism at Dura, 264 

Hermes, Dura art, 200 

Hermes-Thoth, 131, 134-136, 138 

Hermitage Museum. 230 

Herod, Temple of, 197 

Herodotus, 60 

Hiel, 257-258 

Hillel (R ), 7 

Hollis, F. J., 147 

Holy Family, 56 

Hooke, S., xxxv 

Hopkins, Clark, 177 

Iamblichus, astral symbols, 129, 131, 133 

Iarhibol, 227 

Incense shovel, xix; shofar on, 82—84 

Isaac: astral symbols, 1 5 1 . 1 7 0 , Dura art, 189; 

salvation of, 87—91,93, 103, 105-109 

Isachar, astral symbol, 149 

Ishmael (R-), 17, 141 

Ishtar, astral symbol, 129, 133, 140. 145 

Isis, xxxi, 3, 77 

Jacob astral symbols, 149, Dura art, 206; Ju-

daism at Dura, 252, 258, ladder dream, 89, 

97-98, 107, 191 

James. 3 

James, William, 109 

Janboles, 228 

Jeremias, J . , x x x v i 

Jesus Christ, xxix; in art, 26-27; a s t r a l sym-

bols, 173; baptism of, 27, 30; Dura art. 

182; Eucharist, 4; Judaic heritage, 3. 5, Ju-

daism at Dura, 253; miracle of loaves and 

fishes, 26; resurrection, 30; with rod, 26-

27, sacrifice and cross as symbol, 91, 94, 

100, 103, 106—107, 109 

Jewish Sibylline Books, 7 

Johanan b. Zakkai (R.), 12 

John, Letter to the Hebrews, 4 - 5 

John the Baptist, 30 

Jonah, 27, resurrection, 93 

Joseph (R.), 16 

josephus , 8—9. 27. 58, 107, astral symbols, 

139, 151, 162, 167-169; Dura art, 197, 219 

Joshua, 29 

Joshua b. Hananiah (R.), 16, 99 

Judah (R.), 194 

Judaism: Babylonian, xxvi-xxvn; Conserva-

tive, 23; cosmic, x, at Dura, 249-265, hel-

lenization of , 6 - 8 , 19, 24-26, 28. 30, 33, 

35; immaterial reality, 222-248; norma-

tive, 20, 22-24; Orthodox, 23, rabbinic, 

20, 22-24; Reform, 23 

Judgment , and shofar, 87, 89. g g - i o o 

Julian, 131, 137, 141 

J u n g . C . G . , 5 1 , 6 4 , 71 , 141 

Jupiter, as symbol, 140 

Justin Martyr, 6, 25-26, 244-245 

Kartir, xxix 

Kayser, S., xxxvi 

K e f r Birim synagogue, 118—119 

Knox, Van W , 177 

Kraabel, A . Thomas, xi 

Kraeling, Carl H., xvi, xxu, xxxiv-xxxvin, 

223-224, 230-231, 236, 250, 253, 259, 

263; Dura art, 178—179, 181, 183, 187-
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188, 194, 197, 202—203, 206, 211—213; 

Synagogue, 183 

Krauss, Samuel , 14 

Lamb, as symbol, 56, 7 6 

Lamp: as symbol, 59, 251 ; astral symbol, 118, 

124; seven wicks, 30—31; shofar on, 82 

Landsberg, Max, 88 

Landsberger, F., x x x v i 

Langer, Suzanne, 4 2 - 4 3 , 5 2 - 5 3 

Law: incarnate laws, 3 1 ; observance of , 12; 

religious significance of , 20 

L'chahDodi, 22 

Lebreton.J. , 243 

Leda, 201 

Lehmann, K , 122—123 

Leon, H., xxxv i 

Leroy.J. , x x x v i 

Leto, Dura art, 197 

Letter o f Aristeas, 7, 10 

Levi, astral symbol, 150 

Lietzmann, H., 1 2 4 - 1 2 5 

Lion, as symbol, x x , 49, 264; D u r a art, 192 

Logos, 4, 6, 2g, 3 1 , 219—220; astral symbols, 

145, 161—162, 164—165, 170; D u r a art, 

225, 237, 239, 242, 244 

Lucian, 28 

Lulab, x ix , x x x i , astral symbols, 1 1 8 , 122; 

