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P R E F A C E  T O  V O L U M E S  V A N D  VI

I N  T H E  F I R S T  T H R E E  volum es o f this series w e review ed the d ata  o f  Jew ish  art 

(except for the O ld  T estam en t paintings o f  D ura) and saw  that they  presented a new  problem . 

Jew s had  borrow ed a vocab u lary  o f  p agan  sym bols w h ich  they  m ingled  w ith  their ow n  sym bols 

of m enorah , shofar, and  the rest in  such  a  w ay  as to m ake it seem  inevitab le  th at the p agan  sym bols 

w ere as m eaningfu l for the Jew s w ho used them  as w ere the Jew ish  ones. T h e  ph en om en on  was 

not local, for it appeared  w ith  am azing  uniform ity in  alm ost every place from  R o m e to M eso p o ­

tam ia  w here Jew ish  rem ains w ere found at all. I t was not a phenom enon  o f a few  p agan ized  Jew s  

or a sm all sect, for these sym bols appear not on ly  in  w id e geographical distribution, but on  alm ost 

all official Jew ish  structures, such  as synagogues and catacom bs. S ince m an y  o f the sym bols ap ­

pear also o n  am ulets w ith  Jew ish  d iv in e  or h u m an  nam es, am ulets w h ich  seem  for the m ost part 

m ade for Jew ish  use, there is strong suggestion  th at the form s had operative pow er and w ere not 

m ere decoration . T h e  conclusion  is thus beyon d  d eb ate  th at th is vocabulary  o f form s w as an  

in tegral part o f  the Ju d a ism  o f the R o m a n  w orld, th ou gh  at the end o f V o lu m e I II  I left op en  the  

question  o f w hether it w as m ore than  a decorative vocabulary.

T h e  p h en om en on , in  itself ind isputab le, raised the question  w hich  the first three volum es on ly  

defined as a problem : w h at this art, and  especia lly  the p agan  borrowings, im plied  for the Jew s  

w ho used it. A s a thesis I suggested in  those volum es that the borrow ed sym bols show ed the Jew s  

to h ave b een  d eep ly  affected  b y  the sort o f m ystic and eschatological hope w hich  the sam e sym bols 

in d icated  for paganism  and C hristianity. I  hoped  to g ive ev idence in  the later volum es to support 

this thesis. M y  m ore in te lligen t review ers took the attitude that w e should h ave to see in  these later  

volu m es w h eth er I m ade m y case. O thers, of course, a t once said w ith  finality  that I had  or had not 

d on e so.
T h e  first task in  appraising the art form s w as obviously  to see w hat light the literary sources 

o f the period could  g ive us. T here are a variety  o f  ancient Jew ish  writings, but v irtually  on ly  one  

b od y  o f  th em  com e from  the period w h en  m ost o f the designs w ere m ade. T h e  w ritings o f  Philo, 

as w ell as the bulk o f  the so-called  apocryphal and pseudepigraphical books, w ere apparently  

com posed  d u rin g  the first century before or the first century after Christ, w h ile the archeological 

m aterial suggests that the pub lic  use o f pagan  sym bols began  really  in  the second century and that 

m ost o f  the m aterial is from  the third to the fifth centuries. From  these centuries w e have a few  

Jew ish  m ystic docum ents, or references to such  docum ents, but none o f  them  is at all satisfactory  

for show ing the general trends o f  Ju d aism  in  the period. T h e  great docum ents— and a great 

literature they  truly constitu te— w ere w ritten by the rabbis. So true is this that m odern  Jew ish  

historians of the period h ave largely  described the Ju d aism  o f those years on  the basis o f rabbinic  

w ritings. 4

In  setting ou t to answer the question  put by the art rem ains, accordingly, I had  to begin  

V olu m e IV  by exam in in g  w h at the rabbis had had  to say on  the subject o f art. H ere w e at once  

m et w ith  d isappointm ent. A  few  rabbis had given grudging perm ission to m ake som e sorts o f art
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objccts, “ had not stopped th em ,” but the w hole w eight o f rabbinic ju d gm en t had  been  m u ch  

against artistic representations, and w e accordingly  had to conclude that the in itia tive  in  such  

borrow ing w ould  never h ave com e from  them  and that m ost o f  them  w ould  h ave th ou gh t it  

blasphem y.

O ur problem  is: W h at sort o f  Jew s could  have borrow ed these art form s— art form s, in d eed , 

especia lly  associated w ith  pagan gods and their cults— and w h y d id  Jew s w an t them ? W h en  w e  

try to exp la in  a m ovem ent in  history, w e are looking for the source o f in itia tive, not for passive  

observers. A nd  this, at m ost, is w hat the negative statem ents o f the rabbis, or their silences, w ou ld  

m ake them .

Furtherm ore the inscriptions show  that throughout the R o m a n  w orld, even  for th e  m ost part 

in  P alestine, the language o f Jew s was Greek (later, in  the W est, L atin ): th ey  h ad  lost H eb rew  

and A ram aic so early that the Septuagint had been  begu n  at least in  the m id d le  o f  the third  

ccntury b .c . T h e  rabbis had  recognized the necessity o f providing a second G reek translation  w hen  

the Christians appropriated  the Septuagint, but they  had  never m ade an y  a ttem p t to  translate  

their ow n  w ritings. T h e  talm udic life o f the Jew s o f  m edieval and m odern tim es w as possib le on ly  

through k n ow led ge o f H ebrew  and A ram aic. T h ese languages the Jew s o f the R o m a n  w orld  d id  

not have.

T here seem ed no reason to suppose, therefore, that the Jew s w h o  m ade the m on u m en ts m ust 

all have been guided  by the rabbis and their w ritings. Y et it is qu ite as unjustified to  ju m p  at once  

to P hilo , the apocrypha, and  the pseudepigrapha and to treat their ideas as au thoritative for these  

h idden  Jew s. T o  be sure, the w ritings o f Philo are at least in G reek, and  I am  sure th at th ey  are 

n ot so isolated from  the th inking o f other Jew s as m an y scholars insist w h o  do n ot like to  face their  

im plications for either Ju d aism  or C hristianity. But one o f m y m ost sym pathetic review ers said  

that I “ consider Philo  the principal teacher o f the hellen ized  Jew s throughout the G reco -R om an  

era. H is books, w ritten  in  Greek, w ere in  a  sense the scriptures o f  the literate h ellen ized  Jew s w h o  

derived their know ledge o f the B ible and  the L aw  from  his w orks.”

If  I am  g iv in g  that im pression I w ant earnestly to correct it. A s m y  p u b lica tion  continues, it 

w ill b e exp la ined  w hy I believe that Paul and the authors o f  the L etter to the H ebrew s and  o f the  

F ourth  G ospel can n ot be understood apart from  P hilon ic  conceptions, b u t I see n o  reason to  sup­

pose that any one o f the three had  ever read a line o f  P h ilo ’s w ritings. S im ilarly  the b ib lica l 

allegory o f Ju stin  M artyr is clearly P hilon ic, b u t I could  never b elieve  Ju stin  h ad  w orked w ith  

texts o f  Philo. I feel the sam e to be probably  true o f hellen ized  Jew s throughout the R o m a n  w orld. 

I turn to Philo because he is a palpab ly  existent product o f  hellen istic Ju d a ism  and b y  and  large  

excep t for the archeological m onum ents p alp ab ly  the on ly  one. B ut Philo  is the product o f  the  

h ellen ization  o f Jew s, not the creator. T here is not the slightest reason to  suppose that his w ritings 

w ere ever official for hellen ized  Jew s, and it is a great question  even  h ow  representative o f  them  

as a w h ole  P hilo  w as. C learly his w ritings can n ot be supposed to g ive us all the facets o f  the Jew ish  

th ought and life in  the G reco-R om an diaspora from  300 b .c . to a .d . 600 . T h e  life o f  business, 

fam ily  relations, synagogue organization  and worship, eth ical standards, the form s o f observing  

the S abbath  and  the Festivals— these are a very sm all num ber o f aspects o f  Jew ish  life about 

w h ich  P hilo  tells us alm ost noth ing, certain ly  noth ing  w hich  w e can  at once transfer to Jew s in  

R o m e and T unisia . A ctu ally  the m onum ents do not tell us about these things either, and any  

p icture o f  the Judaism  w hich  lay  behind the m onum ents m ust rem ain  largely  in com p lete . I f  I 

tried to answ er all the questions people w ould  like m e to answ er about these Jew s, and  that I 

should like to answer, I w ould  leave m y data, the archeological data , far b eh ind  indeed .

viii PREFACE



O n e o f m y m ost acute reviewers com plained  that, as he could  see it in the first three volum es, 

m y p icture o f hellen ized  Ju d aism  w as “ oversim plified .” T his is like pointing ou t that w e need iron  

for our civ iliza tion  and com p lain in g  that in  a copper m ine w e find on ly  copper. T h e  picture of 

Ju d aism  in  the G reco-R om an  w orld that finally  w ill em erge from  this study is still fluid in  m y ow n  

m ind , and  I shall a ttem p t to form ulate it on ly  w hen  I have com pleted  a study o f the m aterial and  

its im plications. B ut I w arn  the reader at once that from  a group o f sym bols prim arily  funerary  

and m ystical in  their origin  the w hole o f  the life o f these Jew s can  never be inferred. I f  I can  get  

on ly  copper from  this m ine, how ever, I propose to get all the copper possible. W e shall do this by  

using all the Jew ish  literary ev idence o f any kind that I can  control. I w arn the reader again  that 

the sym bols, them selves largely  borrow ed from  m ystic and funerary hellen ism  in  its later forms, 

w ill over and  again  find their m ost congen ia l association w ith  ideas in  hellen istic  Jew ish  sources. 

T his does not seem  strange to m e; but I hope it w ill not appear to the careful reader that I am  forc­

ing the m aterial in to  P h ilon ic  p igeonholes. It is on ly  that repeated ly  h e and  later Jew ish  m ystics 

w ill b e found saying things w hich  fit the m ystic and funerary sym bols.

T h e  process is like that o f fitting a form ula to a curvc. From  m an y experim ents in ballistics, 

for exam p le, one can  get a series o f dots representing w h at happens in  a gun  as on e increases the  

charge exp loded  w ith in  it. T h ese dots can be jo in ed  in a curve, and then the m ath em atician  sets 

to work to find ou t w h at kind o f m ath em atica l form ula w ill, w hen  p lotted , produce a sim ilar curve. 

In  that w ay the rough beg in n in g  o f a science o f ballistics, the physical law s o f the p h en om en a, can  

be first envisaged .

In  this study w e are sim ilarly at the crude beginnings, w ith  a b od y  o f d a ta  w e w an t to explain . 

W e m ust fit literary m aterial to it as w e can. It w ill be a great advance step if  another scholar can  

show  that I have ignored  a b ody o f rabbin ical m aterial w h ich  in spirit fits these m ystic-funerary  

borrow ings from  G reco-R om an  art better than  the m aterial w h ich  often seem s to  m e to be closest 

to it. But I h ave exam ined  the field extensively  en ou gh  to dou b t that such a b od y  o f m aterial exists 

w ithin  strictly rabbin ic tradition.

Som e o f m y Jew ish  review ers have protested against m y distinguish ing betw een  C abbalists 

and the rabbin ic tradition , and have pointed  out very properly that the C abbalists w ere all very  

observant h a lach ic— that is, legalistic—Jew s. W ith  this I agree fully, but m y sense o f the contrast 

betw een  C abbalism  and rabbinic tradition  proper is one I was taught by Jew s them selves. For 

although the Jew ish  m ystics have been lega lly  observant, m ost o f the legalistic rabbis have not 

been m ystics and have not liked m ysticism . W ith in  Judaism  the m ystic tradition  is as anom alous  

and as persistent as it is w ith in  C atholicism , w here the C hurch has canon ized  m an y  o f its m ystics 

but the parish priest and  local bishop have rarely encouraged m ysticism , or practised it. M ysticism  

and the cabbalistic  w ritings have just as rarely been standard train ing in  the Y cshivahs. Indeed , 

the very scholar w h o  in a review  protested that I had contrasted rabbinic and  m ystic Ju d aism  too  

strongly, h im self said exactly  w hat I had in m ind: “ W hat the R abbis opposed w ere the extrem es 

of m ysticism . T h ey  did not bestow  sainthood on m en w ho assum ed that they saw  visions or heard  

heavenly voiccs, or com m u n ed  w ith  the Infin ite, or sought escape from  life. T h ey  preferred to call 

those m en  saints w h o  sanctified the routine details o f  life, w ho retained respect for th e  h u m an  m ind  

in striving for the In fin ite .” T h is list o f m ystic activities and aspirations contains precisely  w h at I 

m eant in  saying that the rabbis as a w h ole  did not like m ysticism .

A  scholar has to talk about types o f religious experience, and the legalistic and m ystical types 

are, as types, q u ite  different. T h a t they  are m an y  tim es com bined  in ind ividuals is perfectly true. 

In the great m ajority o f  cases, how ever, these tw o are not com bined; indeed  m ost legalists regard
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m ystics w ith  disfavor. It is therefore interesting that in  Jew ish  literature it is for the m ost part the  

C abbalists a long w ith  the hellenists w hose “ curve” approxim ates the curve o f the d ata . O c ­

casionally  w e found that rabbinic tradition fitted the curve beautifu lly , as in  the rabbin ic in terpre­

tation  o f the sacrifice o f Isaac. But usually it is the m ystic literature w hich  fits it best.

From  all this w e return to the fact that a lthough  w e m ust expect m any things w hich  w e find  

in rabb in ic and m ystic literature to “ fit” the data, the “ curve” itself is a sim plification set b y  the  

archeological data  them selves. G eneralizations for the Ju d aism  o f the tim e as a w hole can be m ade  

from  any Jew ish  docum ents on ly  as they harm onize w ith  the archeological rem ains, since except  

for the B ible w e have not a single w ritten work that w e know  Jew s w ere then  universally  reading. 

W e know  that the Jew s o f the Em pire w ere loyal Jew s, liv in g  as observantly  as they could  b y  the  

Bible in  Greek translation and by local legal traditions, since otherw ise they  w ould  not so painstak­

ingly  have preserved their identity , built their synagogues, and buried on e another in graves 

m arked w ith  Jew ish  sym bols. But w ere they  loyal Jew s as Philo w as a loyal J ew , or as A kiba— or 

as the apocalyptists, or in still som e other sense?

T o  try to get an answer to such a question  from  the m onum ents w e had obviously  to go on  in  

V olu m e IV  to construct a m ethodology  o f studying sym bols in transition from  on e relig ion  to  

another. It was suggested that borrow ed sym bols keep a basic value, w hat w e should often  ca ll an  

em otional value. If a new  religion that takes in  foreign sym bols is to keep its id en tity  and  not 

sim ply m erge w ith  the other religion from  w hich  it borrows, it m ust reject the m yth ica l background  

in  terms o f w h ich  the old religion had explained  those values. T h e  new  religion  m ust g ive  th e  o ld  

sym bols a new  exp lanation— that is, a new  m ythologica l background and n om enclature from  its 

ow n store. A  reader beginn ing  w ith  these volum es should by all m eans go  back to read the second  

chapter o f V olum e IV , w here this m atter is m ore fu lly  expounded.

For the general task o f the present series o f volum es is to see h ow  far this hypothesis w ill help  

in  understanding the Ju d aism  expressed in the borrow ed sym bols. W e had  to b eg in , in  the rest o f  

V olu m e IV , by studying the sym bols on  graves, synagogues, and the like w hich  w ere not borrow ed  

at all but had  recognizably  been  taken from  Jew ish  cult: the candlestick  (m enorah), the T orah  

shrine and scroll, the ethrog and lu lab  from  T abernacles, the shofar or ram ’s horn from  the N ew  

Y ear and the D a y  o f A tonem ent, and a peculiar shovel, apparently  one for ashes or incense.

In  the present volum es w e are now  at last ready to consider the borrow ed sym bols them selves, 

and w e begin  w ith  sym bols o f food: fish, bread, and w ine. T h ese constitu te a transition  from  the  

sym bols o f the fourth volum e to those in  the volum es w hich  follow , for w h ile  the sym bols exam ined  

in  V o lu m e IV  are d istinctively  Jew ish  in  nature and origin, the sym bols w e shall study later are 

obvious invasions from  the outside, usually  from  G reco-R om an c iv ilization , especially  in  its 

eastern form s. B etw een  these stand the three sym bols w e consider here, food sym bols w h ich  in  

form  o f representation are borrowed but w hich  refer to com m on m aterials o f ea tin g  and drinking  

certain ly  not used by the Jew s for the first tim e at this period. T h e  question  o f this vo lu m e then is: 

W h y d id  Jew s suddenly  w ant to put sym bols o f fish, bread, and  especially  w in e on  their graves and  

synagogues, and w hat d id  they tell them selves and one another w h en  they  d id  so?

As I have tried to answer this question I have received help  from  m an y friends. M y  research  

assistants contributed  m uch  to the preparation o f these tw o volum es, ch iefly  M iss Beatrice G offe  

and M rs. C laude L opez. M rs. K atherine Sohler and m y w ife also took turns in  the work. As to 

h elp  I had from  other scholars, it is useless to rehearse all the nam es listed in  previous volum es, 

but I m ust again  m ention  m y colleagues in  the D epartm ents o f  Classics and o f the N ear East, and  

L eon  N em oy, o f the Y ale U niversity Library. W hen  w e w ere in  E gypt in 1951, everyone w as m ost
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helpfu l. I m ust nam e especia lly  A lexandre P iankoff as w ell as the staffs o f the E gyptian  M useum  

in  C airo and the C hicago H ouse in Luxor. Charles N im s, o f the latter group, spent days w ith  us in  

the T h eb a n  tom bs and the tem ples o f L uxor and K arnak. Pahor L abib , o f  the C optic M useum  

in O ld  C airo, sim ilarly devoted  him self to our interests. For this vo lum e and those w hich  w ill 

follow , M iss E d ith  Porada and the officers o f the P ierpont M organ Library h ave provided m any  

valu ab le photographs. I should  like again  to thank the Soncino  Press, L ondon, for perm ission to 

q uote from  their translations o f  H ebrew  texts; I h ave done so freely in these volum es. I am  also 
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FISH AND BREAD



C H A P T E R Ο N E

Creatures of the Sea

I T  H A S  L O N G  been the general assumption th a t the fish was a Christian symbol, 
to the point th a t almost any appearance of fish from the R om an world has usually 

been considered Christian. Although the existence of the fish as a symbol in paganism has 
been thoroughly understood by experts, only two scholars, to my knowledge, have sug­
gested th a t the fish m ight have been a symbol in Judaism  also.1 Yet the fish has appeared 
on m any of the m onum ents discussed in the previous volumes of this study, and, we shall 
see, it frequently reappears to the present in Jewish life. As a symbol we cannot consider 
it what I have called idiomatically Jewish, since nothing in the Jewish Bible suggests such 
a symbolic use of the fish.

A .  J E W I S H  R E P R E S E N T A T I O N S

X o c o m e  to any understanding of the possible m eaning of the fish in Judaism  we must 
first review its appearance on Jewish monuments of the period. Throughout we must 
consider not only the various kinds of genuine fish, but the dolphin, which is of course a 
mammal, and mythical sea monsters, since it will become clear tha t the symbolic values 
of all merge so closely tha t we can consider and discuss them  all as fish.

1. The Fish

W h e n  r e p r e s e n t e d  by Jews as a sign of the zodiac, the fish takes its usual place 
as Pisces. As such it is shown in the customary way as a pair of fishes, usually facing in 
opposite directions and often connected by a line which runs in an ogival curve from the 
mouth of one to tha t of the other.2 O f the signs of the zodiac, Pisces seems to have been 
especially im portant to Jews of the period, for it appears w ithout the other signs in the 
Catacomb V igna R andanin i a t Rom e,3 where the connecting cord is a garland which 
the fish hold between them ; a t the synagogue of Er-Rafid,4 carved as the fragm ent of a

1. Scheftelowitz, “ Fisch-Symbol” ; Eisler, figs. 515 (?), 640, 644.
“Fisch” ; Eisler, Orpheus, 221-225. 3. See III, figs. 742 (at left), 748 (at top); cf.

2. For fish in Jewish zodiacs see above, III, II, 19.
4. See III, fig. 541; cf. I, 211.



frieze which m ay or m ay not have included the other signs; and on two of the ceiling tiles 
a t the D ura synagogue, fig. i .5 Capricorn, represented as a sea goat, is the only zodiacal 
sign given similar prominence as an independent symbol.6

In  the synagogue a t Beth Alpha in Palestine a border surrounds the three m ain 
panels of the mosaic floor. In  this border are collected a large num ber of the symbols we 
are to discuss, including baskets of bread and fruit. Ju st above the T orah  shrine a t the 
top of the design stand two emblems, a bunch of grapes on a  vine a t the right, and a fish 
on the left.7 In  the mosaic, for special emphasis, the fish’s tongue is bright red.

The mosaic floor of the synagogue of H am m am  Lif in Tunisia reveals the most ar­
resting instances of the fish among the Jewish remains.8 There, beside a  flowery shore, is 
indicated a  sea in which swim a huge fish, a dolphin, and two ducks.9 From  the mouths 
of both the fish and the dolphin extend objects which seem to me clearly ropes by which 
they have been caught. Between the fish and the dolphin is a wheel w ith eight or nine 
spokes (drawings of the wheel differ). A t the top is a peculiar object which Biebel takes 
to be a conventionalized hand of God.10 H e has m ade the interesting suggestion th a t the 
whole scene represents creation; the sea, the dry land, the birds, the fishes, and the flowers. 
He has ignored, for this, the wheel, the ropes from the mouths of the fishes, and the fact 
th a t the “ dry land” w ith its little flowers is the “ mead of asphodel,” the form which fre­
quently represented in a rt the Elysian Fields, the Island of the Blessed—the heaven of 
antiquity .11 W e shall discuss the wheel with fish below.12

We recall th a t in the panel immediately beneath this scene peacocks confront each 
other on either side of a cup, from which w ater or wine spouts up in a fountain, and tha t 
a palm  tree w ith pendant fruit and a bird stand on either side beyond the peacocks. T he 
fish and dolphin with ropes from their mouths m ay be adaptations of some fishing scene, 
as in those we shall discuss shortly from Antioch, where Eros rides the back of a dolphin 
while he catches it w ith rod and line by the m outh.13 O r an O rpheus the Fisher m ay 
have originally been a t the other end of the line in the Jewish mosaic and been deliber­
ately cut out by later Jewish iconoclasts. Representations of seascapes with fish in the 
w ater are very common in the mosaics of N orth Africa, but although m any of them  show 
fishing scenes, I have found none in a form a t all comparable to this.14
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5. Courtesy of the Yale University Art Gallery; 
cf. Margaret Crosby in Rostovtzeff, Dura-Europos, 
V I, 386, and plate x l v i ,  3.

6. See below, p. 11.
7. See III, fig. 635.
8. See III, figs. 887 f., 897, 900. For discussion 

of the many problems presented by this synagogue 
see II, 89-100.

9. The symbolism of ducks will be discussed in 
Vol. V III.

10. “The Mosaics of Hammam Lif,” The Art 
Bulletin, X V III (1936), 551.

11. For the identity of the Elysian Fields with
the Island of the Blest in antiquity see Waser in

PW, V, 2470-2476. This place was considered 
abundantly fruitful, and always with delightful 
climate. The flowers seem to conflate this with the 
“mead of asphodel,” where the shades of heroes 
went: Odyssey, xi, 539; xx iv , 13; Homeric Hymn to 
Hermes, 221, 344; Wagler, in PW, II, 1730-1733. 
We saw a similar flowery field in the future world 
in III, fig. 842; cf. II, 46.

12. The wheel, with two fish, also appears on an 
inscription from Ravenna, which is dubiously 
Jewish; see below, n. 57. On the combination of 
wheel and fish see below, pp. 56 f.

13. See below, p. 25.
14. See, for example, R. M. du Coudray la Blan-
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From  the synagogue at H am m am  Lif has come another mosaic fragm ent which shows 
a fish.15 N othing is known of its original setting, but Biebel guesses the fragm ent m ay have 
been in the lost part, which I have called the “ Elysian Field.” I t  seems to me more 
probable tha t this was not its setting and that it came from another room in the synagogue.

In  the little catacom b a t Rome on the V ia Appia Pignatelli a fish was painted on the 
wall above a peculiar row of reeds and between two large palm  trees, according to a report 
by N. M üller.16 No draw ing or photograph of the design was ever published, so far as I 
know. M üller’s a rg u m en t17 tha t this little catacom b was Jewish has not been challenged, 
and I see no reason to do so.

One of the few carved stone fragments from the synagogue at Sheikh Ibreiq in Galilee 
appears to be a triglyph from a frieze,18 w ith little objects carved in the spaces: two 
trees, an anim al (perhaps a ram pant lion, perhaps, from its hum p, a bull), and a fish. 
Here again we seem to be presented with symbols.

A fragm ent of a carved stone found in Acrae, Sicily,19 has been taken to be Jewish, 
though Dölger protested.20 O n  this stone is another palm  tree with pendant fruit, two 
varieties of birds, a two-handled ja r  of the type usually considered Jew ish,21 a num ber of 
“round objects” generally supposed to be bread or, specifically, mazzoth, and a fish. Amid 
the diversity of the symbols with the fish we are beginning to feel a uniformity. We have 
met all but the “ round objects” already, and the relevance of these also will become in­
creasingly apparent as we continue. There are no grounds for deciding finally whether 
this is a Jewish piece or not, but I am  impressed w ith O rsi’s argum ent tha t here is a 
strange group of symbols for Christianity. Though fish or dolphins are common on Punic 
tombstones, Dölger’s suggestion th a t the stone from Acrae is a Punic piece has no founda­
tion.22 From  the point of view of symbolic m eaning the group of symbols on this stone is 
im portant w hatever its origin, bu t the usual guess seems to me to be the most likely one, 
that the stone is Jewish.

O n two tiles from the ceiling of the synagogue a t D ura, we have said, are presented

chère and P. Gauckler, Catalogue du Musée Alaoui, (same series), plates xv i f. ; S. Gsell, Musée de
1897 (Description de l’Afrique du Nord) : plate in, 7, Tébessa, 1902 (same series), plate vin (cf. pp. 6 4 -
a fishing scene, with a duck among the fishes; plate 67). See also P. Gauckler et al., Musées de Sousse,
vu, n i ,  Neptune on a sea horse surrounded by 1902 (same series), plate 1 and plate ix, 4, fish
fish. P. Gauckler et al., Catalogue du Musée Alaoui swimming from a basket; and plate vi, 2, a fishing
(Supplément), 1910 (same series), plate 11, shows a scene,
very complicated marine and fishing scene, with a 15. See III, fig. 914.
shrine in the center and Aphrodite on her shell at 16. “La Catacomba degli Ebrei presso la via
the bottom, the four Winds in the corners, and in Appia Pignatelli,” M D A I, Rom., I (1886), 54. See
the border a vine with birds in the interstices; above, II, 34.
ibid., plate v, a fishing scene with a city on the 17. Op. cit., 49-56.
shore; and plate xiv, which shows a single plaque 18. See III, fig. 545; cf. I, 209.
with fish. Another complicated mosaic from the 19. See III, fig. 856; cf. II, 56.
Baths of Thina was published by R. Massigli, 20. Ichthys, I, 441 f.
Musée de Sfax, 1912 (same series), plates i-v  (cf. 21. See I, 96.
pp. 1-5), where Arion as Orpheus is on a dolphin 22. He has a typical collection in Ichthys, III,
at the center. For Nereids and Neptune on sea plates xxv i f., but the parallelism with the Acrae
horses see also G. Doublet, Musée d'Alger, 1890 stone is to me not impressive.



the pair of fishes of the zodiacal sign Pisces, fig. i .23 We shall see tha t much more frequently 
the dolphin and Capricorn were also on the tiles of the ceiling.24 Systematic exam ination 
of the designs of these tiles will have to await the final volume of this study, bu t they 
appear to me to be very im portant. Miss Crosby said that since so m any tiles w ith similar 
patterns were found in private houses in the city, the ones in the synagogue seem to her 
not to have been specially m ade for Jewish use but to have been stock patterns procurable 
from the pagan m anufacturers.25 At least it is obvious tha t the Jews of D ura did not object 
to the designs on these tiles and they selected designs from the symbolic lingua franca of 
the day, most of which can be dem onstrated to have had value for pagans and Jews 
alike. I t must be recalled that several tiles have inscriptions 26 and th a t two of them  have 
the “ much-suffering eye,” one with Ιαδ above it.27 As for Pisces, the sign also appears, 
apart from an inscription, carved in the synagogue of Er-Rafid.28

The fish appears on several lamps from Palestine. The first is a lam p with seven 
holes from Tell en-Nasbeh.29 Such lamps with seven holes are usually taken to be Jewish, 
though this detail seems in itself not decisive to me, and I should call the lam p in question 
only probably Jewish. U nder the seven holes is an arcade of the type common on Jewish 
lamps. There are five columns joined by arches with a boss under each arch. Between 
the columns are placed symbols: in the two outer spaces is a design of two lozenges, with 
“ round objects” between them, arranged vertically; in each of the two inner spaces is a 
fish. We have found that objects are pu t thus under arches to indicate their special 
sanctity. The similarity of this design with tha t on the stone from Sheikh Ibreiq  30 is 
striking.

