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Abstract

This dissertation deals with the processes by which five sites at Delos, Jericho,
Herodium, Masada and Gamla were identified as first century synagogues. The
five sites were chosen for study in this dissertation because they are consistently
used in modern scholarship as comparators for all other early synagogues and are
the archaeological foundation upon which the chronological development of the
early synagogue stands. Understanding the assumed links between these five
sites, as well as the material that was used to identify them, is a vital component
of the study of early synagogues as a whole and it is the purpose of this
dissertation to take a fresh look at the material that has been taken for granted in
their identification. Chapter 1 contains the introduction, definitions and a
literature review, as well as an outline of the methodology and sources used.
Chapter 2 is the case study of building GD 80 on the Greek island of Delos which
was identified as a synagogue in 1912. This building has been dated to as a early
as the third century BCE. Chapter 3 is the case study of the courtyard house at
Hasmonaean and Herodian Jericho which was identified as a synagogue, perhaps
dating from the second century BCE. Chapter 4 is the case study of building 1042
at Masada identified as a synagogue dating to the period of the first Jewish
rebellion against Rome in the first century CE. This was the first building in
modern Israel to be identified as a first century synagogue. Chapter 4 is the case
study of the triclinium at Herodium identified as a synagogue. Its dating is
somewhat more problematic, but it dates at least in part to the period of the first
Jewish rebellion against Rome in the first century CE. Chapter 5 is the case study
of the purpose-built assembly hall at Gamla identified as a synagogue. This
structure dates to the first century CE. Chapter 7 contains my conclusions that in

the cases of Delos, Jericho, Masada and Herodium the synagogue identifications
ii



are incorrect and were made on scant evidence, but that in the case of Gamla the

identification may be correct.
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Methodology

Each of the case study sites has been approached in the same way: by gathering
every possible excavation detail, as well as literary, epigraphic and other sources
and material evidence. Each site has been painstakingly and closely examined so
as to illustrate the specifics of the excavations, the known history of those sites,
and any literary, epigraphic or other information that might cast light on their
function in their ancient context, as well as at specific problems with excavations

and subsequent analyses over the years.

I have visited and photographed each site, drawn plans showing the relevant
contexts and the relationship between elements of the sites, as well as the
locations of artefacts, inscriptions, and architectural and other physical elements
and have analysed the individual elements that led to each identification. This
methodology has had a completely unexpected benefit in that it has enabled
illustration of the points at which scholarly opinion and interpretation of the
archaeology has departed from fact (and sometimes reason!), and where this has
been built on, over time, to produce the identification mythologies that we now
see in relation to these five sites. As a consequence of this, it also became
necessary to separate out some of the more specific claims made in relation to
each of the individual sites and to locate them within the case studies. Therefore,
in each chapter, there is a recitation of the main scholarly interpretations of the
particular site, showing where these have relied on previous scholarship, or on
misinterpretation rather than on the reality of the archaeological, epigraphic or

textual evidence.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

This dissertation deals with the processes by which five sites at Delos, Jericho,
Herodium, Masada and Gamla were identified as first century synagogues. The
five sites discussed in this dissertation were chosen for the simple reason that they
are consistently used in modern scholarship as comparators for all other early
synagogues and are the archaeological foundation upon which the chronological
development of the early synagogue stands. Understanding the assumed links
between these five sites, as well as the interpretations of the material that led to
their identifications, is vital to the subject of early synagogue studies as a whole,
and it is the aim of this dissertation to take a fresh look at the material that has

been used in this way.

The identification of pre-70 CE synagogues in the land of Israel and the Graeco-
Roman diaspora is fraught with difficulties, but this has not prevented new

identifications being made every year." The material evidence contributing to

! For example, in September of 2009, a synagogue identification was made in a Jewish village at
Magdala in the Galilee. Having seen some photographs and media coverage of the site, as well as
receiving some photographs from the site from colleagues, it seems clear that what has been found
is indeed an early synagogue. However, I am certain it will be dated to the second or third century
on the basis that the style and execution of the carved decorative elements is not the norm for the
first century and that the excavators themselves are not yet sure that it can be safely dated to the
first century. The excavations are being conducted along the northern fringes of Magdala, along
the shores of Lake Kinneret. Pottery fragments were found which the excavators think are dated
to the early Roman period, but they are somewhat equivocal about this and say that these pottery
fragments are no later than the second century CE). The site is being excavated by Dina
Avshalom-Gorni and Arfan Najar of the Israel Antiquities Authority. See
http://www.antiquities.org.il/Dig_Item eng.asp?id=1290 and
http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-3775237,00.html) (accessed 21.10.2009); see also B. Zissu
and A. Ganor (2009), “Horvat ‘Ethri — A Jewish Village from the Second Temple Period and the
Bar Kokhba Revolt in the Judaean Foothills”, JJS, Vol. LX, No. 1 Spring 2009: 90-136, in which
there is a discussion about whether the public building ‘M’ is a prototype synagogue dating to
before 70 CE. The excavators argue that it is a pre-70 CE synagogue, despite the fact that they say
remodelling work in the third century CE, removed features such as stone benches, for which there
is now no evidence; and see also Y. Magen, D.T. Ariel, G. Bijovsky, Y. Tzionit and O. Sirkis
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those identifications has frequently been meagre and interpretations of that
material evidence has tended to be speculative, because often there have been no
archaeological reports to support the identifications, either because those reports

have not been published or because they have never been written.

In this dissertation, we will see that there have been substantial errors in both the
analysis and transmission of archaeological and historiographical information in
relation to the five case study sites and how this has resulted in the generation of a
flawed process that has allowed identifications of first century synagogues based
on broad and simplistic assumptions that have not been established. Of course,
none of this is to say that the five sites discussed in this dissertation could not
have been synagogues; only that we shall see that there is little or no evidence that

they were.

The five case studies of this dissertation are ordered so as to show the progression
of specific identification errors, rather than on the basis of any internal or external
chronology because, as it turns out, a chronology of the sites from earliest to latest
date is not particularly helpful. Moreover, while it might seem obvious that
Masada could have been used as the first case study, because it is the most famous
of the sites to have been identified as a first century synagogue, this would have
presented its own set of problems since the site is often, in effect, used as a
comparator for itself as well as for the other four sites discussed in this

dissertation. As will be illustrated in the case studies, each of these five first

(2004) The Land of Benjamin, JSP 3, Civil Administration of Judea and Samaria, Israel Antiquities
Authority , Jerusalem (about the village and ‘synagogue’ at Kiryat Sefer). The publication of the
Kiryat Sefer material is not a full excavation report, consisting instead of a descriptive and
assumed historical context for the site as well as some archaeological details. It is not clear when
the site will be fully published, but there is certainly no evidence that the building identified is a
synagogue at all, much less that it is a first century one.



century synagogue identifications has become caught up in a web of scholarly,

epigraphical and archaeological tautology.

Because of the paucity of literary information on synagogues in the land of Israel
in the first century BCE/CE (the only contemporary works that mention the
synagogue in a Jewish context are Josephus, Philo and the New Testament and
occasional references in the Latin and Greek literature of the era (such as in
Juvenal’s Satire 3%), it is impossible now to recover precisely how the early
synagogue functioned or indeed how it developed.® This has resulted in a
substantial disconnect between the terminology and definitions used in modern
discussions about early synagogue identification and the archaeological and
material record. In recent years, academic understanding has purposefully
deconstructed the physical institution of the early synagogue into a multipurpose
communal assembly space which is used for everything from commercial trading
to threshing floor, from school to law court and, of course, to locus of religious

activity in some form or another.

Broadening the criteria by which the theoretical — but potentially physical — first
century synagogue is defined has been necessary to mainstream scholarship,
because otherwise identification is all but impossible (or has been so far).
However, broadening the definition has also had the effect of making it harder to

make a physical identification of a first century synagogue — on the basis that any

? Juvenal. Satires (translation by S. Morton-Braund), Loeb Classical Library, Harvard University
Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts; London, England (2004): 3.296: “He stands facing me and tells
me to stop. I’ve no choice but to obey. After all, what can you do when a lunatic forces you, and
he’s stronger as well? “Where have you been?’ he yells. ‘Whose sour wine and beans have blown
you out? Which shoemaker has been eating spring onions and boiled sheep’s head with you?
Nothing to say? Tell me or you’ll get a kicking! Say, where’s your pitch? Which proseuche shall 1
look for you in?” [“in qua te quaero proseucha?”’] Whether you try to say something or silently
retreat, it’s all the same. They beat you up just the same and then, still angry, they sue for assault.
3 Al excerpts from Philo, Josephus, and other Graeco-Roman authors, in Greek or English, are
taken from the Loeb Classical Library editions (see bibliography).

9



building in a demonstrably Jewish setting with a reasonably large internal space
with benches around its walls could be a synagogue and, simultaneously, easier to
make an identification — on precisely the same basis. As a result, evidence for
first century synagogue identifications is non-specific and is riddled with
inaccuracies and presumptions which have been built on over time and have been
accepted almost without question into scholarship on the subject. This process

will be illustrated in the case studies contained in this dissertation.

We can define and identify later purpose-built synagogues easily enough as
spaces in which liturgy and prayer are used in the pursuit of worship, and where
the space may also be used for other communal activities including teaching.
These (late Roman/Byzantine period) synagogues contain a physical focal point,
such as a raised platform (a bema) on which a reader stands so as to be both
visible and audible, and are designed to facilitate reading to a gathered
congregation and participation in prayer by that congregation. Moreover, there
can be decorative, architectural and storage elements used in these later structures
that have a specifically Jewish character (such as Torah shrines, menorahs,
ethrogs, luvavs, and other motifs we now associate with the synagogue). We also
see dedicatory inscriptions® and, certain decorative features on columns and door

lintels.” We can see instances and combinations of all these elements in later

* M. Hengel, “Proseuche und Synagoge: Jiidische Gemeinde, Gotteshaus und Gottesdienst in der
Diaspora und in Paléstina”, in The Synagogue: Studies in Origins, Archaeology and Architecture,
The Library of Biblical Studies, New York, KTAV (1975): 27-54; A. Kasher, “Synagogues as
‘Houses of Prayer’ and ‘Holy Places’ in the Jewish Communities of Hellenistic and Roman
Egypt”, in D. Urman and P.V.M. Flesher, (eds.) Ancient Synagogues: Historical Analysis and
Archaeological Discovery, Vol. 1, New York, E.J. Brill (1995): 205-220; C. Hezser, Jewish
Literacy in Roman Palestine, Mohr Siebeck, Tiibingen (2001): 397-413; L. Roth-Gerson, Greek
Inscriptions from the Synagogues in Eretz-Israel, Jerusalem, Ben Zvi Institute (1987); J.
Zangenberg, H. Attridge and D.B. Martin (eds.), Religion, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient
Galilee, Mohr Siebeck, Tiibingen (2007); Huettenmeister, F. and G. Reeg, Die Antiken Synagogen
in Israel. 2 vols. Wiesbaden: Reichert (1977).

> Danny Syon and Zvi Yavor, “Gamla 1997-20007, in Atikot, Volume 50, Israel Antiquities
Authority, Jerusalem (2005): 16-23; Orit Peleg, “The Decorated Architectural Elements”, in



synagogues in Israel, such as those at Nabratein, Kfar Baram, Hammat Tiberias,
Capernaum, Khirbet Shema, Gush Halav, Sepphoris, Beth Alpha, Meiron (all in
the Galilee and the Golan), En Gedi, Eshtemoa, Na’aran, Ma’on, Ma’on Nirim,
(all in Judaea), and in the Diaspora at Priene and Sardis (Turkey), Dura Europos
and Apamea (Syria), Ostia (Italy), Stobi (Macedonia), Aegina and Miletus
(Greece), Gerasa (Jordan), as well as many others, all dating to the late
Roman/Byzantine period.6 Certainly, by the Byzantine period, Torah shrines in
purpose-built apses have become a common fixture of the architecture of the
synagogue, as have raised speakers’ platforms (bema) and orientation towards

Jerusalem.’

Our problem only becomes fully apparent when we try to identify the first century
architectural precursors to these later well-established and identified synagogues.
None of the foregoing architectural or decorative elements are present in any of
the five case study sites, with the possible exception of the purpose-built public

building at Gamla which is discussed in detail in Chapter 6 herein.

Delos, the first study in this dissertation (and the earliest of the sites to be
identified as a first century synagogue), is sometimes dated to the mid-third
century BCE. As we shall see, beginning with the case of Delos, but in common

with the other three of the four case study sites, there is a trail of epigraphical and

Danny Syon (ed), Gamla 11: The Shmaryah Gutman Excavations, 1976-1989 - The Architecture
[IAA Reports], Jerusalem (forthcoming); Lee I. Levine (ed), Ancient Synagogues Revealed,
Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society: (1982): 106, 108, 95-97.

®S. Fine (ed.), Sacred Realm. The Emergence of the Synagogue in the Ancient World, Oxford
University Press, New York and Oxford (1996).

7 R. Hachlili, “The Niche and the Ark in Ancient Synagogues”, BASOR, 223 (October 1976): 43-
54; R. Hachlili. “Torah Shrine and Ark in Ancient Synagogues: A Re-evaluation”, in ZDPV 116 2
(2000): 147; R. Hachlili, “Aspects of Similarity and Diversity in the Architecture and Art of
Ancient Synagogues and Churches in the Land of Israel”, in ZDPV 113 (1997): 92-115 ; L.1.
Levine, The Ancient Synagogue. The First Thousand Years, Yale University Press: New Haven
and London (2000): 213-222.



archaeological evidence that has been misunderstood and misinterpreted, and
these errors are still being transmitted and built on by modern scholars as though

they represent established fact.

There is no safe way to identify a first century synagogue. There is no canonical
architectural style; other than a central open space, a feature common to many
buildings, both public and private. There are otherwise few commonalities, and
there appears to be an unbridgeable gap between the five case study sites of this
dissertation and the sites that can be unequivocally identified as synagogues, all of
which date to at least the late Roman-Byzantine period. Moreover, there is no
useful comparison to be made between other contemporary structures, in Jewish
contexts or otherwise, and the five case study sites. Where there are even
superficially comparable structures, they are discussed in the context to which
they directly relate in this dissertation but, even then, they are largely unhelpful,

as the case studies will show.

And there is also something of a curiosity here, and it is this: why are encircling
benches (around the walls) of an assembly space taken as indicators of synagogue
usage? I have been unable to find where the suggestion originates. In an
assembly space such as a council chamber, encircling benches are useful. They
become less useful in terms of cultic function, that is, where movement of objects
in and out of the space is required. It seems that the presence of benches in
assembly spaces has entered the scholarship as a factoid; without support. It
makes far more sense, in a public building designed and/or intended for religious

use to have a long central space with moveable seating or no seating at all,



whereas encircling benches make perfect sense within the context of a public

building designed to accommodate discussion and debate.

A good example of how the argument about benches tends to lead us nowhere is
the cautionary tale of the little structure at Magdala identified in 1974 by Corbo
and Loffreda as a first century synagogue on the basis that its layout, with
encircling benches around the walls and a central open space, is the same as that
of the public building at Gamla (publicly identified as a first century synagogue
by Shmaryah Gutman in 1976.%) Closer and later examination of the Magdala site
revealed its dedicated and extensive water systems and shortly thereafter that it
was a fountain house built in the style of a public building.” Clearly, we cannot
simply use a rectangular structure with open internal space and benches around its

walls as the basis for identifying early synagogues.

It is this gap between the theoretical scholarship on the identification of early
synagogues and the physical evidence and its interpretation that informs the body
of this dissertation, focused through the lens of the five case studies. As will
become clear from the case studies, the physical similarity between each of the
sites in this dissertation is tenuous and superficial. In addition, these five
synagogue identifications were made — at best — on little more than the fact that
the spaces identified as synagogues had benches around their walls; as

uncomfortably unlikely and fanciful as this may seem.

¥ E. Netzer, “Did the Spring-House at Magdala Serve as a Synagogue?”, in A. Kasher, A.
Oppenheimer and U. Rappaport (eds.), Synagogues in Antiquity. Jerusalem: 165-172 (1987).

? The little fountain house at Magdala is a different building to the synagogue identified in 2009
(for which see note 1 above). See also R. Bauckham, Gospel Women: Studies of the Named
Women in the Gospels, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, (2002): 143; L.F. De Vries, Cities of the Biblical
World, Hendrickson (1997): 327-28; L.I. Levine (2000): 67; C. Meyers, C.T. Craven, and R.S.
Kraemer (eds.), Women in Scripture: A Dictionary of Named and Unnamed Women in the Hebrew
Bible, the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books and New Testament, Houghton Mifflin, New York
(2000); L.D. Matassa, “Magdala”, in the Encyclopedia Judaica, Second Edition, 2008.
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There are no certainties here and any potential descriptors must remain — of
necessity — tentative. In these circumstances, what can possibly help to identify
what a first century synagogue might have been, in the absence of specific
identifiers and markers? Let us assume that if we are looking for a physical
structure then it must be of sufficient size to hold a number of people from its
community, let us say a minimum of ten people.'” We may also need space for
seating or standing or kneeling. This seating need not be fixed in place — such as
stone benches — as, if our potential structure is a multi-purpose building, the space

may need to be utilised in other ways at other times.