Dura S y n a g o g u e art, 189; J u d a i s m at 

Dura, 251; with shofar on m o n u m e n t s , 

82-84, 1 0 5 - 1 ' 3 

Luria, Isaac, 103 

Maaseh Bereshith, 159—161 

Maaseh M e r k a b a h , 236 

IV Maccabees, 220 

MacKenzie, R., x x x v i 

Mah, moon god, 208, 230—231 

Mani, xxix 

Manichaeism, 259 

Manilius. Astronomicus, 127 

Marcus, R., xxxvi , 242 

Marriage, 73; intermarr iage , 20, 37 

Mars, astral symbol, 129 

Mary (Virgin), 3, 56; astral symbols, 147 

Mathia b, Heresh (R.), 17 

Medusa, D u r a art, 199—200 

Meir (R.), 11 

Melchizedek, 207 

Melito, 94 

M e n d e l s o h n , S , 97 

M e n o r a h , xxx i , 47—59; astral symbols, 118, 

1 2 2 - 1 2 4 ; D u r a art, 1 8 8 - 1 8 9 , '9®' '9®-

202—205, 214, 216, 219; Judaism at Dura , 

251, 255; and shofar, 82, 105, 1 1 3 

M e r c u r y , astral symbol, i 2 g , 135 

M e r k a b a h , 265; astral symbols, 141 , 1 5 5 -

159; Jewish interpretation o f symbolism, 

> 5 5 - " 5 9 

Mesnil d u Buisson, M. Le Cte. du , 177, 194, 

226, 229—231, 233 

Messiamsm, 3, 21; astral symbols, 124; and 

shofar , 88, 93, 94, 109 

Metatron, 21 ; astral symbols, 141 , 155 

Michelangelo , 260 

Miletus, theater, 24—25 

Mingana, A . , 1 5 0 - 1 5 1 

Mithra/Mithraism, xx ix , 3, 37, 49, 227-228; 

D u r a art, 207; J u d a i s m at Dura, 249 

Momigl iano, A . , xxxv i 

M o o r e , G e o r g e Foot, x , xiii, xxi , xxxiv, 7, 15, 

1 7 - 1 8 , 24, 180 

Mordecai , x x v ; D u r a art, 187, 195, 206, 2 1 1 , 

J u d a i s m at Dura , 2 5 4 - 2 5 5 , 263 

Morey , Charles , 34 

Moses, xxv, 28; astral symbol, 119, 166; 

Christ identif ied with, 26—27; D u r a art, 

180, 188—189, 195—196, 205, 209, 213, 

220—221, 234, 237, 245; e x o d u s f r o m 

Egypt , 32; Judaism at Dura, 253—257, 263; 

striking rock, 26 

Mother , 1 1 3 ; C y b e l e as Great Mother , 137, 

139, 200; in psychology, 6 7 - 7 8 

M o u t e r d e , R., xxxv i 

Musuri l lo, H. , x x x v i 

Mysticism, 36 

N a m e n y i , E., 184 

Naphtal i , astral symbol, 149 

Nazism, swastika as symbol, 4 6 - 4 7 , 53 

N e h a r d e a , xxviii 

N e p t u n e , astral symbol, 140 

N e u g e b a u e r , O . , 1 1 9 

Neusner , Jacob, x x x v i 

N e w M o o n , feast of: astral symbols, 172, sho-

far, 82, 85 

N e w Year, shofar , 82, 85-90, 93, 97, 1 0 0 -

101, 1 0 3 - 1 0 6 , 109 

Nilsson, M. P., 128 

N o a h . 20; ark o f , 27 
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Nober, P . xxxvi 