The second lamp, fig. 6,31 has a palm  branch under each of its seven holes. In  the 
lower half a  fish with open m outh is beside the filling hole on either side. Its open m outh 
seems about to seize an elaborately represented “ round object” before it; a smaller “ round 
object” fills in the space beside the larger one. This lam p and the one which will next be 
mentioned are the property of Mrs. M iriam  Schaar Schloessinger, who said th a t she 
bought them  in Jerusalem  and was told they came from an unrifled tom b a t W alaja, near 
Betther. Mrs. Schloessinger has w ritten me tha t she can add nothing to this information.

T he third lamp, fig. 5, must be considered with the second, since both are reported 
to have come from the same tomb. I t has five holes, each set in a little arch as though, 
following the use of the arch, to indicate the sanctity of the flames. From  these to the 
circles round the filling hole are two tiers, each m ade of seven “ round objects” with 
bosses. O n  either side of these is a fish. The one a t the left is eating two little “ round 
objects.” Before each fish is a peculiar object m ade of three concentric ovals. “ R ound 
objects” fill in the spaces by the fish, and a scroll, which m ay be a  varian t of w hat I have

23. See above, p. 4. 30. See III, fig. 545.
24. See below, pp. 11, 13. 31. From a photograph kindly sent me by M.
25. In Rostovtzeff, 385. Schaar Schloessinger, who published it in her “ Five
26. Ibid., 387-390. Lamps with Fish Reliefs: from Israel and Other
27. See above, III, figs. 1065 f.; cf. II, 238. Mediterranean Countries,” Israel Exploration Jour-
28. See III, fig. 541; cf. I, 211. nal, I (1950/1), plate 23; see pp. 84-95.
29. See III, fig. 261 ; cf. I, 149.

6 JE W IS H  SYM BOLS IN  TH E GRECO-ROMAN PERIOD



CREA TURES OF TH E SEA 7

called “ cursive round objects,” 32 runs round the bowl of the lam p from the fish to the 
handle. O n  the handle is a palm  branch resembling the palm  branches on the preceding 
lamp. Definite identification of the ovals is impossible, bu t Mrs. Schloessinger has pointed 
out the frequency with which the motif (or variants of it) is represented on Neo-Babylonian 
seals, often with fish.33 W riters in this field frequently call it the rhomb, and it seems 
identical to w hat we have often spoken of as a lozenge. In  its early form it was almost 
certainly the vulva of the fertility goddess, of whatever nam e,34 but probably it had many 
identifications and explanations through the centuries. We shall see a lam p shortly where 
such a pair of ovals appear to have become the eyes of Horus. Again it seems to me that 
we m ust think in symbols, not in words for the symbols. I t  is the fish themselves w ith this 
form, of which the “ round objects” of the preceding lamp m ay well be variants, which 
are the factor of continuity, not any identification or name for either the fish or the 
centered object.

W ere these two lamps, then, m ade by or for Jews, and was it a Jewish corpse with 
which they were buried? Mrs. Schloessinger says they should be dated in the second or 
third century.35 She thinks th a t this is too early for the lamps to be Christian, and tha t to 
take the ovals as loaves is to strain the identification. She is quite confident tha t both 
lamps refer to the cult of the Syrian Atargatis; certainly there is no question tha t both 
symbols had historic roots in Atargatis. The possibility tha t the lamps are Jewish, however, 
she merely mentions in passing. Here is the chief justification for the bulk of the present 
study. Only, for example, if one has in mind all the Jewish fishes in comparison with the 
fishes of paganism  and Christianity can one safely deal with isolated or atypical objects. 
Before we are done we shall see th a t there are definite parallels to the symbolism of these 
lamps in remains from paganism, Judaism , and Christianity alike. I should say tha t a t 
the outset the possibilities tha t the lamps in question belonged to any one of the three 
are about equal. As we proceed, the likelihood tha t they are Jewish will become steadily 
greater, bu t we shall never feel certain about any of the lamps.

T he fourth Palestinian lamp, fig. 371 of Volume II I , is from Gezer. I t  has a design 
of four fishes—two on each side swimming toward the nozzle—and two ovoid objects 
with round centers, so draw n as to look like eyes. Galling said tha t the lam p was Christian, 
and he m ay be right, bu t his grounds for such a conclusion are by no means conclusive.36 
That the ovoids have here been identified w ith eyes would indicate th a t the ovoids had 
come to be ra ther uncertain in explanation. As eyes they are w hat are usually called 
“Horus eyes,” but from the discussion of amulets we have come to understand them  as 
the “ sound eye” in contrast to the “ much-suffering eye.” 37 They were always used for

32. See above, I, 186. 36. See I, 163. Kurt Galling, “Die Beleuchtungs-
33. See, for example, Porada, Morgan, figs. 636, gerate im israelitisch-jüdischen Kulturgebiet,”

689, 707, 709, 711 f., 759, 768, 1002, 1055. See my Z D p V> XLV I (1923), 18.
fig. 16, and below, p. 15. 37. See II, 238-241. In I, 163, we noticed the

34. See Schloessinger, 90. resemblance of these eyes to representations of
35. Ibid., 88. She follows IlifFe in QDAP, III leaves and lozenges with centers, and felt even

(1934), 84; and Avi-Yonah in QDAP, X  (1942), there the kinship of the form to the vulva of the
144. ancient goddess.



their talismanie value, and it is to be presumed tha t the fish with them  had such a value 
also.

T he fifth lamp, fig. 8, was also published by Mrs. Schloessinger 38 as of unknown 
provenance. I t  would date, she thinks, from the fourth to the eighth century. I t  shows only 
four fishes, two on each side, but this time swimming one behind the other round the filling 
hole. She regards the four little bosses in front of the filling hole as an abbreviation of the 
cross and so as “ conclusive evidence” th a t the lam p is Christian, bu t for this there is no 
w arran t whatever.39 In  view of the absence of information about the provenance of the 
lam p, it would seem th a t the design, if Christian a t all, is an adaptation  of a design of fish 
which Jews used, and there is every possibility tha t this lam p, too, is Jewish. In  fact it 
seems to me m uch more likely to be either pagan or Jewish than  Christian.40

The sixth lamp, this one from Jerusalem , fig. 372 of Volume I I I ,41 shows th a t its 
decoration consisted prim arily of fishes. Two whole fishes and the head of another are 
left on the fragment. They were draw n confronting each other, w ith some object, perhaps 
the trunk of a palm  tree, between them. I t  is reasonable to assume th a t we have again 
the association of fish w ith the palm  tree.

T he seventh lam p has just been published by Mrs. Schloessinger from her collection, 
fig. 7.42 Again it shows a pair of fish flanking a  tree or a palm  branch, presum ably the 
latter. As she points out, these fishes are m ade w ith open mouths, and are in  detail of 
m anufacture so surprisingly like the fishes of the lamps of fig. 5 th a t she seems quite right 
in supposing th a t the molds for both were m ade by the same person. I t  is notable th a t the 
open-m outhed fishes this time approach the palm  branch. They are probably still the fish 
eating something. In  Christian a rt we shall see th a t such fish eat a  wafer, presum ably th a t 
of the Eucharist.43 I t  would seem th a t the fish eating and the fish with the palm  branch are 
interchangeable ways of saying the same thing.

This is confirmed by an eighth lamp, which is in the W hiting Collection of Pales-
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3 8 .  Op. cit., 9 3 ,  and plate 24A .

3 9 .  In op. cit., n. 4 3 ,  she refers to M . Meurdrac, 
“ U ne Sépulture chrétienne â Sidon,” Berytus, IV  
( 1 9 3 7 ) ,  plate XXX (she mistakenly gives plate xm ), 
fig. 3 .  This is a design of the four bosses under a 
magical cross ; but there are bosses in other places, 
so that the four by no means mark a specific way 
of making the Christian cross. The bosses in other 
designs on the same plate of Meurdrac show how 
such bosses were used in a variety of places, ap­
parently to give the value of the circles with mag­
ical crosses we met so often as “characters.” See 
above, II, index, s.v. “ Characters.” As a matter of 
fact Meurdrac herself has exaggerated the Christian 
character of the tomb. There were indisputably 
Christian lamps in it, but also others which seem 
to me purely pagan, and one with a menorah. 
See above, I, 1 4 8 ;  III, fig. 1 2 0 9 .

4 0 .  Schloessinger, op. cit., publishes a lamp from

Carthage as her lamp E. It has the outer border of 
palm branches common on lamps from Carthage, 
both Jewish and Christian, and a wreath like a 
series of rays round the filling hole. Beneath this 
wreath, by the spout, is a little fish. The illustration 
suggests that the fish was not part of the original 
mold but was scratched in before baking. It is so 
roughly drawn as to be quite indistinguishable in 
her excellent photograph. Her statement that the 
combination of fish and palm branch “ leave no 
doubt as to the Christian significance of this lamp” 
has no foundation, but I do not include the lamp 
in this collection, if only because the fish is so hard 
to recognize.

41. See above, I, 163, n. 187.
42. From M. Schaar Schloessinger, Israel Ex­

ploration Journal, 1956.
43. See below, pp. 56 f.



CREATURES OF TH E SEA 9

tinian Pottery at Yale, fig. 4.43a I t  shows on either side of the filling hole a pair of open- 
mouthed fishes, again of the same design, th a t appear about to eat a  central device con­
sisting of a w reath w ith a dot in the center. I t  seems to me th a t this w reath and dot are a 
deliberate identification of the w reath with the “ round object” or wafer, in which case 
it represents the spiritual trium ph of the fish th a t eat the wafer. Another w reath w ith dot 
is above the filling hole.

The ninth lamp, from Jerash, is one of the most interesting I know. O n its upper face, 
fig. 374 of Volume I I I ,  are a variety of magical “ characters,” including, on each side of the 
central opening, a solar cross w ith its circles. Avi-Yonah mistook them  for Christian crosses 
and hence called the lam p Christian, bu t there is nothing distinctively Christian about the 
crosses or the lam p.44 Beside each of these crosses is a peacock and a fish. O n  the base of the 
lamp 45 is a j a r  of the same Jewish type as tha t we saw on the stone from Acrae, w ith five 
fishes on its belly. This may possibly be a design to represent the fact tha t the wine of the 
Eucharist is identical w ith the five fishes of the Christian story of the M ultiplication, in 
which case the lam p would be Christian.46 But the line of argum ent of this whole volume 
will be th a t Christian usage of both wine and fish was an  adaptation of earlier Jewish 
usages, so th a t the identification of fish and wine, which the design seems plainly to indi­
cate, cannot be taken a  priori to indicate th a t the lam p is Christian. T he lam p with its 
various “ characters” is clearly an  object of talismanic power, and this design on the bot­
tom, where it could not be seen, probably had considerable power in its own right. I t  is a t 
least possible th a t the lam p is Jewish.

From  the less certain evidence of the lamps we return  to securely Jewish representa­
tions, where a  fixed vocabulary of fish has seemed to emerge, w ith the tree (especially the 
palm tree), wine symbols, “ round objects,” baskets of bread or fruit, and ducks. We are 
not surprised, then, to see the same vocabulary in a fresh arrangem ent in  the Catacom b 
Vigna R andanin i in Rome. R ound one of the ceiling designs,47 itself another of the domes 
of heaven, is a band divided into eight sections, four of which contain a basket, probably 
filled with fruit or flowers but perhaps with loaves of bread. These four sections alternate 
with four others, all of which have a t the center a vase or low column or, most likely, an 
altar. In  two of these sections a pair of ducks confront each other on either side of this 
central altar. In  the other two are fishes grouped around the central object, w ith one fish

43a. Courtesy of the Yale University Art 
Gallery. Each of the four fish on this lamp is oddly 
represented with two eyes, apparently so that the 
fish may be recognizable as such whichever side is 
turned toward the observer. The Whiting Collec­
tion was made at the American Colony’s antiquities 
shop in the Old City, and was itself got together 
mostly from Arabs who gave no provenance for 
their offerings. I have no idea where this particular 
lamp was found except that it was in Palestine.

44. See I, 163. For magical crosses see III, figs.

999-1004, 1008. Such crosses with points go back 
indefinitely before Christianity. For their ap­
pearance in Greek art of the geometric period see 
A. Roes, Greek Geometric Art, Its Symbols and Its 
Origin, 1933, index, s.v. “cross, solar.”

45. See III, fig. 376.
46. We return to this identification below, p. 53. 

Avi-Yonah’s suggestion (see above, I, 163) that the 
design is a revival of the ancient Egyptian tech­
nique of representing fish in a transparent aquar­
ium seems to me to go far afield indeed.

47. See III, figs. 748 f.



on top of it. H arnack could only exclaim about them, “ Surely not pure decoration.” 48
T h a t the fish were not pure decoration for Jews seems at once m ade certain by the 

little fish am ulet found in a Jewish grave in Palestine.49 A very similar fish am ulet has just 
been found near Jerusalem  in a grave with ossuaries.50 Because of various marks Bagatti 
takes the cemetery, and with it the fish, to be Christian. H e may be right, but there is no 
evidence th a t the signs he calls Christian had already become so in first-century Palestine. 
T he total evidence for Jewish use of fish did not, it seems to me, enter into Bagatti’s judg­
ment. I t  has always been assumed th a t ossuary burial in Palestine was a distinctively Jewish 
practice, and nothing in these burials would make me alter th a t judgm ent. Accordingly, 
I  take it tha t we have two fish amulets from Jewish graves of the period. Amulets, espe­
cially those buried w ith a corpse, must be regarded seriously as manifestations of the 
religious orientation of those who use them ,51 and, however vague our reconstructions of 
their exact reference m ay have to be, an am ulet always implies an active and potent sym­
bol. We shall see th a t the fish is still used in this way by Jew s.52

It seems very probable, however, th a t the Jewish fishes a t this tim e were not m ere 
fetishes, used for a vague and unexplained protection, but were eaten as a special food. 
This, one finally concludes, is the implication of the designs on two Jewish gold glasses.53 
O n both glasses is represented the typical rounded bolster famous especially from early 
Christian representations of the Eucharist but, as we shall see, originally pagan, w ith the 
table in front of it and the fish on a p latter upon the table. Even Frey’s reluctance to adm it 
religious implications in Jewish pictures had to break down before these. H e classed them  
with the fish on the stone from Acrae as a reference to the fish meal of the cena pura, which 
precedes the Sabbath .54

Two inscriptions survive, beside each of which stood two fishes, perhaps as Pisces, 
which have been thought Jewish but which Frey ruled out of th a t category. His reasons 
are curious. O ne of them  55 he pronounced pagan because, he said, the fish is so common 
on pagan inscriptions; he thought the other 56 was Christian “ because of the two fishes, 
which, in isolation, have hardly any meaning except in Christianity.” Actually there was 
never any reason for ascribing either of these to Judaism , so far as I can see, so th a t in 
spite of Frey’s amusingly contradictory reasons for eliminating them, we shall not include 
them .57
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48. Zjui Abercius-Inschrift, 1895, 16 (TU , X II, 
ivb).

49. See above, III, fig. 380.
50. See B. Bagatti, “Scoperta di una cimitero

giudeo-cristiano al ‘Dominus Flevit’,” Studii Biblici 
Franciscani Liber Annuus, III (1952/3), 168, fig. 23, 
8; 169, 184.

51. See above, II, 208-295.
52. See below, p. 22.
53. See above, III, figs. 973 f.; cf. II, 112.
54. RAC, V III (1931), 308 f. See below, p. 43.

55· CIJ, no· 58· *
56. C IJ, no. 83.*

57. The first is a grave inscription from R a­
venna, set up, among others, by one Mariem  
(Mariam). Above the inscription is a disk with six 
spokes between the letters M M  (Moestae Memoriae) 
along with two fish, headed in opposite directions. 
Scheftelowitz, “ Fisch-Symbol,” 27, and Hans 
Achelis, Das Symbol des Fisches, 1888, 62 f., both 
claimed the inscription for Judaism, as Frey pointed 
out ad loc., just because the name Mariem seemed 
definitely Semitic. The inscription itself would be 
equally proper in paganism, Judaism, or Christi­
anity. The second inscription is on a glass vessel, 
of the pie zēsais variety. Heuser in F. Kraus, Real-
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In  summary, these representations of the fish show th a t Jews were by no means 
haphazard  in using it as a symbol. The zodiacal sign Pisces appears, apart from its setting 
in a zodiac, at both D ura and Er-Rafid. The fish itself was used, apparently as a sacred or 
m agical symbol, on Palestinian lamps and in the synagogue a t Sheikh Ibreiq. I t is pre­
sented w ith a red tongue at Beth Alpha and with a rope a t H am m am  Lif, and in these 
cases, as in Sicily, it is grouped with bread, wine symbols, palm  trees, and ducks. I t  was 
painted w ith palm  trees in a R om an catacomb. The fish is definitely an article of food twice 
on R om an gold glass, and its other appearances with bread and wine, especially a t Vigna 
R andanini, suggest th a t the fish is a food there also. The fish caught with a rope would also 
seem to be fish for food. Fish, therefore, were presented by Judaism  frequently and with 
established associations, though not a t all in w hat could be described as an artistic con­
vention. T h a t these appearances of the fish are merely decorative seems from the crudity 
of their presentation the least w arranted conclusion.

2 . Other Creatures o f the Sea

B e f o r e  g o i n g  o n  to discuss the tradition of the fish as a symbol we must note the 
Jewish representations of the dolphin, and the m arine monsters—the goat (Capricorn) or 
the horse w ith a long fishy tail (hippocampus).

T he dolphin very frequently appears on Jewish remains of the period. I t  was found, 
notably, on fifteen of the ceiling tiles at Dura. These are poorly preserved; I reproduce the 
best of the lot in fig. 2.68 In  one of the tombs a t Sheikh Ibreiq were found three little inlays, 
presum ably from a wooden coffin tha t has disintegrated. O ne inlay represents a boat, one 
a gadrooned vase, and one a dolphin.69

In  the “ m ausoleum ,” another tom b at Sheikh Ibreiq, parts of a mosaic floor survive;
one p art shows four dolphins.60 H ere is a rectangle filled by a design of lozenges, with
objects at the center of each lozenge. W ithin this is a second rectangle chiefly occupied by
a circular unit w ith an outer band, but with the central p art of the circle destroyed. A
dolphin occupies each of the four corners of the rectangle left by the circle. This design of
a central circle w ithin a square, each of whose four corners is filled by a figure, is basically
that of the solar circle w ith the Seasons, who may be represented by such figures of the
Seasons as we have seen in synagogues of Palestine,61 by pu tti,62 or in some other way, so
Encyklopädie der christlichen Alterthümer, I, 517 (cf. two fish in a strange tomb in Palestine, where there 
523) said that beside the inscription were two is nothing to indicate the religion of the persons
fishes, and this is the basis of discussions of the entombed; see John P. Peters in Art and Archeology,
object by Scheftelowitz, Loeschcke, and Frey (q.v. V II (1918), 192. Projections from the mouths are 
at no. 83* for these references), in spite of the fact here represented which recall the ropes we dis-
that all these refer to the much more careful cussed above. See also the tomb with a fish painted
description by Ο. M . Dalton, Catalogue of Early on the wall at Gezer: above, I, 163, n. 187.
Christian Antiquities in the British Museum, 1901, no. 58. Courtesy of the Yale University Art Gallery.
653, where Dalton says that these objects are 59. See III, fig. 981.
leaves and does not mention the fish. There seems 60. See III, figs. 84 f.; cf. I, 101.
no record of the provenance of the object, so that 61. See III, figs. 640, 644, 647, 658.
whether with fish or without, there is no reason 62. It has been suggested that the putti in the
for calling it Jewish. Mention may also be made of ceiling design of Vigna Randanini, III, figs. 748 f.,

are Seasons.



that it is possible the dolphins have here the value of Seasons. W ith the inner p art of the 
circle gone, however, nothing definite can be decided about the design.03

T he most striking appearance of dolphins is on one of the ceilings of the Catacom b 
Torlonia a t Rom e.64 Here is the same basic design as in the mosaic a t Sheikh Ibreiq, in 
this case easily recognized as w hat Lehm ann has taught us to call the Dome of H eaven,65 
a design which seems to me symbolically a variant of the zodiacal circle. A t Torlonia the 
design becomes elaborately Jewish, sincc a m enorah is in its center, where pagans, Jews, 
and Christians usually put Helios or some other saving symbol. In  small circles a t the four 
corners are Jewish objects, one of them  a shofar and the other three w hat on the whole I 
judge to be lulabs.66 In  this design, a t once soteriological in form and Jewish in designation, 
there are four other prom inent spaces, in each of which is a dolphin carrying a trident in 
its mouth; its long tail curls about the trident and ends in a trefoil. I t  is ra ther hard  to 
accept Frey’s categorical assertion th a t here the dolphins alone have no religious or sym­
bolic value for the Jews who used this catacom b.67 I doubt also tha t the similar use of 
dolphins here and a t Sheikh Ibreiq is mere coincidence. The dolphin w ith the trident 
would seem to have had the powers of Poseidon.

Two dolphins carry a garland between them  on a ceiling in the Catacom b Vigna 
R andanin i,68 a sign th a t they are bringing immortality. Dolphins perform the same func­
tion a t both ends of a Dionysiac sarcophagus in Baltimore, fig. io .69 Three dolphins swim 
along the edge of a sarcophagus cover, which is also from the C atacom b V igna R an d a­
nini.70 The dolphin is a t the center of the strigilations on a sarcophagus from the Catacom b 
Torlonia.71 O ne was reported as having been carved on the synagogue a t Ed-Dikkeh.72 
M ost impressive of all is its appearance with a fish of the same size, presum ably a tunny, 
in the synagogue a t H am m am  Lif, as already noted.73 Like the fish it has apparently  been 
caught and is being pulled in by a heavy rope from its m outh. Gressmann 74 took the 
dolphins of the R om an catacombs to be simply a variant of the fish of the cena pura, but 
Beyer and Lietzm ann,75 feeling th a t dolphins could have no reference to a fish meal be­
cause they are not eaten, take refuge in the “ purely ornam ental,” as does Frey.76 I t  is 
difficult to agree altogether with any of these scholars. T rue, the dolphin was not eaten in 
Greece and could hardly have been used there to suggest the ccna pura. But we were told
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63. I strongly suspect that the circle contained 
a head or figure of Helios which later iconoclasts 
removed.

64. See above, III, fig. 806; cf. II, 36.
65. “The Dome of Heaven,” The Art Bulletin,

X X V II (1945)»  Ï - 2 7 ·
66. See above, IV, 146 f.
67. Frey, “ II Delfino col tridente,” RAC, V III

(I93I)> 3°6> 314; cf. CIJ, I, p. cxxviii. Frey goes so
far in denying symbolic value to such figures that
in the R A C  article, 309, he asserts that the anchor
on Palestinian coins of Alexander Jannaeus attests
the maritime power of the Jews in Palestine ! Before
Frey, Beyer and Lietzmann, Torlonia, 19, had de­

nied the dolphins any symbolic value.
68. See above, III, figs. 742, 749.
69. Courtesy of the Walters Art Gallery, Balti­

more, where it is no. 23.36. It is the left side of a 
third-century Roman sarcophagus. See Lehmann, 
Baltimore, fig. 29; cf. fig. 28 and p. 20.

70. See above, III, fig. 800; cf. II, 29.
71. See III, fig. 832; cf. II, 42.
72. See I, 206.
73. See III, figs. 887 f., 897. See above, p. 4.
74. Gressmann, “Jewish Life,” 187.
75. Torlonia, 19.
76. See above, IV, 6-8.



that the dolphin is now eaten in N orth Africa, and the dolphin caught by a  rope suggests 
food.

Jewish representations of the sea horse and of Capricorn, the goat fish, are less com­
mon than  those of the fish and dolphin. Capricorn is represented on seventeen ceiling tiles 
at Dura, of which I show a single example, fig. 3.77 O n a frieze in the synagogue at Caper­
naum appears a sea monster beside which a pair of eagles hold between them  a garland or 
open w reath.78 K ohl and W atzinger 79 thought the monster a sea horse bu t said tha t the 
head has a horn and an ear which hangs down and th a t beneath its chin is a tuft of hair 
like a goat, so th a t we may safely assume it is the goat fish which is represented. O n  a 
ceiling of the Catacom b Vigna R a n d a n in i80 a sea horse is painted between two dol­
phins. We shall see tha t in R om an times sea monsters were apparently interchangeable, 
so that this m ay have been designed to represent Capricorn w ith Pisces.

We ask only one question more a t this point. W ere the sea monsters which appear on 
the base of the m enorah of the Arch of Titus 81 the work of R om an artists who w anted to 
decorate the treasure in their own way, or were such creatures so early taken into Judaism  
that they were actually pu t upon the Tem ple m enorah by Jews themselves? The question 
cannot be answered categorically either way, but though we cannot count them  among 
Jewish symbols, the possibility of their Jewish origin seems to me not a t all excluded. In  
any case the sea goat at C apernaum  and the sea horse in the Vigna R andanini, to say 
nothing of the seventeen Capricorns on the ceiling tiles of the D ura synagogue, cannot be 
ignored in our search for the symbolic meaning of the Jewish fish. If  symbolic values did 
lie behind them, however, w hat were those values, and w hat explanations did the Jews 
give them?

B .  P A  G A N  R E P R E S E N T A T I O N ’S

I n  a c c o r d a n c e  with our general methodology, Jewish usage of fish and other sea 
creatures must be com pared w ith pagan usage of the same symbols before we can evaluate 
the significance of the Jewish instances. Because we m ust not prejudge th a t Jewish usage 
kept pagan values, an exam ination of the pagan m aterial is essential before any opinion 
on the m atter is formed.

1. The Fish

T h e  m a t e r i a l  on no one of the symbols we are studying has been so well collected 
as that on the fish. There is the imposing work of Dölger, as well as less pretentious 
studies.82 The most convenient brief review of the pagan remains was m ade by Cum ont.83

77. Courtesy of the Yale University Art Gallery ; 81. See IV, fig. 1 and p. 72.
cf. Rostovtzeff, Dura-Europos, V I, plate x l v i ,  6. 82. See especially C. R. Morey, “The Origin of

78. See III, fig. 475; cf. I, 188. the Fish Symbol,” Princeton Theological Review, V III
79. KW, 33. (1910), 93-106, 231-246, 401-432; IX  (1911),
80. See III, figs. 742, 749; cf. II, 19. 268-289; Leclercq in CL, V II, 1990-2086.

83. In PYV, IX , 844-850.
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W ithout attem pting to reproduce all the m aterial in these collections, I m ust call attention 
to the most im portant aspects of pagan usage for our purpose.

a. Egypt. Egyptian paintings often show fish in one way or another, especially in the water, 
where they are usually understood as indicating tha t w hat is shown is water. Sometimes 
they are being caught by fishermen. The fish was not one of the more im portant symbols 
of Egyptian religion. We do know, however, tha t there were a num ber of fish taboos 
among the Egyptians and th a t their priests were not allowed to eat fish a t all, though fish 
eating was required of the laity on certain days of the m onth.84 Fishes were often preserved 
as mummies, and one became the symbol of im m ortality becausc it led the pious to the 
realm  of the blessed.85 Fig. 9 86 shows a m um m y in the form of a fish being accom panied to 
the other world by Anubis; it is in a  private Theban tom b of perhaps 1,000 b .c . A fish ate 
the phallus of Osiris in m any forms of the legend, and probably this story arose because 
the popular m ind associated the fish w ith the phallus, especially with the phallus of Osiris. 
Since the phallus, as we shall see, was im portant as a symbol of im m ortality am ong the 
Egyptians,87 it is interesting to note fig. 11,88 where a m um m y of the hellenistic period lies 
on the lion bed on his way to the next world, gazing at an Oxyrhynchos fish above him 
instead of a t the usual soul bird. I should guess tha t in both representations the fish is 
Osiris, presented thus because of his most life-giving member, his phallus, and tha t in the 
earlier of these two the dead m an is as usual identified with Osiris as the fish, while in the 
second he is the Osiris m um m y in the more common form, but looking especially to the 
virtue of the fish for his hope of immortality.

b. Mesopotamia. T he place of the fish in the religious traditions of M esopotam ia has 
recently been studied by Mrs. V an Buren,89 who has presented an interesting analysis with 
an abundance of m aterial. For the earliest prehistoric periods Beatrice Goff is collecting 
m aterial and has kindly let me see m uch of it. The fish appears on remains of the earliest 
clearly defined village culture, the so-called H assunah period, in the fifth millennium. 
There it is represented w ith geometric designs, and w ater birds are devouring the fish, 
fig. 15.90 They do so on another plate in a setting of zigzags (water) and lozenges, fig. 12.91 
From  the U baid period, somewhat later, traces of offerings have been found in a tem ple in
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84. It may be in connection with this that the 
Egyptians used the “ fish plates”— that is, plates 
with fishes painted on them; see W. Kronig, 
“Aegyptische Fayence-Schalcn des Neuen R ei­
ches,” Mitteilungen des Deutschen Instituts fü r  Aegyp­
tische Altertumskunde in Kairo, V (1934), esp. 155— 
164.

85. For references see PW, loc. cit.
86. From Giulio Farina, La Pittura egiziana, 1929, 

plate c l x x i v .