If, on the other hand, the building is designed to function solely as a synagogue as
we now understand it, then perhaps, in addition to the open space sufficient to
accommodate at least ten people, we may look for traces of architectural features
that appear in later synagogues, such as a reading platform'' (although, of course,
this could easily be portable in the same way as seating might be). We will see in
the case study of the purpose-built public building at Gamla that there is a
structure that could — just possibly — be the foundation for a platform which might
fit this bill. We might also expect to find some sort of external indication of what
the building was, such as an identifying inscription, donor inscriptions, or perhaps
a door lintel with rosettes carved into it (such as the one found at one of the

entrances to the public building in Gamla).

1% A Mishnaic minyan.
" A bema.



It is possible, though by no means assured, that our putative synagogue may have
water systems that feed an installation such as a mikveh," or even a hand-washing
basin (such as the one at Gamla). We might also look for a building which is part
of a larger complex that might perhaps offer accommodation for visitors, such as

that described in the Theodotos Inscription (discussed below).

In the absence of these architectural identifiers, we are left with only a single
possible criterion with which to identify a synagogue — either as a single or multi-
purpose building — and that is that its internal configuration consisting of an open
space need only be sufficient to accommodate a group of people gathered together
for some purpose. This is clearly not an adequate or satisfactory basis on which
to make an identification of a first century synagogue. Unfortunately, for the
moment, and looking at the case studies in this dissertation, this may be an

insurmountable difficulty (except, perhaps, in relation to Gamla).

Terminology

Arguments surrounding the origins of the synagogue, where they refer to
structures that predate the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, are wholly
based on literary and epigraphical evidence, in which the Greek terms mpooguyn
and ovvaymy™ are used to describe what we have come to know as houses of

prayer or synagogues.> Other words that are used in the Hebrew bible (and

'> Water installation for ritual purification.

'3 Hachlili, The Origin of the Synagogue: A Reassessment”, in JSJ XXVIII 1 (February 1997): 39;
M. Hengel, “Proseuche und Synagoge: Jiidische Gemeinde, Gotteshaus und Gottesdienst in der
Diaspora und in Paléstina”, in The Synagogue: Studies in Origins, Archaeology and Architecture,
The Library of Biblical Studies, New York, KTAV (1975): 27-29; A. Runesson, The Origins of
the Synagogue, Almqvist & Wiksell International (2001): 171-173. S. Krauss, Synagogale
Altertiimer, Berlin, Hildesheim (1922): 15-17.



sometimes interpreted as relating to the synagogue) are 7' (congregation) and
rp'® (assembly), but these are used to describe an assembly of people, not a place
in which to assemble.'® In any event, none of the Hebrew Bible references to
congregation or assemblies relate to any synagogue-like institution or activity, but
instead to the assembly of people for particular events or announcements' . The
Hebrew term noi1d n»a (house of assembly) is also sometimes used in modern
scholarship to refer to synagogues of this period, but is a term that comes to us
from the late Roman-Byzantine period. According to rabbinic literature, after the
return from the Babylonian exile, Jews gathered in secular assembly houses all
over the country (7os. Sukka 4, 5). Unfortunately, the rabbinic material is not
helpful in discussion of particular identifications because, although a significant
volume of work, it takes the form of biblical commentaries (midrash), translations
(targums), collections of rabbinic rules (Mishnah), and discussions of those rules
(Talmud), all of which were only written down from around 200 CE onwards and
worked and reworked over the following centuries to create a purposeful
uniformity.18 It should not be surprising, given this framework, that the earliest
rabbinic texts project some of the most significant aspects of rabbinic Judaism,

including details about the fully realised synagogue of the later periods, back into

4 37y at: Exodus 16.22, 38.25; Proverbs 9:14; Jeremiah 6:18; Numbers 1.16, 1:18, 3.7, 4.34, 6:19,
8:9, 10.2-3, 13.26, 14.1-2, 14.10, 14.35-6, 15.24, 15.33, 15.35-6, 16.3, 16:5, 16.9, 16.19, 16.21-2,
1624, 16.26, 16:45, 17.7, 17.10-11, 20.1, 20.8, 20.11, 20.22, 20.27, 20.29, 25.7, 26.9-10, 27.2-3,
27.14,27.16,27.19, 27.21-22, 31.13, 31.26-27, 31.43, 32.2, 35.12, 35.24-5; Leviticus 4.15, 8.3-5,
9:2,9.5;10.6,10.17, 24.14, 24.16; Judges 20:1, 21.10, 21.13, 21.16; Joshua 9.15, 9.18-19, 9.21,
20.6, 20.9, 22:12, 22.30; 1 Kings 12.20; Job 15:34.
i Yap at Exodus 16.3; Leviticus 4.13-14,4.21, 8.3, 16.33; Numbers 1:18, 8:9, 10.7, 15.15, 16.33,
17.12,19.20, 20.2, 20.6, 20.10, 22.4; Deuteronomy 4.10, 9.10, 10.4, 18.6,31.12; Joshua 18.1,
22:12; Judges 21.8; 2 Samuel 20.14; 1 Kings 8.2; 1 Chronicles 13.4, 29.1, 29.10, 29.20; 2
Chronicles 1.3, 5.3, 20.14, 23.3, 28.14, 29.28, 29.31-32, 30.2, 30.4, 30.23, 30.25;2 Esther 9.15;
Ezra 2:64; 10.1, 10.12, 10.14; Nehemiah 5.13, 7.66, 8:2, 8.17.
1 J. Gutmann, “Synagogue Origins: Theories and Facts”, in J. Gutmann (ed.), Ancient
Synagogues. The State of the Research, Scholars Press, USA (1981): 1.
7 See notes 12 and 13 above.
' S.D. Fraade, “The Early Rabbinic Sage”, in Gammie, J.G. and L.G. Perdue (eds.), The Sage in
Israel and the Ancient Near East, Eisenbrauns, Winona Lake (1990): 417; J. Neusner, , The
Mishnah: An Introduction, Jason Aronson Inc., Northvale, New Jersey, London (1989): 1; J.
Neusner, The Talmud. What It Is and What It Says, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.
Lanham, Boulder, New York, Toronto, Oxford (2006): 19.
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the past.'” The rabbinic collections incorporate many traditions, some of which
surely predate their integration into the redacted texts, but the extent of their
redaction is such that recovery of specific historiographic detail is fraught with

difficulties that fall far outside the scope of this dissertation.

Schiirer, in 1879, sought to classify the origins of the synagogue as relating to
Graeco-Roman voluntary institutions, such as collegia.”® Voluntary associations
are a Hellenistic phenomenon which developed in urban centres .*! In a sense all
such voluntary and guild associations were religious, insomuch as piety was
embedded in ancient culture. The benefits of professional collegia came in the
form of patronage in support of communal assembly and common meals, and a
wealthy patron might be persuaded to buy buildings to be used by the assembly

. 22
for such meetings. *

Recently, Levine has asked whether Roman use of such terminology was meant to
precisely define something specifically Jewish, or was simply the use of a term
which was familiar to the Roman authorities and which could be applied to a
Jewish community without attempting to be exact. If the use of the term
collegium (a voluntary association or guild association) was deliberate, did it in
fact describe a synagogue?” The term is never used in any Jewish document or

. 5 4
inscription.”

19S.D. Fraade (1990): 424.
20 E. Schiirer, Die Gemeindeverfassung der Juden in Rom in der Kaiserzeit, J.C. Hinrichs, Leipzig
(1879) 15-17; Levine (2004): 73.
?! 1.S. Kloppenborg and S.G. Wilson (eds.), Voluntary Association in the Graeco-Roman World,
Routledge, London (1996): 17.
= Kloppenborg and Wilson (1996): 18.
3 Levine (2004): 73; Levine (2000): 90.
* Levine (2004): 74.
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There are a number of other terms that are sometimes claimed to refer to early
synagogues, such as hiera (temple), hieros peribolos (a wall enclosing a sacred
precinct) and naos (the inner sanctum of a temple), fopos (a district), which may
be a form of shorthand for to hagios topos (holy place), although this is by no
means certain. Moreover, the terms hieros peribolos, to hagios topos, and hieros
topos suggest that the space referred to is enclosed in some way, and that access
was not universal nor arranged for communal prayer or assembly.” The term
Sabbateion, indicates a gathering, but not the activity undertaken at that gathering.
Nonetheless, the use of Sabbateion must indicate that the social or religious act or
institution to which it refers, in whatever form it took, was built around Sabbath

observance. The term Oikema is sometimes thought to refer to converted house

synagogues.”’

However, in the broad spectrum of possible references to Jewish religious
structures and institutions outside Jerusalem, the only terms that are used
relatively consistently, in Egypt and Graeco-Roman Diaspora and in the land of
Israel, as we shall see, are mpocgvyf and ovvaywyr. And, of course, while all of
the terminological possibilities are interesting, there is no way to link them with
the subject matter of this dissertation, the identification of five specific structures
as synagogues. Thus, we will concentrate on the Greek terms proseuche and
synagoge insofar as we can track their usage geographically and chronologically

to some degree, using contemporary sources.

%5 Schiirer (1879): 15-17

26 J F. Strange, “Ancient Texts, Archaeology as Text, and the Problem of the First-Century
Synagogue”, in H.CC. Kee and L.H. Cohick (eds.), Evolution of the Synagogue: Problems and
Progress, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania (1999): 32-33.
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Hengel, in his discussion of the development of the early synagogue, argued for
origins in the Graeco-Roman Diaspora, which developed as a response to the
centralisation of the cult, and not as a direct replacement for the temple.
According to him, the development of the synagogue in the land of Israel came
only later, with Hasmonaean policies of territorial expansion.”” In his seminal
work on the influence of Hellenisation on Judaism, he argued that about the
middle of the third century BCE, all Judaism was effectively Hellenistic and
differentiation was only discernable between the Greek-speaking Judaism of the
western Diaspora and the Aramaic/Hebrew-speaking Judaism of Palestine and
Babylonia. From the time of the Ptolemies to the destruction of the temple, ‘a
sizeable minority’ in Jerusalem would have had Greek as their mother tongue, as
evidenced by the epigraphy.*® Thus, in the third century BCE even those who

. . . 9
observed Mosaic law were subject to Greek influence.”’

According to Hengel, the earliest evidence for the existence of the institution of
the synagogue came from Ptolemaic Egypt where two inscriptions from the reign
of Ptolemy III (247-221 BCE) refer to the mpocevyn as a house of prayer.’ O Philo
used the word mpocevyn eighteen times. However, according to Hengel, it is
unclear whether all of these instances refer to the synagogue as a building or as an
assembly of people.3 ' Nevertheless, the term mpooevyr| came to be used to

describe the place of Jewish religious assembly in the Graeco-Roman Diaspora.*?

" M. Hengel “Proseuche und Synagoge: Jiidische Gemeinde, Gotteshaus und Gottesdienst in der
Diaspora und in Paléstina”, in G. Jeremias, H.W. Kuhn & H. Stegemann (eds.), Tradition und
Glaube: Das frithe Christentum in seiner Umwelt, Gottingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht (1971):
181-182; and Judaism and Hellenism. Studies in their Encounter in Palestine during the Early
Hellenistic Period, SCM Press Ltd, London (1981).
* Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism, Studies in their Encounter in Palestine during the Early Hellenistic
Period, Volume 1, SCM Press Ltd, London (1974): 104.
%% Hengel (1974): 248.
% Hengel (1971): 158-159.
3! Hengel (1971): 169.
32 Hengel (1971): 179.
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The use of the Greek word mpocevyn| in the context of a house of prayer,
originated in Ptolemaic Egypt, but its influence spread to the rest of the
Mediterranean and to the land of Israel.*® Thus it was that the synagogue — as a
religious institution — developed in the Diaspora earlier than in Palestine,”* and it

is likely that its development in Palestine was facilitated by local communities.”

Moreover, mpooevyn], according to Hengel, as well as referring to the building in
which assembly took place, refers to prayers (like 799n),* and that prayer was
part of Jewish ritual assembly.’’ Hengel says that the term no1> n°a came to be
used in the late Roman/Byzantine period to refer to a house of assembly,”® and
that the term 77790 N°2 was sometimes claimed to be an interpretation of the Greek
npooevyic (contained in the Septuagint at Isaiah 56.7, 60.7 and Maccabees

. 7

Hengel’s influence on early synagogue studies remains particularly strong,
especially in relation to the terms which survived and were commonly used into
the Roman period, that is, tpoogvyn and ovvarywyn. It is fair to say that there is
little evidence that the other terminology relates to specific buildings or to a
particular type of religious institution in the Jewish world of the late Hellenistic

and early Roman periods.

3 Hengel (1971): 179.
3% Hengel (1971): 180.
35 Hengel (1971): 180
% Hengel (1971): 161.
" Hengel (1971): 157-184.
3 J.G. Griffiths, “Egypt and the Rise of the Synagogue”, in D. Urman and P.V.M. Flesher (eds.),
Ancient Synagogues. Historical Analysis and Archaeological Discovery, Volume 1, E.J. Brill,
Leiden, New York, Kéln (1995): 7.
3% Hengel (1971): 166.
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Definitions of proseuche/npocevyn

The Greek noun proseuche means ‘a prayer’, or ‘an offering’, although in our
context it has also come to mean, or it has come to be understood to mean, a place
of prayer.*’ We find the earliest usage of the word proseuche in a Jewish context
in Hellenistic-Roman Egypt in inscriptions that refer to donations and
benefactions to proseuchai made by or on behalf of Egyptian Jews. It seems
certain, based on the Egyptian inscriptions, that the Jews of Egypt had some form
of building dedicated to their particular ethnic and/or communal and/or religious

needs.

References to proseuchai in the Egyptian Graeco-Roman inscriptions

No. 13 of Horbury and Noy’s Jewish Inscriptions of Egypt, is a plaque with an
inscription dated to around 37 BCE, from Gabbary near Alexandria, which refers
to Alypus who made the proseuche. No. 21 dating to the second or first century
BCE is an inscription in which the Jews of Arthribis dedicate the proseuche to the
Most High God. No. 22 is the earliest epigraphical reference to the proseuche of
the diaspora Jewish community and dates to around 246-221 BCE. No. 24 is an
inscription dating to 140-116 BCE dedicating the gateway of the proseuche. No.
25, also dating to 140-116 BCE, is an inscription dedicating the proseuche and its
appurtenances. No. 28 is an inscription from Arthribis, dedicating the exedra of a
proseuche. No. 105 is an inscription from Leontopolis, dating to the mid to early
second century BCE, possibly dedicating a proseuche to God the Highest. No.
117 is an inscription from Arsinoe-Crocodilopolis dated to 246-221 BCE
dedicating the proseuche. No. 125 is an inscription of uncertain origin, dating to

around 145-116 BCE, proclaiming the proseuche to be inviolate. No. 126 is an

“H.G. Liddell and R. Scott, 4 Greek-English Lexicon, Ninth Edition with a Revised Supplement,
Oxford University Press: Oxford and New York (1996).
IS



inscription, also of unknown origin, dating to around the first or second century

CE referring to Papous who built the proseuche.41

It is difficult to understand precisely how these inscriptions relate to the existence
of synagogues as we have come to understand them, as none of them is associated
with any physical structure and some of the references may not be Jewish at all
(since the term was also used in non-Jewish contexts). However, the inscriptions
do indicate the existence of some form of physical structure in which Jews
assembled regularly, whether that structure was used for religious purposes or not.
We must infer from the specific use of the word proseuche (“a prayer™) in the
Egyptian inscriptions that the place itself was dedicated as part of an offering,
although none of the inscriptions gives us detail of how the structures functioned,

and whether religious worship of any sort was undertaken there.*

References to proseuchai in Philo

In addition to the Egyptian inscriptions, the Alexandrian Jewish philosopher,
Philo, writing in the first half of the first century CE, describes how communities
of Jews in Alexandria met on sabbaths to read the lawl (for example, Hypothetica

7:13; Special laws 2:62). This gives us a clear link between a physical structure

*! W. Horbury and D. Noy (1992).
*2 Horbury and Noy (1992); G. Botti, “Le inscrizioni cristiane di Alessandria d’Egitto”, Bessarione
7 (1900): 270-281; G. Botti, “Les inscriptions de Schédia”, BSKG 10 (1901): 611-617; A. Kasher,
“Three Jewish Communities of Lower Egypt in the Ptolemaic Period”, in SCI 2 (1975): 113-123;
A. Kasher, “First Jewish military units in Ptolemaic Egypt”, in JSJ 9 (1978),: 57-67; R.S.
Kraemer, “Hellenistic Jewish women: the epigraphical evidence”, in SBL 1986 Seminar Papers,
Atlanta (1986): 183-200; R.S. Kraemer, “Non-literary evidence for Jewish women in Rome and
Egypt”, in M. Skinner (ed.), Rescuing Creusa: New methodological approaches to women in
antiquity, Lubbock, Texas (1986): 75-101; R.S. Kraemer, “On the meaning of the term ‘Jew’ in
Greco-Roman inscriptions”, HTR 82 (1989): 35-54; H. Leclerq, “Judaisme”, in DACL vol. viii.i,
Paris (1932): cols. 1-254; G. Lefébvre, “Inscriptions grecques d’Egypte”, in BCH 26 (1902): 440-
466; G. Lefebvre, “Inscriptions gréco-juives”, in ASAE 24 (1924): 1-5; D.M. Lewis, “The Jewish
Inscriptions of Egypt”, in V.A. Tcherikover, A. Fuks & M. Stern (eds.), Corpus Papyrorum
Tudaicarum, vol. 1ii, Jerusalem (1964): 138-166; L.A. Mayer, & A. Reifenberg, “A Jewish titulus
from Egypt”, in ASAE 33 (1933): 81-82; D. Noy, “A Jewish place of prayer in Roman Egypt”, in
JTS 43.1 (1992): 118-122; and M. Schwabe, “On the interpretation of a Jewish inscription from
Alexandria”, in BEHJ 1 (1946): 101-103.
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and a regularised and communal behaviour, However, Philo never once refers to
praying as being part of the tradition of assembly, even though his accounts of
these assemblies are otherwise quite specific (at least about the reading of the law
on the sabbath).* Of course, we might assume this to be the case, given the use

of the word proseuche to describe assembly.