Nock, Arthur Darby, xxx-xxx in , xxxvi, 137 

North, R., xxxvi 

Numbers VII, 213; x 10, 85, x ix 1-10, 213; 

x i x . 2 - 9 , 212 

Nvmphs, 232-233; Dura art, 180; Judaism at 

Dura, 254, 263, 265 

Oberman, J , 1 1 8 

Octateuchs, 212, 253 

Oedipus complex, 62-63, 74 

Ohrmazd (Ahura Mazda). 205, 207-208 

Orbeli, 230-231 

O n g e n , 94 

Ornaments, as symbols, 36, 38-39, 47-48 

Orobazus, Dura art, 192 

Orpheus, 27, 49-50, 60-61, 73, 252-253, 

257; astral symbol, 143 

Osiris, 28, 49, 60, astral symbol, 136 

Overbeck.J , 198 

Ovid, 40 

Paganism, 4-6; aniconism, 36-38, 55-58, 61, 

7 5 - 7 7 ; Ark vs Paganism, 222-248; astral 

symbols, 1 2 7 - 1 4 7 , Dura art, 182 ,185-188, 

197, 202, 204-205, 212, lingua franca, 49— 

5 1 

Pagan symbols, x, xn, xiv, xvn, xix, xxn, xxvn, 

xxxin 

Palmyra, 183 

Pan, astral symbol, 138 

Panaetius, 143 

Panofsky, Erwin, 38-40, 59, 260 

Parthia, xxvm, 183-184 

Passover: astral symbols, 172. season of judg-

ment, 86 

Paul, 7, Dura art, 180, episdes of, 3 - 5 

Peacock, astral symbol, 37, 123 

Pellegrini, G., 135 

Pentecost, season of judgment , 86 

Persians, 177, 183-184 

Peter, 3 

Phallic symbols, 7 0 - 7 1 , 76 

Pharaoh, 206; drowning, 32 

Pharisaism, 7, 9, 36-37 

Philo, xxvi, xxxi, xxxiv, 7—11, 14, 21, 23-25, 

27-32; On Abraham, 107; astral symbols, 

132-133, 139, 141, 152, 162-172; Dura 

art, 180, 183, 185, 187, 190, 193, 197. 203. 

210, 212. 215-222, 225, 236-237, 240-

241. 247; On Isaac, 107; Judaism at Dura, 

254-257, 259, 262-266; Questions on Exo-

dus, 216; Questions and Answers on Genesis, 

107; shofar as symbol. 92, 102. 107-109. 

114—115, T o r a h and hellemstic values. 36-

37> 58, 73, 76-78; on vision of the "three 

men," 241-242, 244-246 

Philosophic thought, paganism and astral 

symbols, 1 2 7 - 1 3 4 

Phineas b Jair (R.), 149 

Phraates III, 210 

Phrygia, 143 

Pisces, astral symbol. 117 , 150 

Plants, as symbols. 37 

Plato, 3, 5, 8, 55, 220; Apology, 127, astral 

symbols, 128, 130-132, 134, 164, 167; 

Phaedrus, 166, 217 , Republic, 130, Sympo-

sium. 61, 73 

Plotinus, 132. 240-241 

Plutarch, 77; Onlsis, 136; and shofar, 84 

Pope, A., 118 

Porphyry. 131, 133 

Porter, Frank, 5, 24 

Poseidon, astral symbol, 139, 150 

Priapus, 73 

Proclus. 131, 1 4 1 - 1 4 2 

Psalms LXXI 3, 85; ex.4. 91; e x x v 18, 193 

Psychopomps, xx 

Ptolemy, 131; Tetrabiblus, 127 

Purim, Dura art, 195 

Pythagoreans, 145 

Quail , as symbol, 6g 

Q u e e n of Sheba, Dura art, 190 

Q u m r a n : See Essenes 

Rabbinate: aniconism, 36; interpretation of 

astral symbolism, 1 4 8 - 1 5 5 

Rabbit, as symbol, 34 

Ram, Dura art, 196. 204. 2 1 1 , 213 

Ravenna mosaics, 207, 244 

Red heifer, 218 

Reik, T. , 101 

Religion, psychology of, 62—78 

Religious thought, paganism and astral sym-

bols, 1 2 7 - 1 3 4 

lephidim, battle of, 28 

Resurrection, 4, 30, 93; astral symbols, 142 

Richter,Jean Paul, 25 

Rings, 40 
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Robe o f L ight Stream, 28 