87. See below, pp. 166-176.
88. From Ahmed bey Kamal in ASAE, IX

(1908), plate I. See his remarks on pp. 23 f., and
those of W. Spiegelberg in A R W , X II (1909),

574 f. Cf. also A. Wiedemann, “ Der Fisch Ant und 
seine Bedeutung,” Sphinx, Leipzig, X IV  (1899), 
231-244; E. Mahler, “Das Fischsymbol auf 
ägyptischen Denkmälern,” Z D M G , L X V II

( 1 9 1 3 )» 37- 48.
89. E. Douglas Van Buren, “ Fish-Offerings in 

Ancient Mesopotamia,” Iraq, X  (1948), 101-121, 
with plates xv-xvm .

90. From Ernst Herzfeld, Die vorgeschichtlichen 
Töpfereien von Samana, Berlin, 1930, plate vi, no. 6 
(Die Ausgrabungen von Samarra, V).

91. From ibid., fig. 7, no. 7, p. 14. Cf. plate 
ΧΧΧΙΧ, 7.
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which are fish bones and bones of birds. From  the Jam d at Nasr period the fish commonly 
appears being devoured by birds; it is also on amulets. Mrs. V an Buren’s m aterial sug­
gests th a t throughout the later periods of M esopotam ian civilization fish were offered 
to and identified w ith several gods and goddesses. Here they have had a “ chthonic [i.e. 
eschatological] association; it is possible, however, tha t in quite early times they betokened 
‘life,’ and th a t the later conception of re-birth caused them  to be used in funerary rites.” 92 

Fish are frequently represented as offerings or as the food for ritualistic banquets. 
An example, probably from an early dynastic period, is the seal in fig. 14.93 I t  shows w hat 
is commonly called a  “ banqueting scene” : a seated figure at each end is being offered food 
by an attendant. The attendants are naked, and perhaps the seated figures also. Before 
each of the latter is a fish, and in the center between these two groups is a tier of w hat ap­
pear to be sacred objects. Beginning from the bottom  they are: a drinking cup with some­
thing emerging or protruding from it, two circles of bread, a fish, and a libation vase 
flanked by two ovals. We have here then a double association with the fish, th a t of fertility 
and of an  object to be eaten, probably in funerary association. Parallel to this seal is a 
later hym n which records tha t a table was laid for Ishtar of Uruk, on which were butter, 
milk, dates, cheese, and seven fishes.94 Because the “ m agical” num ber seven is specified, 
Mrs. V an Buren sees evidence of the “ mystic character of the rite.” Fish were an ap­
propriate offering for Adad, she points out, to insure growth of crops. They also figured 
in wedding scenes.

Mrs. V an Buren seems to me successfully to have isolated the unchanging value of 
the fish as a symbol from the dubious and varied identifications and explanations given it 
from one period to another: she sees the fish for millennia in M esopotamia as at once a 
fertility symbol and a funerary symbol, and  in both a life symbol. Miss Goff is convinced 
that with this went a sense of conflict when the fish was eaten by the birds from earliest 
times, and indeed fig. 16 95 m ay represent a divine intervention in this struggle. This is a 
later seal which Miss Porada describes:

Hero grasping two ostriches. Fish and rhomb in field. Terminal: winged sun disk, star, 
stylus beside tasseled spade, one above other.96

The winged “ hero” seems to be a divine figure who, under the power of the divine signs, 
strangles the birds and so keeps them  from attacking the fish and rhom b or lozenge beneath 
them. W hether or not such is the m eaning of this particular seal, the fish and rhomb, as we 
have already m entioned,97 appear too frequently together on this m aterial to go w ithout 
comment. If the rhom b, which is shown also in fig. 14, was often the vulva of the goddess,

92. Van Buren, 102. middle of the third millennium. The seal was re-
93. From L. Legrain, Ur Excavations, 1936, III, published by Van Buren, fig. 5.

no. 381. It was found in stratum 4, which Ann 94. N. Schneider, Götternamen von Ur, III, 1939,
Perkins, Comparative Archaeology of Ancient Mesopo- 36a, Sec. 21 of Innina (Analecta Orientalia, X IX );
tamia, 1949, 142, says contains material as late as Van Buren, 112.
the second dynasty. With reasonable probability 95. From Porada, Morgan, fig. 759.
we can say that the seal dates from before the 96. Ibid., Text, 92.

97. See above, p. 7.



as even the most reluctant adm it, it is a short step to suggest th a t fertility symbols and 
phallic symbols were often identical and th a t from the beginning the fish m ay have had 
phallic significance. W hen the bird eats the fish, all sorts of symbolic possibilities suggest 
themselves, including the Freudian castration complcx and the aggressive instinct. But I 
should guess tha t while the fish m ay have had literal phallic reference, this reference was 
not especially to the phallus of the individual or to hum an sexuality bu t was to the m ore 
universal source of life, and th a t the conflict was one w ith the forces which destroy life. 
This conception of the destruction of life as itself a hope of life is a paradox which was 
m entioned in the discussion of m ethod 98 and which we shall see constantly recurring w ith 
other symbols, to the point tha t it is the dead Savior on the cross which is the most hopeful 
symbol of life in our civilization. And our hope of life is symbolized as we, like the ancient 
birds and the people a t the banquets, eat the life symbol in the torn  flesh of the m urdered 
savior.

Mrs. V an Buren sees the whole range of symbolism in the late stamp-seal shown in 
fig. 17 ," which was found a t N ippur and is dated a t the period of Artaxerxes or Darius I. 
I t  has been recognized tha t the figures a t the top represent the sun, the moon, and per­
haps a star. T heir presence seemed to Mrs. V an Buren to m ark as definitely symbolic the 
fish flanked by birds, the three rising from w ater which she associates w ith the “ waters of 
the U nder W orld from which all life germ inated.” 100 In  this she still sees w hat she calls 
chthonic symbolism, w hat we are calling funerary or eschatological symbolism—th a t is, 
indicating hope of life after re tu rn  to the ground in burial.101

In  discussing the deity with the flowing bowl we shall note th a t little fishes often swim 
up  the streams, a phenom enon which suggests the confusion we shall especially encounter 
in Christian symbolism between the great Fish as the Savior and the little fishes as his 
followers who have taken on his likeness and nature. T h a t this mystical idea of the fish 
goes back to M esopotam ia we have no literary evidence to substantiate, bu t the two 
references of the fish are clearly implied by the representations, and there is no reason to 
suppose th a t mystical identification cannot be thought of as very old. A t least, M esopo­
tam ian remains reveal a pisciform god—the Fish who was the god and who was ritualisti- 
cally eaten.

c. Syria. In  Syria, although Dagon is no longer considered by scholars a fish god,102 the fish 
was highly im portant. Fishes had saved Atargatis, according to one m yth, and so were 
transported to heaven. Cum ont concludes th a t it was w ith reference to this m yth th a t fish 
became popular emblems of protection, though it seems more likely to me th a t the m yth 
was itself the product ra ther than  the cause of the talismanic value of the fish.

98. See IV, 60. 100. Ibid., 121.
99. From Van Buren, plate x v i i i ,  24; cf. Léon ιο ί . See ibid., n. 3, where she makes a compar-

Legrain, The Culture of the Babylonians, 1925, plates ison with a slightly earlier Cypriote vase painting. 
XXXV, and l i i i ,  fig. 802 (The University of Penn- 102. F. J. Montalbano, “ Canaanite Dagon:
sylvania, The University Museum, Publications Origin, Nature,” Catholic Biblical (Quarterly, X III
of the Babylonian Section, X IV ). Alongside this (1951), 381-397, states the case, with references to
design is a name Shamash-ah-iddin, son of Sin- earlier studies.
ittanu: ibid., p. 330.
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The sacred fishes of later Syria and Phoenicia, to which reference is often m ade in 
classical writers,103 seem to have been regarded by them  as eastern phenom ena and to have 
been survivals of the earlier Atargatis traditions. Lucian 104 describes the figure of a goddess 
whose lower p art is tha t of a fish and in whose honor, significantly, both fish and doves are 
taboo as food. A legend had it th a t the Syrian goddess sprang from a large egg brought up 
from the Euphrates by a fish and hatched by a dove; as a result, the fish was not eaten as 
food and the dove was thought to possess the power of the gods.105

Priests offered fish daily on the a ltar to Atargatis. “ I t  is hard to avoid concluding,” 
says Cumont, “ tha t in the Syrian mysteries this divine food was eaten, and tha t the faithful 
believed they united themselves by this communion w ith their goddess.” 106 But if this is 
true for ritualistic eating, it was also thought tha t if a m an ate fish as ordinary food the 
goddess afflicted him  with swellings, ulcers, and decay of the loins. Strict penance with 
confession had to be done a t once.107

Dölger is plausible in his suggestion tha t the amulets worn by the soldiers in the arm y 
of Judas M accabaeus, amulets which caused their death according to the pious story, were 
actually fishes, and he sees the fish am ulet from Gezer 108 as an instance of such influence of 
Atargatis on Jew s.109

X enophon tells of the river Chalus, near Aleppo, whose tame fish natives thought to 
be gods. Similar holy fish were recognized throughout Asia M inor. The taboo against 
catching fish persists to the present in m any parts of Asia M inor, and eating them  seems 
to the natives even more shocking. The importance of fish symbolism for Phoenicians ap­
pears from its having been carried to N orth Africa by the Punic settlers, where, we shall 
see, fish mosaics and fish on tombstones were very popular.

d. Greece. In  contrast, the fish was everywhere eaten in Greece, but it had little religious 
significance there in classical times. A part from the dolphin, to which we come shortly,110

103. Lucian, Dea Syria, 45; in his note to this 
passage A. M. Harmon (in the Loeb ed., IV ) has 
a large collection of classical references to sacred 
fish in pools, and to the Syrian fish taboo.

104. Dea Syria, 14.
105. This is based upon a statement of Nigidius 

Figulus, who died 45 B.C.  It is quoted with parallels 
and discussed by Dölger, Ichthys, II, 195 f. On p. 
201 he quotes Plutarch, Quaesiiones convivales, V III, 
viii, 4, who says that the ancient Greeks sacrificed 
to Poseidon as the “ racial father” since “ they, like
Syrians, supposed that man was born from the
‘damp substance’.” Plutarch goes on to quote 
Anaximander to the effect that “ the fish is the
common mother and father of man.” The Syrians
are more sensible, says Plutarch, since they worship
the fish directly, and hence refuse to eat it. A p­

parently, however, this taboo applied only to 
ordinary eating, not to ritualistic eating.

106. On fish at these Syrian festivals, along with 
wine, see Cumont in CR, A IB , 1917, 281-284; cf· 
Ichthys, II, 263-297. A table for offerings is in the 
museum at Istanbul, no. 7754, from Arapsun, of 
the fifth century b .c .  A plate of fruit and a dove are 
carved on the top, and on the front is a row with a 
sheep and a goat, and a fish whose tail is lost behind 
a wreath. Ritualistic offering or eating seems in­
dicated.

107. R. Pettazzoni, “ La Confession des péchés 
en Syrie aux époques préchrétiennes,” Mélanges 
syriens offerts à M . R . Dussaud, 1939, I, 197-202 
(Bibliothèque archéologique et historique, X X X ).

108. See above, III, fig. 380; cf. I, 166.
109. Ichthys, II, 205.
n o . See below, pp. 22-27.
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this seems to me quite true in spite of sporadic references in Greek literature.111 T he ancient 
Pythagoreans, for example, had a taboo against eating fish, but it is clear from Plutarch 112 
th a t the Greeks of his day m ade so m any guesses a t w hat m ight have provoked such a taboo 
th a t actually they had no idea w hat did so.113 Aelian 114 records th a t in a certain rem ote 
village in Lycia a divination or augury by fishes was practised, a  custom, we gather, which 
was indeed a singular curiosity to the ancients.115 An Attic vase in the Kunsthistorische 
M useum  at V ienna suggests th a t fish may have been am ong the beasts torn  and eaten 
by Dionysiac orgiasts, since the m aenad a t the left has a fish in each hand and the m aenad 
on the right w hat looks like a piece of fish in her right hand. But in spite of the m aterial 
gathered by Eisler 117 on the subject, I do not think there is m uch evidence for Dionysiac 
fish eating as an im portant practice.

Fish eating a t Greek wedding feasts m ay have been im portant, and, we shall see, it 
came to be so am ong Jews, where the fertility symbolism of the fish would in th a t case p rob­
ably have been recognized. But Eisler’s evidence for it is inadequate.118 O n  the contrary, 
the seventh book of Athenaeus’ Deipnosophists is given over to an elaborate discussion of the 
values of various fishes, in alphabetical order, though while a  num ber of them  are called 
“ sacred” to this or tha t deity, the discussion is concerned almost entirely w ith the edibility 
of the various kinds, with ample evidence of taboos but no trace of symbolic im portance 
of the fish as such.119

A unique Boeotian am phora of the geometric period, however, suggests tha t in the more 
prim itive days of the “ Nurse of Animals” such fish symbolism as we have seen in the East 
was active also in Greece. O n  this vase, fig. i8 ,120 the goddess has above each shoulder a

i n .  For a review of the references to fish as food 119. Athenaeus, The D eipnosophists, vu, 50, sac-
in ancient literature see Ichthys, V, 329-358. rifice of the first tunny of the season to Poseidon;

1 1 2 .  Quaestiones convivales, v i i i ,  v iii .  1 1 4 ,  th e  sca r i, a  sa c r ed  fish ; 1 2 6 ,  fish  sa c r ed  to
1 1 3 .  Eisler explains this taboo on the ground Hecate, Apollo, Hermes, Dionysus, Aphrodite,

that the fish was a phallic symbol: “Fisch,” esp. p. and Artemis, with some reference to fish used in
1 6 8 .  His study explains all fish symbolism in these the rites of these gods; v i i i , 11 f., fish superstitions,
terms. We shall see much of that meaning in the But all of this seems quite incidental in the ex­
fish, but much more besides. His study, therefore, tended pages on fish as food.
while valuable and rich in the material collected, 120. From Paul Wolters in E A ,  III (1892), plate
seems to me by no means to exhaust the subject. x, 1 ; cf. p. 221. Fig. 1 a on the same plate shows the

114. D e natura anim alium , v i i i , 5. vase as a whole from the other side, with scrolls,
115. Fish seem to have been used in magic by small birds, a large bird in flight, and a hare, with

the ancients, but only rarely: Ichthys, V, 181-188. two more swastikas. The row of little water birds
116. See Eisler, “ Fisch,” fig. 13, at p. 176; cf. above the goddess continues round the vase. See

p. 183. It was originally published in A. de La- also Wolfgang Schultz in M em non, III (1909), 197,
borde, Collection de vases grecs de M .  le comte de and fig. 22. Dölger, Ichthys, II, 179-181, denies any
L am berg, 1814, Supplément II, plate 3. phallic significance, though he admits the fish is

117. “ Fisch” and Orpheus. not an ornament on the dress. He sees the goddess
118. Athenaeus frequently quotes lists of fishes represented as powerful in the air (birds), on land

from the lost play The M arriage  o f H ebe  of Epichar- (bull), and in the water. That is, he denies any
mus, but that these lists specified the fish at the special symbolic value to the fish as such. Eisler, 
wedding banquet, or that, if they did, they had “Fisch,” 172, agrees with Schultz. Stebbins, 55 f., 
symbolic importance as Eisler concludes, there is calls the figure the “ Persian Artemis” and does not
nothing to indicate. See Eisler, “ Fisch,” 176; take the fish to be a dolphin.
Orpheus, 258.
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bird (apparcndy a peacock) and a swastika. Below her outstretched arms are the foreleg of 
a bull a t the right and the head of a bull a t the left—each, again, with a swastika. O n the 
ground a t either side of her are a pair of confronted and harnessed lions, with swastikas. 
The goddess herself, as Schultz recognized, although conforming to the general type of the 
“Nurse of Animals” is shown by her wavy hair and the zigzag lines which go down from 
her waist to be a goddess of w ater in some sense. W ith this is the large fish which Schultz 
rightly saw was draw n as though in cross section approaching the lower p art of her body. 
Its phallic reference seems obvious. But the fish w ith the Cypriote goddess is not unique 
on this piece. A nother Cypriote vase has on one side a goat, a w ater bird, a  lyre, a wine 
pitcher, and a peculiar design which was taken to be a bier. O n  the other side of this vase, 
fig. 19,121 are, above, a  goat, a lozenge, and a w ater bird, and, below, two panels (the 
design on the th ird  panel is destroyed), in one of which is a w ater bird w ith a  fish and in 
the other the goddess, with a string of three fish in her left hand and the thigh of an anim al 
in her right. This association of the goddess w ith the fish has clearly come to Cyprus from 
Syria.

W hile no other such fish goddess appears in the art of the Greek islands of tha t period, 
enough evidence is avilable to make it likely that the fish had indeed come over from the 
East to be an im portant symbol in tha t civilization. Discussion of the nam e by which this 
goddess was called, w hether it was Atargatis, the Syrian Artemis, the Persian A nahita, or 
some other,122 seems to me only to obscure the im portance of the fish as a symbol in its own 
right. T he Cypriote seals, which are clearly derived from Syrian and hence M esopotam ian 
prototypes, use the fish in the same way it had been used in the East; see for example the 
green serpentine seal shown in fig. 13.123

Probably earlier than  any of these is the rem arkable silver bowl found in a grave at 
Golgoi in Cyprus, fig. 20.124 The design on the bowl seems intended to express the hope of 
immortality in Egyptian and Cypriote terms. Against a background of lotus flowers and 
trees, four funerary boats with various people and objects aboard are draw n in a circle. 
Two of the boats are pulled by horses, one by bulls or cows, and one by ducks. This design 
makes an  outer band which is finished on the inside by wavy circles to indicate water. 
Inside the w ater is a large central rosette of twenty-eight points separated by lotus flowers, 
and a t the heart of this rosette is a smaller one with a round center. The large rosette seems 
to me to indicate, like the later “Domes of Heaven,” the heavenly solar paradise to which 
the dead hope to come. Hence it is interesting tha t on this rosette are etched the bull (cow) 
and horse, both of them  means of salvation, the one in Egyptian and the other in more 
Cypriote terminology. W ith these are a hum an male and female, probably the dead m an 
and wife in the tomb, their hands upraised as they hail the new life, a pose which we shall

121. From Maggie Rutten, “ Deux vases chy- plate xxxi, 8; cf. fig. 11 and plate xxxm , 24, 28.
priotes du Musée du Louvre,” Mélanges syriens John L. Myres, Handbook of the Cesnola Collection of
offerts à M . R . Dussaud, I, plate I , facing p. 436 Antiquities from Cyprus, 1914, 439, no. 4329 (see the
(Bibliothèque archéologique et historique, X X X ); photograph on p. 435) calls this Cypro-Mycenean
see figs. 13 and 14 for Syrian parallels. art of a rapidly degenerating style.

122. Dölger, Ichthys, II, 181-184. I24· From Cesnola, plate xi at p. 114; cf. p. 117.
123. From Louis P. di Cesnola, Cyprus, 1878, See Myres, 457 f., for comment on the date of such

bowls of Egyptian inspiration.



sec again.125 In  every possible interstice with these are a num ber of fishes, presum ably in 
this setting another symbol of imm ortal hope.

A little clay tripod of the early iron age, w hat M yres calls the Cypro-M ycenean 
tradition, shows among other things an ithyphallic m an with a  fish on either side of him, 
fig 22.126 O n a slightly later vase a bird eats a fish in whose m outh is a swastika, fig. 23.127 
M yres describes a design on a roughly contem porary vase where there is only a fish, w ith 
a  swastika again in front of its m outh. These early fish, which are m arked as sacred by 
the fact of their devouring the swastika, a t once suggest the connection of the fish asso­
ciated with, or devouring, “ round objects,” eyes, lozenges, or little “ loaves,” which we 
have seen in M esopotam ia and Judaism  and which we shall see again in C hristianity.128 
We seem again to have suggestions of a continuity of symbolic value. T here is also a vase 
from Rhodes, fig. 21,129 again of the mixed geometric and figured period, where the chief 
decoration is a  pa ir of fishes (only one appears in the photograph) w ith swastikas.

e. The Roman Empire. Such symbolic use of the fish seems absent from the representations 
of classical Greece,130 bu t the same symbolism suddenly reappears in hellenistic and R om an 
paganism. Again Dölger has collected the m aterial.131 For the hellenistic period the evi­
dence is not conclusive, bu t he seems right in supposing th a t an offering of fish for the 
dead came over into western practice from the East. H e has shown clearly, however, tha t 
m any tombstones and lamps w ith fish from R om an times which had  been judged Christian 
were actually of pagan  origin.132 Such fish symbolism was most frequently used by Punic 
and Neo-Punic people of N orth Africa, along with other devices of magical pow er.133 O n 
several of these the fishes are represented on plates, so th a t a fish meal for the dead seems
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125. See below, p. 167.
126. From Cesnola, plate x i .i v , 33 (b). Cf. Myres,

67, no. 513.
127. From Cesnola, plate x l v i ,  38; cf. Myres, 

96, no. 757; 97, no. 760.
128. Indeed in one of the tombs of Cyprus was 

found, along with two typical eastern fertility 
goddesses, a peculiar object in thin gold shaped 
exactly like the rhombs we have seen from M eso­
potamia. The lips are pressed lengthwise in the 
center as in those rhombs. The gold is pierced at 
each end, and those who found it call it a “ mouth 
piece.” See The Swedish Cyprus Expedition: Finds and 
Results of the Excavations in Cyprus, 192 7-1931, I,
1934, plate x c l v i i ,  2-4; Text, I, 564, no. 77. In 
accord with the oriental significance of the rhombs, 
it looks to me much more like the vulva of the god­
dess, especially when found with the fertility goddess
herself. One recalls, on the other side, the gold
“eye bandages” of Mochlos: see on the whole
subject Arthur Evans, The Shaft Graves and Bee-
Hive Tombs of Mycenae, 1929, 4-14.

129. From C. W. Lunsingh Scheurleer, Grieksche 
Ceramiek, Rotterdam, 1936, plate v, 16; see p. 31.

130. Ichthys, III, plate xxxi, shows two examples 
of black-figure vases, the vines of which have a 
Dionysiac orientation. In one, Poseidon rides a 
bull while carrying the vine, the trident, and a fish; 
in the other two men crowned in ivy kill a large 
tunny fish while dogs watch. In the first the fish 
seem only to identify Poseidon, and one can come 
to no conclusions of fish symbolism from the second.

131. Ichthys, II, 377-387. See also the hellenistic 
sarcophagus from Lycia, in the museum at Istan­
bul, on one end of which are a lion’s head, a mask, 
two fishes, and two dolphins: in G. Mendel, 
Catalogue des sculptures grecques, romaines et byzantines, 
Constantinople, 1912, I, 284-287.

132. Ichthys, II, 387-410.
133. See ibid., I l l ,  plates χχ ιν , xxvi, xxvn, 

xxxvn; R. M. du Coudray la Blanchere and P. 
Gauckler, Catalogue du Musée Alaoui, 1897, figs, 695, 
748, 777 (Description de l’Afrique du Nord).



indisputable. See figs. 25 134 and 24,135 two “ offering tables,” where the fish are shown 
with little loaves of bread. The funerary, hence presum ably eschatological, fish was, ac­
cordingly, something ready in paganism, both eastern and western, for Jews and Christians 
to take over.

The most im portant single type of such m onuments is th a t which gives prototypes 
for the Jewish and Christian symbolism of the fish banquet. These are represented as a 
three-legged table with a bolster curved behind it for the banqueters. O n  the table is a 
platter holding a fish.· T he same convention, with or w ithout the banqueters, was es­
pecially typical am ong the symbols on plates of lead or stone supposedly dedicated to the 
“Thracian R ider,” a deity who seems to have m igrated into the Balkans from the East. 
This figure w ith its table and fish has been often published and discussed: 130 I show only 
two examples, one, fig. 26,137 where the fish is simply on the little three-legged table a t the 
bottom, along w ith other sacred animals; the other, fig. 27,138 where it is actually the center 
of a banquet. Dölger was most reluctant to see symbolism in pagan representations, yet he 
said of the fish m eal on such plates: “ H ere the fish is over and over again all too clearly 
represented as the holy food of a  mystery cult.” 139

Closely connected with this is the same table with fish elaborately presented in the 
Sabazius paintings a t Rome, which we have already discussed.140 T he oriental origin of 
the rites of these pictures is shown by the Phrygian cap worn in the plaques of the T hracian  
Rider as well as in the Sabazius paintings. This conncction continued in the famous scene 
of the banquet of Dido, fig. 28,141 which appears in a m anuscript of Virgil, perhaps “ from 
upper Italy  of late antiquity .” 142 W ith the fish are three little loaves of bread, while a t­
tendants bring the wine. I see no trace of Christian influence in the painting.143

/ .  Modern Survivals. T he fish has continued to the present as a talismanic device, often 
used as an am ulet in N orth Africa and Syria. Dölger shows several, usually w ith the “ hand 
of Fatim a,” as the hand of God is called by Moslems. I saw the fish in a  most interesting 
place in the desert behind the T heban  Tom bs in Egypt. N ot far from the Tom b of the 
Nobles there is on top of a hill a little building, unroofed, which our guide told me is a 
fertility shrine for M oham m edan women, fig. 30.144 I went in and found ju s t the four 
walls, w ith two niches in them. Smoke blackening showed th a t the niches are used for 
lights, fig. 31. Perhaps the place is used only a t night; perhaps the lights have some sig­
nificance in the rituals carried out there. O n  the walls are scratched various designs.
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134. From Ichthys, III, plate xxv, fig. 1. The 
original, he says, is at the Musée Alaoui (Bardo) in 
Tunis.

135. From ibid., fig. 2. Dölger says that the 
original is at the Collection of the Minervan Tem ­
ple at Thébessa, Algeria.

136. Ichthys, I, 143-150; II, 420-447. Dölger has 
an excellent bibliographical discussion in II, 421 f.

137. From ibid., I l l ,  plate xxxm .
138. From ibid., plate xxxn, 2.

139. Ibid., I, 147.
140. See above, II, 45-50; cf. I l l ,  figs. 839-843.
141. From AA, J D A I,  X L IX  (1934), 294, fig. 6. 

It is in cod. vat. lat. 3867, Vergil fol. 100, v. Dölger, 
Ichthys, III, plate l i i ,  calls it “ fifth century.”

142. A A ,J D A I,  X L IX  (1934), 295.
143. The haloes seem to me the pre-Christian 

royal haloes. See above, II, 227 f.
144. Figs. 30, 31, and 32 are from photographs I 

took at the shrine.



obviously of talismanic im portance for fertility. A p lan t growing from a pot is to be seen 
between the two niches, and in fig. 32 two fishes (the one a t the left barely visible) flank 
another p lant in a  pot.

In  Tunisia and Algeria the fish are, it is true, widely used as amulets by Moslems. 
But in sections where there is a Jewish quarter the fish is preem pted as a Jewish symbol. 
O n  the island of D jerba off the coast of southern Tunisia lives a very famous and very 
old Jewish community. H ere the fish is almost omnipresent. A house w ith a fish over the 
door is thereby m arked as being the residence of Jews. I photographed one such, fig. 33, 
where there is a central device which looks like a vase w ith three stalks growing from it but 
which m ay be a conventionalized hand .145 Above this is a  fish, and beside it, on either 
side, a dolphin. T he Jewesses of D jerba have a distinctive headdress, a brimless h a t which 
gives the effect of a turban , usually dark red; gold disks, as m any as can be afforded, are 
attached to it; larger disks are on the dome of the hat, smaller ones form a fringe a t the 
bottom. I was fortunate enough to be allowed to photograph one of these hats, fig. 34, 
and it can be seen th a t the design on the larger disks is th a t of fish, w ith a “ round object” 
m ade up  of a central boss and eight surrounding bosses, all w ithin a circle. I strongly 
suspect th a t the fish is so m uch a favorite on the houses and as a device to be w orn by 
women because it is not only generally protective but is by Jews, as by Moslems in Egypt, 
associated w ith fertility.146

In  these connections we m ay ask: Was the fish carried over as a talism anic symbol 
from Punic and late Egyptian usage to the Moslems, whence it went to Judaism , or is the 
Jewish fish of m odern times a direct descendant of the Jewish fish of antiquity  which, 
along w ith m uch else perhaps, was taken over by Moslems from Judaism ? I know of no 
investigation of the symbolic and ritualistic heritage from Judaism  to Islam, and w ithout 
a ra ther complete study, conclusions about any one symbol must be tentative. But we 
have seen reason to suppose th a t the use of w ater on Moslem graves m ight have been part 
of a  Jewish heritage,147 and a similar history of the fish is also possible. C ertainly the 
Jewish fish lore antedates M ahom et. In  any case, it is clear th a t the fish survives to the 
present as an active talismanic symbol am ong both Moslems and Jews.

2 . Ί he Dolphin in Paganism  

I n  p a g a n i s m  dolphins were almost omnipresent on tombs and funerary inscriptions, 
where they survive, as Leclercq says, by the thousands, either alone or w ith the trident or 
anchor.148 They are in m any other places, such as decorative walls in Pompeii, or baths, 
where they have been supposed to be com parable to m arine scenes in m odern bathrooms. 
But it m ay safely be assumed th a t the burden of proof, not merely of assertion, rests upon 
anyone who would claim that a symbol thus universal in funerary ornam ent was, at 
least in  th a t setting, “ merely decorative.” 149 I t  was obviously conventional, and m any of

145. Cf. the drawings in Ichthys, III, plate xxix. 147. See above, I, 109 f.
W e should recall that early Christians used the fish 148. See CL, IV, 284.
monogram as a protection over the doors of their 149. Frey dismisses the problem in pagan art
houses: Ichthys, I, 243-257. with a wave of his hand: RAC, V III (1931), 304 i.