While an argument from silence may be risky, the proseuche inscriptions and
Philo’s accounts do suggest, at least as regards Graeco-Roman Egypt and
specifically in relation to Alexandrian Jews, that communal prayer may not have
been part of a regularised Sabbath assembly and, thus, that the proseuche of
Graeco-Roman Egypt in the first century (and earlier) did not function as religious
institutions in the way later synagogues did, or that it was such a ubiquitous part
of the sabbath assembly that it was simply not mentioned. However, even given
these parameters, it 1s also very likely that the term proseuche must refer to a
physical space in at least some of the Egyptian inscriptions and from the accounts
in Philo (Embassy to Gaius and Flaccus) that attacks on Alexandrian Jews were
launched when resentments built up among the Roman, Greek and native
Egyptian populations as a result of the perceived separatedness of the Jewish

community in general.

References to proseuchai in Josephus
When we move away from Egypt and into the second half of the first century CE,

we see that the use and meaning of the word proseuche shifts somewhat.**

# C. Mosser, “Torah Instruction, Discussion, and Prophecy in First-Century Synagogues”, in S.
Porter and A.W. Pitts (eds.), Christian Origins and Hellenistic Judaism: Literary and Social
Contexts for the New Testament, Brill: Leiden and Boston (forthcoming 2010/2011).

* Josephus uses the term proseuche only three times: AJ 14.258 (to decree relating to
Halicarnassus and the right of Jews there to pray at the seaside according to their traditional
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Josephus, writing about events during the rebellion against the Romans (when his
opponents seek to discredit him), for example, refers to a proseuche in Tiberias as
a place of assembly: “On the next day, they all came into the proseuche; it was a
large edifice, and capable of receiving a great number of people; Jonathan went in
there, and though he dared not openly speak of a revolt, yet did he say that their
city stood in need of a better governor than it then had.”* Josephus refers to that
same meeting in the proseuche as a council (“so Jonathan and his colleagues put
off their council till the next day, and went off without success.*® Later, Josephus
says he was making a prayer (koi mpdg evyac), when Jesus began to question him
“about the furniture and uncoined silver which had been confiscated after the
conflagration of the royal palace”.*’ It seems clear from this passage at least that
the proseuche in Tiberias to which Josephus refers is an assembly space and/or
council chamber. Unfortunately, other than being describing it as ‘large’,

Josephus gives no details concerning the structure or its layout.

In another passage, referring to a decree from Halicarnassus, Josephus mentions a
proseuche in a context in which he could be referring to the act of praying or,
possibly, to going to a place to pray, or even having a fixed or regular place to

pray, though this passage is open to interpretation: “[...] we have decreed, that as

customs; CA 2.10 (refuting claims that Moses prayed in the open at Heliopolis facing the city
walls); and Vita 277-295 (where Josephus refers to a large proseuche at Tiberias).

. Josephus Vita, 277: “xaté THY £moDoav o0V HUEPAV GUVEYOVTAL TAVTES EIG THY TPOGEVYTV
HEYIOTOV OiKNpa Kol TOADY Oyhov €mdéEacOat duvdpevov. eiceAbmv 8¢ 0 Tavadng pavep®dg pev
nepi THG AmooTAoews OVK ETOApA AEYELY, €@ 8¢ aTpatnyod Kpeittovog ypeiav TV TOAY aOTOV
gxew”. See also Josephus, Vita 280, 293-294. See also Josephus, Vita, 279, 280, 293-294, and,
specifically, 295: “fon 6’ NUAV TO VOO TOOVVTMV Kol TPOG EVYAS TPUTOUEVOV GvaoTag Tnoodg
el TV ANPBEVTOV €k TOD Eumpnopod Tiig Bactiikiic avAflg ckev®v Tod donpov dpyvpiov
EMUVOAVETO pov, Tapd Tivt TuyYaver keipeva. Tadta & Eleyev datpifev 1OV xpovov Povropevog,
gwg av 0 Todvvng mapayévntou [...]".

% Josephus, Vita, 279: “kai oi mepi 1oV Tovabny sic v émodoav HnepdEpevorl Thv Boviny
amyjecav dnpoaktot.”

7 Josephus, Vita 295: “ijén 8" U@V Té VOUIIA TOOOVTOV Kai TPOG EVYHC TPATOUEVOV GVACTAG
‘Incodg mepi TV ANeOEVTOV €K TOD Eumpnopod Tig Paciiikiic avAfic okeV@OY TOV AOTHOV
apyvpiov EMVVOAVETS pov, Tapd Tivi TVYYGvel Keipeva. Tadta & Ereyev datpifev TOV ypovov
Boviopevog, £wg av 6 Todvvng mapayévnror.”
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many men and women of the Jews as are willing so to do, may celebrate their
Sabbaths, and perform their holy offices, according to Jewish laws; and may make

their proseuchai at the seaside, according to the customs of their forefathers

08 b

Even though, as with the Egyptian inscriptions, none of the references in Josephus
have a physical analogue, they do strongly suggest that whatever the proseuche
was, it was sometimes a physical structure in which groups of Jews met, whether
it was for the purposes of holding town councils, or even as a place in which an
individual could pray. There is nothing, in Josephus, however, to help us identify
what shape that structure took although, in relation to the proseuche at Tiberias,
we know that it was a large building, and we might suppose if it was intended for
general or council assemblies, that we would see a building with an open space
surrounded by encircling benches. While Josephus mentions praying in the
proseuche, it is noteworthy that there is no mention of organised communal
prayer, nor of liturgy. As it was normal for blessings for rulers and benefactors to
be given at the start of formal proceedings in public meetings, we may assume

that this was the case for proceedings in the proseuche at Tiberias.** Although,

B« 4714.258: “5edoyar kai Nuiv Tovdainy Todg Boviopévoug vapag te Kai yovaikag Té Te
capPata dyev kai Td iepd cuVTELETV Katd TOVG Tovdaiwy VOpOLS Kai TaG TPosevydg moteiohut
TpOG Tf Baks, ATty KaTd TO TATPLoV €006, GV SE TIg KOAVGY i ApyoV T 810G, TOOE TG {NUIdpATL
VevBuvog 0T Kal OPEET® Tf| TOAeL.”

* Some of the general literature discussing Judaism and synagogues in the Galilee can be found at
M.A. Chancey, The Myth of a Gentile Galilee: The Population of Galilee and New Testament
Studies, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge (2002); M.A. Chancey, Greco-Roman Culture
and the Galilee of Jesus, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge (2005); J. Frey, D.R. Schwartz
& S. Gripentrog, Jewish identity in the Greco-Roman World, Brill Leiden, Boston (2007); S.
Freyne, Galilee, Jesus and the Gospels: Literary Approaches and Historical Investigations, Gill &
Macmillan, Dublin; Fortress Press (1988); S. Freyne, The Geography, Politics and Economics of
Galilee and the Quest for the Historical Jesus, E.J. Brill: Leiden, New York (1994); S. Freyne,
Galilee: From Alexander the Great to Hadrian, 323 BCE. to 135 CE: A Study of Second Temple
Judaism, T&T Clark, Edinburgh (1998); S. Freyne, “Behind the Names: Galilaeans, Samaritans,
loudaioi”, in Eric M. Meyers, Galilee through the Centuries, Eisenbrauns, Winona Lake, Indiana
(1999): 39-56; S. Freyne, Galilee and Gospel.: Collected Essays, Mohr Siebeck, Tiibingen (2000);
M. Hengel, The Four Gospels and the One Gospel of Jesus Christ, SCM Press, London (2000); S.
Honigman, The Septuagint and Homeric Scholarship in Alexandria. A study in the narrative of
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whether offering prayers and benedictions is sufficient reason to ascribe a

‘religious’ dimension to use of the space is debatable.

References to proseuchai in the New Testament

In the New Testament™, the term proseuche is used to refer to prayer and praying.
Only in five of the forty-three references in the New Testament does the term
relate to anything more than a simple prayer or an act of praying, and three of
these refer to the same incident in which Jesus refers to the Jerusalem temple as a
proseuche (Matthew 21:13,>' Mark 11:17°* and Luke 19:46). The other
references are in Acts 12:5,>* where prayer was made by the assembly for Peter
who was in jail and, finally, in Acts 16:13, there is an incident recounting how the
Apostles went to a riverside where they supposed there to be a place of prayer.>
There are no occurrences of proseuche in the New Testament that imply an

assembly space as with the Egyptian inscriptions, Philo and Josephus.

the Letter of Aristeas, Routledge, London and New York (2003); W. Jeanrond & A.D.H. Mayes,
Recognising the Margins : Developments in Biblical and Theological Studies: Essays in Honour of
Sedn Freyne, Columba Press, Blackrock, Co. Dublin (2006); J.S. Kloppenborg, The Shape of Q.
Signal Essays on the Sayings Gospel, Fortress Press, USA (1994); J.S. Kloppenborg, Excavating
Q. The History and Setting of the Sayings Gospel, T&T Clark, Edinburgh (2000): 222; F.J.
Murphy, An Introduction to Jesus and the Gospels, Abingdon Press, Nashville (2005); S. Purdum,
He walked in Galilee: The days of Jesus' Ministry, Abingdon: Nashville, Tennessee; Alban,
Edinburgh (2005); A.J. Tomasino, Judaism Before Jesus, InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove,
Illinois and Leicester, England (2003); and G. Walser, The Greek of the ancient synagogue : an
investigation on the Greek of the Septuagint, Pseudepigrapha and the New Testament, Almquist &
Wiksell, Stockholm (2001).
**The bible used throughout this dissertation is The Jewish Study Bible, Jewish Publication
Society, Tanakh Translation, Oxford University Press, UK (2004).

31 ko héyel avToic: yéypamTor: 6 0lKog OV 01Kog TPoGELYTic KAnONoetal, Duelg 88 antov moweite
GTNAQIOV ANGTOV.”

52 “xati £8idaiokey Koi EAEyEV: 0D YEYpamTOL BTL O 0IKOG OV OTKOG TPOGELYTiG KANOHGETAL MEGIV
'rmg £Bveotv; DUELS b€ memomKate aVTOV oTHARIOV chrwv
53 “Uéyov avtoig yéypamtar kai EGTar 6 01KOG LoV 01KOG TPOGEVYTC, VUEIS 68 avtov émotjoate
omnAaiov AnoT®dv.”

* <o pév ovv TETpog ETNPETTO &V Ti] QUAGKT] TPOGEVYT 6& NV EKTEVAC yvopévn Vitd Thg ExkAnciog
poOg TOV Bedv mept avtod.”

S “1j Te Muépe TV caPPatav ERABopey EEo THg TOANG AP TOTOUOV OV EVORICOUEY TPOGEVYNV
givat kai kabicavteg Ehakodpey Toig cuvelBodoalg yovai&iv.”
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Based on Egyptian proseuche inscriptions, Philo, Josephus, and even the New
Testament, we cannot take for granted that the various instances of the term
proseuche in those texts necessarily denote the same thing. A house of assembly,
a pace of assembly, and participation in an assembly are very different things,
though they may share some commonalities. We cannot now know precisely how
the proseuche functioned in each of the different references; whether it was a
prayer, or an offering, a location, or a particular building, the congregants
themselves, or even different combinations of those elements. And, as we see in
the collection of socially, politically, geographically and chronologically diverse
documents that make up the New Testament, the word proseuche is only used to

derote prayer not place.

Definitions of synagoge/ovvaywyy

The Greek noun cuvaymyn means a bringing-together, or a uniting, or an
assembly, or a place of assembly. In its verb form it can also mean a bringing in
[ofa harvest], a drawing together, a contracting of, a forming of [an army in a
colimn], a pursing of the lips or wrinkling of the face, or even the closing up of a
wond.”® In our context, the noun has come to mean an assembly of people
anc/or a place of assembly, though it is not universally used this way in Greek

texts.57

References to synagogues in the New Testament
Moving to the New Testament, we find numerous occurrences of the word
synigogue where it clearly denotes a physical structure or a physical space. From

themissions of Jesus to those of the apostles we see clear indicators that by the

5 Lddell & Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon.
7 See Horbury & Noy (1992) in general; see also n. 20 above.
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time the gospels are redacted into their canonical form, the term cuvaywyn has
become common (at least in those texts). Unfortunately, not one single one of
these references describes a single physical feature of the synagogues mentioned.
They do, however, mention reading of scripture, discussions of scripture,
preaching, teaching, scourging (of miscreants), law courts, and the collection of
monies. It is notable that there is no mention of prayer in the synagogue —
communal or otherwise, nor of liturgy although, of course, this may simply be
because this was a ubiquitous part of communal and/or ritual activity in a
synagogue.”® And, while it is fascinating to note that the places where the
synagogue is seen to be developing in the first century are some distance from
Judaea; either in the Graeco-Roman diaspora or in the north of Israel in the
Galilee or Golan,’ this does not help us to identify any of our case study sites.
There is no uniformity in the way the two terms, proseuche and synagogue, are
used in the New Testament and that ambiguity may represent the way in which
the institution we have come to know as the synagogue was developing and

evolving.

% suvayeyh/synagogue Matthew 12:9,13.54; Mark 1.21-1,23. 1,29, 3.1, 5,22, 5,35, 5,36, 5,38,
6,2; Luke 4.16, 4.20, 4.28, 4.33, 4.38, 6.6, 7.5, 8.41, 8.49, 13.14; John 6.59, 9.22, 12.42, 18.20;
Acts 6.9, 5.15-21, 13.14, 13.15, 13.42, 14.1, 17.10, 17.17, 18.4, 18.7, 18.8, 18.17, 18.19, 18.26,
19.8,22.19, 26.11; Revelations 2.9, 3.9.

knpuooeiv/preach Matthew 4.17, 10.7, 10.27, 11.1; Mark 1.4, 1.38, 3.14, 16.15; Luke 4.18, 4.19,
4.43,9.2,9.60; Acts 5.42,10.42, 14.15, 15.2, 16.6, 16.10, 17.3; Romans 1.15, 10.8, 10.15, 15.20;
1 Corinthians 1.17, 1.23, 9.14, 9.16, 9.18, 15.11; 2 Corinthians 2.12, 4.5, 10.16; Galatians 1.8, 1.9,
2.2, 5.11; Ephesians 3.18; Philippians 1.15, 1.16; 1 Colossians 1.28; 2 Timothy 4.2; Revelations
14.6.

dLdaokeL/teach Matthew 11.1, 28.19; Mark 4.1, 6.2, 6.34, 8.31; Luke 11.1, 12.12; John 7.35, 9.34,
14.26; Acts 1.1,4.18, 5.28,5.42, 16.21; 1 Corinthians 4.17, 11.14, 14.19; 1 Timothy 1.3, 3.2, 6.3;
2 Timothy 2.2, 2.4; Hebrews 5.12, 8.11; 1 John 2.27; Revelations 2.20.