Robinson, E. S „ 63 

Rome: Santa Maria M a g g i o r e mosaics, 25— 

26; Viale Manzoni , 32 

Rorschach test, 41 

Rosenau, H. , x x x v i 

Rosettes, xx , 37, 42, 224, 255; D u r a art, 204, 

214 

Rosh Hashanah, 82, 8 5 - g o , 93, 97, 1 0 0 - 1 0 1 , 

103—106, 108 

Rostovtzeff, Michael, 32, 177 , 194, 199-200 

Roth, C., x x x v i 

Sabazius, 24, 49 

Sabbath observance, 20, 23, a n d shofar, 82 

Sacrifice, cross as symbol, 9 1 , 94, 100, 103, 

106—107, 1 0 9 

Salvation, 3 

Samuel, 232; D u r a art, 189, 196; J u d a i s m at 

Dura, 254, 261 , 263 

Samuel b. N a h m a n (R.), astral symbols, 160 

Samuel son o f S a p h a r a h , D u r a art, i g 2 

Samuel son o f Y e d a y a , D u r a art, 192 

I Samuel, 224, 226 

II Samuel, 232 

Sandmel, S., xxxv i 

Santa Maria M a g g i o r e , 2 5 - 2 6 , 28, 32, 207, 

244-245 

San Vitale, R a v e n n a , 244 

Sarah, 244; salvation o f Isaac, 105 

Saturn, astral symbol , 140 

Satyr, as symbol, 7 1 - 7 2 

Saul: D u r a art, 187; J u d a i s m at D u r a , 257, 

263 

Scholem, G e r s h o m G . , 8 , 2 1 , 236; astral sym-

bols, 1 5 4 - 1 5 5 - i s 8 - 1 5 9 

Schwabe, M., 14—15 

Sed-Rajna, G. t x x x v i 

Segert, S., x x x v i 

Selene, astral symbol, 120, 1 3 8 - 1 3 9 

Seleucia, xxviii 

Sentinum mosaic, 136 

Serapis, astral symbol, 138 

Sex, 6 3 - 7 3 

Sheep, as symbols, x x , 2 1 3 

Shekinah, 185, 225, 229; D u r a art, 2 1 4 - 2 1 5 

Shem, astral symbols, 151 

Shield o f David , 46 

Shofar, x ix , 8 1 - 1 1 5 ; A k e d a h , symbolism, 

8 7 - 1 0 4 ; astral symbols, 118; at B e t h A l -

pha, 83, 106, 1 1 3 ; in Cabbala, 1 0 1 - 1 0 4 , in 

catacombs, 83, 113; as dr inking horn, 84; 

D u r a art, 189, a n , 214; and e throg , 82, 

1 0 1 , 1 1 3 ; o n glass and gold glass, 82, in-

cense shovel, 82-84; as j u d g m e n t symbol, 

87, 89, 9 9 - 1 0 0 ; o n lamps, 82; mercy, sym-

bol of , 102—103; in Midrash, 8 9 - 1 0 1 ; Philo 

on, 107—108; and redemption, 94—95; rep-

resentations, 8 2 - 8 5 , 90—gi, 1 0 6 - 1 0 7 ; sym-

bolism o f , 104—111; in synagogues, 82—83; 