146. See below, pp. 49 f.
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the professional artists who used dolphins may have pu t them  in one place ra ther than  
another largely as they fitted into their designs. But the dolphin itself must have m eant 
something or it would not have persisted in the crudest gravestone scratchings and in 
graffiti—where “ convention” and “ decoration” are alike strangers—as well as in highly 
artistic creations.

Although the tradition of the fish has led us especially to Syria and Palestine, and 
to N orth Africa where we m ay suppose Punic influence—th a t is, basically to eastern and 
Semitic sources-—the tradition of the dolphin seems just as characteristically Greco- 
R om an.150 T he study of E. B. Stebbins 151 makes it possible to review this m aterial sum­
marily. She thinks th a t in geometric art, indeed right back to M inoan art, m any of the 
pisciform representations are intended to be dolphins, bu t from the sixth century on 
there is no mistaking th a t dolphins are often presented, and in hellenistic and R om an 
periods the creature is almost omnipresent. Miss Stebbins insists th a t this frequency is 
prim arily due to two factors, th a t the dolphin symbolized the sea and th a t it could be 
used ideally, almost w hat we would now call impressionistically, from the amplification 
of its curves to fill spaces as desired. T h a t the dolphin was a symbol in a sense closer to 
the way in which we are using the term  she does not discuss systematically, though she 
has collected m uch m aterial for such discussion.

This m aterial falls into several groups. First, the dolphin was associated in many 
ways w ith Dionysus. O ne recalls a t once the story which is found in a num ber of sources, 
most familiarly in  the Hom eric H ym n to Dionysus, of how T yrrhenian  pirates attem pted 
to kidnap the young god. Dionysus turned the pirate sailors into dolphins and took over 
the ship himself.152 T he black-figure cylix by Execias, fig. 29,153 is always, and properly, 
connected w ith this legend.154 In  the story of a  Coeranus, who seems to be Dionysus, the 
hero saved some dolphins from being killed by a fisherman and in re tu rn  was himself 
saved by dolphins w hen shipwrecked.155 M elicertes-Palaemon also appears to be an 
alternative nam e for Dionysus. His m other Ino held him  as a baby in  her arms when 
she jum ped from the M olivian cliff into the sea. H e was carried to the Isthm us by a 
dolphin, where he seems to have come back to life and to have been worshiped, while he 
changed his m other into the sea goddess Leucothea.156 Numerous stories of this kind were 
told of a great diversity of m ythical persons, of whom Arion is perhaps the best known. 
Most frequently the stories tell of the friendship of a dolphin and a boy, who in the 
hellenistic period becomes Eros. T he dolphin as the carrier of a  person, dead or alive,

150. Two “dolphins” have been identified from 153. From FR, I, plate 42. Cf. also J. C.
early Mesopotamia, but I can see no reasons to call Hoppin, A Handbook of Greek Black-Figured Vases,
either of them dolphins: E. D. Van Buren, The 1924, 98.
Fauna of Ancient Mesopotamia, 1939, 82. 154. See Stebbins, 9 f.

151. Earlier studies are listed in her introduc- 155. Ibid., 62 i. For the dolphin and fish in a
tion: see esp. Hermann Usencr, Die Sintflulhsagen, bacchanalian riot see the Corinthian black-figure
1899, 138-180. vase of the Louvre published by E. Pottier, in

152. For the various classical versions of the CVA, France 9, Louvre 6, plate 12, figs. 4. and 6;
story see Stebbins, 61 f. cf. p. 11.

156. Stebbins, 63-65.



lived on into Christian legends of saints.157 All of these Miss Stebbins groups w ith Dionysus, 
and it seems with reason. Essentially we have in the stories the dolphin as savior, carrying 
a person to im m ortality. Arion with his lyre is in later art given the hat which a t once 
associates him  with Orpheus, and since he plays his lyre on the back of a dolphin, he 
evidently has power to soothe the sea monsters with his music. I suspect tha t the dolphin 
was the symbol of Dionysus in association with the sea.

Indeed I suspect th a t in the story of the Tyrrhenian pirates we have a profound m yth 
of salvation. In  F reudian terms m uch can be m ade of it: the god is taken on the ship 
(the hum an personality), is recognized by the helmsman (the ego), though the crew (the 
impulses of the id, w hat Paul calls the “ flesh” ) try to use him  for their own purposes. 
The god becomes the master, changes the crew (now in the water) into dolphins, and he 
and the helmsman thereafter sail together in a ship which has become the bower of 
Dionysus. T he personality has been so changed tha t “ for me to live is Dionysus” would 
exactly describe its new state. The impulses of the id have been not destroyed but saved: 
changed into dolphins beneath the ship, they have been transformed into w hat, as we 
shall see, Christians later called pisciculi. The whole is a picture of divinization. I should 
not like to say th a t this was all consciously in the mind of the w riter of the Homeric 
Hym n, but it is quite the essential picture of salvation as presented by Paul. T he sug­
gestion throughout these stories is th a t the dolphin is the god, as the sheep or fish was 
later Christ. T he great one is the Savior, through whom we come into im m ortality by our­
selves becoming sheep of his pasture, or little fish. We should expect then th a t the dolphin 
would be presented w ith all the am biguity of Christian use of the sheep, which on a 
grave would represent the faithful as one of Christ’s flock, and at the same time as the 
Christ who had saved him. In  such m atters either-or yields completely to both-and. To this 
im portant hym n we shall re tu rn  in Volume V II.

A similar group of stories and ritualistic observances connects the dolphin, who 
carries the soul, w ith Apollo, specifically Apollo Delphinius, whose cult was very wide­
spread.168 It appears th a t Delphinius is to be derived from dolphin ra ther than  Delphi, 
itself presum ably nam ed from the dolphin. The dolphin, either swimming before the boat 
or leaping up  into it, is said to have led C retan m ariners to the harbor of Cressa, whence 
they were directed to Delphi by the dolphin-god to found his sanctuary and become his 
priests. O r the dolphin-god brings Icadius there on his back for the same purpose. In  
m any places there was a m onth called Delphinius, in which the festival of H ydrophoria, 
or w ater carrying—connected w ith the cult of the dead—was celebrated. In  the cere­
monies to Apollo of the quindecim viri a t Rome the dolphin was used as a symbol. So the 
hellenistic representations of Eros on the dolphin, or the dolphin alone, had roots in the 
worship of Apollo quite as m uch as in th a t of Dionysus, and we begin to feel tha t the 
dolphin as the conveyor of the soul, common in funerary a rt from this time, has value 
as a symbol apart from its explanation in terms of either god. Indeed the dolphins have 
seemed to some scholars to represent also the w ater of the world beyond death, passing

157. Ibid., 65-77.
158. For this material and references see ibid., 77-83.
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through which the soul is purified. We are close here to a symbolism which could easily 
be, and apparently  was, reinterpreted for Christian (and perhaps Jewish) baptism.

The dolphin, especially in artistic representations, was of course frequently associated 
with Poseidon as his symbol and as a form that he on occasion assumed—particularly for 
am atory purposes, as when he wooed Amymone. T he great am atory figure from the sea, 
Aphrodite, was similarly associated with the dolphin everywhere in art. Fish had been 
elaborately associated with Ish tar as early as the third m illennium  by the Sum erians.159 
Aphrodite was in one legend taken to Cyprus by a dolphin, so tha t the creature was es­
pecially connected w ith her as Anadyomene. The am atory value of the dolphin came to 
be expressed by Eros riding on one, or catching it, as already m entioned; this device also 
seems not to refer to a specific deity but to represent divine power generally.160 Indeed 
what we have said about the symbol having value in its own right appears to be reinforced 
when the dolphin is observed w ith M ithra  and with various pantheistic deities.161

Incidentally, Pliny 162 tells of dolphins who helped fishermen catch fish; in addition 
to their share of the fish they got from the fishermen some bread soaked in wine, a sug­
gestion from paganism  itself of the eucharistie possibilities of the dolphin.

I t is surprising, therefore, after reviewing the m aterial Miss Stebbins has collected, 
to see th a t she thereafter has systematically minimized any symbolic im portance of the 
appearances of the dolphin on Greek vases,163 shields,164 and women’s garm ents (possibly 
hieratic garments) 165 and speaks of them  as space fillers, mere decorations, or simply as 
indications of the w ater of the sea.166 T he frequent use of the dolphin as a prop for a statue, 
in place of the m ore usual stum p of a tree,167 a convention especially associated w ith 
Aphrodite, impresses me as being a p art of the symbolic tradition. As the dolphin becomes 
more frequently presented by later artists, it seems to Miss Stebbins to lose symbolic
value and to become “a formal m otif or literary ornam ent.” 168 To Aulus Gellius 169 in the

159. H. Zimmern, König L ipit-Istaf s Vergöttli- Courtauld Institutes, X V I (1953), 200, has the in-
chung, 1916, 21 ; cf. 40-42 (Berichte, K. Sächsischen teresting suggestion that the dolphin with Aphro-
Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften, Leipzig, Phil. dite was the uterus.
Hist. Klasse, L X V III, v). 161. See Stebbins, 86, 120, 122.

160. It is enough to see the recently discovered 162. Natural History, ix, 29-32. Stebbins, 89.
mosaics from Antioch, published by the Committee 163. Ibid., 97.
for the Excavation of Antioch and Its Vicinity, 164. Ibid., 101.
Antioch on the Orontes. There, in II, The Excavations 165. Ibid., 107.
1933-1936, Princeton, 1938, plate 38, Secs. 1, 3, 5, 166. Ibid., 109.
Eros on a dolphin catches fish; and in Sec. 4 Eros 167. Ibid., 118-120.
catches the dolphin on which he is riding. See also 168. Ibid., 60; cf. p. 123: “As the design was
plate 39, Sec. 1; plate 8o, Sec. 3. Cf. in the same more and more used, it became a stock pattern,
series, III, The Excavations 1937-1939, Princeton, so that the symbolism must have receded behind
1941, plate 48, no. 105; plate 61, no. 128A; plate customary usage and mechanical execution, and
66, no. 138; plate 69, no. 142; plate 79, no. 165, 2; eventually have been forgotten.” The same could
plate 83, no. 170B. In III, plate 77, no. 161B, a be said, but not truly, of the cross or of the Shield of
fish, not a dolphin, has what may be a protruding David. That the symbolism of the dolphin has now
tongue. Doro Levi, Antioch Mosaic Pavements, Prince- largely disappeared does not mean we can say that
ton, 1947, discusses many of these mosaics. A. A. frequency of usage in late antiquity meant it had
Barb, “Diva Matrix,” Journal of the Warburg and likewise disappeared at that time.

169. Attic Nights, V i, 8.



second century after Christ, on the contrary, the stories of the boy riders are still dem on­
strations th a t dolphins are venerei et amasii (even though the love in the story is homo­
sexual), and show tha t these dolphins were “ under the sway of A phrodite.” 170 I t  is a 
m atter of personal judgm ent w hether such a statem ent is to be read as purely formal 
literary ornam ent or as a literal reference to the goddess. But the active passion of the 
dolphin survives in either reading, and I cannot believe th a t Gellius would have seen 
dolphins on a sarcoühagus w ithout a t least unconsciously feeling their significance.

The erotic symbolism found in the dolphin is an element which will recur w ith a 
great num ber of the symbols as we study them. Salvation, the coming into im m ortality, 
will everywhere be found in association w ith the idea of the love of the savior for hum an 
beings, and of their love for him. In  the ancient world this could be expressed quite 
specifically in terms of Eros or Aphrodite, or the swan consorting w ith Leda on a sar­
cophagus. Christians had to soften such representation. They talked of agapē ra ther than  
erös, and when it was a Christian saint brought to shore by a dolphin, the sexual symbolism 
of the figure was certainly not in the conscious m ind of those who told the story. But the 
saving dolphin, in all probability, still represented a loving act of God. T he difference 
between agapē and erös is for metaphysicians, not historians, to argue. W hat we see clearly, 
keeping to plain English, is th a t the dolphin represented the kindly, loving, im m ortalizing 
aspects of deity, w ith reference to whichever deity it represented. In  the course of transi­
tion the openly erotic was by no means entirely repressed. Indeed, Coptic Christians 
represented Aphrodite Anadyomene with her dolphins, holding a cross in a w reath above 
her head on w hat appears to be a eucharistie paten, fig. 35.171 T he distinction between 
erös and agapē was certainly not clear here. I see no reason, accordingly, against supposing 
th a t the erotic value of the dolphin as a divine symbol, however m uch the specifically 
erotic had to be reinterpreted, went over to the Christian and Jewish m onum ents w ith the 
form.

The dolphin had been associated w ith so m any gods th a t it was clearly a symbol 
in  its own right, one which, as seen in its use w ith M ithra, Isis, or Pantheos, could be so 
interpreted tha t it was appropriate for any deity. I t  is an excellent example of the vo­
cabulary of the symbolic lingua franca of the period.172 I t  always carried its symbolic 
value with it, however, and in whatever association it was presented suggested the loving 
concern of deity to bring one into a happy life after death. As such it could be used freely 
on the graves or in the places of worship of both Jews and Christians and as a living 
symbol presum ably carried this value with it into those religions. T h a t it was also a very 
handy device to fill in odd places in a design in no sense indicates th a t it had thereby lost 
its symbolic value, any more than  “ red, white, and blue” ceases to have symbolic im-

170. This is a statement quoted by Gellius from 171. From a photograph published by courtesy
Apion. Stebbins, 119, seems to me not to under- of the Coptic Museum, Cairo, where the object is
stand the passage so well as had J. J. Bernoulli, no. 5028. Aphrodite appears a number of times on 
Aphrodite, 1873, 245, whose interpretation she re- Christian objects in this museum, 
jects. 172. See above, IV, 36-38, 46 i.
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portance in America because it is often displayed as festoons of bunting to decorate build­
ings. W e do not know how Jews who used the dolphin would have expressed it, but it 
seems th a t overtly erotic symbolism would have been as distasteful to them  as to Chris­
tians and tha t they would similarly have softened the symbolism, indeed have led the 
way in doing so for Christians. Such is certainly the impression of Philo’s use of erotic 
im agery.173

W hen Leclercq concludes th a t Christians used the dolphin to indicate the Savior, 
he points out w hat seems only a  continuation and adaptation  of its pagan value.174 Le­
clercq 175 thinks th a t in Christian art the dolphin twisted on the anchor or trident is Christ 
on the cross, and this seems generally presumed. There is little evidence for it, so far as 
I know, bu t it m ay well have been the rationalization of a  symbol, dolphin w ith anchor 
or trident, to which Christians w anted to give specific Christian m eaning because they 
w anted to use the symbol of the dolphin-savior in their own context. And as usual, if 
Leclercq’s guess is correct about the m eaning of the dolphin and trident, the Christian 
in terpretation does not change the value of the symbol. T he in terpretation still follows the 
m ethod ascribcd to Paul a t Athens: it gives a specific nam e to the U nknown God, saying 
in effect, “ Christ is the true dolphin.”

W hat could the Jews have called it? T h a t we cannot say. But they did use the dolphin 
most conspicuously in their catacom b, in a  design m ade up  otherwise of religious symbols 
of their faith, and we m ay suppose th a t they too, in their own terms, saw in it a  symbol 
of hope for themselves and their loved ones. I t  will appear th a t they m ay have called it 
Leviathan. M ore than  th a t cannot be said w ith certainty; bu t two scraps of literary 
evidence are w orth recalling. First, Philo 176 told a story of a  boy loved by a dolphin, 
which died when the boy died; so it is clear th a t hellenized Jews were fam iliar w ith this 
lore. Secondly, w ithout any context, the “ rabbis” are quoted in the T alm ud as follows:

D o lp h in s arc fruitful and  m u ltip ly  by coup ling  w ith  hum an beings. W h at are dolphins?

— Said  R a b  J u d a h : H um ans o f  the sea .177

If even the rabbis had picked it up, the erotic symbolism of the dolphin m ust have been 
widely curren t indeed.

3 . Sea M onsters in Paganism

T h e  g o a t  f i s h  first appears to my knowledge in the Neo-Sum erian period, when it 
was the “ distinctive a ttribu te  of E a.” 178 Such is recognized to be its m eaning in fig. 36,179

173. See my By Light, Light, esp. pp. 145-148, 177. B T , Bekorolh, 8a (ET, 47).
157-160. 178. Van Buren, “ Fish Offerings in Ancient

174. G. A. Eisen and F. Kouchakji, Glass, 1927, Mesopotamia,” Iraq, X  (1948), in - 1 2 1 .
II, 545 i., suggest that for Christians the fish is 179. FromLegrain, The Culture of the Babylonians,
Christ, the dolphin resurrection. plate l i i i ,  fig. 801; cf. plate x x x v ,  fig. 801, and his

175. In CL, IV, 285-287. text, p. 330. The name of the owner is beside the
176. Animal, 67. device.
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and it seems only an  alternative for the god of the flowing bowl in fig. 37.180 Both of these 
seals are from N ippur. The zodiacal figure is clearly this early Ea 181 and continued as a 
popular representation of Ea and his associates for millennia. I t  is probably as such th a t 
the goat fish is m entioned in two magical charms, where figurines of the monster in wood 
or clay are stipulated am ong other objects to be used w ith the charm s.182 Since in one of 
these an altar to Ea is also called for, the figurine of the goat fish m ay be presum ed to 
represent th a t god. Ea was prim arily the “ Lord of the W atery D eep,” from which comes 
all sweet w ater on the surface of the earth  and later all rain  from heaven. His w ater was 
th a t of purifying spells and rites. As god of the depths he was god of wisdom, him  in 
whom all secrets were hidden.183 I t  is impossible for me to trace this figure into hellenistic 
sources. I t  seems to have come from the East prim arily with the zodiac.184 But its im port 
in its own right carried over, for stories of the monster were told in hellenistic times. 
Personalized, he was m ade the com panion of Zeus in the w ar w ith the Titans, whom he 
terrorized by trum peting on a shell.185 The story has clearly conflated him  with Triton, 
but also, in putting down the Titans, w ith Orpheus, who could scatter the forces of evil, 
tam e the wild impulses w ith his music. The m yth seems a Greek adaptation or explanation 
of the values of the figure which go back to its association w ith Ea. How m any mythical 
explanations were given this figure in adapting its value as it passed through Syria and 
other eastern civilizations we cannot now reconstruct.

In  iconography of the R om an period Capricorn appears only in sporadic cases. A 
curious drinking horn a t Lyons has the horn in place of the tail, and Capricorn before it, 
fig. 38.186 T h a t it is Capricorn ra ther than  a common goat is m ade highly likely by the 
typical position of the two front feet and by the impression of the object as a whole. So 
far as I know, the object is unique, and the conclusion tha t Capricorn was associated w ith 
ritualistic drinking, as we shall see the fish was, cannot be draw n from a unique item  
which m ay have been only a jeu cTesprit of the artist, though of course the possibility of
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180. From ibid., fig. 804; cf. plate xxxvi, fig. 
804, and the text, p. 331. The name of the owner 
also stands on this seal. Legrain calls the goat fish 
Ea but says that the god with the flowing bowl in 
this figure is the “ fisherman . . .  a symbol and 
servant of Ea.” There is no indication that this is a 
fisherman and certainly none that it is a servant of 
Ea. For the Akkadian prototype of Ea, the god 
with the flowing bowl and fish, see also Van Buren, 
“ Fish Offerings,” in - 1 2 1 ,  and her fig. 10.

181. H. Frankfort, Cylinder Seals, 1939, 156. 
Frankfort has a good collection of the appearances
of the goat fish on seals: see esp. 165 f. and the
index, s.v. On Cappadocian seals the goat fish as
Ea became the dispenser of rain, ibid., 24.7. E. D.
Van Buren, The Flowing Vase and the God with 
Streams, 1933, also presents many instances: see her
index, s.v.

182. O. R. Gurney, “Babylonian Prophylactic 
Figures and Their Rituals,” Annals of Archaeology 
and Anthropology (University of Liverpool), X X II
(1935), 55 (cf. 57), and 71. For the first of these see 
also H. Zimmern, Beiträge zur Kenntnis der babyloni­
schen Religion, 1901, 163, line 8 (Assyriologische 
Bibliothek, X II).

183. Van Buren, The Flowing Vase, 8-10.
184. For the acceptance of the zodiac by the 

Greeks see Cumont in DS, V, 1050 f.
185. Haebler in PW, III, 1550 f. The sources 

are Erotosthenes and Euhemerus and stories of 
“ Egyptian priests” : C. Robert, Erotosthenis cataste- 
rismorum reliquiae, 1878, 148-151; B. Bunte, Hygini 
astronomica, 1875, 4.9, 69 f.

186. From Reinach, Statuaire, IV, 451, no. 6. 
Reinach gives no reference for other publication 
of this horn, and I could not find one.
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such association remains. Capricorn was the birth sign of Augustus, one which meant 
so m uch to him  th a t he had it pu t on the reverse of m any of his coins, and it appears 
beside his head on the great cameo of the M useum of Vienna, and probably on a relief 
from N orth  Africa a t the Musée Lavigerie.187 T he figure of Capricorn was a favorite symbol 
with the R om an legions, some of which used it alone or with other animals. Four, possibly 
five, of these legions were certainly created by Augustus, and a sixth was reorganized by 
him, so it has been supposed tha t they took the sign in his honor. There is no explanation 
why the other three legions did so.188 I t was used on coins other than  those of Augustus, 
and Furtw ängler recalls these, as well as a num ber of amulets from before the time of 
Augustus.189 They seem to him  lucky tokens. But in the m arine mosaics of the R om an 
period Capricorn has no special place am ong the monsters of the sea.

T hree of the monsters in the mosaic of the baths at O stia are quite clearly Capricorn, 
as in fig. 40,190 bu t various other animals are also represented w ith the long fishy tails. 
The animals turned into sea monsters in all these mosaics seem to me not chosen at 
random, however, for they are the animals especially fam iliar in Dionysiac association. 
The lion, leopard, ass,191 horse, bull, and even in one case a m arine deer, fig. 41,192 are so 
common along with the goat tha t the impression is th a t of a bacchanalian orgy in the sea, 
with Poseidon, often the com panion of Dionysus in classic Greek art, now taking his 
place a t the center. The monstrous sea serpent and sea goat are often hard  to distinguish, 
but the creatures w ith long necks are probably to be identified as sea serpents.193

We m ust conclude, accordingly, tha t Capricorn as such had no special im portance 
in the religious life of the R om an empire and th a t the instances in the Jewish remains 
are to be considered along with the pagan sea monsters in general. These had divine 
attributes or were themselves attributes of divinities and hence indicated divine power and 
action, a power which seemed enhanced by their being features and creatures of the vasty 
deep.

I t  is then not surprising th a t early Christians represented the “ great fish” of Jo n ah  
as a monster of this type. I show only one of a great num ber, fig. 39.194 Indeed I suspect

187. Suetonius, Octavius, 94. For Capricorn with 
Augustus see M. Delattre, Musée Lavigerie, 1899,
II, plate v, 6. (Description de l’Afrique du Nord, 
VIII, 11).

188. C. Renel, Cultes militaires de Rome: Les 
Enseignes, 1903, 212, 217 f.; see also 200 f., 213, 215, 
225, 229, 262.

189. A. Furtwängler, Die antiken Gemmen, 1900, 
264, 296 f.

190. From G. Calza, BA, VI (1912), 200, fig. 2; 
see the whole mosaic in his fig. 1. His fig. 4 seems 
to show a marine sheep.

191. Ibid., 201, fig. 3.
192. From T. Ashby, “Drawings of Ancient

Paintings in English Collections,” Papers of the

British School at Rome, V II (1914), plate v: cf. p. 15. 
The original seems to have been in the Palace of 
Titus.

193 . They can be most quickly reviewed in 
Reinach, Peintures, 3 4 , no. 1 ; 3 6 , no. 3 ; 3 9 , nos. 1, 5 , 

6 ;  4 0 , no. X (cf. no. 3, which may be a goat); 4 2 ,  

nos. I , 4 , 5 ;  79 , no. 4 , is again dubious but is 
probably a goat.

194. From Wilpert, Pitture, plate 82, no. 2; cf. 
plates 26, 45, 47, 60, 61, 67, 85, 95, 109, 122, 156,
160, 189, all from catacombs. The sea monster 
could be used as a symbol by itself in the Christian 
catacombs: see ibid., plates, 11, 85. The sea m on­
ster swallows Jonah on a Christian patera: Gar­
rucci, Arte cristiana, III, plate 169; and on a gold 
glass: ibid., plate 174.



th a t this conception of the “ great fish” came over from Judaism  and is represented to us 
in the amulets of Volume II I , figs. 1042 f.195 It is the great monster with special powers 
which, we shall see, swallowed Jo n ah  in Jewish tradition and was probably identified 
w ith the Leviathan. T o this we shall return.
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195. Cf. above, II, 225.



C H A P T E R  T W O

The Symbolic Value of the Fish in Judaism

T O  B O T H  D Ö L G E R  and C um ont it seemed tha t the Christians first adopted 
the fish symbol in Syria,1 and certainly I agree tha t it is the oriental fish symbol which 

appears in Jo h n  vi, the earliest explicit acceptance of the fish as a  eucharistie symbol and 
as a symbol of the Savior who was eaten in the Eucharist.2

T he fish, however, was frequently represented in the W est as a substitute for wine in 
the scene of the Last Supper. T he earliest of such scenes to my knowledge are in the 
Catacomb of St. Callistus in Rom e; fig. 47 3 is one of the scenes in tha t Catacom b. The 
baskets in these scenes show tha t the paintings interpret the Last Supper in terms of the 
miracle of the loaves and fishes, as does the Fourth Gospel. Fig. 42 4 from the sacristy of 
the C athedral in Salerno shows the m ultiplication of fishes above, and the Last Supper 
below, w ith only the fish and bread on the table. T he Last Supper is a fish meal in Sant’ 
Apollinare Nuovo, R avenna.5 A Coptic version of the same is shown in fig. 43.® T he famous 
mosaic of the late fifth century in the church a t T abha, on the Sea of Galilee near Ca­
pernaum, is interesting also, fig. 48.7 T abha is the traditional site of the m ultiplication of 
the loaves and fishes, and the tradition is indicated by the mosaic, which shows a basket 
of bread flanked on each side by a fish and a lozenge. This stands directly behind the

1. Ichthys, I, 141,443. It seemed to him adopted 6. From a photograph, courtesy of the Coptic
as a missionary device to oppose the cults of Museum, Cairo, where the plaque is preserved.
Atargatis and of the Cabiri and the “Thracian See below, p. 81.
Rider.” Christians, he said, could not have 7. From Alfons Schneider, D ie  Brotvermehrungs-

“borrowed the symbol out of any of the Mysteries,” kirche von E t-T ä b g a  am Genesarethsee und ihre M osaiken,

since the Christian fathers hated the Mysteries so 1934) χ7> fig- 2 (Collectanea Hierosolymitana, IV ). 
thoroughly. Cumont in PW, IX , 848, followed In other parts of the same church are mosaics 
Dölger in this. devoted to scenes of water birds with plants and

2. See my “John a Primitive Gospel,” J B L ,  flowers; one bird is in the act of killing a snake, the
LXIV (1945), 145-182. pose familiar from amulets: see above, III, fig.

3. From Wilpert, P itture , plate 41, no. 4; cf. 1071, and II, p. 242. Schneider gives an excellent
plates 27, no. 2 and 41, no. 3. presentation of the entire material but has no

4. From Ichthys, III, plate l x x i i . Cf. ibid., plate appreciation of its symbolism as a whole. On p. 63
l x x i , I ,  where this meal with bread and fish is con- h e  considers his fig. 2 2 , a pair of geese at a chalice,
flated with the scene of the Miracle at Cana. as “ein beliebtes antikes Motiv (trinkende Pfauen

5. C. Ricci, Tavole storiche dei m osaici d i  Ravenna, oder Tauben), man möchte sagen, ins Humoristi-
1935, IV, plate r i . sehe umgebogen.”



altar between it and the bench for the priests in the apse. The eucharistie significance of 
bread and fish, w ith no wine shown, again seems clear.

Both Dölger and Cum ont assumed tha t the fish came into Christianity directly from 
paganism, however, though Cum ont had an appreciative word for the suggestion of 
Scheftelowitz 8 that, originally pagan, it came in as p art of the Jewish heritage of Chris­
tianity.9 Dölger’s rejection of this suggestion with more scorn than reason 10 is consonant 
w ith his general rejection of the symbolic im portance of Jewish representations. Actually, 
out of the mass of Jewish remains he considered only the fish, a lim itation which exposed 
him  to the danger of studying these data  piece by piece (or symbol by symbol) w ith an a 
priori judgm ent th a t Judaism  was always halachic Judaism  and tha t all true symbolism 
arose in Christianity. W ith the mass of Jewish symbols of the G reco-Rom an period before 
us, we cannot thus summarily dismiss the particular problem  of the Jew ish fish. In  ig i i 
Scheftelowitz developed the theory tha t the fish came into Christianity from Judaism , 
where it had early been popular and familiar. He did not know more than  a fraction of 
the Jewish archeological instances now before the reader, and he wrote w ithout reference 
to Jewish symbolism in general. His study was judged unconvincing at the time and has 
been largely neglected, or misrepresented. The fish symbolism he suggested seemed quite 
foreign to tha t religion which his readers, from the literary evidence of the rabbis, supposed 
Judaism  to be. But there was m uch in his study which now appears freshly relevant, and 
accordingly I review his m aterial, w ith considerable additions.11

Scheftelowitz discussed the fish under four heads: first, the faithful were themselves 
little fishes in Judaism  as well as in Christianity; secondly, the fish in Judaism  was the 
Messiah, as for Christians he was the Christ; thirdly, the fish was in both religions a 
sacram ental food; fourthly, the fish was for Jews and Christians alike a symbol of the hope 
of im m ortality. For discussing the m eaning of the fish to Jews, this arrangem ent is still 
useful.