%% Richardson (1996): 100.
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References to synagogues in Josephus

In Josephus, we find the word cuvaywyn used five times. In 4/ 1.10, Josephus
refers to the translation of the Septuagint into Greek for Ptolemy II;* in AJ
19.300-305, Josephus refers to a synagogue at Dor (just 8 km north of Caesarea)
where a statue of the emperor is erected;61 in BJ 2.285, Josephus mentions a
synagogue to which access is being deliberately blocked by its Greek owner;* at
BJ 2.289 Josephus refers to a synagogue outside of which a local youth sacrificed
a number of fowl so as to offend Jews;* and a reference at BJ 7.74 where
Josephus refers to the successors of Antiochus Epiphanes allowing the Jews of
Antioch to restore their synagogue to its former state and granting them equal

privileges with Greek citizens.*

These five passages clearly indicate that the synagogues referred to by Josephus
were buildings in which there was some element of religious activity being
observed and where regular practise could be disrupted by local gentiles.
Unfortunately, none of the references to synagogues include any detail as to

precisely what the synagogue was, or how it was used by the local Jewish

% AJ 1.10: “Edpov tolvur dt1 Mtorepaiov pev 6 deltepoc pdAtote 81 Paoiiebe Tepl motdeiay
kol BLBALwY ouvaywyny omoudaonc eEaLpétwe ébLAOTLUNON TOV MuéTepov vopov kol Thy kot
aUtov dLataly Thg ToAltelag eig Ty ‘EAiade dwuviy petePaieiv”.

' 4719.300 & 305: “mavidmaoiy 8 OAlyov xpbrov SLeAbuTtoc Awpltal veaviokoL Thc doLdTnToC
TPOTLOEUEVOL TOALaY Kol TepukoTeg elval TapaBoiwg Bpaoelc Kaloapog avdplavte koplowvteg
el¢ v tov Tovdelwy cvwaywyny avéotnoay” [...] “tavavtia &¢ mavta Tpaal cuvaywyny
Tovdelwy kwAvovtag elval dLe O petabelval év el tov Kaloapog avdplavta mapavopobrtag
ok elc povoug Tovdailovg aAA kol €lc TOV adTokpdtope 0 O ardpLig BéATLOV év TG L8lw vag
7 év dArotply étiBeto kal tadta €V T Thg ouaywyfc T0Tw ToD dloeL Sikaiodvtog éva ékaotov
TOV L8lwy TOTwY kupLevely kot to Keloapog émikpiua’.

62 BJ2.285: “mpdc 8¢ T péyeboc TGV & altod cupdopdr odk GElav Eoyev mpddaoiy ol yip v
Kovoapela Tovdeiol ocuvaywyny éxovteg mape xwptov ob deomdtng fv tic “EAiny Kolowpelc
TOAAGKLG pev KTNoaoBul Tov Témov éomovdaoay TLufy moiiamiaciove thc dflac SLéovTec”.

% BJ2.289: “Tic & émotone Huépag pdopddoc obone tdv Tovdeiwy eic ™y cuvaywyhy
ouveBpoLoBévtwy otaoLaotng TLe Kaloapelg yaotpay keteotpéfec kel mapk tThy €Loodor adtdv
Béuevog €méBuer Gprelg todto tolg Toudatoug dvmkéotwe Tapwiuver We UBpLopévwy pev adtolc
TOV VOLWV HeRLOOUEVOL 8¢ ToD ywplov.

4 BJ 7.44: “’Avtioxoc ptv yap 6 kAnfeic Embornc Tepoodivpe mopbrioac tov vewy éotinoer ol
8¢ pet’ abtov Ty Baolielar mapaiafortec TV arabnuatwy doe XoAkd TETOLNTO TAVTe TOLG €T
"Avtioxelag Tovdalolc amédooar €ic Ty ouvaywyny alTOV areBévtec kel ouvexwpnowy alTolg €
toov Thg mOAewe Tolg “EAANGL petéxey”.
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community. Still, it seems certain that during the period about which Josephus

was writing, there were synagogues in some shape or form in northern Israel.

The Theodotos Inscription

Perhaps most the most tantalising use of the word synagogue appears on the
Theodotos inscription found in a cistern filled with rubble from both the pre-70
CE and the post-70 CE periods in the City of David in Jerusalem. This inscription
is thought by many scholars to attest to the existence of a synagogue in Jerusalem

in the first century CE:

Theodotos, son of Vettenos the priest and archisynagogos, son of an archisynagogos
and grandson of a archisynagogos, who built the synagogue for purposes of reciting
the Law and studying the commandments, and the hostel, chambers and water
installations to provide for the needs of itinerants from abroad, and whose father,
with the elders and Simonides, founded the synagogue®.

Kloppenborg, writing in 2000, says that there is near consensus on the dating of
the inscription. This is on the basis of both a close palaeographic analysis of the
lettering inscribed on it and the location and archaeological context in which the
inscription was found.® On a close analysis of the palaeography, using
comparisons with Greek and other Near Eastern inscriptions (but not inscriptions
from Jerusalem), Kloppenborg acknowledges that the “dating of undated
inscriptions is far from an exact science™”’ and that “it is important to note again
that shifts in lettering styles are not sufficiently sharply defined to enable one to
exclude a second century date or one even later.”® He notes that there are very

few Greek inscriptions from the Herodian and early Roman period from

% Paul Virgil McCracken Flesher, “Palestinian Synagogues Before 70 C.E. A Review of the
Evidence”, in D. Urman and P.V.M. Flesher (eds), Ancient Synagogues, Historical Analysis and
Archaeological Discovery, Volume 1, Leiden (1995): 33.

% J.S. Kloppenborg, “Dating Theodotos (CIJ II 1404)”, in JJS 51,2 (2000): 243-244.

7 Kloppenborg (2000): 265.

% Kloppenborg (2000): 276.



Jerusalem from which to draw a direct palacographic parallel.** Kloppenborg
concludes that, “while it is still possible that the lettering is from later than the
first century CE — the result of traditionalism or deliberate archaizing — nothing
requires such a dating, and all of the indications are consistent with the Herodian

period.””

In relation to the archaeological context, Kloppenborg makes a strong supporting
argument for an early date on the basis that the area in which the inscription was
found in the City of David has clear signs of destruction from the period around
the razing of Jerusalem. In general, the late Roman period is generally ill-
represented throughout the entire City of David in the areas east, northeast and
north of Weill’s excavations. The City of David seems to have been unoccupied
after 135 CE until around 460 CE. There was nothing found that could be dated
to the period immediately after 70 CE, and dateable finds from the area only begin
to emerge again in the Byzantine period so that, on this basis too, it is likely that

the inscription dates from the pre-70 CE period.”

Although Kloppenborg’s intention is to support the dating of the Theodotos
inscription to the pre-70 CE period, the evidence on which he makes his argument
is, unfortunately, inherently ambiguous and while it is possible, and even likely,
that the Theodotos inscription can be dated to the first century CE, it also possible

that it belongs to a much later period. Thus, the Theodotos inscription remains

% Kloppenborg (2000): 269.

7% Kloppenborg (2000): 276.

! Kloppenborg (2000): 260-61. There is good supporting evidence for this argument to be found
in the current excavations of the Givati Parking Lot in the City of David where a team led by
Doron Ben-Ami of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem has found that after the destruction layer
of 70 CE only Roman and then later Byzantine material has been excavated. See
http://www.antiquities.org.il

/article Item eng.asp?sec id=25&subj id=240&id=1596&module id=#as (accessed 17 May
2011).
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perhaps the single most frustrating pieces of evidence relating to first century
synagogues in the land of Israel because information about its discovery,
including whether it was found below, in or above the destruction layer of 70 CE
was not recorded, and it is now impossible to reconstruct the information which

might have helped support a definitive first century date.”

In spite of the ambiguity of the evidence both for and against an early dating of
the Theodotos inscription, it may be appropriate to take a more positive position
and leave the matter open, so that if Kloppenborg is correct about the pre-70 CE
dating of the Theodotos inscription, it would prove to be enormously helpful in
any ongoing search for physical manifestations of the first century synagogue and
it would, in fact, fulfil some of the criteria of possible identifiers outlined above,
such as the presence of water installations and hostel accommodation for visitors
and, of course, a specific reference to reading the law in the synagogue itself. The
inscription would also be useful in relation to the identification of the public
building at Gamla, which is not yet completely excavated, but which is thought to

have been part of a far more extensive complex of integrated buildings.

As we shall see in the case studies in this dissertation, even though we may use
somewhat nebulous terms to discuss what we have come to know as the
synagogue, and whichever terms we use to describe that institution; be it
TPOGELYN, SVVAY®YT, 7Y or 277p, and however we choose to interpret the textual
and epigraphic evidence, there is a separation between modern scholarship’s

theoretical constructs of what a first century synagogue might have been,

7 Flesher (1995): 33.
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references to possible physical structures in the ancient sources, and the available

physical/archaeological evidence.

Literature Review

Modern scholarship on the identification of early synagogues cannot fill in the
missing link between the Hellenistic/early Roman period and the late
Roman/Byzantine period when synagogues become fully realised and dedicated
physical structures. This is because the contemporary sources which they
interpret are neither specific nor detailed and there is no link between any of the
synagogue and proseuche references in the literature, the epigraphy and a physical
structure anywhere. On the face of it this seems an extraordinary statement given
the amount that has been written on the subject (only a tiny portion of which is
included in this overview). Scholars in this field have constructed a veritable
creed of synagogue development that is endlessly regurgitated and expanded
without ever having properly been tested against the five buildings which it has
identified as first century synagogues. Very few scholars writing about the
continuing search for the origins of the synagogue deal with the archaeological
record, and of the ones that do, there are only a few who deal with the material as
relating to particular sites. These few are discussed in context in the case studies
herein. The overwhelming majority of the rest of the scholarship on the subject
deal with the archaeological origins of the synagogue by surveying past

scholarship, and by adding new speculations to those accounts.

We can identify the beginnings of modern synagogue scholarship with Kohl and
Watzinger’s 1905-1907 survey of eleven Galilaean and Golan synagogues, which

was published in 1916 under the title Antike Synagogen in Galilaea. Kohl and
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Watzinger argued that the earliest synagogues (at that time) dated to the late
second and early third centuries CE and were modelled along Romano-Syrian
temple structures.” In 1934, Sukenik identified a series of basilica-like structures,
also in the Galilee, which he said originated in the sixth and seventh centuries CE
and belonged to a completely different and later synagogue type. In the 1950s, a
third type of synagogue, the broadhouse, was proposed by Goodenough and Avi-
Yonah. The common thread in these identifications was that synagogue
architecture was thought to have developed along a chronological and physical
continuum and that at any time there was a dominant architectural model with

some overlapping styles.74

To date, and beginning with Kohl and Watzinger’s work, there has not been one
single identification related to any physical structure which can be definitively
identified as a synagogue and dated to earlier than the late Roman/Byzantine
period. The earliest phase of Nabratein in the Galilee may be late second century
CE, but is probably later,” and the synagogue excavated at Magdala in 2009 may
be second century, but since the site has not been published, there is not much
evidence on which to base any judgement. Even so, various scholars have argued
for the establishment of synagogues from as early as the ninth century BCE.”®
Some prominent streams of scholarship thought that the development of the
synagogue was a direct product of the reforms of Ezra-Nehemiah,”” while others
suggested establishment dates from the fourth to the first centuries BCE,

distributed over a post-exilic diaspora setting.”®

¥ H. Kohl and C. Watzinger, Antike Synagogen in Galilaea, J.C. Hinrichs, Leipzig (1916).
™ Levine (2000): 10.

5 Fine (1996): 13.

7 Gutmann (1981): 1.

" Gutmann (1981): 1.

™ Levine (2000): 20.



Writing in the 1920s and 1930s, E.L. Sukenik’s approach fed into the zeitgeist of
the time, using what became known as biblical archaeology to connect the
emerging modern state of Israel to its ancient past.79 Sukenik’s excavations at
Beth Alpha took synagogue studies into the media spotlight in Israel.** He argued
that the origins of the synagogue lay in the Babylonian diaspora, and that the early
synagogue was a place of assembly, study and worship, through his discussion of
the synagogues at Na’aran, Beth Alpha, Jerash, Delos, Miletus, Aegina and
Priene. However, while Sukenik argued for Babylonian origins, his excavations
and studies of synagogue sites were unable to provide physical evidence of
anything that dated to before the late Roman/Byzantine period, and he was
making an assumption that what could be seen in that later period was also the
case for the earlier period.*’ This, as we shall see in the context of the specific
case studies in this dissertation, has been the standard approach to the subject as a

whole.

M. Hengel, writing in the 1970s, argued for synagogue origins in the Hellenistic
period diaspora, which developed as a response to the centralisation of the cult,
and not as a direct replacement for the temple. According to Hengel, the
development of the synagogue in the land of Israel came only later, with
Hasmonaean policies of territorial expansion and the rise of the Pharisees. Hengel

tied his argument together by saying that the diaspora synagogue was then

7 Sukenik’s excavation of the synagogue at Bet Alpha inspired his son Yigael Yadin to develop
his own interest in early synagogues and eventually led to his identification of Locus 1042 on
Masada as a first century synagogue.

80 E.L. Sukenik, “The Present State of Ancient Synagogue Studies”, in Bulletin of the Lewis M.
Rabinowitz Fund (1949) 1: 8-23.

81 Sukenik (1949): 8-23. Sukenik famously changed his mind about the Delos case after reading B.
Mazur’s 1935 discussion of the site and, in 1949, wrote that “the case of the so-called
“Synagogue” at Delos shows how misleading incomplete research can be”. His revised position is
explained in the Delos case study in this dissertation.
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influenced by Palestinian customs, beginning under the Hasmonaeans.** This
argument took the debate even further from the physical reality of identifiable
structures into the realm of the wholly notional synagogue, almost removing any
requirement for corroboration in the material record and laying open the way for

subsequent definitions of the early synagogue as a multi-purpose public building.

Zeitlin (1975) argued for an institution whose focus was the reading of the law,
and for communal prayer and, like Hengel, said that this institution arose out of
Pharisaic attempts to “democratise” temple worship into a communal act.®® This
argument about Pharisaic influence and involvement is based in its entirety on
supposition and, along with Hengel’s position, serves to broaden the definition of
the early synagogue to something that could have served virtually any communal
or public function. But, because the definition has become so vague, it does not
get any closer to what the early institution of the synagogue might actually have

been or how it might have worked.

J. Gutmann (1981) noted that “Edward Carr wisely cautioned that “the facts of
history cannot be purely objective, since they become facts only in virtue of the
significance attached to them by the historian [...].”* He also said that nothing
testifies to this more than the problem of synagogue origins where the same facts
lead to radically different theories of origins from the rabbinic tradition of Mosaic
origins, to more modern hypotheses ascribing origins to the Babylonian exile, or

to Hellenistic Egypt.®* According to him, there is no archaeological evidence for

82 Hengel (1971): 181-182.
838, Zeitlin “The Origin of the Synagogue: A Study in the Development of Jewish Institutions”, in
J. Gutmann (ed.), The Synagogue: Studies in Origins, Archaeology and Architecture, The Library
of Biblical Studies, New York, Ktav (1975): 56-58.
* Gutmann(1981): 1.
% Gutmann (1981): 1.
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the synagogue, nor is there textual evidence in the Hebrew Bible. Even the
Septuagint, which uses the term synagoge to translate the Hebrew words kahal
and edah, does not refer to a building, despite claims to the contrary.®
Increasingly frustrated by myriad claims about synagogue origins, he said that all
hypotheses in support of an early origin for the synagogues are arguments from
silence, and the proofs offered up for the early existence of the synagogue are
merely semantics; ripping words from their biblical context in the belief that the
meaning of the word remains static and that one may infer the same meaning for a
word found both in a biblical and a rabbinical context.*’ Even taking for granted
that such institutions existed in Babylonia, it does not follow that these were

synagogues.*®

Moreover, the references to the so-called houses of prayer or the proseuche of
Hellenistic Egypt do not necessarily imply the existence of the synagogue and,
according to Gutmann, whatever the proseuche was, it was not a synagogue, but
was some localised form of Judaism that had responded to the specific
environmental challenges.gg Gutmann may be making too sceptical a claim here
as regards the Egyptian inscriptions because, while we cannot account for the
precise meaning of the use of the term proseuche in the inscriptions, the word
does mean a prayer or for a prayer, and the dedication of a proseuche or its
appurtenances, implies that it had a physical element or purpose which could be
offered in some way [to god]. And, according to Gutman, if we cannot rely on

finding the origins of the synagogue in semantic arguments, then we can at least

8 Gutmann (1981): 1.
87 Gutmann (1981): 1-2.
8 Gutmann (1981): 3.
% Gutmann (1981): 3.
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see that it is attested, in the first century, by Josephus and the New Testament,

even though archaeological corroboration is lacking.”