in T a l m u d , 87—89; on tombs, 82; with T o -

rah shrine, 83; and vine, 82, voice o f God, 

9 7 - 9 8 , 105 

Shovel: See Incense shovel 

S i lverman, Morris, 103 

S i m e o n , astral symbol, 150 

S i m e o n b. Gamalie l (R.), astral symbols, 1 5 2 -

>53 
S i m e o n b. Yohai (R ), 17 

S imon, M., 24 

Smith, M o r t o n , xxxn—xxxiv, xxxvi , 15, 194 

Snakes, as symbols, 37 

Socrates, 127 

Sol Invictus, astral symbol, 1 1 6 , 132, 168 

S o l o m o n , xxv , 1 4 1 , D u r a art, 189, Judaism at 

Dura , 255, 257 

Sonne, I., 194 

Sophia , x x x i 

S p a n d a r n a t , 255 

Stevens, Wallace, 50 

Stewart, Zeph, x x x i 

Strabo, Dura art, 193, i g 8 - i 9 g 

Strauss, H., x x x v i 

Str idsberg, A . S>., 51 

Strzygowski , J., 34 

Studniczka, F., 198 

Sukenik , E L., 1 1 8 , 1 5 1 - 1 5 2 , 155 

Swastika, as symbol, 4 6 - 4 7 , 53 

Symbols/symbolism: interpretation of , x v i -

xix; Jewish cult, xix—xxi; pagan symbols, 

x i x - x x i ; rel igious values, 39 

S y n a g o g u e , 5 7 , 6 0 - 6 1 , 77; decorations in, xv; 

as symbol, 48 

Syncret ism, 4, 20, 25 

T a b e r n a c l e s , Feast of , xxxi , 1 1 3 , 257; season 

o f j u d g m e n t , 86 

T a u r u s , astral symbol, 1 1 7 - 1 1 8 , 139, 150 

T a y l o r , A . C a m e r o n , 25 

T c h e r i k o v e r , V , 180 



274 l .\DEX 

Tellus, astral symbol, 136, 139 

Theater, Jews attending, 24-25 

Thelen, M., xxxvii 

Theodosius, 16; Theodosian Code, 13 

T h e "three men," 241-246 

Throne , as symbol, 56 

Tillich, Paul, 46 

Timothy, 5 

Torah shrine, xix, 48, Judaism at Dura, 2 5 1 -

252. 257 

Tree , as symbol, xx, 56, Dura art, 201, 252-

2 5 3 - 2 5 7 - 2 5 8 

T r e e of Life, as symbol, 59, 113 

Uzzah, 232 

Uzzi, Dura art, 192 

Van Puyvelde, C., xxxvi 

Varahran, 228 

Vay, Dura art, 208-209 

Venus, astral symbol, 129, 133, 140, 145 

Vespasian, 12 

Victory/Victories, astral symbol, 143, Dura 

art, 180-181, 188, 192, 196-202,204-206, 

214, 220; Judaism at Dura, 255-256, 265 

Villa Farnesina, Pompeu, 200 

Vincent, L , xxxvii 

Vine, as symbol, 34-35, 50, 56, 60-61 . 71 , 

252-253, 257-258, 263; Dura art, 182, 

and shofar, 82 

Virgo, astral symbol, 118 

von Sybel, L., 34 

Wallach, L., g 

Waterfowl, as symbol, 60 

Wedding ring, as symbol, 40 

Well of the Wilderness, 235, 254-256 

Widengren, G., 206 

Willoughbv, H., xxxvii 

Wilpert, J., 27 

Wine, as symbol, xx, 34. 37, 50, 252; in Jew-

ish ritual, 22 

Wine cup See C u p 

Wine jars, as symbols, 60; Dura art. 201 

Winged Victory, 49—50, 57; see also Victory/ 

Victories 

Wisdom, 74 

Wisdom of Solomon, 7 - 8 , 58; astral symbols, 

1 6 1 - 1 6 9 

Wise Men, 27 

Wolfson, H A., 8 

Wreaths, as symbols, 37. 4g, 57, Dura art. 

196, 201, 204, 219-220 

Wunsche, A., 141 

Yom Kippur, 28, 82, 86-87, 89-90. 100-102. 

104, 106 

Zeno, 128 

Zenobius, 228 

Zeus, astral symbol, 138 

Zodiac: See Astral symbols 

Zurvan/Zurvanism, 208, 255 
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