A .  T H E  F A I T H F U L  A S  L I T T L E  F I S H E S

T e r t u l l i a n  in a most im portant passage called the Christians little fishes: “ But we 
little fishes, according to our Ichthys Jesus Christ, are born in the water, nor are we saved 
in any other way than  by rem aining in the w ater.” 12

8. “ Fisch-Symbol.” R. Eisler drew heavily land in contrast to “us little fish” etc. See C. R.
upon this study for his chapter “The Sabbatic Morey in Princeton Theological Review, V III (1910),
Fish-Meal of the Jews and the Banquet of the Last 403-406. For other Christian passages connecting
Days,” in his Orpheus, 221-225, and for his “ Fisch.” the fish with baptized Christians see Ichthys, V,

9. In PW , IX, 847. 308-320. Mory assumed that Tertullian’s reference
10. Ichthys, II, 490-492, 540-544. to the “ Ichthys,” the Greek term in a Latin docu-
11. See also Beyer and Lietzmann, Torlonia, 19, ment, meant that Tertullian was acquainted with

n. 3; Cohn-Wiener, 116; Eisler, Orph.-d.ion., 112. the Ichthys acrostic of the Christians. This seems
12. De baplismo, 1. This statement comes out in very dubious to me. The symbol was itself the

sudden contrast to Tertullian’s denunciaiion of the Ichthys, originating of course in Greek-speaking
heretical teachings of a woman of the Cainite sect, circles, and that it had already been given its
who, because she denied the validity of baptism Christian explanation in the acrostic is by no means
with water, says Tertullian, was a viper of the dry indicated by Tertullian’s use of the Greek word.
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Parallel w ith this, Scheftelowitz quotes the following m aterial: R . Samuel, of the be­
ginning of the th ird  century, explained H abakkuk i, 14 (“ Thou makest m en as the fish of 
the sea” ) as follows:

M en  are com pared w ith  fishes because just as fishes o f the sea d ie at once w hen  they  com e  

up on  dry land , so does m an also d ie as soon as he abandons the T orah  and th e  p re­

cep ts.13

A very im portant midrashic discussion is preserved of why Jacob  said (according to 
some traditions a t Genesis x l v i i i , 16) “Let them  increase like fish” :

A s the [evil] eye has no pow er over fish, so w ill the eye have no pow er over them .

. . . Ju st as fish live in  w ater, y et w h en  a drop falls from  above they  catch  it th irstily as 

th ou gh  they  had  never tasted w ater in their lives ; so are Israel brought up in  the waters 

o f the T orah , yet w hen  th ey  hear a  new  exposition  in  the T orah , they receive it thirstily  

as th o u g h  they  h ad  never heard a  T orah  teach ing  in  their lives.14

Comparison of God to living w ater is fam iliar in the O ld Testam ent,15 but the rabbis 
tended to tu rn  this figure into praise of Torah. So the “ waters of the T o rah ” in which 
the fish lived in the preceding quotation are further described:

R . H an in a  said: W h o dream s o f a w ell w ill see peace; as it is said, “ A nd  Isaac’s servants 

d igged  in  the va lley , and found there a w ell o f liv in g  w ater” (G en. x x v i, 19). R . N ath an  

said: H e  w ill find T orah ; as it is said, “ W hoso findeth m e findeth  life” (Prov. v i i i , 35), 

and  it  is w ritten  here “ a w ell o f  living w ater.” R ab a  said: [It m eans] life litera lly .16

T h at the Israelites, especially those faithful to the Law, are little fishes swimming in the 
Torah, where alone they can live, m ust have been a very old conception. I t  was proverbial 
in the time of Akiba early in the second century after Christ, as the following shows:

O u r rabbis have taught: O n ce  the w icked governm ent [R om e] dccrccd that Israel 

should  no longer occu p y  them selves w ith  T orah. T here cam e Pappos ben J u d a h  and  

found R . A kiba attracting  great assem blies and studying T orah . H e  said to him , “ A kiba, 

art thou  not afraid o f  the w icked governm ent?” H e  replied, “ I w ill tell thee a  parable:

T o  w h at is the m atter like? T o  a fox w ho w as w alking a long the bank o f the stream  and  

saw  som e fishes gathering together from  one p lace to another. H e  said to them , ‘From  

w h at are you  fleeing?’ T h e y  answ ered, ‘From  nets w hich  m en are bringing against us.’

H e  said to them , ‘L et it b e your pleasure to com e up on  the dry land , and let us, m e and  

you, d w ell together even  as m y  fathers dw elt w ith  your fathers.’ T h ey  replied, ‘A rt thou

13. B T , Abodah Z ara >̂ 3^ (ET, 11 f.). The anonymous statement in the Midrash, perhaps from 
passage goes on to other comparisons, for example the fifth century but probably much earlier.
that both are scorched by the sun and that, in the 15. Ps. xxxvi, g ;  Is. l v , i  ; Jcr. x v i i , 13.
case of both, the larger and more powerful devour 16. B T , Berakoth, 56b (ET, 369). Scheftelowitz,
the smaller. “ Fisch-Symbol,” 3, n. 3, has further references of

14. M R , Gen., xcvii, 3 (ET, II, 940). This is an the sort.



h e o f w hom  they tell that thou art the shrewdest o f anim als? T h ou  art not clever but a 

foo l! For if w e are afraid in the p lace w hich  is our life-elem en t, how  m uch  m ore so in  a 

p lace w hich  is our d ea th -e lem en t!’ So also is it w ith  us: I f  now  w hile w e sit and study  

T orah , in  w hich  it is w ritten, ‘For that is thy life, and the length  o f thy days’ (D cut. x x x ,

20), w e are in  such a plight, how  m uch m ore so if  w e go and neglect it !” 17

The rabbis and students of the Torah, who were the representatives of Judaism  par 
excellence, were of course fish par excellence. This comparison was m ade from very early 
times, according to the tradition. Scheftelowitz quotes from C hapter 40 of The Aboth 
of R. Nathan, a sort of tosefta to the talm udic Aboth. T h a t it presents genuine second- 
century m aterial cannot be asserted, but even if it was w ritten somewhat later, its tradition 
is still interesting:

O n  the subject o f d isciples R ab b an  G am aliel the Elder [the G am aliel in  the N ew  

T estam ent] spoke o f four kinds: A n unclcan  fish, a clean  fish, a fish from  the Jord an , a 

fish from  the G reat Sea.

A n  unclean  fish: w ho is that? A  poor youth  w ho studies Scripture and M ishna, 

H alak h a  and A gad a, and is w ithout understanding.

A  clcan  fish: w ho is that? T h a t’s a rich youth  w ho studies Scripture and  M ishna, 

H alakha and A gada, and has understanding.

A  fish from  the Jordan: w ho is that? T h a t’s a scholar w ho studies Scripture and  

M ishna, M idrash, H alakha, and A gada, and is w ithout the ta lent for g ive and take.

A  fish from  the G reat Sea: w ho is that? T h a t’s a scholar w ho studies Scripture and  

M ishna, M idrash, H alakha and A gada, and has the talent for give and take.18

This is indeed an impressive group of passages to represent th a t Jews are fishes. In  
comparison, the unique Christian statem ent where Tertu llian  says th a t the Christians are 
little fishes, a passage to which scholars have given great attention, seems isolated and 
secondary.19 H ad we only this literary evidence we should conclude th a t Jews had pro­
verbially com pared the pious m an to a fish who can survive only in his native element, 
th a t of Jewish legalism, and tha t this comparison had come over into Christianity with 
other Christian heritages from Judaism , come over w ith the necessity of reinterpretation, 
since obviously the w ater could now no longer be the Torah as the w ater of life. In ­
evitably this w ater in Christianity became the mystical w ater of baptism. The change did 
not work very well, for the baptism al w ater is something the Christian does not live in as 
the Jew  lives in Torah. Dölger tried to avoid the difficulty by introducing the conception

17. B T , Berakoth, 61b (ET, 406 f.). of Tertullian) ; St. Severianus the Bishop, Sermon :
18. As translated by Judah Goldin, The Fathers “The fish consecrates fishes. For if Christ were not

according to Rabbi Nathan, 1955, 166 (Yale Judaica the fish, he would never have risen from the dead”
Series, X ). Cf. Scheftelowitz, “ Fisch-Symbol,” 5. — a statement sufficiently obscure. All of these are

19. The Christian as a little fish in the living quoted and discussed by Morey, op. cit., 403-420.
waters appears also in Origen, In Matt, xin, 10 (a They tell us very little indeed about the Christian
dubious passage which Morey, op. cit., interprets fish.
this way); Jerome, Epist. vu, 3 (certainly a reflection
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th a t the w ater of baptism  was the Logos. But Tertullian makes Christ not the water but 
the Ichthys, another and greater fish. T ertullian’s statem ent is best understood as an offhand 
reinterpretation of a façon de parler inherited from Judaism , where the conception tha t the 
pious were fish had  consistent meaning.

TH E SYM BOLIC VALUE OF THE FISH LV JU D A ISM  35

B.  T H E  F I S H  A S  T H E  M E S S I A H  O R  C H R I S T

T h e  c o n c l u s i o n  is strengthened when we learn further from Scheftelowitz that 
the pious as little fishes were in Judaism  likewise contrasted w ith a greater fish.20

We cannot stress a very cryptic passage in which Joshua was said to be qualified to 
lead the Israelites (themselves com pared with fishes) to the promised land because he 
“ was the son of him  whose name was as the name of a fish.21 ” M uch m ay have been 
behind the statem ent, but if so it cannot now be safely inferred. M ore explicit is the 
following, a ttribu ted  to R . Ashi of the fourth century:

If L eviathan  by hook be hauled to land ,
W h at hope h ave fishes o f a shallow  strand? 22

The rabb i has here contrasted the great Leviathan, who lives in the depths, with the 
little fishes in shallow water, who are hum an beings.

Leviathan, in Jewish tradition, is a monster fish tha t lives a t the bottom  of the sea 
over the spring or fountain which feeds the ocean with w ater.23 T he monster was originally 
one of several monstrous beasts of El, the supreme god of U garitic mythology. Its name 
was there Lotan (or Shalyat), and it was a great serpent w ith seven heads, which was 
crushed by A nath, the w arrior goddess who helped Baal in his revolt against El.24 But if 
Gaster 25 is right, as seems likely, th a t these powers are those of a seasonal ritual, Lotan 
would be alive the next year to be killed anew. All the later Jewish stories of Leviathan, 
of course, are based upon the references to that creature in the Bible, especially Jo b  x l i  

and Isaiah x x v i i ,  i. In  the longer passage in Jo b  the great fish is mentioned as one of the 
instances of G od’s m ight in contrast to the insignificance of Job . I t is impossible to catch 
him w ith a hook, or press down his tongue with a rope. His great size and power are de­
scribed, and his inviolability, as well as his ability to spout fire from his m outh, make the

20. L eviathan and Behemoth were also discussed 
by R. W ischnitzer-Bernstein, “ Die messianische 
H ütte in der jüdischen K unst,” M G W J , L X X X  
(■936), 377“ 39o; see esp. the plate facing p. 384.

21. M R , Gen., xcvn, 3 (ET, II, 940 f.). The 
passage plays upon the fact that Nun, the name of 
Joshua’s father, in Aramaic means “ fish.”

22. B T , Moed Katan, 25b (ET, 160).
23. I Enoch i.x, 7 f. On the Leviathan, besides

Scheftelowitz see Friedlander’s notes in his edition 
of the Pirke Eliezer, 63, n. 11; 70, n. 4; 76, n. 3.
G. H. Box, Ezra-Apocalypse, go-92; J E ,  V III, 37-

39; J. Drummond, Jewish Messiah, 352-355; Paul 
Volz, Die Eschatologie der jüdischen Gemeinde im nt. 
Zeitalter, 1934, 389; I. Löw in Judaica, Herrn. 
Cohen Festschrift, 1912, 338-340. But by far the 
largest collection of material on Leviathan is in 
Ginzberg, Legends, I, 27-30, 40 f.; V, 41-38. I have 
used material quoted by these without further 
acknowledgment.

24. See the translations by H. L. Ginsberg in 
Pritchard, Texts, 1 3 7 A ( d ,  3 7 - 3 9 ) ;  1 3 8 B (g, i, 1-3,

15-17)-
25. T . H. Gaster, Thespis, 1950, 1-108.



deep boil like a pot, and make the sea like ointm ent. I t  is this fabulous m onster who is 
killed in Isaiah xxvn, i . “ In  tha t day”—an inevitably messianic phrase— God will punish 
him , slay him  with the sword.

In  later Jewish legend this m aterial was m uch expanded. Statistics were of course 
invented for the monster. Its bulk stretches the im agination indeed. A fish three hundred 
parasangs in length proclaimed himself a m inor crcature of the sea, for he was going to 
swim into the m outh of Leviathan.26 Leviathan was originally created male and female, 
the one “ the slant serpent” the other “ the tortuous serpent,” so th a t apparently Jews 
thought of them  often in the generally familiar sea-serpent form, which I see reflected 
in the sea horses or sea goats of the art. The sea serpent is old in H ebrew  tradition, for in 
the cursing of the sinful Israelites in Amos ix, 3, God is represented as saying, “ Though 
they be hid from my sight in the bottom  of the sea, thence will I com m and the serpent, 
and it shall bite them .” In  view of the pictures it is interesting th a t Leviathan is a sea 
goat w ith horns according to R. Ashi,27 or a sea gazelle,28 as well as a serpent. H e is aptly 
represented as Capricorn. H ad the male and female

m ated  w ith  on e another they w ould  have destroyed the w hole world. W h at [then] did  

the H o ly  O ne, blessed be he, do? H e  castrated the m ale and killed the fem ale preserving  

it in  salt for the righteous in the world to com e.29

Jewish fancy liked to play with these conceptions; it also gave to Leviathan im portant 
functions in the Messianic Age. Presumably in th a t age (the passage says only “ in the 
fu ture” ) G abriel will make

a chasc o f L eviathan  ; for it is said : “ C anst thou draw  out L eviathan  w ith  a fish hook? O r  

press d ow n his ton gu e w ith  a cord?” A nd  if the H o ly  O ne, blessed be he, w ill not help  

h im  [G abriel] h e w ill be unab le to prevail over h im .30

O ne reasonably concludes th a t this snaring of Leviathan is p art of the Messianic Age. 
For a t th a t tim e it is promised th a t the flesh of Leviathan will be distributed to the sur-
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26. B T , Baba Bathra, 74a (ET, I, 294). In the
passage of Job, Leviathan is described in such a 
way that the beast is universally taken to be a
crocodile or alligator by modern commentators,
though Jewish tradition made Leviathan always a 
fish or a sea serpent. One of the anomalies which
anthropology brings to light was pointed out to 
me by my colleague George Kubier : the Aztecs in 
M exico also had a great sea fish, important in 
myths of creation, whose name likewise meant 
alligator. See the anonymous account of an early 
Jesuit missionary (c. 1569), “ Historia de los 
Mexicanos por sus pinturas, II ,” Nueva colecciôn de 
documentes para la historia de Mexico, 1891, III, 230.

27. B T , Baba Bathra, 74a (ET, I, 294).
28. Ibid., 74b (ET, I, 296).
29. See ibid., 74b (ET, I, 296). In Enoch l x , 

7 f., Leviathan is the female and Behemoth, a cor­
responding land monster, is the male. In this pas­
sage of the Baba Bathra Behemoth was also created 
male and female. See also M R , Gen., v i i , 4 (ET, I, 
51). The two are to have a terrific fight at the end 
of the world, according to one tradition, and those 
Jews who have not gone to pagan animal fights 
will be allowed to watch it: M R , Levit., xm, 3 (ET, 
167).

30. B T , Baba Bathra, (ET, I, 298).



viving rem nant.31 In  anticipation of this banquet, apparently, the rabbis take care to 
assure the faithful th a t since Leviathan has scales and fins, its flesh is kosher.32 T he great 
event is described by R . Johanan :

T h e  H o ly  O n e, blessed be he, w ill in  tim e to com e m ake a banquet for the righteous  

from  the flesh o f  L eviathan . . . . T h e  rest [of L eviathan] w ill be distributed and sold  

in the m arkets o f  Jerusalem . . . . T h e  H o ly  O ne, blessed be he, w ill in  tim e to com e  

m ake a tabernacle for the righteous from  the skin o f L eviathan. . . .  I f  a m an is w orthy, 

a tabernacle is m ade for h im  ; if  he is not w orthy [of this] a [m ere] covering is m ade for 

him , for it is said: “ A nd  his head w ith  a fish covering” (Job x l , 31). I f  a m an is [suffi­

ciently] w orthy a covering is m ade for h im ; if he is not w orthy [even o f this], a necklace  

is m ade for h im . . . . I f he is not w orthy [even o f this] an am ulet is m ade for him . . . .

T h e  rest [of L eviathan] w ill be spread by the H o ly  O ne, blessed be he, upon  the w alls 

of Jerusalem , and  its splendour w ill sh ine from  on e end o f the w orld to the other; as it is 

said: “ A nd  nations shall w alk at thy ligh t, and  kings at the brightness o f thy rising”

(Is. l x , 3 ) .33

Scheftelowitz quotes two additional statements,34 one th a t the special prerogative of 
tasting the head of Leviathan will be reserved for those who have fulfilled the Law, and 
the other tha t Jo n ah  wished the fish, in whose belly he then was, to swim to Leviathan, so 
that he could kill Leviathan and give this miraculous meal to the pious; but he was not 
allowed to do so. However, the Pirke de R. Eliezer 35 tells th a t the fish carrying Jo n ah  took 
him to Leviathan, since it was its tu rn  to be devoured by Leviathan. W hen Jo n ah  thus 
came alongside Leviathan, he said to the great fish, “ O n thy account I have descended 
to see thy abode in the sea, for, moreover, in the future will I descend and pu t a rope in 
thy tongue, and I will bring thee up and prepare thee for the great feast of the righteous.” 

As a variant, Jews told the legend of a final duel between Leviathan of the sea and 
Behemoth, a similar m onster of the land. In  this connection the sources are again clear: 
the flesh of both  will be distributed to the faithful a t the great day of the coming of the 
Messiah.36

31. In II Baruch (Syriac), xxix, 4, both the male 
and female are thus given as food. See also IV  
Ezra Vi,  52. There was great variety in the legends 
about the final killing of Leviathan: see Ginzberg,
Legends, V , 43-46, for an amazing collection of this 
material.

32. See esp. B T , Hullin, 67b (ET, I, 364). His 
scales are of course mentioned in Job x l i , 15.

33. B T , Baba Bathra, 75a (ET, I, 299).
34. Op. cit., 7: he refers to Yalkut to Job x l , and 

Yalkut to Jonah 1.
35. Quoted from the edition of G. Friedlander,

1916, 70; at this speech of Jonah, Leviathan swam
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hurriedly away and so the fish carrying Jonah was 
saved. For the daily food of Leviathan see ibid., 
63 f.

36. II Baruch (Syriac), xxix, 4; cf. IV  Ezra vi, 
51 f.; M R , Levit., xm, 3 (ET, 167); Pirke Eliezer, 
p. 75 f. For other rabbinic material see Scheftelo­
witz, “Fisch-Symbol,” p. 39, n. 2, and on p. 40 where 
he quotes the late (eleventh century) but most 
interesting poem Aqdamut: here the pious, in eating 
this meal, sit about tables of jasper and carbuncle, 
etc. Box, Ezra-Apocalypse, p. 92, quotes from Palest. 
Targum in Gen. 1, 21: “ Leviathan and its female 
. . . are prepared for the day of consolation.” 
On Behemoth see above, n. 29.



T h a t m an w ho observes the prescription about the Feast o f the T abernacles, w ill the  

H o ly  O ne, blessed be he, a llow  to live in the future w orld in  the tent o f L eviathan . . . .

In  the hour w hen the just shall be in the tents of the skin o f  L eviathan  w ill the H o ly  O ne, 

blessed be he, say: L et each  m an w h o  has fulfilled the ordinary com m ands com e at once  

and eat o f  his head .37

Jewish tradition, then, has very clearly the idea tha t the faithful are little fishes 
swimming in the w ater of life, the Torah, and doomed to instant destruction if they get 
out. I t  also contrasts these little fish with the great fish, Leviathan, which from being 
merely a terrible monster has become also a symbol of the glory of the Messianic Age. 
For it will then be caught and its kosher flesh will be given the faithful in a special es- 
chatological banquet, and will, when smeared upon the walls of Jerusalem , give it cosmic 
glory.

This conception of Leviathan marks an im portant change from that in the Bible. 
There Leviathan is a terrible monster; now he is still terrifying, bu t as he is eaten, he is to 
become a blessing to man, the ultim ate rew ard of the most righteous. This change seems 
to me deeply significant. For fish eating has come to symbolize the hope of Israel, an 
eating of the greatest of all fishes. In  no case is the Leviathan who is eaten himself the 
Messiah; but a m idrash assures us th a t the “ mystery” of Leviathan is com parable to the 
“ mystery of the chariot,” 38 and I feel tha t m uch more lies behind this eating of Leviathan 
than  appears in our records. For one thing, there is the coming into Judaism  of a ritualistic 
fish meal, which had to be Judaized to be acceptable. T he m ethod of Judaizing, as in all 
syncretism, is to give to the newly accepted rite or god a nam e traditional in the religion 
adopting it or him. So the fish tha t was now newly eaten and which would be eaten in the 
future m ay have been called by the fanciful nam e from Jewish mythology, Leviathan. 
N othing in the O ld Testam ent references to Leviathan would have suggested such elabo­
rations as we have seen the rabbis made, and the probability is th a t when we have elabo­
ration not w arranted by an original text it means th a t new, presum ably foreign and 
syncretistic, ideas are being read back into the old text. This is the basic m ethod of all 
syncretism by allegory, in Judaism  and paganism and Christianity alike. T he question 
before us is w hether in the early years of the Greco-Rom an period (perhaps still earlier) 
such a fish meal did come into Judaism .

W e may now m ention a passage generally overlooked in this connection, one to which 
we shall frequently recur, since its im portance seems guaranteed for us by one of the 
pictures in the D ura  synagogue. Judaism  fostered a highly im portant tradition of a wan­
dering spring or fountain which followed the Israelites through the desert. I t  was with 
them  on the occasions when Moses was com m anded to strike the rock and seems to have 
been constantly available to them. Details of this tradition will be discussed below,39 
where it will appear tha t when Philo called this spring and its w ater W isdom or the Logos

37. A later work, Neue Pesikta, translated by A. 38. M R , Song of Songs, 1, 4 (ET, 48).
Wünsche, Aus Israels Lehrhallen, 1910, V, 11, 34 (I 39. See below, V I, 199.
have translated his German).
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and Paul called it Christ, each was identifying its mystic flow with his particular name 
for the source of the fluid of life. Gaining access to this spring, especially in the name of 
the W ater of M arah , or in the Scene a t the Well, is w hat Philo represents as the highest 
mystic achievement of the Israelites and so for all m ankind. I t  is accordingly curious, as 
we shall see, th a t a t D ura the triple representation of the Exodus ends in a scene where 
the Israelites w ith Moses stand beside a pool of w ater which Moses is apparently producing 
with his rod. The spring itself teems with leaping fish. I mentioned this scene in By Light, 
Light40 and shall re tu rn  to it. W hy the fish should figure thus prom inently I did not 
understand until by chance I read in the Sifre to Numbers, one of the very old midrashim, a 
statement a ttributed  to Akiba, of the end of the first century or beginning of the second. 
Akiba is explaining a rem ark m ade by Moses to God. The Israelites had complained that 
they were surfeited w ith m anna, and God had promised to help by giving them  flesh to 
eat, a promise later fulfilled by the rem arkable flight of quails. Moses was aghast at the 
idea of providing m eat for so large a com pany and asked (Numbers xi, 22) w hether all the 
fish of the sea were to be collected to satisfy them. Akiba comments:

E ven if you should collect for them  all the [fish in the sea w ould  that suffice them ? But I 

say: H ave  they  perhaps m urm ured because they had no] fish to eat? Indeed  a spring  

was brought ou t w ith  them  into the w ilderness w hich  yielded  them  fat fishes, m ore than  

they needed .41

Kuhn notes tha t this legend appears no place else in rabbinic literature, but it seems 
equally clear in a statem ent the context of which we shall present shortly,42 attributed to 
a “M aster” :

W hen the Israelites w ere draw ing w ater, the H oly  O ne, blessed be he, prepared for them  

in  the w ater little  fish for their pitchers.

So the fish in the well a t D ura are of great im portance: first because they connect the 
Dura well w ith this mysterious wandering source of life in the desert which had so great 
a history in Jewish and Christian traditions; and secondly because they show the active 
notion th a t the function of the well could be thought of as supplying fish to eat quite as 
much as supplying w ater to drink. Indeed from the sacram ental point of view we shall 
come increasingly to feel tha t the two are variant symbols for the same thing and tha t to 
eat the fishes, or the great fish, was a way of taking into oneself the fluid which embodied 
the life or being of the Savior. The same identification probably lies behind the statem ent 
we have already encountered tha t Leviathan lives over the great well or spring of the 
sea. An early, if not the earliest, account of the founding of the Christian Eucharist rep­
resented the Savior as giving bread and fish to a large com pany in the waste land beside

40. Page 222. and K. G. Kuhn, 1934, II, 254 (G. Kittel, Rab-
41. Sifre to Numbers, Sec. 95; see the edition with binische Texte, Ser. II, Tannaitische Midraschim).

notes, Sifre zu Numeri, by J. Winter, H. Windisch, 42. See below, p. 49. The passage is in B T ,
Toma, 75a (ET, 361).
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the Sea of Galilee and then explaining th a t w hat was given was his flesh (the bread) and 
his blood (apparently the fish), a story tha t makes sense in terms of this body of ideas 
as in no other way. But it implies tha t in pre-Christian Jewish circles there was a generally 
practised fish meal which must have had mystical im portance, else the cryptic story in 
the Gospel of John  would have conveyed no meaning. A principle not yet adequately 
applied in New Testam ent interpretation, one which would apply also to the in terpreta­
tion of rabbinic writings, is th a t a causal allusion implies reference to a generally fam iliar 
notion. If the unexplained transition in the Gospel from the eating of fish to the taking 
and drinking of the blood of Jesus was intelligible a t the time, we must assume fam iliarity 
w ith the idea th a t to eat fish was a sacram ental communion w ith Deity.

M eanwhile we trace the great fish on into Christianity. T ertu llian’s reference to the 
little fishes in contrast w ith the big fish has been clarified, as it appeared to be a ready 
adaptation  of the Jewish conception. T he same is true of three other famous Christian 
passages where the great fish comes into question.43

T he first of these, the inscription of Abercius, Scheftelowitz quotes. T he pertinent 
p a rt of the inscription reads:

E veryw here I had  com panions, Paul. . . . F a ith  w as everyw here m y gu ide and ever  

la id  before m e food, the fish from  the fountain , the very great, the pure [fish] w h ich  the  

h oly  V irg in  seized. A nd this she ever gave to the friends to eat(?), h av in g  a good ly  w ine  

and g iv in g  it m ixed  w ith  w ater, and bread also.44

Scheftelowitz 45 seems to me justified in connecting the “ great and pure” fish a t the 
“ fountain,” whose flesh is given to the faithful in this inscription, w ith the similar Jewish 
fish a t the fountain, likewise given to the faithful to eat in the rabbinic tradition. His 
conclusion would have been strengthened if he had also used two other C hristian pas­
sages, for another inscription, th a t of Pcctorius, from Au tun, reads:

D iv in e  race o f  the heaven ly  Fish, keep thy heart holy, since thou  hast received  

am on g m ortals the im m ortal fountain  o f  d iv ine w ater. C heer thy soul, O  friend, w ith  the 

overflow ing w ater o f W isdom , dispenser o f riches. T ake the h on ey-sw cct food o f the  

Savior o f  the saints, eat it w ith  desire, h old in g  the F ish in th y  hands.