J.D. Newsome (1982) argues that the synagogue may initially have been an
institution dedicated to the reading of and instruction in the Torah. This would
have been especially true in the diaspora where Jews comprised a minority in the
local population. After the destruction of the temple at Jerusalem, the synagogue
took on greater significance within the community, and became the place where
Jews met for worship, instruction, and fellowship.g1 This is a sufficiently vague
claim as to be probably correct, but does not add weight or credibility to any of
the identifications of first century synagogues so far made. Newsome further
argues that as regards the origins of the synagogue, all that can be stated with any
certainty is that it flourished in the Hellenistic and Roman periods first in the
Diaspora, and later in Palestine.”> But this, as we have seen in the section on the
terminology and sources, above, is not the case. Since, with the best will in the
world, we do not know exactly what the proseuche was, or how its physical
manifestation worked, we cannot claim that whatever it was it was flourishing in a
given time period or that it was a synagogue at all. Consequently, Newsome’s
claim that communities in Palestine, where the population was almost entirely

Jewish, would mirror the membership of the local synagogue is untenable.”

J.T. Burtchaell (1992) notes that while the books of Maccabees describe in detail

Seleucid efforts in the second century BCE to wipe out every institution and

% Gutmann (1981): 3. Indeed, it is attested in the New Testament in a myriad of references, some
to physical structures, some to congregations or assemblies (see footnote 38 above).

°' 1.D. Newsome, Greeks, Romans, Jews. Currents of Culture and Belief in the New Testament
World, Trinity Press International, Philadelphia (1992): 27-28.

%2 Newsome (1992): 27-28.

% Newsome (1992): 27-28.
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observance precious to Jews, no mention is made of synagogues, which therefore
did not exist at that time, at least not in the sense of being a religious institution.”*
Using their own nomenclature, the Jews themselves were the assembly and this
covenantal belief was so typical that it provided the term by which one referred to
the Jews.” 1t is difficult to argue with this viewpoint, as it is undoubtedly correct,
but it does not add anything to the means by which we can identify the institutions

and physical structures that developed out of this self-designation.

I. Elbogen, writing in 1993, argues that the developing Jewish liturgy was
completely unique in the history of religions, because it was completely
independent of a sacrificial cult. Because liturgy was central to post-70 CE
Judaism, and because it was community based, it was able to spread easily
throughout the Graeco-Roman world.’® Again, this has to be correct, but still does
not address the use of liturgy in the period before the destruction of the temple or
in its immediate aftermath, or how it was adapted for synagogue use or even how

much adaptation was required to move it from place to place.

L.L. Grabbe (1995) tries to locate a finite point in time after which synagogues
existed.”” While he accepts there were ‘synagogues’ in Egypt in the third century
BCE, he argues that they did not develop in the land of Israel until the third
century CE.” Using the Theodotos inscription and the New Testament to support

his argument, he says that the institution that existed before the destruction of the

% James T Burtchaell, From Synagogue to Church: Public Services and Olffices in the Earliest
Christian Communities, Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press (1992): 203-4.

% Burtchaell (1992): 209.

% 1. Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy, The Jewish Publication Society, USA (1993): 304.

7 L.L. Grabbe, “Synagogues in Pre-70 Palestine: A Re-Assessment”, in D. Urman and P.V.M.
Flesher (eds.), Ancient Synagogues, Historical Analysis and Archaeological Discovery, Volume 1,
Leiden (1995): 17.

% The Egyptian inscriptions refer to proseuchai and not synagogues, however.
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Jerusalem temple was well placed to transform Judaism into a non-sacrificial
cult.” His position is interesting in a number of ways, not least of which is
because he is using the term “synagogue™ in a way that it is not used even in the
Egyptian inscriptions to which he refers. The Egyptian inscriptions uniformly use
the term proseuche. This, is a minor point, however, as Grabbe is scathing on the
use of assumptions in history writing, and says that these can be so strong that
evidence often makes little impact against the tide of tradition and is confounded
by “that most persistent and hardy of species — the impregnable defence of ‘what
everybody knows,’ the incontrovertible argument of ‘what must have been.””
According to Grabbe, this results in flimsy evidence being used to support major
conclusions, often without reference to any primary data, and where data from

different periods and geographical areas is mixed.'”

Z. Safrai (1995) argues that the main function of the no1371 n°a (house of

191y was not for public prayer but as a place for the reading and study of

assembly
Torah, and that this was the main function of the synagogue.102 Here, the
terminology is being obfuscated because the phrase used in the passage at Ezekiel
11.16 to which Safrai is referring is v¥» w7pn (a small sanctuary), which 7o0s.
Sukka 4, 5 interprets as house of assembly (N0127 m3).'” There is no historical

basis on which to imply that the early synagogue was the equivalent of a religious

sanctuary or whether the one developed from the other.

% A. Runesson, The Origins of the Synagogue. A Socio-Historical Study, Coniectanea Biblica,
New Testament Series 37, Almqvist & Wiksell International, Stockholm, Sweden (2001): 153.
'% Grabbe (1995): 17.
1% The phrase is an interpretation of the passage at Ezekiel 11:16 which refers to vy» w7pn, not
ndIon N2
192 7. Safrai, “The Communal Functions of the Synagogue in the Land of Israel in the Rabbinic
Period”, in D. Urman and P.V.M. Flesher (eds), Ancient Synagogues, Historical Analysis and
Archaeological Discovery, Volume 1, Leiden (1995): 181.
193 Safrai (1995: 182.
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A. Kasher (1995) argues that the two most important non-sacrificial functions of
the Jerusalem temple, praying and Torah reading, were adopted in Egypt after the
Torah was translated into Greek during and after the reign of Ptolemy II (285-246
BCE). According to Kasher, the description of daily prayer in the Letter of
Aristeas provided a model for imitation, and there is a line of development from
The Letter of Aristeas through to the writings of Philo and his descriptions of
synagogue activity in Alexandria.'™ The central place of the synagogues means
that one can assume wherever there is such an institution, there is also an
organised Jewish community. Such an institution can only be built where a
sizable Jewish community required its services, which means that the synagogue

was situated at the very heart of the area of settlement.'*’

Kasher, like Grabbe, is using the word synagogue to discuss Philo’s accounts of
Jewish religious activity in Egypt. In fact, Philo refers to the proseuche as a place
to assemble seventeen times (Flaccus 41, 45, 47, 48, 49, 53, 122; Embassy to
Gaius 132, 134, 137, 138-9, 148, 152, 156-8, 165, 191, 371), and to the
synagogue as a place to assemble only three times (Gaius 311, 346; Every Good
Man is Free 81-83), and to the synagogue as a congregation twice (both in On the
Posterity and Exile of Cain 67). Moreover, while Philo describes assemblies
where the law is read and where instruction is given, nowhere does he refer to any
acts of communal prayer, which is what Kasher is implying here. This thesis
would work well if it were combined with that of H.A. McKay, who wrote in

1995 that if the use of sacred texts should be regarded as a sacred act, it has to be

194 K asher(1995): 211.
195 K asher (1995): 213-14.
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accompanied by other rituals that define the event as “a planned session of

worship™”. ]

A.T. Kraabel (1995) argues that in the diaspora, the sanctity of the synagogue
increased, particularly after the destruction of the Jerusalem temple. The
synagogue gradually became more than a ‘prayer house’, and secular functions
became restricted to side rooms. Kraabel says that this must have happened in the
diaspora even before the temple was destroyed.'o7 Unfortunately, again, there is
no evidence that this was the case. And, while Kraabel refers to an institution that
gradually became “more than” a prayer house, we still do not know exactly what a
prayer-house was (if that is what a proseuche was), and when or where this might
have happened. The only reference we have to prayer in the proseuche comes to
us from the passage in Josephus where he refers to praying in the large proseuche

at Tiberias.'®

P.V.M. Flesher (1995) notes that in the period prior to 70 CE, in the numerous
Jewish documents, there is little information about synagogues, and only three
texts even mention synagogues in Palestine — the New Testament, Josephus and
Philo. All other documents are silent.'” Flesher tries to discover the origins from
a specific context in Palestine, and argues that it was that an institution that arose
where there was no easy access to the Jerusalem temple. He looks for a central

and mainstream institution in Jewish towns and villages in which religious

1% H.A. McKay, Sabbath and Synagogue. The Question of Sabbath Worship in Ancient Judaism,
E.J. Brill, Leiden, New York, Koln (1995): 3.

197 A.T. Kraabel, “The Diaspora Synagogue: Archaeological and Epigraphic Evidence Since
Sukenik”, in D. Urman and P.V.M. Flesher (eds), Ancient Synagogues, Historical Analysis and
Archaeological Discovery, Volume 1, Leiden (1995): 120-1.

"% Vitae 1.295 (xai mpog £0XEC).

199 Flesher (1995): 30-1. Actually, we do see a reference to a proseuche in Juvenal’s third satire,
but as the reference is part of a vituperative [albeit satirical] attack on a poor person in Rome, it is
difficult to understand precisely what is being referred to (see note 2 above).
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functions (and other things took place). He finds this mainstream institution in
northern Palestine only, and says the only evidence for synagogues in Judaea
(Acts 6:9'"° and the Theodotos Inscription) are references to institutions for

diaspora Jews.'!!

This is quite interesting in that it raises the question of why — if
he is right — the institution existed for foreign nationals only and whether,
therefore, it functioned in any religious capacity. Of course, if it is correct that

the Theodotos inscription relates to a later period, then the only evidence for

synagogues in Judaea comes to us from Acts.

R. Reich (1995), argues that both the literary and archaeological evidence make it
clear that the synagogue emerged in the Second Temple period, although its
precise origins remain unclear.''? This claim does not stand up to scrutiny, as will
be made clear in the case studies, and while there is some evidence in the textual
sources, 1t 1s by no means overwhelming. There is certainly literary evidence for
the existence of synagogues in the New Testament, and proseuchai as places of
assembly in the Egyptian inscriptions and in Philo, but there is no archaeological
evidence to support a claim that they emerged in the second temple period.
Linking the literary material to non-existent or later archaeological evidence has
created a very artificial space in which to look for the synagogue of the first

century CE.

P. Richardson (1996) argues that the earliest evidence for synagogues is from the
diaspora, where they took the form of voluntary associations and guilds, and that

as they spread and came to be adopted in Palestine they retained this structure,

"% A reference to the “synagogue of the freedmen”.

"' Runesson (2001): 157, referring to Flesher (1995): 29-30.

"2 R. Reich, “The Synagogue and the Migqweh in Eretz-Israel in the Second-Temple, Mishnaic,
and Talmudic Periods”, in D. Urman and P.V.M. Flesher (eds), Ancient Synagogues, Historical
Analysis and Archaeological Discovery, Volume 1, Leiden (1995): 289.
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even though the terminology changed.’ '3 Again, we have an interesting theory
here, but no supporting evidence either in the material record or in the texts.
Because of the nature of Philo’s writings, and his presumed audience, it is not
clear whether he is describing religious institutions or voluntary associations and

guilds when he discusses assemblies of Jews.

According to Eric Meyers (1996), the identification of early synagogues in the
land of Israel was initially heavily influenced by nationalistic concerns.' =
Meyers, like Levine (and the vast majority of other scholars writing on the subject
of early synagogues) identifies synagogues at Masada, Herodium and Gamla, and
dates them to the first century ce.''® He lists general support for this in the
writings of Philo, Josephus, and the New Testament, but also uses rabbinic
literature to support his thesis that synagogues were common in first century
Palestine, citing Megillah 3:1,738, which says there were 480 synagogues in
Jerusalem during the reign of the emperor Vespasian (although he acknowledges
that this number derives from a later homiletic and not a historical perspective).'
According to Meyers’s position, which is broadly similar to Levine’s, there are
distinct elements in synagogue buildings and their settlements; these are, a focus
on the importance of reading the law, an attachment to Jerusalem, and a
commitment to make houses of assembly the locus of all sorts of activities."”’

Meyers says that the synagogue enabled Judaism to survive the destruction of the

temple and that liturgy and communal functions increased, to the point where they

13Richardson (1996): 90-93.
114 E M. Meyers, “Ancient Synagogues. An Archaeological Introduction”, in Steven Fine (ed.),
Sacred Realm. The Emergence of the Synagogue in the Ancient World, Oxford University Press
and Yeshiva University Museum (1996): 3-6.
5 Meyers (1996): 8.
o Meyers (1996): 9.
"7 Meyers (1996): 18.
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then influenced the physical form the early synagogue took.''®* While he may use
general sources as support for his thesis, there are no references to synagogues in
any of these places and the material record, as will be seen in the case studies,
does not support his contention. This problem, while reproduced in a somewhat
repetitive manner in this overview, is representative of the scholarship on the

subject as a whole.

L. Feldman (1996) is sceptical about the use of epigraphical evidence relating to
the identification of early synagogues. He notes, correctly that these texts are not
informative about the religious beliefs and practises of Jews and often do not
specify dates. He also argues that there are problems with identifying which
inscriptions are Jewish and which are Christian, and names, where they are not
specifically Jewish, add to the ambiguity of the epigraphic evidence as a whole.
According to Feldman, even where an inscription or papyrus refers to people who
held honorary positions in synagogues, it does not necessarily follow that this
relates to a Jewish community with a building called a synagogue. Feldman also
notes that the overall picture taken from the epigraphy and papyri is skewed
because more than a third of all inscriptions come from Rome, which had only a

small percentage of the total Jewish population of the Diaspora.'"

S. Fine (1996) sees the development of synagogues as part of a trend in the
Graeco-Jewish world, evidenced in the proliferation of voluntary associations and
guilds. For Fine, the period after the destruction of the temple saw an explosion

in the sorts of religious activities carried out in synagogues, and the most

&y Meyers (1996): 18.

"L H. Feldman, “Diaspora Synagogues. New Light from Inscriptions and Papyri”, in S. Fine
(ed.), Sacred Realm. The Emergence of the Synagogue in the Ancient World, Oxford University
Press: New York and Oxford (1996): 49-50.
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important of these was liturgical when, for the first time, prayer became an
important part of synagogue life. i According to Fine, prayer modelled on
temple liturgy played a major part in the sanctification of the synagogue from the
late first to the early third century CE and the focus of community assembly in a
religious context enabled Judaism to survive the destruction of the central cult at
Jerusalem.'”' Fine argues that the synagogue is one of the most influential
religious institutions in western civilisation, and that it allowed a much more
democratised religious experience than had existed before, and one which became
a model for the early Christian church.'”* According to Fine, the “overwhelming
impression” to be taken from the extant sources is that early synagogues were
places of communal scripture reading and instruction. 123" All of which is perfectly
logical, except we do not know anything about synagogue liturgy in the first
century, or its development, and we can only surmise that the extant liturgies
possibly relate to synagogues. The paucity of information has resulted in Fine,
like so many other scholars, constructing an argument about the development of
the early synagogue, on little more than supposition and the projection backwards
of information from later periods and from the heavily redacted body of work that

is the rabbinic material.

R.A. Horsley (1996), does not try to pinpoint the origins of synagogues and
argues only that early synagogues were not religious buildings, but rather intended

for communal and public assemblies. While he does not rule out a religious

120 Fine (1996): 26-28.
12 Fine (1996): 47.
122 Fine (1996): 21.
123 Fine (1996): 22-23.
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4
124 He makes a

aspect, he says that this did not define the function of the space.
good point here, because the internal configuration of space intended for public

assembly for discussions and the configuration of space intended for religious

functions may be quite different.

R. Hachlili (1997), emphasises the destruction of the Jerusalem temple as the key
to the development of the synagogue as a religious institution in which liturgical
activities developed.'” The sacrificial cult of the Jerusalem temple, conducted by
an elite group of priests, was replaced by an egalitarian assembly, organised
communally, which put the study of the Torah and prayer at its centre. e
According to Hachlili, the synagogue, as a purpose-built structure, with Torah
shrines, only began to appear in the land of Israel at a much later date and
construction of new synagogues and renovations of old ones continued into the
seventh and eighth centuries CE."*” It certainly seems clear from the literature
that the study of Judaism was central to the developing institution and although
we might suppose prayer played a role in this, we do not have any sources or

material to confirm this.

D. Binder (1999), argues for the beginnings of the synagogue in the city gate, and
traces the development via the Jerusalem temple to a form which was heavily
influenced by Hellenistic architecture. He has concluded that early synagogues

were extensions of the Jerusalem temple cult, and functioned as satellite temples,

' Runesson (2001): 153, citing R.A. Horsley, Archaeology, History, and Society in Galilee. The
Social Context of Jesus and the Rabbis, Trinity Press International, Valley Forge, Pennsylvania
(1996): 155-156.

12 Runesson (2001): 153, citing Hachlili (1997a): 46.

126 Rachel Hachlili, “Aspects of Similarity and Diversity in the Architecture and Art of Ancient
Synagogues and Churches in the Land of Israel”, in ZDPV 113 (1997): 92.

27 Hachlili (1997a): 93.

41



of sorts.'?® Binder’s work can be troublesome as it leans heavily on presumptions
and suppositions about the nature of the early synagogue and ties some of these
presumptions to the physical structures identified as first century synagogues at
Delos, Herodian Jericho, Masada, Herodium and Gamla. His and other specific
claims in relation to these sites are discussed in the case studies in this dissertation
to illustrate how unproven claims have become part of the accepted scholarship on

the subject.

E.P. Sanders (1999), takes the view that the origin of the synagogue lies in the
diaspora and that it was natural for immigrant groups to join together in clubs or

associations and societies, which were popular throughout the Graeco-Roman

world.'®

H.C. Kee, writing in 1999, advocates a late date for the development of
synagogues. He argues for the development of the synagogue from voluntary
gatherings through to institutionalised structures and concludes that this took
place from the second century CE onwards. Before this time, he argues, the term
synagogue referred only to informal gatherings in private houses and public

buildings, and not to purpose-built structures.'**

L.I. Levine (2000), defines the early synagogue as a location for regular prayer,
study of Mosaic law, sacred meals, a communal treasury, law courts, general

assembly, a hostel and a residence for synagogue officials. Levine’s seminal

12 D. Binder, Into the Temple Courts. The Place of the Synagogues in the Second Temple Period,
Society of Biblical Literature, Dissertation Series 169, Atlanta: Georgia (1999): 218-220.
129 E P. Sanders, “Common Judaism and the Synagogue in the First Century” in S. Fine (ed.)
Jews, Christians, and Polytheists in the Ancient Synagogue, Cultural interaction during the
Greco-Roman Period, Routledge: London and New York (1999): 1.
130 Runesson (2001): 149-150.
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work, The Ancient Synagogue, which spans a thousand years of synagogue
history, has effectively become the text book for synagogue studies because of the
breadth of information it covers. According to Levine, both the first century CE
synagogue and the proseuche were communal institutions where a variety of
activities took place; thus, it may have been used as a courtroom, school, or
hostel, or for political meetings, social gatherings, keeping treasury funds, slave
manumissions, meals (sacred or otherwise), and religious-liturgical functions.'*’
There is evidence for all of this, except for the last claim which we must, for the
purposes of his thesis, assume to be a ubiquitous part of the institution of
synagogue (or proseuche). Levine argues that the synagogue (as a formal
institution) was well-established by the early Roman period, and the basis on
which he enunciates this position (and constructs his list of synagogal functions)
is primarily the Theodotos inscription, although he also refers to Acts, Philo, and

Josephus.'*

The thrust of Levine’s argument is that the origins of the synagogue
lay in its role as a community centre, and that it did not develop as a religious
institution until the destruction of the Jerusalem temple, although it had had
religious elements present from its beginnings.'>> Levine says that even if the
synagogue was a post-70 CE institution, its origins lay earlier and its role only
changed in the period after the destruction of the Jerusalem temple."** Like
Hengel, Kasher, Kraabel and Grabbe, Levine uses terms to discuss the
identification of first century synagogue that are so broad as to be virtually useless
in relation to the search for specific early (first century CE) sites. Levine says

that, of the hundred or so synagogue sites excavated in the land of Israel, only

four can be dated to the pre-70 CE period. These four are Masada, Gamla,

11 evine (2000): 27.

1321 evine (1982): 33-34.

133 L evine (2000): 3.

13 1. Levine, “The Nature and Origin of the Palestinian Synagogue Reconsidered”, in JBL 115/3
(1996): 443-448.
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Herodium and the synagogue referred to in the Theodotos inscription'”, and asks
why, if the synagogue was already a central communal institution by that period,
there should be so few remains. He concludes that the topography of Israel
contributes greatly to this, and we see this phenomenon even in the cities that
flourished during the period with which we are concerned (such as Caesarea,
Tiberias, Sepphoris and J ericho)." It is true that topography contributes to the
scarcity of remains, but it is notable that none of the literature relates to any of
these supposed synagogues and, as we have already seen, the archaeological
context of the Theodotos inscription has been lost rendering it impossible to date
accurately. Even Josephus, discussing events on Masada at the end of the
rebellion against Rome, and at pains to give details of all aspects of life there,
does not once mention the existence of a synagogue. In the case study on Masada
in this dissertation, it will be clear why this is so, and the extent to which a

mythology has developed around the existence of a synagogue there.

A. Runesson, writing in 2001, says there is no consensus as to the earliest history
of the synagogue and that if, for instance, Jesus or the Apostles, taught or spoke in
any place they thought fit, this place need not have been in a synagogue
building."*” Runesson says that even though there are no specific sources to
support this claim, it is likely that “charismatics, prophets and scholars™ used
public spaces in Jerusalem to teach at times other than those dedicated to

communal Torah reading on the Sabbath.'*® Runesson sees the vector of

135 Lee I. Levine, “The Revolutionary Effects of Archaeology on the Study of Jewish History: The
Case of the Ancient Synagogue”, in Neil Asher Silberman and David B. Small, The Archaeology
of Israel. Constructing the Past, Interpreting the Present, JSOT, Supplement Series 237, Sheffield
Academic Press, UK (1997): 171. Masada, Herodium Gamla and discussed in the detailed case
studies in this dissertation Herodium

1361 evine (1997): 171.

137 Runesson (2001): 478.

13 Runesson (2001): 218.
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synagogue development as deriving from Torah-reading rituals in public
assemblies, as early as the reign of Artaxerxes I in the fifth century BCE. Thus,
the institutional aspects of the early synagogue were established before the liturgy
and they functioned in an official capacity from the start. He says that through the
Hellenistic period, changing national authorities did not impose any direct control
over the teaching of the law, and so the emphasis changed from national to local,

while still retaining an official nature.'>

At some stage in the late Hellenistic
period, the first signs of non-official institutions dedicated to communal reading
and study began to emerge and these were most likely influenced by voluntary
associations and guilds as seen in the broader Graeco-Roman World.'*" In the
diaspora, evidence of Jewish institutions was limited to temple cults around which
the Jewish community organised and that by around the second century BCE the
evolution from sacrificial cult to one of public Torah-reading had been
incorporated into the institution. He argues that the proseuchai of the Egyptian
inscriptions were probably temples, as is supported by Philo’s account that
offerings were part of the ritual activities of the first century CE.'*' This meant
that by the first century CE, various Jewish groups had developed their own
agendas, separate from the cult dictated from Jerusalem, and this led to public
assemblies where anyone could put forward their views, and no one group
controlled synagogues in general.'* Runesson says that although the destruction
of the Jerusalem temple in 70 CE is often seen as a pivotal point in the
development of the synagogue, that it actually mattered little because the

institution had begun to evolve from as early as the Hellenistic period so that by

the time the temple was destroyed, the synagogue already had an established

139 Runesson (2001): 479.
"0 Runesson (2001): 480.
"I Runesson (2001): 481.
"2 Runesson (2001): 482-484.
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organisational pattem.143 According to Runesson, the aspect that points to a
continuity between the origins and the developing synagogue was the reading and

teaching of the Torah.

Runesson’s thesis is reasonable and he is generally careful not too link too much
of his theoretical construct to the material record, which is helpful. Moreover, he
makes what is a very important claim, that while the early rabbinic material on
Torah reading provides a link between the multifaceted origins of the synagogue
and the later mainstream institution, the origin of the rabbinic synagogue is not
the same as the origins of the early synagogue. %% This is a particularly useful
point, and it may go some way towards explaining the gap between the somewhat
nebulous proseuche or synagogue of the earlier period and the proliferation of

rabbinic synagogues in the late Roman/Byzantine period.

C. Claussen (2003), says that despite the fact that it is now twenty years after
Kraabel wrote his essay on “The Diaspora Synagogue: Archaeological and
Epigraphic Evidence since Sukenik”, we are still dealing with the same
archaeological evidence and the findings from Sardis, Priene, Dura Europos,
Delos,'* and that Ostia and Stobi are still the only reliable architectural remains
of synagogues in the diaspora. 146 p_ Richardson (2003), also points to the

diaspora for the origins of the synagogue, but suggests that this is merely a

"> Runesson (2001): 485-486.

14 Runesson (2001): 192-193.

' In the Delos case study herein this identification is vigorously disputed.

14 C. Claussen, “Meeting, Community, Synagogue — Different Frameworks of Ancient Jewish
Congregations in the Diaspora”, in B. Olsson, and M. Zetterholm (eds.) The Ancient Synagogue
from its Origins until 200 CE, Coniectanea Biblica New Testament Series 39, Almqvist & Wiskell
International, Stockholm (2003): 157.
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hypothesis, and other theories are possible but these rely on arguments from

% . A 5 147
silence or complex processes of which there is no evidence.

I. Nielsen (2005), notes that the period before the destruction of the temple in
Jerusalem is the least known in the synagogue’s history, but that there are some
preserved synagogues and written sources, such as the Theodotos inscription,
although the dating of that inscription is disputed. 148 Nielsen points out that the
absence of any reference to prayer is a glaring omission from the Theodotos
inscription.'® In Acts 6.9, there is a reference to a “synagogue of the freedmen”
in Jerusalem,'” but the term synagogue is more frequently applied to Galilee and
northern Palestine, where Jesus frequently preached.””’ Nielsen notes that seven
buildings have been identified as synagogues in Palestine in the pre-70 period.
These are at Gamla, Magdala, Capernaum and Chorazim (in Galilee) and Jericho,
Masada, and Herodium (in Judaea). The view of some scholars, mostly non-
archaeologists, according to Nielsen, is that none of these sites should be regarded
as proper [my emphasis] synagogues, but only as public buildings for assembly,
whereas she claims that most scholars accept all or most of these
identifications."> Nielsen opines that if a building for assembly is found in
Jewish surroundings, whether in a city-quarter, a palace area or a fortress, it is
likely to be a synagogue, since this was the form the Jewish communal building

took. When the Jerusalem temple was destroyed, holiness was gradually

"“7P. Richardson, “An Architectural Case for Synagogues as Associations”, in B. Olsson, and M.
Zetterholm (eds.) The Ancient Synagogue from its Origins until 200 CE, Coniectanea Biblica New
Testament Series 39, Almqvist & Wiskell International, Stockholm (2003): 113.

¥ . Nielsen, “Issues of Current Interest. Synagogue (synagoge) and Prayerhouse (proseuche):
The Relationship Between Jewish Religious Architecture in Palestine and the Diaspora”,
Hephaistos, 13: (2005): 74.

"*” Nielsen (2005): 74.

- THe ouvaywyfg The Aeyopévng ALPeptivwv.

13! See footnote 38 above.

152 Nielsen (2005): 74.
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transferred to the synagogue, a process traceable both in the written and the
archaeological sources. 133 This is not supported in any way either in the literary
evidence or material record. Nielsen does not address the problems with the
dating of the buildings at Capernaum and Chorazin, neither of which provides

evidence for a pre-70 public building, let alone for a synagogue.

Conclusions

Thus, the main positions of scholarship on the subject of early synagogues to dat:
and the nagging problem that the problem of the gap between theoretical modern
constructions, the ancient literature and the archaeological evidence, cannot be
resolved. This is not the only problem: while purporting to write about the
identification of early synagogues, many scholars survey what has already been
written in general terms and apply it to specific sites, a practice that is potentially
(and in some cases actually) damaging to the process of identification, as will be

clear in the five case studies.

The field of synagogue studies continues to grow apace, with material from
archaeological excavations, secondary studies, and from increasingly refined
methodological approaches. The earlier and simplistic model of chronologically
linked and overlapping types promoted by Goodenough and Avi-Yonah in the
early years and others has been overtaken by the intricate and multifaceted
approaches of modern scholarship, which take a more technical and scientific

approach to the archaeology as well as an increasingly critical approach to the

133 Nielsen (2005): 74.
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ancien: scources, including the Hebrew Bible, the New Testament, the works of

Josephus: and Philo, and the rabbinical literature.'>*

Unfortuniately, while these new methods are being used to make new
identifications, they are not being used to analyse those identifications already
made (swch as Delos, Jericho, Herodium, Masada and Gamla, the five case studies
herein). Thus we have a situation where the early identifications are still being
used to shore up subsequent identifications, thereby weaving old errors and
presumptions into the new work being done. As against the increasingly
numerous claims of early foundations, only three sources (Josephus, Philo and the
New Testament) refer to pre-70 CE synagogues and/or proseuchai, and the
terminology is not used in the same way throughout the sources, as we have seen.
Moreover, in the Hebrew Bible (including First and Second Maccabees, Tobit and
Ben Sira), throughout all known extra-biblical pseudepigrapha, in texts such as
the Hellenistic Letter of Aristeas, in all of the apocalyptic literature and in the

Qumran texts, there remains a deafening and lengthy silence on the subject of the

synagogue.'>

No physical site has yet been matched to any of the epigraphical or literary or
other evidential material for pre-70 CE synagogues in the land of Israel. And,
almost without exception, assumptions about early synagogues are made based on
the identifications of Delos, Jericho, Herodium, Masada and Gamla, and
commonalities between their architecture and synagogues from later periods.
Moreover, the model of the synagogue as a multi-purpose public building,

whether in the Graeco-Roman diaspora or the land of Israel, is unhelpful and

134 Levine (2000): 13.
15 Flesher (1995): 30-1; Grabbe (1995): 20.

49



allows for a plethora of public buildings to be identified as synagogues without

any requirement for supporting evidence.

While theory and speculation is useful in the discussion of what a first century
synagogue might have been and how it might have functioned; too much has been
made too often of too little archaeological and other evidence, resulting in the
development of complex accounts and descriptions of the function and layout of
specific first century and earlier synagogues without unambiguous evidential
support. The problem with the definition of what the early synagogue might have
been is bound up in the fact that many of the arguments are circular. Thus,
because the structures at Masada, Herodium, Gamla and Delos are assumed to be
synagogues — that is what we should be looking for in an early synagogue. This
naturally creates problems and inconsistencies. This argument will be clearly

borne out by the evidence presented in the case studies that follow.
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CHAPTER 2

Delos

Figure 1 — The Cycladic Islands
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Introduction

The identification of a synagogue on Delos has been problematic ever since it was
first made in 1913 because while there is some evidence relating to Jews and/or
Samaritans on Delos not one single piece of it refers to a synagogue or association
house. When we come to look at the material relating to how a building on this
tiny Greek island came to be identified as a synagogue, we find a surprisingly
large gap between what was originally proposed — and widely accepted — and
what has been found. To this day, scholarship continues to build upon the original
and quite erroneous identification. The building with which we are here

concerned, GD 80, lies on the northeastern shoreline of the Greek island of Delos,
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in the Bay of Gournia, outside the town walls. It stands in the area just east of the

stadium and northeast of the gymnasium (Figure 2 below).

Figure 2 — Delos in context
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It is important to note that there is nothing in the structure of GD 80 that is
specifically Jewish in nature, although I am always mindful of Levine’s comment
that Jews and Jewish architecture have always been influenced by local material

culture.'*®

History of Delos

Delos is a small island in the Cyclades, measuring just 5 km north to south and 1.3
km east to west (see Figures 1 & 2 above). The mythological birthplace of the
gods Apollo and Artemis, it was a major cultic centre, and is mentioned in

Homer’s Odyssey (6.160-169) and in Homeric Hymn 3 to Apollo."’

136 L evine (1982): 6; L.I. Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity. Conflict or Confluence?,

University of Washington Press, Seattle & London (1998): 23; Levine (2000): 581.

7M. Crudden, The Homeric Hymns, (Hymn 3 to Apollo) Oxford University Press (2001): 23-42.
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Delos arrived at its prominent political and economic status almost by default.
According to Thucydides (Peloponnesian Wars, 1.96.2; 6.76.3), the Persian
emperor Xerxes had razed the Athenian sanctuaries during raids into mainland
Greece. In 478 BCE, the Greek city states responded by forming a defensive
alliance funded by its member states. To avoid the danger of any one of the city
states becoming too powerful, the Athenian-controlled island of Delos was chosen
to hold the treasury of what came to be known as the Delian League. Delos
became a hub of commercial, military, maritime trading and slaving activity (the
main slave markets were at Rhodes, Delos and Crete) whilst continuing to be a
major cultic centre.'”® Delos became independent from Athens in 314 BCE and,
when the Delian League was finally dissolved in the mid-third century BCE, its

5 . . e ; 9
independence continued, along with its economic boom. "

Later, after it came under Roman rule, Athens lobbied the Roman Senate for the
return of some of its erstwhile territories. In 166 BCE, the Roman Senate returned
Delos to Athenian control and it was made a cleruchy of Athens.'® To
accommodate this, Delian citizens were exiled and their land turned over to the
colonists. Even so, people still flocked to Delos from all over the Aegean, many

establishing businesses, cults and associations on the island.'®!

The downside of being a thriving and strategically placed cultic, trade and slaving
centre was that Delos was often caught between warring factions vying for control

of the Aegean. During the first Mithridatic war (88-84 BCE), Delos was raided

'8 . de Souza, Piracy in the Graeco-Roman World, Cambridge University Press, UK (1999): 61.
159 de Souza (1999): 61.

1% A colony of military veterans, given land as a settlement.