F ill thou  (m e) w ith  the F ish,— this is m y longing, O  m y  Lord and  Savior! Soft m ay  

m y m other sleep, I beseech  thee, O  ligh t o f  the dead  ! A schandius, m y father, beloved o f  

m y heart, together w ith  the dear m other and m y brothers, in the p eace o f the F ish re ­

m em ber thy Pectorius.46

43. See also Christian material quoted by Ginz- 45. “ Fisch-Symbol,” 7.
berg, Legends, V, 45. 46. As translated by Morey, 283, who says,

44. As translated by Morey in Princeton Theo- “The inscription has been variously dated from
logical Review, IX  (1911), 272. The inscription has the second to the sixth century.” See Ichthys, I,
been very much discussed. See the review of the 12-15; II, 507-515. For a discussion of the text
literature by Morey here, and by Leclercq in CL, see Otto Pohl, Das Ichthys-Monument von Autun,
I, 66-87! also Ichthys, I, 8-12; 87-112; II, 454-486; Diss., Berlin, 1880.
V, 218.
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T he th ird  passage comes from a strange document, half pagan, half Christian in 
imagery, Narratio rerum quae in Perside acciderunt. In  the passage in question the Greek Hera 
is identified w ith the V irgin and w ith the fountain. She bears a child who is to be “ the 
beginning and the end.” Suddenly, w ith no reference to anything else in the passage, the 
statem ent appears:

For the fou n ta in  o f  w ater flows ever w ith  the w ater o f the spirit, h avin g  the one  

and on ly  Fish, taken w ith  the hook o f d ivin ity , w h ich  feeds the w h ole w orld, as if  d w elling  

in  the sea, w ith  its ow n  flesh.47

All three of these passages are sufficiently obscure in themselves. By stressing the 
w ater and fountain, some scholars w anted to make the whole a reference to baptism. 
M orey seems to me quite right in calling attention to the really central theme in all three 
—the eating of the fish—and the eucharistie setting. W hat M orey did not know is that 
the three passages, w ith their mystic fountain, gain clarity a t last, and only, when we see 
behind them  the Jewish Leviathan in legend and picture which, like the Fish in the 
Narratio, is to be caught by the hook of divinity and given to all m en (the pious) to eat. 
T he Christian passages seem to me to be obscure precisely because they are attem pts to 
appropriate this Leviathan from Judaism  into Christianity. In  Judaism  and Christianity 
alike the Fish, the fountain, and the miraculous fisher are the constants, as well as the 
saving power of the Fish’s pure flesh to those who eat it. T he fisher is in the Christian 
adaptation  not the angel Gabriel bu t the V irgin,48 and the giving of the flesh has begun 
with the incarnation, since the Christian Messiah has already come and the Eucharist 
is available. So the allegories make the awkward fountain now into a suggestion of bap­
tism, now into the flow of w ater which was to Philo and the early Christians the flow of 
the Logos. T he huge size and ceremonial purity  of the fish survives in the inscription of 
A bercius;49 the sea survives in the Narratio. The Christian fish is certainly the “ eucharistie 
fish,” w hatever th a t means, bu t it is also still the Jewish fish.50
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C . T H E  F I S H  A S  A  S A C R A M E N T A L  O R  E U C H A R I S T I C  F O O D

T h e  q u e s t i o n  begins to thrust itself forward: does the parallel not go farther, and 
was there not a Jew ish sacram ental fish meal which was the vehicle to carry the fish

47. As translated by Morey, Princeton Theological 
Review, V III (1910), 428; see pp. 426-429.

48. Whether she is Mary or the Church (for 
both interpretations have been suggested) is in ­
different to us.

49. Eisler, Orpheus, 253, also takes this word 
“pure” to comc from the original Jewish concep­
tion that Leviathan was kosher.

50. M ost discussions of these passages (such as 
that of Ichthys, I, 87-112; II, 454-515) begin where 
this leaves off—that is, with the Christian adapta­
tions of the basic elements : the great fish itself, the

fisherman, the fountain, and the fish meal. The 
chief collection of inscriptional evidence for the 
fish as symbol of the saving Christ is that of Leclercq 
in CL, V II, i i , 2012-2045, s.v. ΙΧΘΧΣ. It shows how 
vital the symbol was in early Christianity. One of 
the most interesting inscriptions is that of Maritima, 
which we may translate: “ Saint Maritima, you 
have not left the sweet light, for in all [the con­
tingencies after death] you have with you the 
immortal Fish; for your piety precedes you every­
where.” In the inscription two fish with an anchor 
between them take the place of the word “ fish” : 
a true rebus. See no. 9 in ibid., 2018 f.



symbol on into the new faith? To this the answer must be uncertain. N othing conclusive 
indicates a meal w ith such a m eaning in Judaism , bu t the inconclusive hints a t the pos­
sibility cannot be dismissed merely w ith a gesture, as Dölger, we said,51 thought he could 
dismiss Scheftelowitz.52 These hints it will be convenient to marshal.

(a) I t  is still remem bered in Judaism  that fish should be eaten of a Friday evening 
in honor of the Sabbath. The custom is very old, for while it is not actually commanded 
by the Talm ud, it is so mentioned as to make it apparent tha t the stricter the Jew , the 
m ore likely he was to eat fish Friday evening.53 O ne delights in the Sabbath by eating 
beets, fish, and garlic, said the talm udic rabbis: “ Even a trifle, if it is prepared in honor 
of the Sabbath, is a delight. W hat is it [the trifle]?—Said R . Papa: A pie of fish-hash.” 54 
H ere and elsewhere 55 the Talm ud gives us the impression th a t fish are eaten on the 
Sabbath to make the day pleasant, to do it honor. This is the current explanation still: 
it was given to Dölger by w hat he called “ ein einfacher Ju d e ,” and Dölger leapt to the 
conclusion th a t “ in these words lies the whole solution” of the Jewish fish.56 But those who 
know the T alm ud a t all (and the Jews who know it best are quickest to adm it it) are 
aware th a t the T alm ud is a savagely edited document, in which w hat in Judaism  was 
displeasing to the later rabbis was not only prohibited, but, just as often, ignored or sup­
pressed. The rabbinical statem ent th a t the Sabbath fish simply honors the Sabbath has, 
of course, become proverbial among orthodox Jews, who now know only this explanation 
of the Friday evening fish. T hat, however, by no means limits the possible m eaning of the 
fish in the first centuries after Christ. I t  is interesting tha t since the end of the M iddle 
Ages, a t least, it has been obligatory for the orthodox to have fish, m eat, and wine at 
each of the three chief meals of the Sabbath ,57 and tha t the three articles were and are 
im portant to them .58

(b) Really a continuation of the foregoing, but so im portant th a t we must m ark it 
by itself, is the m uch quoted passage of Persius: 59

51. See above, p. 32. 54. B T , Shabbath, 118b (ET, II, 581).
52. Dölger disposes of Scheftelowitz’ evidence 55. See the references in Scheftelowitz, pp. 19-

without quoting or discussing it: he simply pro- 21; also M. Grunwald in U JE , IV (1941), 319. 
nounces that the conclusions are absurd. See 56. Loc. cit., 540 i. In ibid., V, 139-142, he
Ichthys, II, 490 f. (n.), 536-544. With less emotion shows evidence that fish in pagan representations
Frey likewise mentions Scheftelowitz, but he also also referred to an unusually good meal. To this
considers none of his evidence. He admits that in he returns at great length, pp. 327-610, where he
talmudic and cabbalistic writings the fish had collects a large amount of material for pagan and
considerable importance, but then asserts that in Christian feasts to show that fish were a symbol of
the earlier age the fish meal was only a symbol of luxury on such occasions. He seems to me to be
festivity, a statement for which he has not a particle carried into special pleading by it all when he con-
of evidence. See Frey in RAC, V III (1931 ), 306- eludes that the Christian fish meals had at the
308. beginning no eucharistie association or reference.

53. The story of R. Joseph in B T , Shabbath, 119a 57. Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chajim, 250-252
(ET, II, 586), who bought a fish with a pearl in (GT, I, 47).
its belly for the Sabbath evening meal, is so told 58. Abrahams, Jewish Life, 100, 166.
as to imply that he usually bought a fish for that 59· Satire, v, 180-184.
occasion. See below, p. 44.
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B ut w h en  H erod ’s b irthday is com e, and the lam ps, put in the greasy w indow s 

a lon g  w ith  v iolets, em it their unctuous clouds o f sm oke; and w hen the tail o f a tunny floats 

curled round in  a red dish, and the w hite jar  is bu lg ing  w ith  w ine, you  m ove your lips 

in  silence and  turn pale at the circum cised Sabbath.

W hether the tunny’s tail here indicates a fish meal or a ceremonial accom panim ent 
of other food on the red dish, and w hether the meal happens only on H erod’s b irthday or 
regularly on the Sabbath, cannot be concluded from Persius’ confused statem ent. But all 
scholars have connected the passage with the cena pura of the Jews, the m eaning of which 
term  has been very widely discussed 60 and still presents difficulties. In  Judaism  the ap­
proach of the Sabbath  or of a Festival is attended with careful preparation, so th a t in 
Greek the day before the Sabbath was specifically nam ed the paraskeuē, “ preparation ,” or 
“ the day of preparation .” 61 This preparation must have consisted prim arily of a meal, 
for in L atin  translations the Greek word was rendered directly by cena pura, which can 
only have m eant “ pure supper,” for in L atin  cena was a dignified word for an  evening 
meal. T ertu llian  lists the cena pura am ong Jewish Festivals along with the Sabbath, the 
ceremonies of the lamps, fasts of unleavened bread, and the “ littoral prayers.” 62 The 
term  was generally used but came to m ean especially the Sabbath-evening (Friday 
evening) meal, the most im portant single meal of the week.

But why was it pura? Schürer 03 and Dölger 64 protest th a t the reference could not be 
to “ kosher,” since every meal of a Jew  was kosher. They insist th a t somehow, anyhow, 
the word must have m eant “ festal,” an in terpretation which ties in well with the “ festal 
supper” of the Jews on Friday night from then to the present. But Bacher was not satisfied 
with thus ignoring the m eaning of the word pura itself. He suggested, as a possibility: 
“The R om an Jews indicated with the epithet ‘pura’ the holiness and consecration of this 
festal meal, in contrast to the luxurious character of meals, often degenerating into de­
bauchery, as they were conducted in im perial R om e.” 65 This is a step in the right direc­
tion, for it a t least tries honestly to recognize the word pura itself. Bacher appears, how­
ever, to suggest a strange motive for the adjective. The Jews, it seems to me, would much 
more likely have called their festival pura because of something distinctive in the Sabbath 
evening meal. They must, if they spoke Latin, have used the word cena for all their own 
daily evening meals, and we should most naturally assume th a t it was in contrast to their 
own ordinary suppers, not to those of the Romans, th a t they would have nam ed their 
Sabbath Eve meal.

Now there are several ways one can think of in which pura m ay have suggested itself 
to the Jews: First, the R om an Jews m ay have found it extremely difficult to keep strictly 
kosher all the time, and have m ade this meal kosher by special effort. Secondly, the meal 
may have been kosher par excellence, as Good Friday is the good Friday par excellence,

60. See esp. W. Bacher, “ Cena pura,” %NW, 31.
VI (1905), 200-202; Ichthys, II, 536-544. The most 62. Tertullian, Ad nationes, I, xiii.
important passages are all quoted by Dölger. 63. In £ N W , VI (1905), 8, n. 1.

61. Mark xv, 42; Luke xxm , 54; John xix, 14, 64. Ichthys, II, 536-544.
65. Op. cit., 201 f.
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not because all other Fridays are bad; it is the especially good Friday. T he D ay of Atone­
m ent does not m ean to the Jew  th a t atonem ent is possible only on tha t day. Similarly 
Jew s have always m ade great point tha t their food must be kosher: it is not a t all im­
possible tha t the Jews m ay have called their most im portant festal meal of the Sabbath 
evening the “ kosher supper,” m eaning the supper which is kosher par excellence. Thirdly, 
the word may have referred to some article of food eaten a t tha t meal, which was “ pure” 
in some sense so im portant th a t it gave its nam e to the whole meal, m ade it kosher in a 
special sense.

This brings us back to the one distinctive thing which, we know from both rabbinic 
and pagan testimony, was eaten a t th a t meal, nam ely the fish. R abbinic sources have let 
us see th a t casually as the fish is mentioned, people were regarded as especially praise­
worthy in the eyes of God if they, a t any cost, got fish for sacred occasions. The story of 
R. Joseph has already been m entioned.66 I t  tells how a rich gentile was warned that 
R . Joseph, who honored the Sabbath, would some day eat up  all his possessions. To safe­
guard himself the gentile sold all he had and bought a single pearl. U nfortunately he 
then lost th a t pearl in a lake. A fish swallowed it, which was later caught and sold to 
Joseph, “ who honored the Sabbath ,” we understand, by eating fish a t the Friday evening 
meal. Joseph found the pearl in the fish and sold it for a fortune. The m oral of the story 
is pointed out: “ He who lends to the Sabbath is repaid by the Sabbath .”

T he story reminds us of the Christian parable of the “ pearl of great price,” and all 
the more so as a second story brings out the same moral: 67

A  pious m an in R om e held  the Sabbaths and festal days m uch  in honor. O n  the 

eve o f the D a y  o f A tonem ent he w ent to the m arket to buy som ething, but found on ly  a 

fish, w h ich  the servant o f the prefect also w anted  to buy. T h ey  bid against each  other, 

until finally  the J ew  got the fish, but at a gold  denarius per pound. W h en  the prefect, 

at d inner, heard w hy no fish cam e to the tab le he had the Jew , w ho he presum ed was 

w ealthy , ca lled  before him . T h e  J ew  cam e, and represented h im self as a tailor.

“ A nd  a  tailor eats fish at a gold denarius per pound?”

“ M y  lord, perm it m e to speak!”

“ Speak ,” said the prefect.

“ W e have a d ay  w h ich  is m ore precious to us than  all days o f  the year. A ll the sins 

w hich  w e have com m itted  during the w hole year are forgiven us on  this day. T herefore we 

honor this d ay  m ore than  all the days o f  the year.”

T h en  said the prefect: “ Y ou  have justified  yourself and  are free.”

H o w  did G od repay the m an w ho thus honored the Festival? H e  h ad  h im  find a 

valu ab le pearl in  the fish, from  the sale o f  w h ich  h e supported h im self the rest o f  his life.

66. See above, p. 42. n. 53; from B T , Shabbath, 67. The story is translated as told by W. Bacher
119a (ET, II, 586). The story was very popular, in Die Agada der palästinensischen Amoräer, III, 339 i.
for it is found in the Yiddish collection of hagga- It is retold in abbreviated form in a fragment
doth, Ma'asek Book: see the translation by Moses published by M. Gaster, The Exempla of the Rabbis,
Gaster, 1934, I, 9, no. 6. 1924, 81, no. 118.
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T he Jewish gold-glass fragments, which depict a banquet bolster w ith a table on 
which a  fish is ready for eating, have generally and I think corrcctly, though with no 
evidence whatever, been taken to represent the cena pura, the Friday evening meal, or 
the formal m eal before a Festival, a t which fish was eaten.68 I am  sure th a t the cena pura 
was pre-em inently a fish meal and th a t the distinctive food, fish, and the distinctive 
name, pura, w ent together. For this I have no m ore evidence than  exists for the general 
identifying of the gold-glass fish w ith the cena p u ra—that is, none a t all. But for some 
reason entirely lost the great fish which was to be eaten in the Messianic Age, the fish 
which until then lives over the fountain of the occan, was especially said to be “ pure,” 
though if Gabriel was to give it to the Jews to eat, th a t m ight have been assumed. I t  was 
not assumed. And in Christian tradition the fish, which is still properly Friday’s food, is 
eaten, we know not why, as a specially pure food appropriate for holy days.69

A custom from the later Hasidim , as told by Buber, is in point, since this group pre­
served m any ancient traditions otherwise lost. Buber says th a t a t the end of the eighteenth 
century in Poland, a t the third meal of the Sabbath, only one course was served and that 
was fish. T he custom, he says, was regarded as a “ mystery,” and the local explanation was 
that “ the souls of the righteous who have not yet completed their pilgrimage enter into 
fish.” W hen one eats such a fish piously the soul w ithin it is redeemed. But there was also 
a tradition th a t a “ higher soul” comes into every devout Jew  when the Sabbath begins, 
and rem ains w ith him  all through the Sabbath. So the souls in the fish have a “ holy 
communion, before, a t the end of the Sabbath, they wing their way back to H eaven.” 70 
Buber also tells how, w hen a t this meal the rabbi desired to honor one of those present, 
he sent him  a piece of fish from his own plate, which constituted w hat Buber calls a “ special 
meal shared w ith the R abb i.” 71 The distinctive power of fish is again represented in 
Jewish antiquity  by the story of Tobias, who took a fish a t the com m and of R aphael and 
with its viscera first killed a dem on and then healed his father’s blindness. We have no 
Jewish Tobias in the a rt of the G reco-Rom an period, bu t the survival of three fishes on 
Christian gold glasses suggests th a t there was real significance in the fish’s power to kill 
demons and give light to darkness, both of them  ways of expressing the victory over
death which it is usual to associate w ith these glasses as eucharistie vessels.72 I t  seems to me

68. For example by Dölger, Ichthys, II, 536-544. purchase of fish in ibid., 51, a story which seems to
69. The association of fish in Christian tradi- have little point except to heighten, in some way,

tion is, of course, with asceticism. The Christian is the “ mystery” of the fish. A haggada in which the
not required to eat fish. The definite command is importance of honoring the Sabbath is brought out
to avoid meat on a fast day, and fish is accepted as in various ways ends: “Therefore a man should
the traditional substitute. I am only suggesting in honor the Sabbath in the very best way he can,
what I say above that this present “explanation” with good fish and good meat and good wine. And
may not at all exhaust the “value” in the Chris- God will repay him more than double. Moreover
tian’s fish of a Friday, or account for the origin of he will also merit the second soul and be able to
the custom. rest” : M. Gaster, Ma'aseh Book, I, 306.

70. Martin Buber, For the Sake of Heaven, 1945, 72. Tobit vi, vm, and xi. For the gold glasses
40. see R. Garrucci, Vetri ornati di figure in oro, 1858,

71. Ibid., 41. See also a mysterious story of the plate in, 4-6.
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significant tha t Tobias, after taking out the gall, heart, and liver, “ roasted p art of the 
fish and did eat, and left p art thereof salted.” 73

T he evidence forms no chain but presents itself as a series of arrows all apparently 
pointing in one direction. Jews ate “ pure” fish, a big fish (the tunny is the biggest edible 
fish commonly caught), a t a meal called the “ pure supper.” To get it they were ready to 
make great sacrifice, and their sense of G od’s reward for doing so was expressed in the 
tradition th a t they found the pearl of great price in the fish. T h a t is, I think there is more 
reason than  Scheftelowitz himself m ade clear for believing tha t on Friday night and other 
sacred times the Jews ate a fish meal, ate it with bread and wine (as Persius and the art 
suggests and as the kiddush on Friday night still perpetuates), and tha t this fish meal 
prefigured the messianic meal, which itself was the symbol of the hope of immortality, 
the same hope as th a t which the “ pearl of great price” still represents in Christianity.74

T he Jewish meal of im m ortality appears also in a talm udic story of a rabbi and his 
wife who were poor to the point of starvation:

O n ce his w ife said to h im : “ H ow  long shall w e go  on suffering so m uch?” H e  replied: 

“ W h at shall w e do?” “ Pray that som eth ing m ay be given to y o u ,” [she replied]. H e  

prayed and there em erged the figure o f a hand  reaching out to h im  a leg  o f  a go lden  

table. T h ereu p on  he saw  in a dream  that the pious w ould  one d ay  eat at a three-legged  

go ld en  tab le but he w ould  eat at a tw o-legged  table. H er husband said to her: “ A re you  

con ten t that everybody shall eat at a perfect table and w c at an im perfect table?” S h e  

rep lied : “ W h at then shall w e do?— Pray that the leg  be taken from  y o u .” H e  prayed and  

it w as taken aw ay.75

T he reference can be only to the figure of the meal at the Judgm ent which typified im ­
m ortality to pagans and Christians and, as the meal of Leviathan, also to Jews. U pon 
this three-legged table in pagan and Christian funerary art a fish was ordinarily found.76 
In  the two fragments of gold glass discussed above where the table w ith the fish is pre­
served in Jewish remains, the one glass 77 is so broken tha t no legs are left on the table, 
bu t the other shows a three-legged table.78 The convention is clear. T he impoverished 
rabbi and his wife had  ra ther starve in this life than  be unable to have a perfect tripod for 
the meal of im m ortality in the next life. The tripod, we must conclude, was as proverbial 
in Judaism  as in paganism and Christianity. Hence, in spite of the fact th a t Scheftelowitz’ 
evidence by no means supports his conclusion, it seems quite likely th a t the rabbi and his 
wife hoped not only tha t they m ight have a tripod with the meal of im m ortality on it,

73. Tobit V i,  6. See above, II, 163 f. 76. Sufficient evidence will be found in Ichthys,
74. On immortality in talmudic writings as a IV, plates 236, 240, 242, 246 (bis), 251 f., 259, 263

banquet see B T , Shabbath, 153a (ET, II, 781 f.); (bis).
Aboth, IV, 16  (ET, 5 3 ) .  In the latter passage the 7 7 . See above, III, fig. 9 7 3 ;  cf. II, 1 1 2 .

word in Hebrew is the Latin triclinium, which at 7 8 . See III, fig. 9 7 4 ;  cf. II, 1 1 2 . It has curious
once suggests the “ bolster” of the Jewish gold glass. diagonal braces for each leg, so that at first it is not

75. B T , Taanith, 25a (ET, 128 f.). See Schef- apparent that the table is actually a tripod,
telowitz, “ Fisch-Symbol,” 22.
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but tha t upon the tripod, as in pagan, Christian, and Jewish representations, would be a 
fish to eat. Please God the rabbi and his wife were not disappointed.
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D . T H E  F I S I I  A S  A  S Y M B O L  O F  T H E  H O P E  O F  I M M O R T A L I T Y

1  h e  f i s h  in Christianity as the symbol of im m ortality is beginning to emerge as pos­
sibly having its prototype in the Jewish fish and to be connected with the fish meal of the 
cena pura .79 M ore specific m aterial for this connection is found first in the cabbalistic 
Zohar, a  late work, indeed, but one which, as has long been recognized and we shall in­
creasingly see, has preserved from the early period m uch of the Judaism  of nonrabbinic 
Jews which rabbis saw fit to suppress. In  the %ohar 80 the fish, by comparison w ith the one 
which swallowed Jonah , was taken to represent the grave and resurrection. The story of 
Jonah is elaborately allegorized, so th a t Jo n ah ’s going into the ship represents th a t descent 
of the soul into the body which was ultim ately “ O rphic” in origin. T he tempest tha t 
struck the ship is the summons to heavenly judgm ent for the sinful acts which result from 
this com bination of soul and body, and all struggle against it is vain. So the soul is cast 
out into the sea, the grave, the place of judgm ent. “ For the fish tha t swallowed him is, 
in fact, the grave.” H ere he stays through putrefaction and its horrors. After th irty  days 
the soul leaves the body to continue decomposing

until the tim e w hen the H o ly  O ne, blessed be he, w ill aw aken the dead. . . .  It is of 

that occasion  that it is w ritten: “ A nd the Lord spoke unto the fish, and it vom ited  ou t 

J o n a h  u p on  the dry la n d ” ; for as soon as that voice w ill resound am ong the graves they  

w ill a ll cast ou t the dead  bodies that they contain.

This is not true of all the dead, for

som e o f them  w ill rise and others w ill not. H ap p y  is the portion o f Israel, o f  w h om  it is 

w ritten , “ M y  dead  bodies shall arise.” T hus in  the narrative o f that fish w e find words 

of h ea lin g  for the w hole w orld. . . .  In a sim ilar w ay the Land o f Israel w ill in the  

future first be stirred to n ew  life, and afterwards “ the earth w ill cast forth the d ea d .”

If  this allegory of the fish of Jonah  is old, it is quite possible th a t a Jewish Jonah  
existed in a rt as an ante type to the Jo n ah  so early and commonly found on Christian

79. The best work in early Christian archeology Apparently to justify this statement Frey goes on
has been done by Catholics, whose great learning to show that the Christians made early use of the
in the field gives a totally undeserved importance fish as metaphor in writing and as symbol in art;
to some of their judgments. So in discussing the but he seems quite unaware that this has no
Christian dolphin with trident, Frey, without either relevance whatever to his assertion that the Chris-
preparation or later justification, asserts: “And tian fish was derived from neither Jews nor pagans,
thus is solved another question, that of the dériva- The a priori behind such writing is that what is
tion of the Christian fish, and more precisely of the early in Christianity must have come by revelation,
dolphin with trident, from Jewish art. Such a not derivation, a premise which eliminates all
derivation does not exist, and I add that the Chris- scientific approach to the problem,
tian symbols do not even derive from analogous 80. ^oAar, Vayaqhel (Exodus), 199a, b (ET, IV,
classical representations” : RAC, V III (1931), 309 f. 173-176). See Scheftelowitz, p. 10.



graves. Indeed one amulet, possibly two, showing Jo n ah  and the fish 81 seems m ore prob­
ably Jewish than  Christian, and w ith exactly this value of giving im m ortality. Scheftelo­
witz sees a continuity between these statements in the £ 'ohair, especially its speculation 
about the three days in the fish’s belly,82 and the prophecy of Jesus’ resurrection pu t into 
the m outh of Jesus him self83 in terms of Jonah . This continuity he supposes was w ithin a 
very old Jewish tradition which Christians took over for Jesus but which survived to the 
2J)har in Judaism  itself. This seems to me, while wholly undem onstrable, by no means 
im probable. From  some source the story of Jesus’ em pty tom b came very strongly to 
emphasize the detail th a t Jesus was there only three days, and nothing which we know 
is more likely to have suggested this than  an already established allegory th a t the three 
days of Jo n ah  in the fish’s belly, followed by his release, symbolized the resurrection from 
the dead. Be th a t as it may, we are at least beginning to see th a t the fish on the grave 
m ay have had m uch the same background in Jewish symbolism as in Christian. T h a t is, 
it m ay have suggested a meal of immortality, a hope of im m ortality as symbolized in the 
cena pura, w ith its fish (and wine). Jew's ate the fish in expectation and symbol of the great 
heavenly banquet, which pagans and Christians also used to represent the future bliss.84 
H am burger has collected an interesting mass of m aterial to show the im portance of the 
messianic meal in Judaism  and in early Christianity, especially in parables of the kingdom. 
T he meal in both religions has striking similarities.85 H e insists th a t these hopes are only 
figurative and th a t Jews did not expect literally to eat in the future world. This we may 
allow while we suggest tha t the Christian Eucharist, which was from the first an anticipa­
tion of the Christian heavenly meal as specified in the very words of the institution, was 
itself a literal meal looking toward the future im m aterial reality. So the Jews m ay well 
have had an actual fish meal which lay behind their hope of a future fish meal in some 
spiritual sense. The continuity of symbolism of the fish meal from paganism  to Judaism  
and to Christianity strongly suggests the continuity of a value w ith the symbol, or even a 
rite. Such a m eal could have been carricd over into Judaism  and Christianity only on 
condition th a t it could be reinterpreted to give it first Jewish, then Christian, meaning. 
W hether such a Jewish meal was the source of the Christian Eucharist or w hether the 
Eucharist, arising from other sources, only later came to use the Jewish fish symbol is a 
question the answer to which, in the total lack of evidence, will depend upon our pre­
conceptions. W e m ay notice 86 tha t the fish meal persisted into Islam  as a symbol of im­
m ortality. The Jews themselves seem to me to have been enriching the fish symbol with 
ex post facto interpretation when in later writings they joined it w ith the zodiacal Pisces,
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81. See above, II, 225-227; III, figs. 1042 i.
82. I have omitted this in summarizing the 

passage.
83. Matt. XVI, 4.
84. The soul which falls and is received in the 

water by divinities may be suggested on a pagan 
gem, which represents, in a setting of the zodiac
and other astral symbols, the fall of Phaethon.
Phaethon falls into the water between a god of the

sea and a swan. See M ax Sommerville, Engraved 
Gems, 1889, 361. Lehmann has suggested that 
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association: see Friedrich Behn, Das Mithrasheilig- 
tum zu Dieburg, 1928, 16-22 (Römisch-germanische 
Forschungen, I).

85. Hamburger, RE, II, 1312—1315.
86. With Scheftelowitz, “ Fisch-Symbol,” 38, 
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in ascendance in the m onth of Adar, the last m onth of the Jewish year and so, they said, 
the symbol of the last age, tha t of the Messiah.87

A t the same time the explanation which makes the fish a fertility symbol may go 
far back.88 For as Scheftelowitz points out,89 not only was it associated with the various 
deae matres, who were all originally sources of fertility: as a symbol connected w ith the 
mystery of the T hracian  R ider also it probably had old fertility significance.

Eisler has collected interesting m aterial on this from Judaism .90 An im portant passage 
is a statem ent by R . B ar-K appara tha t a maiden should be m arried on the fourth day of 
the week and tha t intercourse should take place on the fifth day because on tha t day the 
blessing for fishes was pronounced.91

Still more im portant is a very confused discussion in the Talm ud 92 which must be 
quoted a t length:

W e remember the fish, which we were wont to eat in Egypt fo r  nought. R ab  and Sam uel [were 

disputing its m ean ing], one said: [Fish here m eans] real fish; the other said: Illicit in ter­

course. O n e  w ho said it m eans real fish [explains it so because of] “which we were wont to 

eat” ; the other w ho interprets it as “ illicit intercourse,” does so because the term  “fo r  

nought” is used. But according to h im  w ho said it m eans “ intercourse,” does not Scripture  

read: “ W hich we were wont to eat” ?— Scripture uses an euphem ism , as it is written: She eateth 

and wipeth her mouth and saith: I  have done no wickedness. W hat does “'for nought” m ean accord­

ing  to h im  w ho says they w ere real fish?— T h ey  w ere brought to them  from  public  

property, for a M aster taught: W hen the Israelites w ere draw ing w ater, the H o ly  O ne, 

blessed be he, prepared for them  in the w ater little  fish for their pitchers. A ccord ing  to  

him  w ho said “ real fish,” but w ith  regard to illicit intercourse [he holds] they w ere not 

dissolute, it w ill be qu ite right that Scripture said: A  garden shut up is my sister, etc. but 

according to the v iew  that fishes m ean “ illicit intercourse,” w hat “fountain sealed” is here?