'! B.H. McLean, “The Place of Cult in Voluntary Associations and Christian Churches on Delos”,
in J.S. Kloppenborg and S.G. Wilson (eds.), Voluntary Association in the Graeco-Roman World,
London, Routledge (1996), 189.
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by Menophaneses, one of Mithridates Eupator’s generals. According to Pausanias
(Description of Greece, 3.23.2) and Appian (Mithridateios 28), some 20,000 of
the island’s inhabitants were slaughtered during that incursion. There was a
further major destruction during the second Mithridatic war (83—81 BCE), and
another (led by the pirate Athenodoros) during the third Mithridatic war (74—63
BCE).'®® The problem of piracy in the Aegean was so widespread that Cicero
complained to the Roman Senate in 66 BCE, saying that the friends, allies and
subjects of Rome had been at the mercy of pirates until Pompey finally drove
them away. In 69 BCE, Gaius Triarius, Legate to the Roman Consul Lucullus,
repaired some of the damage and built a defensive wall round the town centre of

163
Delos.

By the mid-first century BCE, the rise of other trading centres (such as Puteoli
and Ostia in Italy), as well as the constant raids and destructions, had taken their
toll, and trade routes had altered to accommodate these changes, pushing Delos
further outside the commercial loop until eventually it was in such decline that
Athens did not even bother sending its official representatives to the island, and
the priest of Apollo on Delos left to live in Athens, only returning for the

traditional annual ceremonial sacrifice of twelve animals.'®

The decline continued apace and in the second century CE, the philhellenic
Emperor Hadrian’s attempt to revive the old Delian festivals was unsuccessful.
By then, according to Pausanias (8.33.2), the island was already very sparsely

inhabited.'®® The agricultural land in the southern part of Delos continued to be

192 de Souza (1999): 162-3; McLean (1996): 188.
19 de Souza (1999): 162-3.

1% McLean (1996): 189.

1% McLean (1996): 189.
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cultivated until the last person left, probably during the fifth century CE.'*

History of the excavations

The Ecole francaise d’Athénes commenced excavations on Delos in 1873.
Between 1904 and 1914, much of the island was excavated. There were further
extensive excavations between 1958 and 1975. The Ecole francaise d’Athénes
continues to run excavations on the island in conjunction with the Cycladic
Ephoreia (the governing body for archaeological excavations, museums and
conservation in the Cycladic Islands), and it maintains a permanent presence
there'®’. All structures on the island will be referred to according to their
designations in Bruneau and Ducat’s seminal guide to the excavations on Delos,
the Guide de Délos, and 1 will refer to all inscriptions found on the island
according to their designations in the collections of inscriptions from Delos, the
Inscriptions de Délos (1ID). Using this format, the building known as the

synagogue is GD 80 (see Figure 3 below).

Identification of the synagogue (GD 80)

It was André Plassart of the Ecole francaise d’Athénes who, during the
excavations of 1912 and 1913, identified GD 80 as a synagogue. His
identification relied on six inscriptions. Rather astonishingly, the principal
inscription, around which the entire identification was made, was found not in GD

80, but rather some 90 m north of it, in a complex of residential buildings on the

'% In conversation with Michelé Brunet in October 2003, discussing the extent of agriculture on
Delos until its abandonment. See M. Brunet, “Contribution a I'histoire rurale de Délos aux
époques classique et hellénistique”, BCH 114:2 (1990) 669-682, which looks at aspects of the
countryside of Delos and its historic cultivation.

' The Ecole francaise d’ Athénes maintain a number of houses on the island for the purpose of
accommodating their archaeologists during the digging seasons and I am most grateful to their
Director of Studies, Michele Brunet for arranging to open one of their dig houses for me, and to
Panayotis Chatzidakis of the 21st Ephoreia of Prehistoric and Classic Antiquities, for giving me
permission to stay overnight on the island in October of 2003.
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east side of the stadium district, and was not associated with GD 80 until some
time later. This inscription, ID 2329, contained the donor names Agathokles and
Lysimachos and the word proseuche which, Plassart said, referred to a Jewish

‘house of prayer’ or ‘synagogue’.168

Plassart’s other five inscriptions were found scattered around GD 80, and among
those was one which contained one of the donor names found in ID 2329 above.
Three of the inscriptions contained the epithet Theo Hypsisto (‘god most high’),

and one contained the epithet Hypsisto (‘most high’). Plassart’s final inscription

169

retained only two legible words, genomenos eleutheros (‘became free’).

Figure 3 — GD 80 (“the synagogue”) in context

In an article written in 1913, André Plassart laid out his argument that the use of
the epithets Hypsisto (“most high) or Theo Hypsisto (“god most high”) indicated a

religious tendency towards monotheism and therefore referred to the Jewish deity.

1% A Plassart, “La Synagogue juive de Délos” in Mélanges Holleaux, recueil de memoirs
concernant l'antiquité grecque, Picard: Paris (1913): 201-215; A. Plassart, “La synagogue juive de
Délos”, Revue Biblique: 23 (1914): 523-534.
19 André Plassart. “La Synagogue juive de Délos”, Revue Biblique: 23 (1914): 528.

56



However, in the same article, he noted that an inscription had recently been found
in Lydia, bearing the epithet Thea Hypsista, probably referring to the great mother
goddess of Asia Minor, and that other similar inscriptions had been found in
relation to the Thracian-Phrygian deity Dionysos-Sabazios and to the Syrian Zeus

of Heliopolis.'™

Thus, despite being aware of the non-Jewish uses of the term Theos Hypsistos,
and its application to different divinities, male and female, and despite the fact
that the inscription on which he was basing his argument was not found in GD 80
(see Figure 4 below), he proceeded to use it as proof that GD 80 was a synagogue.
According to his argument, since the word proseuche signified a later Jewish use
and context, he associated the proseuche and Lysimachos inscriptions with one
another. Combining the use of Theos Hypsistos and Hypsistos in the other
inscriptions, and looking at the configuration of the furnishings of the building

(arguing that it was similar to later synagogues) Plassart declared GD 80 to be a

synagogue' .

However, as we shall see, the word proseuche in the context in which André
Plassart found it refers to the fulfilment of a prayer or votive offering, not to a
building and, indeed, possibly not to a Jewish context at all. Moreover, the
occurrences of the names Lysimachos and Agathokles are entirely coincidental
and the arguments relating to the form, style, furnishings and artefacts found in
GD 80 are irrelevant to its identification as a synagogue. In short, there are no

compelling reasons to consider GD 80 a synagogue.

0 Plassart (1914): 529.
! Plassart (1914): 528-529.
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The ancient sources

There is very little literary evidence relating to Jews on Delos and while what
does exist is useful in establishing the presence of Jews in the region, it does not
allude to the existence of a synagogue or indeed to any specifically Jewish
physical structure on Delos. The earliest reference to Jews on Delos is found in
the first book of Maccabees and incorporates a letter from Lucius, a Roman

consul:

Then Numenius and his companions arrived from Rome, with letters to the kings
and countries, in which the following was written: ‘Lucius, consul of the Romans, to
King Ptolemy, greetings. The envoys of the Jews have come to us as our friends and
allies to renew our ancient friendship and alliance. They had been sent by the high
priest Simon and by the Jewish people and have brought a gold shield weighing one
thousand minas. We therefore have decided to write to the kings and countries that
they should not seek their harm or make war against them and their cities and their
country, or make alliance with those who war against them. And it has seemed good
to us to accept the shield from them. Therefore if any scoundrels have fled to you
from their country, hand them over to the high priest Simon, so that he may punish
them according to their law.” The consul wrote the same thing to King Demetrius
and to Attalus and Ariarathes and Arsaces, and to all the countries, and to
Sampsames, and to the Spartans, and to Delos, and to Myndos, and to Sicyon, and to
Caria, and to Samos, and to Pamphylia, and to Lycia, and to Halicarnassus, and to
Rhodes, and to Phaselis, and to Cos, and to Side, and to Aradus and Gortyna and
Cnidus and Cyprus and Cyrene. They also sent a copy of these things to the high
priest Simon.

(1 Maccabees 15.15-23)

In this passage, the Jews, through the High Priest Simon, have made an offering to
the Romans of a valuable shield in return for which the Romans have renewed an
old alliance and offered their protection. There is an ongoing debate concerning
the chronology of this text, but it is not relevant here'”. While this text is useful
in that it suggests that the Delians may have had some interaction with Jews, it
may be that because we have already assumed that there are Jews on the island,

we see the text as confirming their presence there. This has the potential of

172 For the essentials of the debate on the chronology, see J.A. Goldstein, / Maccabees, Doubleday

and Company, Inc, New York (1976) and J.R. Bartlett, / Maccabees, Sheffield Academic Press,
Sheffield, (1998).
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becoming an entirely circular argument. What the text actually says is that the
Romans have renewed their friendship with the Jews, via a delegation sent to
Rome by the high priest Simon, as a consequence of which Rome asked its allies
to hand over to the Jewish authorities those who harassed the Jews and
‘scoundrels’ who, having made war against the Jews, fled to the locations listed in
the letter. Notably, there is no mention of Jews on Delos, or of any Jewish

buildings, houses or associations.

The second text is Josephus’s account of the same event. There are variables in
this version in that Josephus identifies the Lucius mentioned in the 1 Maccabees
passage as the praetor Lucius Valerius, and the island of Delos is not mentioned at

all. The chronological context of this passage is also disputed.'”

Lucius Valerius, son of Lucius the praetor, consulted with the senate on the Ides of
December in the Temple of Concord. And at the writing of the decree there were
present Lucius Coponius, son of Lucius, of the Colline tribe, and Papirius of the
Quirine tribe. Whereas Alexander, son of Jason. Numenius, son of Antiochus, and
Alexander, son of Dorotheus, envoys of the Jews and worthy men and allies, have
discussed the matter of renewing the relation of goodwill and friendship which they
formerly maintained with the Romans, and have brought as a token of the alliance a
golden shield worth fifty thousand gold pieces, and have asked that letters be given
them to the autonomous cities and kings in order that their country and ports may be
secure and suffer no harm, it has been decreed to form a relation of goodwill and
friendship with them and to provide them with all the things which they have
requested, and to accept the shield which they have brought.

(Josephus, AJ, 14.145-148)""*

While the text is very similar to the text of the Maccabees passage, there is no
reference whatsoever to Delos or, again, to the presence of Jews on Delos. Again,
past and modern scholarship has assumed that this text refers to Jews on Delos

because we presuppose that, because of its similarity to the passage at 1

73 Bartlett (1998): 93-94.

' Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, The Loeb Classical Library, translated by Ralph Marcus, London
and Massachusetts (1943).
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Maccabees 15, it must be so. Again, the text actually only notes the renewal of
Roman-Jewish friendship and the request made by a Jewish delegation that Jews

not be harassed in the autonomous ports and cities of the Mediterranean.

The third text is the most interesting and most substantial. Again, it comes to us
via Josephus, in the form of a letter dealing specifically with the Jews of Delos.

This text is thought to date to about the middle of the first century BCE.

Julius Gaius, Praetor, Consul of the Romans, to the magistrates, council and people
of Parium, greeting. The Jews in Delos and some of the neighbouring Jews, some of
your envoys also being present, have appealed to me and declared that you are
preventing them by statute from observing their national customs and sacred rites.
Now it displeases me that such statutes should be made against our friends and allies
and that they should be forbidden to live in accordance with their customs and to
contribute money to common meals and sacred rites, for this they are not forbidden
to do even in Rome. For example, Gaius Caesar, our consular praetor, by edict
forbade religious societies to assemble in the city, but these people alone he did not
forbid to do so or to collect contributions or to hold common meals. Similarly do I
forbid other religious societies but permit these people alone to assemble and feast
in accordance with their native customs and ordinances. And if you have made any
statutes against our friends and allies, you will do well to revoke them because of
their worthy deeds on our behalf and their goodwill towards us.

(Josephus, 4J 14.213-216)'"

According to this text, at some point in the middle of the first century BCE, the
Jews of Delos (and other Jews) were being prevented by the magistrates, council
and people of Parium from observing their national customs and sacred rites.
They were not being allowed to meet for religious purposes, to collect religious
tithes or to pay for common meals, or to assemble, even though assembly by
religious societies in Rome had been forbidden, except for the Jews who were not
forbidden ...70 do so or to collect contributions or to hold common meals. The
letter asked that the religious prohibitions against the Jews of Delos (and other

neighbouring Jews) be revoked.

175 Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, Books XII-XIV, The Loeb Classical Library, translated by Ralph
Marcus, London, William Heinemann Ltd and Harvard University Press, Massachusetts: 1943).
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We can hypothesise, based on this letter, that the Jews on Delos (and some of the
neighbouring Jews) were for some time not permitted the same privileges as Jews
in Rome. Thus, at the time of this letter, the Jews at Rome could assemble, collect
contributions and hold common meals, but the Jews on Delos (and some of the
neighbouring Jews) could not. Apart from any other interpretation of the text, it
does not suggest that the Jews on Delos were in a position to have had a
physically identifiable synagogue or other communal building to use for their
traditional practices, given that those practices were forbidden by the magistrates,
council and people of Parium. It is evident that for at least some unknown time
there was a statute of some sort in place forbidding Jews to live in accordance
with their native customs, to assemble and to contribute money to communal
meals and sacred rites, and it is apposite to note that the prohibition against Jewish
practices mentioned in it relates to precisely the period when GD 80 is said to

have functioned as a synagogue, that is from the middle of the first century BCE.

Despite these problems and despite the lack of corroborating evidence, Plassart
used the foregoing passage as support for his identification of GD 80 as a
synagogue. He said that the text ‘undertook to repeal the decree’ by which the
Jews had been forbidden from observing their ancient customs and, in particular,
from organising communal meals that would have taken place ‘in the vast
premises of the synagogue’.'”® While it is possible that the appeal by Josephus
presupposed tat the Jews on Delos had the facilities to practise common worship,
which practise had been prohibited by decree, there is no evidence to suggest that

GD 80 functioned as such a facility.

176 plassart (1914): 529.
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There is not one shred of evidence connecting GD 80 with a reading of the letter
about the Delian Jews in Josephus other than Plassart’s original assumption
(based on his association of the inscriptions mentioned above and discussed in

more detail below) that it was a synagogue.

The foregoing passage in Josephus does not allude to a synagogue or house being
used as a synagogue, and then being prevented from being used as a synagogue.
Indeed, it only says that Jews on Delos (and other neighbouring Jews) were being
prevented from following their traditional practices and that the Romans thought
it desirable that this should change, in line with Roman administrative leniency

relative to Jews.

At best, therefore, we have one direct reference to Jews on Delos (and other
neighbouring Jews; either on the island or elsewhere in the region either in the
Cyclades or the Dodecanese, or even Aegina, Crete, Rhodes or Cyprus; and not
necessarily on Delos at all), in the first century BCE, suggesting that they were,
for some unknown period of time, prevented from following their traditional

practices.

As this text provides the only clear reference we have to the presence of Jews on
the island of Delos, it must be examined in that context. So, what we do have is
what appears to be a reliable and plausible reference to the presence of Jews on
the island of Delos, albeit one that is wholly dependent on Josephus. What we do
not have is a reference to a synagogue or association house or community

building of the Jews on Delos.
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Figure 4 — GD 80 (its environs and where the inscriptions were found)
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The Plassart Inscriptions

As stated above, Plassart’s evidence for the identification of GD 80 as a
synagogue consisted of six inscriptions. The principal inscription was found in
house IIA of GD 79 in the densely packed residential area, some 90 m northwest

of GD 80 (see Figure 4 above).

Inscription 1 (ID 2329)
AY0B0KANG kot AVoLoryog et Tpooevyn'

(“Agathokles and Lysimachos for an offering/prayer”)'’®

This inscription is the one on which Plassart based his identification of GD 80 as a
synagogue. It is notable that ID 2329 was, however, found in the cistern of house
ITA of GD 79 beside the stadium, about 90 m northwest of GD 80 (see Figure 4

above). This inscription has been dated to around the first century BCE and is

7P, Roussel & M. Launey, Inscriptions de Délos. Decrets Postérieurs A 166 AV. J.-C. (Nos.
1497-1524). Dédicaces Postérieures A 166 AV. J.-C. (Nos. 1525-2219), Librairie Ancienne
Honoré Champion, Paris (1937a): 295; Plassart (1913): 205.

'8 My translation.
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carved on a plain rectangular marble stele with a cut on the top side containing the

remnants of a lead fixing, indicating it held a statue or some other votive offering.

Figure 4a — ID 2329 (front and top views)'”

The presence of the lead fixing for a votive offering is some support for the
argument that this inscription may not be a Jewish one. It is also support for the
argument that if /D 2329 was indeed a Jewish inscription, then whatever was
affixed to the top of the stele was what was being offered.'® Moreover, as there is
no definite article used in the wording of the inscription, it is plausible that the
words €71 tpooevyn (in this context) may not refer to a building at all and should
be translated as reading ‘for an offering’ or simply as a ‘prayer’ (in the sense that
a prayer to a deity is always an offering) and not ‘for the synagogue’ (as Plassart
translated it in his 1913 article) and as others have continued to do."8! Itis, of
course, possible that the inscription does indeed refer to a physical structure and
that the standards of Greek used in literary writing simply cannot or should not be

applied to the inscribing of dedicatory inscriptions.

1 W. Déonna, Le Mobilier délien, Délos, Paris: De Boccard, 1938 (pages unnumbered).
180 possibly a model of a decorative vase or urn of a standard type.
181 plassart (1913): 205.
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ID 2329 contained the names Agathokles and Lysimachos and the word proseuche
which, Plassart said, referred to a Jewish ‘house of prayer’ or ‘synagogue’ (and
following Plassart most scholars have agreed with this interpretation).'®* On the
basis of his presumption that ID 2329 indicated the existence of a synagogue,
Plassart identified the two names listed on it as Jewish.'®®> However, in addition,
to the presence of those two names on ID 2329, there other contemporary
instances of the name Agathokles from Delos, including one from the Agora of the
Competalists (ID 1760);'** one from the Portico of Antigone (ID 1965);'** one
from a list of donors and subscribers found in and belonging to Sarapeion C (ID
2618);'* one from an Ephebium list (ID 2598):"* one on a decree of the Athenian

cleruchy in honour of the musician Amphikles (ID 1497)'*; and one on a white

marble stele found in the Sanctuary of the Syrians (ID 2263).'%

Inscription 2 (ID 2328)

AVO0LY0C VITEP £AVTOV Oem YPr10To yapLotnotov'

(“Lysimachos for himself [to] God Most High [for a] votive/thank-offering”)'!
ID 2328 is carved on a small piece of white marble. It was found lying at the foot
of a wall in GD 80. This inscription is also dated to the first century BCE. It was

the use of the name Lysimachos in this inscription that caused Plassart to associate

82 Roussel & Launey (1937a): 295; Plassart (1913): 205.

'83 p M. Fraser and E. Matthews (eds.). Lexicon of Greek Personal Names: Volume I: The Aegean
Islands, Clarendon Press, New York, Oxford University Press (1987).

" Roussel & Launey (1937a): 119.

18 Roussel & Launey (1937a): 188.

%6 p_ Roussel & M. Launey, Inscriptions de Délos. Dédicaces Postérieures A 166 AV. J.-C. (Nos.
2220-2528). Textes Divers, Listes et Catalogues, Fragments Divers Postérieurs A 166 AV. J.-C.
(Nos. 2529-2879), Librairie Ancienne Honoré¢ Champion, Paris (1937b): 395.

""" Roussel & Launey (1937b): 374.

'8 Roussel & Launey (1937a): 1.

'8 Roussel & Launey (1937b): 78.

19 Roussel & Launey (1937b): 295; Plassart (1913): 205, n.2; Plassart (1914): 527, n.2.

"I My translation.
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IDs 2329 and 2328 together, resulting in the identification of GD 80 as a

synagogue.

Again, there are other contemporary inscriptions from Delos containing the name
Lysimachos. The name appears on ID 1764,"* relating to the Association of

Competalists and on ID 2616,'” a list of donors and subscribers to Sarapeion C.

The fact that the names Lysimachos and Agathokles both appear in lists of donors
and subscribers to Sarapeion C is interesting, and it is well worth mentioning here
that the internal configuration of GD 80 (our supposed synagogue), GD 91
(Sarapeion A) and GD 100 (Sarapeion C) is very similar — with benches placed
around the internal walls (we will return to this point in the discussion of the

archaeological evidence below).

Inscription 3 (ID 2330)
Acwdikn Oeml YYrotwL 0mbesa tang v ovtov Hopasmorg evyny'

(“Laodike [to] God Most High for healing him of his infirmities, an offering”)'*

ID 2330 is carved on a rectangular base of white marble. It was found in GD 80,
and has been dated to around 108/107 BCE. It is an inscription in the style of a

Greek votive rather than a Jewish dedication.

The name Laodike is identified in the LPGN as possibly being Jewish, but this is

again on the basis of Plassart’s identification. There is one other instance of the

12 Roussel & Launey (1937a): 122.

193 Roussel & Launey (1937b): 389.

19 Roussel & Launey (1937b): 296; Plassart (1913): 205, n.3; Plassart (1914): 527.
19 My translation.

66



name Laodike from Delos, ID 2628,""® among a list of donor and subscriber
names on a marble plaque, which was discovered in the Theatre of the Syrian

Sanctuary.

Inscription 4 (ID 2331)
Zwoog Topog Ocm YProtw eoynv'®’

(“Zozas of Paros [to] God Most High, an offering”)'*®

ID 2331 was found on a bench in the western side of room A in GD 80. It is
carved on a small base of white marble, Plassart described it as ‘slightly pyramid-

shaped’, but it is actually in the shape of a horned altar.

Figure 4b — ID 2331'”

This inscription has been dated to the first century BCE, and the name Zozas is
identified in the LGPN as possibly belonging to a manumitted slave, but not

specifically identified as a Jewish name. The style of this base and that of ID

1% Roussel & Launey (1937b): 401-2.

"7 Roussel & Launey (1937b): 296; Plassart (1913): 205, n.4; Plassart (1914): 527.

1% My translation.

99 W. Déonna, Le Mobilier délien, Délos, Paris: De Boccard, 1938 (pages unnumbered).
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2328 is very similar, and there are many examples of this type of inscribed base

all over Delos itself (and indeed all over the ancient Near East).

There was no other instance of the name Zozas in the ID. However, there are
other instances of the name Zozas in the context of the first rebellion against
Rome in Josephus (BJ 4.235; 5.249; 6.92; 6.148; and 6.380), and all the
references are to the same person: one James, son of Sosas, an Idumaean general
who mustered forces to march on Jerusalem in support of the Zealot faction. This
could be support for a Jewish identification of ID 2331, although it is not an
association Plassart or any other following scholar made and, of course, it could

be entirely coincidental and/or unrelated.

Inscription 5 (ID 2332)
Y1o1o evyiv Mapko?®

(“Most High [from] Markia”)*""

ID 2332 was found on a bench in the west of room A in GD 80. It is carved on a
small, white marble base and dates to the first century BCE. The name Markia is
again identified as Jewish in the LGPN on the basis of Plassart’s identification. It

is the only instance of this name on an inscription from Delos.

Inscription 6 (ID 2333)

vevouevog erevBepoc’?

(“... became free”)**

200 Roussel & Launey (1937b): 296; Plassart (1913): 206, n.5; Plassart (1914): 528.
2" My translation.
292 Roussel & Launey (1937b): 296; Plassart (1913): 206, n.6; Plassart (1914): 528, n.6.
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ID 2333 is carved on a small rectangular base of white marble and was found in
GD 80. The marble is very badly damaged and only those two words can be
made out. Given the position of Delos as one of the main Aegean centres of the
slave trade, it is hardly surprising to find that there are inscriptions relating to the
freeing of slaves found there. Furthermore, there were other inscription bases
found in GD 80 which neither Plassart nor subsequent scholars have chosen to
mention, and whose texts are illegible.204 It 1s evident, thus, that other than its
proximity to the other four inscription bases found in GD 80 (and the one found
some 90 m away in the stadium district) and discussed by Plassart, there is
nothing Jewish about ID 2333 and it is merely Plassart’s association of the

inscriptions that has linked it with the others.

It becomes clear, when looked at in the light of all of the foregoing, that the
inscriptions used by Plassart to identify GD 80 as a synagogue are unrelated.
They, like many of the other pieces of marble on the island have ended up
together in building GD 80 where there is a lime kiln (for melting down marble to
make lime), and we will return to this point below in the discussion of the

archaeological remains.

However, there are two further inscriptions which are very interesting indeed:

The Samaritan Inscriptions

In 1979, two inscriptions were found by Philippe Fraisse of the Ecole francaise

d’Atheénes. These two inscriptions are the only specifically Jewish (Samaritan)

o My translation.

2% Specifically, two small inscription bases whose texts are illegible. See W. Déonna, Le Mobilier
délien, Délos, Paris: De Boccard (1938) P1. CXII, photographs 969 and 970 (the pages are
unnumbered)

69



pieces of material found on the island. They were both found in an unexcavated
area just beneath current ground level, where they had fallen from the exterior

wall onto which they had apparently been fixed, near the shoreline about 100 m

north of GD 80. Both inscriptions are written in Greek, and both are dedicated by

the ‘Israelites who offer to Holy Argarizein’ (presumably Mount Gerizim in

Samaria).

These two inscriptions do provide evidence of Samaritans on the island. It is
possible that if there were a Samaritan (or Jewish) community on Delos that it
came there in the same way as the other multinational migrants, to benefit from
the free trade status of Delos and to deal in merchandise and slaves from around

the Mediterranean region.

Unfortunately, other than these two inscriptions, there is no literary,
archaeological or epigraphic evidence to tell us anything about Samaritans on
Delos. Of course, it is possible to theorise, based on the inscriptions and on the
passage in Josephus (4J 14.213-216) above, that the references to the Jews on
Delos could relate to Samaritans and that the building from which the two

inscriptions came could have been a Samaritan synagogue.

Samaritan Inscription 1

Ot ev Anhw Iopaghertol o
QTTOPYOUEVOL E1G 1IEPOV
Apyapllew otepavovoLy
YOVO® OTEPAW ZAPOTTUVVOL
Iaoovog Kvmolov gvgpyeotag

EVEKEV TNG £1C E0VTOVC

293 philippe Bruneau, “Les Israélites de Délos et la juiverie délienne”, in Bulletin de
Correspondence Hellénique, 106 (1982): 469.
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(“The Israelites on Delos who make first-fruit offerings to Holy Argarizim crown

with a golden crown Sarapion son of Jason of Knossos for his benefactions on

their behalf,”)**

This inscription has been dated to somewhere between 150 and 50 BCE.*"" There
is substantial damage to the upper area of the stele, but it does not affect the
text.”” The inscription honours Sarapion (son of Jason of Knossos) for his
benefactions on behalf of the ‘Israelites on Delos’ but does not offer any details as
to the presence of a permanent community of Samaritans on the island, and it is
not clear whether the Sarapion honoured in the text is a Samaritan, Jew or pagan.
It does, however, identify the dedicators as ‘the Israelites on Delos’, which
certainly indicates a community of Israelites on the island, be it a temporary,

seasonal or permanent one.

Samaritan Inscription 2

[oponMTaL o1 atoPyoUeVOL €1G 1EPOV APYaOLLEWV
ETUNOOV VO.C. MeVLITIToV APTEULO®POV
HpoakAeLov avtov Kot Tovg £YYoVOUs 0uToL
KOTOLOKEVOOOVTA KO aVOOEVTA €K TV 1010V €T

mpoogvyn tov Be[ov] TON[-- - - - === - - ]
OAON KAITO[---- - KOl E0TEPAVWOUV] XOVO®
GTE[Po =YD R [~ === = o = - ]

KA ---

T - 209

(“[The] Israelites who make first-fruit offerings to holy Argarizim honour

Menippos, son of Artemidoros of Heraclea, himself as well as his descendants to

2% Bruneau (1982): 469.
27 Bruneau (1982): 469-474.
2% Bruneau (1982) : 474.
2% Bruneau (1982) : 471-474.
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have established and dedicated its expenses, for an offering/prayer [to God], [- - -

----land [----- ] and crowned it with a golden crown and [- - - i

The second Samaritan inscription is tentatively dated to between 250-175 BCE

and is carved onto a white marble stele.*'!

There is a great deal of damage to the
bottom portion of the text, with the second half of the text entirely missing. This
inscription refers to a donation of some unknown thing or act. It is unfortunate
that this second inscription, whose damaged portion probably contained the
details of the donation, has not survived intact and thus, unfortunately, the two
Samaritan inscriptions do not clear up the mystery for us. It is to be hoped that

the bottom fragment of the second inscription might at some point be found and

the text fully reconstructed so that we might at least know what was offered.

The second inscription is very similar to the first and honours Menippos (son of
Artemidoros of Heraclea) for his benefactions in establishing something
somewhere on Delos (perhaps the place where the stele fell to the ground and was
ultimately found), and again offers no clues as to the presence of a permanent
community of Samaritans on the island. Again, it is not clear whether the
Menippos of the text is a Samaritan or pagan himself. It is the ‘Israelites” who
honour Menippos, but unlike the first Samaritan inscription, the text of the second

inscription does not include the phrase ‘the Israelites of Delos .

The text of the second inscription has been interpreted on the basis that it must be
worded like the first. However, it is inscribed on a reused marble stele with an

earlier text blocked out and, as noted above, whoever inscribed the new text over

21° Bruneau (1982): 471-474.
21! Bruneau (1982): 469-474.
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the old did not include the words on Delos, although there is space to do so.
Nevertheless, Philippe Bruneau of the Ecole francaise d’ Athénes reconstructed it
as though it did contain that phrase and subsequent scholarship has followed
suit.>'? It is possible that this dedication, like the first, might relate to a
permanent, seasonal or even a non-resident donor or group of Samaritans, or to a
group who did not have the same legal status on Delos as those who dedicated the

first stele.

To add some further confusion to the translation and interpretation of the two
Samaritan inscriptions, Plassart’s initial translation of the phrase em tpoogvyn
(from ID 2329) as ‘for the synagogue’, has led to a number of scholars translating
the same phrase in the second Samaritan inscription in that way, leading them to
think that the building from which the Samaritan inscription came was a
synagogue. Moreover, Bruneau translated the phrase 7t poogvyn in the second
Samaritan inscription as ‘in ex-voto’ (for a vow/offering), whereas in relation to

ID 2329 he accepted Plassart’s reading of it as “for the synagogue’.2 -

In any event, the two Samaritan inscriptions provide at least some indication that
the texts referring to the Jews on Delos in Josephus and Maccabees might relate to
a permanent or seasonal community of Samaritans and possibly to the existence of
a building related to their presence there. The dating of the inscriptions is broad
(c. 250-50 BCE) and it could be that offerings were sent to Mount Gerizim while
the temple still stood there; or that offerings continued to be made and sent to

Samaria after the destruction of the temple. Or, indeed, it could be that the

> Bruneau (1982): 474.
213 L.M. White. “The Delos Synagogue Revisited: Recent Fieldwork in the Graeco-Roman
Diaspora”, Harvard Theological Review, 1987(80): 142.
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offerings, in whatever form they took, were made on Delos only, perhaps in the

form of votives.

In the light of the discovery of two Samaritan inscriptions, it has been suggested
that there were communities of both Jews and Samaritans on Delos, and that the
letter recorded in Josephus refers to both,”'* and it must be at least possible that
this is so. However, while the reference in Josephus (4J 14.213-216) to the ‘Jews
in Delos and some of the neighbouring Jews’ does indicate that there was more
than one Jewish community, in the area, it is possible that these ‘neighbouring
Jews’ may have been on other islands, either in the Cyclades or the Dodecanese or
indeed other larger islands in the region, such as Crete, Rhodes or Cyprus. Since
we know of the Jewish population on Delos only from Josephus, and of the
Samaritans only from the two Samaritan inscriptions, it is difficult to see how this
conundrum can be resolved without substantial excavations of the area

immediately east of the stadium.

Theos Hypsistos/Hypsistos

Writing in 1914, Plassart outlined his belief that the use of the epithets Hypsisto or
Theo Hypsisto (in the inscriptions found in GD 80) indicated ‘a tendency towards
monotheism’, and Jewish monotheism in particular.’> However, the inscriptions
that refer to Hypsistos may also refer to the Greek deity Zeus Hypsistos, whose
cult (a healing cult, and a more likely association given the physical form of the
inscription bases) also used these epithets to describe their chief deity. The
sanctuary of the cult of Zeus Hypsistos is located on Mt. Cynthus, less than 500 m

southwest of GD 80 (see Figure 3 above).

214 White (1987): 153.
215 plassart (1914): 529.
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Plassart only identified the names from the group of inscriptions he considered to
be related (see above) as being Jewish without looking at other occurrences of
those names on Delos. Additionally, as already stated, he noted an occurrence of
the term Thea Hypsista, which he acknowledged as referring to a Near Eastern
female deity, possibly the Great Goddess of Asia Minor.>'® Taking this together
with the recurrences of the names contained in the inscriptions, Plassart’s
argument is considerably and correctly diminished. Furthermore, the names on
the two Samaritan inscriptions may or may not be Jewish and could be the names
of non-Jewish Cretan donors. If, at some future point, it were possible to relate
the two names (Menippos and Jason) from Crete to a Jewish family there, it

would be a significant advance in the scholarship on the subject.

Writing in 1935, Belle Mazur noted that the style of the inscribed bases was
inconsistent with Jewish practice, in particular the proseuche and the Lysimachos
inscriptions which had lead fixings in place for votive offerings