-—T h ey  w ere not dissolute w ith  regard to forbidden relations. It w ill be right according  

to h im  w ho interprets it as “ illicit intercourse,” hence Scripture said: A nd Moses heard the 

people weeping fo r  their fa m ilies , i.e ., because o f the fam ilies [relations] w ith  w h om  they  w ere  

forbidden to have intercourse; but according to h im  w ho interprets it as “ fish,” w h at does 

“weeping fo r  their fam ilies” m ean?— Both are im plied .

From this passage we may draw  two inferences. First, fish were proverbially a symbol of 
intercourse for the rabbis, and are here “ forbidden intercourse” because it is the fish of 
Egypt which are mentioned in the proof text. The discussion of the text w ith this Egyptian 
element gets so involved th a t it can end only in a question mark. Secondly the baraita  of a 
“M aster” is quite independent, namely the tradition th a t when the Israelites were drawing

TH E  SYM BOLIC VALUE OF TH E FISH IN  JU D A ISM  49

87. Ibid., 47 f.
88. Ibid., 376-382. Probably the idea is implicit
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Symbol,” 376.

89. Ibid., 378-380.
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water, God prepared little fishes for them  to draw  out with the w ater in their pitchers, a 
statem ent we have already discussed.93

In  both interpretations of the fish in the talm udic passage, whether as real fish or as 
intercourse, the symbolism of the fish seems to be tha t of life, in the sense of the life pro­
duced in intercourse or of the higher life given men in the extraordinary spring of water.

The association of the fish with fertility continued late in Jewish life. Polish Jews 
celebrated a hymeneal banquet up to the sixteenth century which was called the “ fish 
m eal” because fish was the most im portant food included.94 Fish played an  im portant 
part in m arriage celebrations of Jews in Morocco, where the seventh day of the seven-day 
wedding feast is called the “ fish day” because then the groom sends the bride a lot of 
fish which she has her m other or some other wom an throw at his feet. Eisler presumes 
tha t the fish are then eaten, though there is no report of this.95 T he sephardic Jews in 
Sarajevo in Bosnia have a “ customary fish dance” at betrothal ceremonies. After the 
exchange of rings the relatives come one after another before the bride and lay a t her feet 
one or m ore fish whose heads are decorated with flowers, their bellies w ith tinsel. She must 
hop over each fish. The report ends by saying th a t this custom is strictly observed and tha t 
it “ symbolizes the desire for fertility.” 96 The guess tha t the Jewesses of N orth  Africa wear 
fish amulets for a similar purpose 97 is by no means w ithout foundation. But the life 
produced by begetting and birth  and the life which we desire after death  are in our 
emotions very close, to the point tha t having a family has often replaced all desire for 
personal immortality, as it seems to have done for Jews throughout w hat we call the O ld 
Testam ent period. In  the R om an period, and probably before it, desire for personal im­
m ortality obviously came again strongly to the fore.

E .  T H E  F I S H  M E A L

I n  a l l  o f  this material, accordingly, I see as the really basic continuity a meal the 
value of which was tha t it gave life and was pre-eminently a foretaste and guarantee of 
im m ortality; so it was figuratively represented as a heavenly banquet in paganism, 
Judaism , and Christianity alike. W hy always, in all of these, does the meal consist prim a­
rily of fish? This the evidence does not explain, but the very repetition of so arb itrary  a 
symbol powerfully suggests a lineal continuity of the symbol, even of a rite, from one 
milieu to the next. W e lack the pagan explanations, though we have abundan t instances 
of the symbol itself in paganism. T he Jewish explanations are of course Jewish, and the 
Christian explanations are Christian—but in both the faithful are little fishes and the 
Savior is, or is related to, the big fish.

93. See above, p. 39. custom among the same Jews of having the bride
94. Eisler, loc. cit., infers from Semahoth, 8 and step over a fish net and gives abundant evidence to

14, that fish were similarly at the bridal banquet in suggest that to catch a fish in the net symbolized
much earlier times, but this passage refers to usage becoming pregnant. On fish meals in marriage,
of fish and other articles of food with the dead. see Schauss, Lifetime, 178, 218.

95. Loc. cit.; Scheftelowitz, p. 377. 97. See above, p. 22.
96. Eisler, “Fisch,” 184. On p. 189 he refers to a

SO JE W IS H  SYM BOLS IN  TH E GRECO-ROMAN PERIOD



D ölger’s 98 protest against this point of view is entirely an emotional one. Leviathan 
could not have been an antetype of the Christian Ichthys, he argues, because Leviathan is 
in the Bible an  evil monster—which completely ignores the fact th a t in the talmudic 
writings this terrible monster becomcs a source of special messianic food. Dölger feels 
that the cena dominica of Christianity was developed in contrast to the cena pura of the 
Jews and th a t if so, “ it is quite possible tha t the Christians contrasted Christ, the food of 
the Eucharist, as the true mystic fish, with the actual fish of the cena pura.” In  preparation 
for this, ignoring, as we have indicated, all the evidence of Scheftelowitz, he has asserted 
that the cena pura  was simply the “ splendid” meal. But even so he gives himself away, 
for in the very contrast which he suggests there was definite continuity: the contrast was 
not in the fish itself, which was a constant from the one religion to the other, but in the 
explanation of, the nam e given to, the fish. Dölger parallels Paul’s “ cup of blessing,” 99 
which is in contrast w ith the “ cup of blessing” of the kiddush, and Christ the Lam b of 
God, who is in contrast to the Paschal Lam b.100 All of these “ contrasts” of Dölger and of 
the early Christians were, it must be apparent, only reinterpretations of symbols held over 
from the one religion into the other, from Judaism  into Christianity, and strengthen my 
argum ent tha t the new grew out of the old largely by reinterpretation, by new explanations 
of old symbols which kept their original value throughout. D id the Jew  eat the fish a t 
that time (as in some explanations he still does) as a symbol of Leviathan and the meal of 
im m ortality in the Messianic Age? Positive proof, let me repeat, has not been adduced. 
But Dölger’s insistence tha t the Jewish ccna pura was simply an unusually good meal 
leaves u tterly  unexplained the fish on the gold glass and in the synagogues and graves. 
As he interprets the Jewish fish it would correspond to the American turkey, the food 
canonized from long tradition for Thanksgiving Day, Christmas, and any other especially 
festive Am erican meal. But we do not pu t the turkey on our graves, nor indicate it, along 
with the most holy symbols of our religion, upon anything com parable to the ancient 
gold glass. Dölger has quite failed to take this m aterial seriously (he knew, in fact, but a 
fraction of it), and so he could all the more readily reject a misrepresented Scheftelowitz.

A nother dimension in the term  is suggested by the H erm etic tract Asclepius, a highly 
mystical docum ent ending in a prayer which Festugière says “ contains the ordinary 
themes of H erm etic gnosticism.” 101 T h a t is, it is a prayer to the herm aphroditic God of 
Life, himself eternally pregnant, asking th a t we may be kept in his love. But the last 
sentence reads: “After making this prayer we tu rn  to a coena pura, one w ithout the flesh 
of animals.” 102 Festugière has a num ber of references in which we learn th a t such vege­
tarianism was suggestive of Pythagoreanism. But we are a t once arrested by the fact tha t 
here the mystic meal was a cena pura, and this, I suspect, was the m eaning in all we have 
been discussing. For although the Hermetics celebrating the mystic meal had it consist of 
Pythagorean vegetables and the Jews had a fish, both meals seem to reflect the desire for

98. Ichthys, II, 536-544; cf. 490 f. n. 359.
99. I Cor. X, 16. 102. The prayer is  quoted below, V I, 8 6 .  Much
100. I Cor. v, 7. will be said of hermaphroditism in this volume and
101. Asclepius, 41. See NF, II, 401; cf. 355, those following.
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spiritual im pregnation and, w ith this, spiritual rebirth  or revival. Since the Jews have 
borrowed so much from the Greeks, I strongly suspect th a t they borrowed this mystic 
term  along with the fish meal itself and tha t in doing so they consciously com pared their 
meal w ith the mystic meals of the pagans. Again we have a hint tha t the Jew s of the 
Greco-Rom an world really celebrated a meal which was to them  a mystic m eal—th a t is, 
a sacram ent of divine participation.

The Jewish m aterial on the fish taken together, then, and set in its place am ong the 
other symbols, suggests very strongly tha t the fish meal was a fact and th a t it had come 
into Judaism  as something of great significance. I t  had come into Judaism  itself, clearly, 
from the outside, and to account for it, to justify w hat it m eant to them, the Jews had 
reinterpreted passages in the Bible about Leviathan so th a t the slaying of the great fish, 
the draw ing out of its tongue with a rope, was a messianic portent, and the eating of it 
was the supreme blessing. In  reverse the fish was itself the grave, and the symbol, as Jo n ah  
had been, of resurrection. None of this literary m aterial comes from the Jews who m ade 
the gold glass and put the fish on their graves and synagogues. But in view of the ways 
in which we have seen the fish, dolphin, and goat fish represented in Jewish archeological 
remains, it is hard  to believe tha t the fish which was eaten did not represent to the Jews 
of the period a mystic sharing in the divine power which would be fully manifest in the 
Messianic Age and in which each loyal Jew  hoped for resurrection and future life. Chris­
tians continued the meal and the symbol—certainly the symbol—to express the same 
hope and faith. They too, like the Jews, were little fishes, although they swam not in the 
Law  bu t in the w ater of baptism, in Christ.103 Similarly, they but changed the name, 
m ade Ichthys mean their particular Savior, to justify their taking the fish w ith them  to 
the grave and to heaven.

At the relation of the Eucharist to the fish and to this m aterial in general we can
only guess. T he problem is tha t according to the tradition of Paul and the Synoptics the
Eucharist goes back to an institution of bread and wine by Jesus at the Last Supper. Yet 
the Synoptics tell the story of the m ultiplication of the loaves and the fishes, a miracle 
which in the Fourth G ospel104 is the institution or figure of the Eucharist, in tha t Gospel 
to the exclusion of any reference to its institution a t the Last Supper. The incident in 
which Jesus after his resurrection offers fish and bread to the disciples, as told in an 
appendix to tha t Gospel,106 seems another legend of the institution of the Eucharist in 
terms of fish and bread. Further, the art and later literary tradition in Christianity, as 
M orey’s article shows, present fish, bread, and wine—all three—as the symbols of the 
Eucharist. These contrasting suggestions may perhaps be harm onized if we suppose tha t 
the earliest Christian Eucharist was a developm ent (a contrast if Dölger prefers) from the 
Jewish cena pura, which originally used, as the evening meal of the Jewish Sabbath  still 
does, all three: fish, bread, and wine. By this the Christian Eucharist proper came into

103. I am paraphrasing the famous statement, in aqua permanendo salvi sumus.”
quoted above, p. 32, of Tertullian, De baptismo, 1: 104. John vi, 1-59.
“ Sed nos pisciculi secundum ΙΧΘΤΝ nostrum 105. John xxi, 9-13.
Jesum Christum in aqua nascimur, nec aliter quam
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being as the Christians gave new and specifically Christian interpretation to the elements 
of the meal. All three, bread, wine, and fish, became Christ, i t  was Paul who “ received 
of the L ord,” presum ably in a revelation,106 that the bread and wine were especially 
marked out by Jesus a t the Last Cena, and it was the Pauline Eucharist which, in some 
way we shall probably never be able to trace, became dom inant, and as it did so displaced 
the fish. Still the fish lingered on long in Christian symbolism. I t continued to represent 
immortality, as it had for Jews and probably many pagan cults; as such it could survive 
especially on Christian graves. Its connection with w ater early suggested allegorizing the 
fish in terms of the flow of Logos and Sophia, of Light, in the Christian baptism. The 
pisciculi who live now, according to Tertullian, in the w ater of baptism are an easy adap­
tation from the Jewish pisciculi who live in the Law. And of course the great messianic fish 
of Judaism  became Christ for the Christians. The point is th a t the symbol, the thing, the 
fish itself, seems to have come into Christianity so early tha t it could suggest the stories of 
the miraculous m ultiplication of fishes in the Synoptics, and th a t the constant throughout 
was not explanation but the fish itself, given men to eat. T he same constant appears in 
the consecutive usage of fish in Jewish Sabbath evening meals and in Jewish, then Chris­
tian,107 symbolic representations in art. The obvious, and only plausible, hypothesis to 
cover these scattered facts is tha t the Christian fish and the Jewish fish had the same 
value and th a t it was from Judaism  th a t Christians got the symbol which, never fully 
appropriate, they had by the fifth century largely dropped even from their art.

Even if this be granted, however, one cannot read Christian symbolism too readily 
back into Judaism . But we have seen a t least striking suggestions tha t the Christians from 
the very beginning took the symbol over because in Judaism  the fish was at least asso­
ciated w ith the Messiah, if it was not the Messiah himself, and was certainly the food of 
the Messianic Age, the life-giving hope of immortality. Christians, we know, were every­
where telling men th a t the Jewish Messiah, who was to bring men life and hope, had al­
ready come in the person of Jesus. If the Jewish messianic fish whose flesh all were to eat 
was a current conception and was prefigured in the Friday night fish meal, it is not 
surprising th a t Christians should have identified Jesus w ith tha t fish; nor is it surprising 
that after they had indicated this identification by the famous acrostic, they soon forgot 
the fish’s Jewish origin. Yet Jews still eat the fish of a Friday night and a t Seder: they too 
have forgotten the fish’s meaning; but, as with all good religious symbols and acts, it is 
the deed, the thing, tha t matters, not the explanations. Catholics and Jews still stand 
together to buy fish of a Friday, though neither knows w hat the eating of fish m eant 
sixteen hundred years ago.

106. A. D . Nock, “ Hellenistic Mysteries and of Nock is strange to say the least.
Christian Sacraments,” Mnemosyne, Ser. IV, Vol. 107. I cannot see any point in arguing that since
V (1952), 193, said, “certainly Paul’s account of the Christian usages of the fish are in some cases
the Last Supper was what he had been taught by earlier than any we have found in Judaism, we
early disciples.” Since Paul denied that he had must follow that time sequence for history. The
received anything from them, and says directly discoveries of archeology are too random for any-
that he received this “from the Lord,” the certainty one to argue that the earliest Jewish fish we have

found is the earliest case where Jews used it.
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F .  S Y M B O L S  A P P E A R I N G  W I T H  T H E  F I S H

T h e  f i s h  scenes in Jewish art themselves have more th a t is interesting to tell us. Per­
haps enough has been said of the identity of design of the Jewish cena pura  w ith the 
Christian eucharistie presentations, and the pagan representations of the meal of im­
m ortality. But the other scenes, which have always been treated separately, show combi­
nations from a fixed vocabulary of emblems to a degree never yet pointed out. The 
simplest is th a t of the stone fragm ent from Acrae,108 where w hat we have of the design 
shows “ round objects” which are presumably bread, a wine ja r, a fish, two ducks or geese, 
and a palm  tree w ith pendant fruit. This is the complete vocabulary of w hat we m ay 
call the fish groups of symbols. The group reappears, incompletely, in a painting in the 
Catacom b Vigna R andanini. Here, as was pointed out,109 is a band w ith eight com part­
ments. Four show baskets of bread, two show ducks, and two show fishes. W ine is rep­
resented by the goddess in the center, a goddess of life who as such bears the cornucopia; 
she pours a libation of wine. A t H am m am  L if110 are two great fish, one actually a dolphin, 
being “ draw'n out with a fish hook,” or with their “ tongues pressed down with a cord,” 
as Jo b  111 said was to happen to Leviathan. Beside the fish, as before, stand two ducks, and 
a wheel which seems to have its own line of tradition and which here perhaps m eant 
bread, as we shall see. The whole is directed toward the Elysian Fields and draw n above a 
mystic scene of a fountain. T he fountain is identified with the chalice (kiddush or the 
wine), while the birds beside it, the peacocks, and the trees of life— again palm  trees with 
pendant fruit—show that the fountain represents the Fountain of Life or im m ortality. 
Leviathan has become the fish above the Fountain of Life. So the vocabulary continues 
basically unchanged, presum ably because of a recognized symbolism.

T he group partially reappears on the wall of a R om an catacom b, where the fish 
stands beside two large palm  trees.112 The fish is shown a t Beth A lpha 113 w ith the wine 

symbol—a bunch of grapes—and is here draw n with its tongue out. T he fish on the 
lam p with the two “ eyes” recall the statem ent quoted tha t Jews are little fishes because 
the evil eye cannot hu rt them .114

T he Jewish use of fish in art, far from being arbitrary, then, appears to follow a 
definite pattern  which, as far as we can explain it a t all, is reflected in  the talm udic trad i­
tion. To the ducks in this tradition we shall return  in a  later volume, where they also will 
be discussed as symbols of immortality.

I t  is interesting tha t only parts of this vocabulary went over into Christianity. Le- 
clercq published several designs in which the fish appears w ith a  bird. I show only two,

108. See above, p. 5. 113. Above, p. 4.
109. Above, p. 9. 114. Above, p. 7. The identification of fish and
110. Above, p. 4. wine in I ï I, fig. 376, although not certainly Jewish,
h i . Job xi., 25; x l i , I .  expresses the same idea.
112. Above, p. 5.



figs. 45 115 and 46.116 But I have found the fish with a duck in only one of his examples, 
a Christian lam p, fig. 44.117 Lehm ann has suggested th a t the lam p may actually be a 
Jewish piece. W hy the fish here eats the duck, if tha t is w hat is represented, I cannot say. 
In  this type of symbolic a rt the one who is saved, the antelope or the hare, is often being 
devoured by the savior, the lion, or the eagle, as we shall frequently notice in later volumes. 
As a m atter of fact it m ay be tha t the fish is here not eating the duck, but tha t the duck 
was simply pu t in the small space because it belonged with such a fish. In  Christian 
symbolism the duck seems to have been replaced by the dove.118

O f the fish above the chalice I find two Christian instances, one of which is the 
lam p shown in fig. 50.119 W hile nothing in this Christian lam p suggests a fountain, as does 
the H am m am  Lif chalice, it is noteworthy tha t both cups have a gadrooned lower half 
and both have a peculiar round ball a t the bottom which would make it impossible for 
the vase to rest upon anything. This is explained, perhaps, by the Jewish chalice, which 
has a base attached beneath the ball. The Christian chalice would seem to be an ab­
breviation of some such chalice as appears in the Jewish picture. T he Christian fish with 
it m ay well m ean the fish above the “ Fountain,” since, as we have seen, the Christians 
appropriated th a t convention. The same interpretation is possible for the mosaic from 
San V itale a t R avenna in fig. 52,120 where we see two of a band of portraits of saints on 
the intrados of an arch. At each end is a chalice which does not have the peculiar base of 
the two we have been discussing but is a cup upon a stand, and is flanked by doves like 
the Jewish cup. Above it are the saints, each w ith a pair of dolphins and a scallop shell of 
mystic b irth  and im m ortality, as we shall understand it in the next volume. The saints 
whose memory the mosaic celebrates, and who are depicted in wreaths above all these 
objects, are indeed m arked as having achieved eternal life. The simpler representation of 
fish w ith grapes appears in fig. 51,121 where the fishes, since they face in two directions, 
are the Pisces of the zodiac; but one of them  eats a wafer, the other grapes, an explicit 
representation of the Eucharist.
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115. From Edmond Le Blant, Nouveau recueil des 
inscriptions chrétiennes de la Gaule, 1892, 156. Cf. 
Leclercq in CL, V II, 2044. It is a fragment of an 
inscription found at Saint Rom ain-d’Albon, dated
a .D. 631, last reported in the Girard Collection.

116. From de Rossi in BAC, Ser. II, Vol. VI 
(1875), plate X u , 3a; cf. p. 168. It is a graffito 
painted in red on top of a stone dedicated to three 
martyrs. The inscription itself is incised, but there 
seems to be no question of the antiquity of the 
graffito. It was found at Ain Regada, in North 
Africa. See Leclercq in CL, V II, 2046, and fig. 
6079, col. 2044.

117. From de Rossi, Ser. II, Vol. I (1870), plate
IV, 9. He discussed it in Ser. I, Vol. V  (1867), 88 f.
It was then in the possession of Baron Visconti, its

origin unrecorded. Cf. Leclercq in CL, V II, 2075. 
De Rossi thought the design a symbolic fragment 
from a marine scene. He dated the lamp in the 
fourth century.

118. See Ichthys, III, l x x x v , i  ; x c v i i , 6, 10; iv,
173, I. The dove carries a bunch of grapes in ibid., 
iv, 183, I .  See also Leclercq in CL, V II, 2073, fig. 
6108. At ibid., 2040, no. 76, Leclercq suggests that 
the design he reproduced more fully at IV , 2112, 
fig. 3975, is a fish with a dove.

119. From [J. A.] Martigny, Dictionnaire des 
antiquités chrétiennes, 2d ed., 1877, 772; cf. Leclercq, 
op. cit., 2079, fig. 6115.

120. Photo Alinari: no. 18211. For the whole 
intrados see C. Ricci, Tavole storiche dei mosaici di 
Ravenna, San Vitale, 1935, III, vi, plate L.

121. From Ichthys, IV, 186, no. 2.



A striking element common to Jews and Christians is the convention of putting a 
wheel, either a spoked wheel or a “ round object,” beside the fish, though in Jewish art 
the wheel could stand alone.122 The Jewish examples of “ round objects” are usually 
identified with the mazzoth of Passover, but if I am right in seeing the Friday evening 
m eal in this symbolism, they are the hallah, the newly baked bread which is still blessed, 
broken, and distributed with the wine at that time. W hen the fish meal was celebrated 
a t the Passover or Seder, the loaves would become mazzoth, but were not such ordi­
narily.123 I t has already been mentioned tha t this “ round object” with fish was on a 
tombstone which Frey took to be Christian,124 and the design now appears to have been 
so common that in itself it, and this inscription w ith it, might have been either Christian 
or Jewish. The Christian usages where these round “ loaves” appear with fishes can most 
rapidly be surveyed again in the illustrations of the article by Leclercq, or in Dölger’s 
Ichthys. The com bination appears also on a lam p a t the Cyprus M useum, fig. 53,125 which 
is presumably Christian. Artistically, I suspect tha t in Jewish-Christian tradition the 
“ wheel” form preceded the “ loaf” form. The wheel appears with the fish abstractly as 
in fig. 58 126 but in m any cases the fish was pu t w ith the wheel in various ways to suggest 
different interpretations of the combination. In  fig. 54 127 by the fish’s being woven 
through the wheel the two seem completely identified. The wheel could also be associated 
w ith the five loaves of the Christian miracle, as was done in at least two instances by 
draw ing five of the wheels, figs. 56 128 and 57,129 along with a pair of fishes; the extra 
diagonal line in fig. 60 shows that they were still, in form, wheels. M uch m ore commonly 
the wheel was changed into a circle containing the ))( monogram; the fish could be 
draw n beside tha t device,130 but more often the word ΙΧΘΤΣ was spelled out under the 
m onogram, which in fig. 55,131 as shown by the extra transverse line, is still a wheel. The 
symbol could be further abbreviated by putting the letters ΙΧ Θ ΪΣ  around in the interstices 
of the monogram, fig. 5g.132 O n  the cover of one sarcophagus a “ loaf” is on either side of
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122. See above, III, fig. 68, for an instance of 
the wheel in the Jewish catacomb at Sheikh Ibreiq.

123. Eisler, Orpheus, 223.
124. See above, p. 10.
125. No. D .2 8 0 7 . Published by permission of the 

Director of Antiquities and the Cyprus Museum.
1 2 6 . From de Rossi in BAC, Ser. II, Vol. IV, 

18 7 3 ,  plate v i i i , no. 1 ; cf. p. 1 0 6 . It was found at 
Ravenna near St. Apollinare in Classe. I follow de 
Rossi and Dölger in calling the stone Christian, 
but the two fish may be Pisces, and the stone may 
be pagan. Cf. Ichthys, IV, 1 8 0 .

127. From Ichthys, I, 333. A carnelian from Asia, 
at the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris. This identifi­
cation is, I am sure, what is meant by the design, 
rather than, as Dölger explains, a making of 
Ichthys itself into a monogram.

128. From C. Rohault de Fleury, La Messe, IV,

plate c c l x v i i . An inscription from Modena.
129. From Ichthys, III, plate xci, 1 ; it is at the 

Kircher Museum, Rome. See also ibid., V, plates 
298, 301.

130. As in CL, V II, 2023, fig. 6056; and Ichthys, 
IV, 181.

131. From Ichthys, I, 233, fig. 25a. It is a drawing 
by G. Marini of an alabaster fragment as originally 
found at Roma Vecchia. Cf. CL, V II, 2033, fig. 
6072; 2038, no. 64.; 2040, nos. 74 f.; 2041, no. 79.

132. From de Rossi in BAC, Ser. II, Vol. IV  
(1873), plate iv /v , figs. 1-4; cf. pp. 77-80. It is a 
lead sarcophagus from Saida in Phoenicia, then 
reported in private possession in France. On the 
top, and on one end, the monogram with Ichthys 
is marked for its sanctity by being put under an 
arch, and the vines in the margin, with gadrooned 
cup, and birds drinking in the interstices, show how



a fish in the fish meal, fig. 6 i .133 O ne of the loaves has the simple cross which indicates 
bread; the other is still a wheel. The history of the design is a clear instance of new ex­
planations being associated with a symbol, which had such emotional value tha t it was 
retained, even though the old explanations were rejected, supplemented, or forgotten.

In  view of this development of the wheel-wafer it is interesting to compare the fish 
designs in V igna R andanin i with the eucharistie fish in the Catacom b of St. Callistus 
(Lucina), fig. 60.134 The baskets of loaves in the Christian representation are the same as 
those which appear in the Jewish design between the medallions of fish and ducks, but 
the peculiar bending of the fish about an object and the presence of the basket of loaves 
in both cases show that while the designs themselves are different, the elements which 
went into the two are the same.

* * *

If wc take this com bination of elements back into paganism, some new light is thrown 
on the origin of the symbol for Judaism . We must again anticipate our discussion of the 
water birds, especially ducks and geese, to say tha t they, like other originally erotic sym­
bols, had become popular devices to pu t on graves.135 I t  is here of direct interest th a t in 
the Book of the D ead 136 the snaring of fish and w ater fowl in a net is a definite p a rt of 
the eschatological experience. Here the deceased is a little fish or duck who escapes the 
divine (malicious) fowlers, or fishermen, because he knows their names and the names of 
the net and its parts. Naville was perplexed tha t the fowling and fishing should have been 
confused in a single chapter of the Book, but the confusion, if such it was, was general, 
since in a design of the R om an period the net holds fish and fowl crowded together.137 The 
fowl a re  of course w ater birds. In  connection w ith w ater birds it will appear in a later 
volume that Egyptian influence of some sort was likely in the assortment of waders and 
divers a t H am m am  Lif and Beth Alpha, though there is no ground to conclude any 
special symbolism in the selection. But nothing in Egypt which I have seen suggests the 
origin of the repeated connection of fish and duck in Judaism  and Christianity, or throws
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much this design is in the general tradition of 
symbols we are discussing. The monograms on the 
front are also impressive, and all was designed to 
help into immortality the gentleman figured in a 
niche at the other end. See also Ichthys, I, 236, and 
Leclercq in CL, V II, 2066.

133. From Ichthys, III, plate l x i ,  i .  Dölger says 
it is from the “catacombs of Rome” but gives no 
other information.

134. From a photograph published by courtesy 
of the Pontificia Commissione di Archeologia
Sacra, Rome. The catacomb shows a pair of these: 
cf. Wilpert, Pitture, Tavole, plates 27, 28. In the
original the wine is represented by a red patch in
the square at the front of the basket. Cf. above,

III, figs. 742, 748 f.
135. To be discussed in Vol. V III of this series.
136. BD , 339 (chap. cxiii, 3 -7 ); 510-517 (chaps. 

C L i i iA  and c l i i i b ) .

137. C. R. Lepsius, Denkmäler aus Aegypten und 
Aethiopien, 1849-1856, IX , iv, plate 88έ; cf. V III, 
iii, plate 278. Incidentally the Egyptians occasion­
ally drew fish in their hieroglyphics with a long 
snout or “ tongue” in a way to suggest the con­
vention at Hammam Lif: F. Guilmant, Le Tombeau 
de Ramses IX , 1907, plate xcvi (Mém . Inst., X V ). 
The same sort of snout appears in a painted tomb in 
Palestine, where Egyptian influence, especially in 
the animals represented, was strong: PT, 26 f., 
plate xi.



any light on its m eaning.138 For all the im portance of fish symbolism in Syria, to which 
Dölger ascribed the origin of the Christian fish and which would be just as likely a source 
of the Jewish fish, th a t region shows us nothing, so far as I know, to suggest putting  the 
fish w ith ducks, or w ith bread, or w ith the cup or other wine symbols.

I t  is in Greek and hellenistic sources tha t these elements appear, though so scattered 
and unconsecutive th a t conclusions are difficult. Oddly, the appearances of the ducks 
and fish, and of the fish and “ round objects” which are most like the Jewish and Christian 
instances, are found on M inoan-M ycenean and prim itive Greek remains. I give one 
example, fig. 63,139 bu t there are m any others.140 Interesting are the numerous scenes 
where a boat is rowed between fish and w ater birds. These are especially prom inent on 
fibulae, alongside a heavily draw n central rosette, the outer ring of which suggests a wheel. 
I show a single example, fig. 62,141 the famous sherd from a geometric vase a t the Louvre. 
I t  is usual to say tha t the fish represent the w ater under the boat, but while such designs 
are common on fibulae from that period, the fish and w ater bird often appear on them  
w ithout the boat, where it cannot be supposed th a t the artist was attem pting to represent 
a seascape; see fig. 64.142 O n a Laconian vase from a somewhat later period, fig. 65,143 a 
fish devours a  “ round object,” the earliest instance of this form th a t I know. Above it, 
Polyphemus is represented having his eye pierced and a t the same time being given to 
d rink  from a cantharus. At the top is a snake. M aking Polyphemus drunk and then
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138. O n the fish in Egypt in general, see Ichthys,
II, 49-160. By the presence of a bird beside the 
fish we are reminded of the Jewish tradition which 
said that a bird, the “ziz,” was prepared along with 
Behemoth and Leviathan to be eaten at the final 
banquet. See J E ,  V III, 39. But this bird in Jewish 
tradition was a monster of the air as the others were 
monsters of the sea and land, and I cannot assume 
that these small ducks in Jewish art refer to it.

139. From Mon. Ant., 1891, I, ii, plate 1; see 
p. 207 f. It is a funerary urn from Crete, at the 
Museum in Candia. See Anna Roes, Greek Geometric 
Art: Its Symbolism and Its Origin, 60 f.

140. See, e.g., PC, Histoire, V I, 920, fig. 474; 
M D A I, Ath., LV III (1933), 98, fig. 40 (a “round 
object” is before one of the fish in a band of fishes, 
and a water bird is on the upper level). The fish 
with “round object” may go back to Egypt, where 
fish occasionally have lotus flowers in their mouths: 
J E A ,  X III (1927), i i  f., plate v i i , no. 5958. Cf.
H. G. Evers, Staat aus dem Stein [1929], plate 129. 
For a discussion of fish and birds see Roes, 60-65. 
She supposes that the device was originally Persian. 
The “round object,” like virtually all the symbols 
of geometric art, she treats as solar, which un­
doubtedly they often are. But in trying to explain 
in this one way the whole vocabulary of symbols,

she seems to me to break down. She does not like 
the use of psychology in historic studies of symbols 
and quotes two unfortunate instances on pp. 124-
126. But her method leaves her helpless when the 
solar symbols become marine symbols also. She 
has, however, given an excellent record of the 
forms, and her work, even if it does not go far 
enough, is rich in suggestion.

141. From O. Rayet and M. Collignon, Histoire 
de la céramique grecque, 1888, 29, fig. 20. These 
scholars here discuss the boat as one of numerous 
representations of war ships on such vases, but a 
funerary pageant is above this one, and I suspect 
that with birds and sacred signs of all sorts (and 
since the boat itself is marked with the wheel) 
we have here a funerary boat. The fish seem to me 
to indicate more than water. See also PC, Histoire, 
V III, 254, fig. 129; E. Pottier, Vases antiques du 
Louvre, 1897, I, 23, no. A517.

142. From Furtwängler in A A ,J D A I ,  IX  
(1894), 116, fig. 2. See also fig. 1 and H. B. Walters, 
Catalogue of the Bronzes, Greek, Roman and Etruscan 
. . .  in the British Museum, 1899, 372, 374.

143. From P. Ducati, Storia della cerarnica greca, 
1922, 170, fig. 133, now at Paris, Bibliothèque 
Nationale.



piercing his eye is definitely traditional from Homer, bu t the snake and fish seem to 
create another dimension which reflects m uch earlier symbolism. At a still later date a 
cantharus was pu t between two fish on a Greek gem of the fifth century b .c . , 144 and 
Pausanias tells the story of a Dionysus Phallen who was honored at M ethym na and whose 
figure some fishermen had draw n out of the sea.145 We know th a t in 200 B .C .  fishes 146 with 
cakes were p art of an offering for the dead in T hera .147

O ne of the unexplained but recurrent peculiarities of our m aterial, which we have 
already noticed, is the repeated similarity between Jewish and Etruscan remains. I t is in 
Etruscan remains in this case th a t the early C retan groupings of fish, ducks (or other w ater 
birds), trees, and wine symbols appear, in mystic or funerary setting. O ne m irror shows 
Aphrodite with Eros (there is no duck, but a dove is on her shoulder) fishing under the 
shadow of a palm  tree: the fish to be caught is plainly shown.148 O n  another m irror two 
women confront each other on either side of a palm  tree: behind one wom an is a duck, 
and in the foreground fish, dolphins, and a duck swim; above tha t part of the scene which 
is on the dry land arches a border of grapes on the vine.149 Even more striking are the 
funerary designs in which a boat is rowed on w ater between fish and w ater birds, recalling 
the similar designs from early Crete. This motif is especially elaborated in the tombs 
of T arquinia, from which I reproduce fig. 66.150 H ere above the scene of birds, sea, boat, 
and fish is the funerary banquet, or the meal of immortality, where of course the jars for 
wine are stressed, balanced by crowns and little birds (ducks?) a t the other end. From  the 
same tom b comes fig. 69,151 showing a diver almost the exact replica of the diver in the 
Jewish tom b a t Sheikh Ibreiq .152 T he boat, fish (here only the dolphin), and w ater birds 
appear in a  highly stylized representation on an Etruscan sarcophagus, fig. 68.153 In  one 
scene on the sarcophagus Odysseus (impersonating the dead person?) is in the underworld, 
and a view through an opening in the cave shows the Styx with the boat of Charon, a 
dolphin, w ater birds, vegetation, etc., all of which strikingly suggests th a t these elements 
had symbolic power— symbolic, we guess, for the future life, since all the instances come 
from funerary art. Galli, who published the sarcophagus, was aware th a t the fish and 
water birds suggested C retan  parallels, and he published two interesting exam ples;154 but 
he did not indicate th a t the boat quite as distinctly looks back to Crete. To me the re-
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144. A. Furtwängler, Die antiken Gemmen, 1900, 
I, plate XXXI, 14.

145. Pausanias, X , xix, 3; from Roscher, Lex. 
Myth., I, 1063, lines 26-31.

146. The same word, opsaria, is used for the fishes 
in the miracles in John vi, 9, 11, and xxi, 10, 13.

147. P. Boyancé, Le Culte des muses chez les 
philosophes grecs, 1937, 339; and Ichthys, II, 381.

148. Gisela M. Richter, Greek, Etruscan and 
Roman Bronzes, 1915, 280 f., no. 814.

149. E. Gerhard, Etruskische Spiegel, IV, 1867, 
plate c d x x i .

150. From Monumenti della pittura antica scoperti

in Italia, Sec. I, Fase. II, 1937, p. 12. It is beautifully 
reproduced in color in ibid., plate b 2. Cf. G. Q,. 
Giglioli, UArte etrusca, 1935, plate cxm , 2.

151. From Monumenti, p. 11; cf. plate b 1 for 
color; see Giglioli, plate cxiv. On these see also 
Jan de Wit, J D A I,  X L IV  (1929), 31-85; Historia, 
IV (1930), 110 f.

152. See above, III, fig. 70.
153. From Mon. Ant., X X IV , i (1917), 99, fig.

48. The whole sarcophagus is shown on an un­
numbered plate at the end of the volume, with this 
detail in fig. d .

154. Ibid., 106, figs. 51, 52. See his discussion, 
p p .103-107.



appearance of the three elements, fish, w ater birds, and boat, suggests very strongly that 
some symbolic tradition came over, however indirectly, from early Crete to the Etruscans. 
Lehm ann told me that he suspected Egyptian influence in such scenes, and this may 
have been the ultim ate origin of the tradition. The différences in the presentation in the 
three sources suggest, however, a continuity of symbolic tradition ra ther than  artistic 
im itation.

T he Etruscan m aterial introduces us to another use of the fish, which will appear 
increasingly im portant as we go on. O n the base of an Etruscan lamp, fig. 67,165 appears, 
eight times repeated, the ithyphallic figure of Pan, squatting down and playing his pipe; 
under his feet is a dolphin. This figure alternates around the edge of the lam p with eight 
female figures, all with hum an head and upper body, and the lower parts of a b ird—that 
is, w ith the conventional representation of a soul-bird or Siren. In  the center is a M edusa 
head. The soul-bird figure as well as the M edusa head and the phalli as symbols of the 
fluid of life will all be discussed later in this study. Phallic and ithyphallic figures were 
used to ward o il evil spirits as Dölger rightly observed, while, as he recognized, the M edusa 
head likewise suggests apotropaic significance in the design. But he has nothing to say 
of the soul-bird figures, which apparently he did not recognize as such; hence he stops 
again w ith a partial explanation. He seems to me to be right in associating the fish with 
the phallus 156 and in pointing out the apotropaic value of each. But in the setting with 
soul-birds and in the fuller m eaning of Medusa, phallus, and fish, it would appear th a t the 
design looks beyond the merely apotropaic to a total representation of the source of im­
m ortal life, in which the identification of the fish with the phallus is an im portant part. 
The fish as an alternative figure for the fluid of the god in the Eucharist, as shown in the 
explanation of the miraculous feeding in Jo h n  vi, would seem to belong in this association 
of symbols. To this we shall have to return.

Q uite different from these Etruscan remains yet in m any things reminiscent is the 
grave painting near Ascalon in Palestine, which no inscriptions or decisive symbols m ark 
as pagan, Jewish, or Christian, fig. 70.167 H ere on the roof is a vine with various scenes in 
its interstices. O n the south wall below it is a scene of two w ater nymphs beside a pool 
in which fish are highly active. Various animals arc a t the water, but perched on flowers 
in the most artificial way also sit two ducks beside the nymphs. I t  is striking th a t this too 
is funerary art.

In  R om an art proper we have scattered hints, as in Greek art, of this group of symbols, 
bu t nothing connected. In  all pagan art, tha t is, I see no definite suggestions of the im­
m ediate inspiration of either the Jewish or Christian combinations of ducks, bread, and 
wine, w ith fish as symbols of immortality. W hat may prove to be the reason why Etruscan

155. From Giglioli, plate ccxxx; cf. his p. 42 ing: see I, log; 429, n. 2; II, 65, 134, 154, 225, 322,
for description and bibliography, to which add 376, 444; V, 43 f., 186-188. We have encountered
Ichthys, III, plate xxx, 1; II, 4 0 4 i.; V, 136-138. the phallic association of the fish frequently: see

156. In Ichthys, V , 138, n. 45, Dölger gives only above, pp. 18 f., 22, 49.
one parallel, in a work not accessible to me. But he 157. From J. Ory, “A Painted Tom b near
often refers to the identity of fish and phallus, and Ascalon,” QDAP, V III (1939), plate x x v i i ; cf.
his material, when collected, is quite overwhelm- p. 40. See also fig. 2.
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and Jewish designs so often recall each other I cannot suggest: nothing we now know 
justifies assuming any direct connection. But the very strangeness of the vocabulary as 
found in Jewish and Christian designs makes it quite unlikely tha t the com bination was 
worked out independently by pagans, Jews, and Christians. There was no “ local pagan 
a rt,” 168 so far as we know, which Christians or Jews w ithout effort could have been 
taking over, as m ight possibly be assumed was the case w ith designs of the fish in the 
jractio panis, or meal of immortality. W hat seems the most likely guess is th a t Jews, for some 
reason or other, had come to associate the Messianic Age and their hope of personal im­
m ortality w ith a great fish, and to symbolize tha t hope in a fish meal, in connection with 
which w ater birds played some as yet unexplained part, and bread and wine were also 
significant. W hether this was a Jewish “ sacram ent” or not is a question which takes us 
very far indeed from the direct evidence of the pictures, though it m ay be recalled that 
Jews themselves have not been afraid to use the word in speaking of their table in general 
and of this meal in particular. Hence I. A braham s wrote, “ Some Jewish customs still 
prevalent are based on the idea tha t the m eal—especially the Sabbath m eal—is a sacrifice 
and a sacram ent.” 169 In  any case, the pictures strongly suggest th a t the Christian fish 
usage followed the Jewish usage and was an adaptation of it.160 And the Christian usage 
was sacram ental.

Indeed, until most recent times a t least the fish has been a favorite form for the 
boxes which hold the spices for H abdalah. We saw reason to suppose tha t such spices 
were descendants of ancient incense burning.161 We m ay well close this chapter w ith such 
an eighteenth-century box, fig. 71,162 and with the recollection th a t long ago Caylus pub­
lished a bronze fish from R om an times, fig. 72,163 which is an incense burner. T he base is 
broken away, bu t the upper half could be removed so th a t hot coals could be p u t inside 
and then sprinkled w ith incense. This upper half is pierced w ith holes to perm it the fumes 
of the incense to escape. A question remains finally in our minds, one which each reader, 
with the evidence before him, must answer for himself. Since the spices of H abdalah  are 
thought to give spiritual strengthening to carry the faithful through the secular days of 
the week, w hat has it m eant to Jews through the centuries as they inhaled their arom a 
from a box in the form of a fish?
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158. See Calder in the J R S , X IV  (1924), 82.
159. In JQ R , X IX  (1907), 628 n. Cited there by 

J. H. A. Hart in a treatment of “Jewish Sacra­
mental Meals” which is quite disappointing.

160. When Eisler, Orpheus, 221, says, “we know 
for certain” that Christians took the fish meal from 
Jews, he is prejudicing the case by overstatement.

161. See above, IV, 195-208.
1 6 2 . From a photograph, by courtesy of the

Jewish Museum, New York, where it is no. M -1 2 6 .

It was made somewhere in western Europe in the 
eighteenth century. M. Narkiss told me he still re­
gards the fish as a fertility symbol.

163. From Caylus, Rec. d'ant., VI, plate xciv, 1 ; 
cf. pp. 296 f. Dölger has reproduced this in Ichthys,
III, plate xvi, 1 ; cf. II, 210. Caylus shows on the 
same plate the inside of the fish with its arrange­
ment to receive coals. Its origin was unknown to 
Caylus but was judged to be “Rom an.” There is 
no indication where it now is; probably it is in 
Paris. Could the object have been Jewish also?



C H A P T E R  T H R E E

Bread

I N  D I S C U S S I N G  the fish, symbols of bread and wine had also to be m entioned 
because they frequently appeared beside the fishes. W ithout forgetting th a t the fishes 

led us to suspect a  sacram cntal Jewish meal, where the fish was eaten as a foretaste of the 
M essiah and his gift of im m ortality, we must now begin afresh and w ithout prejudice 
examine the bread symbols, for they are represented in great num bers in the Jewish art, 
w ith usually no suggestion of fish beside them.

Bread symbols appear in two forms. The first is tha t of w hat I call “ round objects,” 
which have often been recognized as loaves. The second is th a t of baskets of loaves. The 
representations and associations of each must be discussed separately.

A .  B R E A D  A S  “ R O U N D  O B J E C T S ”

T h e  f o r m  in which loaves of bread or cakcs (the two are indistinguishable) are rep­
resented is w hat I have been forced to call by the neutral term  “ round object” because, 
as we shall see, the same shape is used to represent a considerable variety of things. O ur 
chief difficulty will be in determ ining which of the “ round objects” are intended to indi­
cate bread. But since the form seems definitely a t times to represent bread, we m ust stop 
a t this point to go into its various meanings and ask w hat is implied by the fact th a t it 
could have such diversified reference.

U nder the term  “ round objects” I have included all designs of disks which em pha­
size the circle, ra ther than  the rays from the circle, as is usually the case in w hat we call 
the rosette.1 T he “ round object” is often draw n as a larger circle w ith a smaller concentric 
circle inside it, though the inner circle m ay become simply a  dot a t the center. Such a 
design is frequently found on places where we should have expected a rosette, and it 
often alternates with the rosette on the same object.

1. In Judaism
“ R o u n d  o b j e c t s ”  were used from early times in Palestine as marks on ja r  handles, 
interchangeably w ith rosettes. They were presumably potters’ marks bu t m ay well have

I . The rosette will be discussed in a later volume.
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been chosen by the potters not only for identification but for a talismanic value. D uncan 2 
points out th a t they largely disappear from the pottery of the M accabean period proper, 
but they re tu rn  everywhere soon afterward. They appear on twenty-seven of the ossuaries 
published in our third volume, on eleven of the sarcophagi, on w hat seems to be a ritualistic 
plate of some kind, in eight tombs, on four tombstones, on two glasses, on forty-nine of the 
lamps, twenty-six times in synagogues, in one of the R om an catacombs, and nine times 
on gold glasses from Rom e.3 They were indeed popular bu t have been regarded by 
archeologists as mere decorative space fillers unless they seemed actually to represent 
bread.4 For example, in the last scene of the Ezekiel cycle a t D ura, fig. 73,5 the “ round 
objects” occupy so conspicuous a place on top of the a ltar th a t they have seemed to be 
showbread, though w hat the showbread was doing on the a ltar of burn t offering has not 
been clarified. Since Ezekiel, ju st to the left of the p art of the painting shown in our il­
lustration, is clinging to the horns of the altar, and since the a ltar of incense is to be seen 
on a table immediately behind the loaves, while a little tent is over the whole, I should 
suppose th a t the objects together are an abbreviation of the Tem ple furniture (the Tem ple 
here as the Tabernacle) to indicate th a t Ezekiel was captured by soldiers when he was in 
the Tem ple and then executed (in the scene following). There are only two loaves, as 
contrasted w ith the proper twelve of showbread, and they are round, not rectangular, as 
the Talm ud prescribes.6 I t  seems by all means the best assumption th a t in this case the 
“round objects” are bread. I t is perhaps worth suggesting th a t each of the two represents 
a pile of six loaves, for it was in two piles of six tha t the loaves were to be pu t on the 
table. Philo 7 makes a  point of this, and in terms of his cosmic explanation of the Tem ple 
service sees each pile as representing one of the equinoxes, six months apart. But I think 
it safer to suppose th a t the artist limited himself to two loaves because th a t was all he 
had space to present effectively. W hen they are painted flanking the incense burner, 
however, the whole takes the form, beloved in all our representations, of a central ritu ­
alistic object flanked by two others.

So it becomes likely tha t such a pair of “ round objects” under the m enorah in the 
synagogue a t N awa are loaves,8 while the same assumption is likely when the “ round

2. In PEF, QS, 1926, 38. A good example of 
the early jar handle with “ round object” is to be 
seen in [C. W.] Wilson and Warren, The Recovery 
of Jerusalem, 1871, 474. Another very early instance 
is a plate from Gezer in Macalister, Gez.er, II, 272. 
And see below, p. 66.

3. References to the figures which show “ round 
objects” in Vol. I l l  will be found classified in the 
index to that volume, s.v. “Round object.”

4. For example, Frey recognized them as bread 
in his C1J ,  nos. 343, 361, 519, 653a; i.e., in Vol.
I ll , our figs. 710, 724, 856, and 969, respectively.

5. Courtesy of the Yale University Art Gallery.
This is from the restoration of the scene made by

H. J. Gute.
6. The biblical, extrabiblical (except the Phi­

lonic), and rabbinic material on the showbread is 
collected by E. G. Hirsch in J E ,  X I, 312 i.

7. Spec. I, 172. '
8. See above, III, fig. 624. They may be the 

ends of Torah scrolls, as on the stone from Priene 
(III, fig. 878), but on this stone the scroll is clearly 
represented as a spiral, not a “ round object,” so 
that I think the “round objects” at Nawa are bread. 
Yet one cannot be sure, for the ends of scrolls are 
“round objects” on three gold glasses (III, figs. 
965 f., 974) and are spirals on two (III, figs. 967, 
973). See the rolls simply as circles in III, figs. 
706 f., 710.
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object” has a cross a t its center as in a design from the synagogue a t Chorazin,9 or within a 
w reath of acanthus on the same synagogue, fig. 75,10 or under a ceremonial table a t D ura .11 
I t  m ay well be bread, also, when put beside the m enorah in the synagogue a t Eshtemoa,12 
on Palestinian lamps,13 on two tombstones from Rom e,14 and on a gold glass.15 The crossed 
“ round object” within a wreath raises the question w hether all “ round objects” within 
wreaths may not have been loaves, since the objects within wreaths all seem to be m arked 
thereby as sacred objects or symbolic forms. So on three of the ceiling tiles at D ura the 
“ round object” is within a wreath, as in fig. 74.16 From one of the three the paint had 
chipped off so tha t a synagogue inscription beneath it could be seen: obviously the over­
painted symbol could not have been “ m anufacturer’s stock.” 17 In  the following section, 
when we see the “ round objects” in baskets, we shall have a further instance of them  as 
symbols of bread.

M any times, however, the m enorah itself is m ade of “ round objects,” 18 or is covered 
w ith them; 19 in one case it is m ade of w hat I have called “ cursive round objects.” 20 T hat 
these represent bread seems very dubious, since the lights on the m enorah itself can be 
“ round objects,” 21 or the dom inating central light may be emphasized in tha t form.22 
T h a t is, the “ round object” can represent light or especially characterize it, a usage we 
shall see justified from paganism, so th a t it can by no means be assumed that the form 
always represents bread. Hence when “ round objects” are used to make designs of all 
sorts on clay lamps,23 it seems to me tha t they characterize, or sanctify, the light of the 
lamp. The sanctity of the “ round objects” appears to be deliberately emphasized when 
they are pu t under arches 24 but becomes much more dubious when they are used for 
designs of floor carpeting in mosaic.25 Yet I suspect it is as symbols of light th a t they are 
clustered on or about representations of shrines,26 since we saw that light symbolism was 
very close to th a t of the Law as light.27 This was strikingly brought out when little circles 
of glass were used to reflect actual light from the shrines in the funerary plaques,28 and

9. See III, fig. 485.
10. Published by courtesy of the Palestine 

Archeological Museum. It is the same stone as the 
one in III, fig. 496; cf. I l l ,  fig. 493.

11. See below, figs. 117 f., and p. 103. Pearson
and Gute disagree whether this was originally a
simple “round object” or had a cross within it. In 
either case it seems to me bread.

12. See III, fig. 609.
13. See III, fig. 316, 334, 342.
14. See III, figs. 710, 724.
15. See III, fig. 969.
16. Courtesy of the Yale University Art Gallery, 

where the photograph is numbered Dura 1933, 265.
17. For other instances of “round objects”

within a wreath see III, figs. 245, 250, 464, 468,

5°°> 556 ·

18. See III, figs. 4.34, 603, 651 f., 929 f., 932, 937, 

964» 967·
19. See III, figs. 335, 440, 646, 814, 817, 925 f., 

92δ> 942, 946, 966, 974.
20. See III, fig. 643.
21. See III, figs. 332, 335.
22. See III, fig. 621. I have guessed that the 

tying of the top of the menorah to the actual light 
on lamps has this meaning: see I, 158 f.

23. See III, figs. 263, 2683, 269, 274, 277, 325,
356. This seems only elaborated in III, fig. 349.

24. See III, figs. 299, 305.
25. See III, figs. 657, 666, 884.
26. See III, figs. 282, 286 f., 602, 646, 817, 965 f.
27. See IV, 78, 94, 136.
28. See III, figs. 440-442, 446; cf. I, 174-177;

IV, 122.
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in a m izrach.29 In  w hat sense they were used so commonly on ossuaries,30 on sarcophagi,31 
on a doorpost in the cemetery of Sheikh Ibreiq ,32 on the reveal of the smaller door in the 
D ura synagogue,33 and even to indicate the hair on a lion,34 it is impossible to say.

In  view of the fact th a t the “ round object” is often a symbol of light, it is well to 
assure ourselves th a t it can definitely be bread as well. In  fig. 78,35 p art of a mosaic from 
Antioch showing a great banquet, the loaves as “ round objects” are as recognizable as 
the fish, while fig. 80 36 shows in a m odern photograph th a t bread is still m ade in this 
way in the N ear East. W e saw a considerable num ber of such loaves with fishes in the 
previous chapters, where there was no doubt tha t they were bread.37 This power of double 
implication in the symbol, by which bread and the divine light are equated or identified, 
will seem im portant as we continue.

2. In Paganism  and Christianity

A b r i e f  g l a n c e  at the historic appearances of the symbol gives no occasion to dispute 
that these m ight often be cakes or loaves bu t indicates again th a t such an  explanation 
could not be expected to apply to all the cases.

In  M esopotam ia the object is rare, bu t it is on a very early sea l38 and covers the royal 
chariot of Tiglath-Pileser I I I ,39 and so far as I can tell from the photograph it alternates 
with the royal rosette on the robes of a later king.40 A tier of “ round objects” is to be 
found on a Syro-H ittite seal, w ith a sun symbol above it: the tier seems here to take the 
place of the sacred tree.41 A group of these objects can apparently represent bread,42 and 
on one seal it seems to be a t once the sun or a star and to be used for the head of sacred 
animals, probably to indicate their sanctity.43 O ne “ round object” is certainly the sun; 
see fig. 77,44 a Syro-H ittite seal. In  early Cyprus, seals show the object beside the sacred 
tree, or w ith the lunar crescent in a  way to suggest tha t it is solar.45

29. See IV, fig. 49; cf. p. 124.
30. See III, figs. 130 f., 136 f., 141 f., 144-147,

151, 153, 160-162, 167 i., 172, 185, 189, 209, 221.
31. See III, figs. 231, 233 f., 236, 243, 245, 247,

250.
32. “Two disks cut in relief, one concave with a 

knob in the center, the other flat and smooth” 
were reported by N . Avigad, Israel Exploration 
Journal, IV  (1954), 9.

33. See III, fig. 546.
34. See III, fig. 523, and below, Vol. VII.
35. From a photograph published by courtesy 

of the Department of Art and Archeology, Prince­
ton University. See Doro Levi, Antioch Mosaic 
Pavements, 1947, II, plate c l i m ;  cf. I, 135.

36. From G. Dalman, Arbeit und Sitte in Palästina,
IV, 1935, fig. 27; see also p. 132.

37. See above, pp. 56 f.

38. O f the “ archaic-Sumerian period,” Osten, 
Newell, fig. 71.

39. H. R. Hall, La Sculpture babylonienne et as­
syrienne au British Museum, 1928, plate x x v  (Ars 
Asiatica, X I).

40. Ibid., plate l v i i . For rosettes on the royal 
robe see also ibid., plate xxvn.

41. AASOR, V (1923/4), 55. Cf. Ward, Seal 
Cylinders, 275 f., fig. 832; see also fig. 831. Tiers of 
three “round objects” are on either side of a tree 
on the seal published in Osten, Newell, no. 361, 
and there called (p. 12) “ Hittite” (“ Cypriote” ).

42. Dougherty, AASOR, V  (1923/4), 54; H. 
Frankfort, Cylinder Seals, 1939, plates xxxvinç, I;
xi.ng, 0; XLIIIZ.

43. Frankfort, plate x l i i i f;  cf. c, e, g-i.
44. From Ward, Seal Cylinders, 319, fig. 1015. 

Ward calls this seal “peculiar.”
45· Ibid., 349, figs. 1192, 1194 f., 1199 f., 1204.
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E rm an points out tha t in the form Q , the simplest representation of the sun, the 
“ round object” was for millennia the hieroglyph for the sun god R a.46 I t  is probably with 
double m eaning of sun and bread tha t this became the form of Egyptian ceremonial cakes 
for burial offerings, fig. 8 i .47 Sayce 48 and M acalister 49 m ay have been right in implying 
tha t the “ round objects” on ja r  handles and images came into primitive C anaanite syn­
cretism from Egypt; Sukenik called the form on ja r  handles a  “ degenerate form of a 
solar disk.” 50 From  Palestine itself, near Jerusalem , came fig. 76,51 a headdress on a bull 
o r cow, where the sun disk is a “ round object,” though the acanthus below it indicates a 
hellenistic or R om an dating.

A peculiar usage of “ round objects” in the N ear East of the Greco-Rom an period 
puzzled me when I published the first volume of this series, bu t since then it has been 
clarified by my colleague H arald Ingholt. The Jewish instance of this usage there published 
is a column of six “ round objects” w ith a wedge above and below them , carved on the 
stone door of a Palestinian Jewish tom b.62 Also, w ithout the wedges, the same six “ round 
objects” in a column are painted on each of the reveals of the smaller doorway into the 
D ura synagogue.63 A pair of similar tiers of seven “ round objects” are on the lam p of 
M rs. Schloessinger, fig. 5.

Ingholt has shown 64 tha t in the early centuries of the Christian era the disk, as he 
calls the “ round object,” had come in the East to represent light so definitely tha t symbols 
for the gods were m ade in the form of standards with a varied num ber of disks upon them, 
very similar to the standards of the R om an legions. There might be as few as three of 
these disks, but the proper num ber seems to have been seven, because they represented

! 46. Erman, Relig. Agypt., 115. 50. In JPO S, X IV  (1934), 184. But Sukenik was
47. From A. M. Calverley, The Temple of King not sure whether these devices are solar disks or

Sethos I  at Abydos, 1933, I, plate 7; see also F. W. “some indication of the measurement.” For the
von Bissing, Denkmäler ägyptischer Sculptur, 1911, jar handles see also Bliss in PEF, QS, 1899, 184-187,
III, plate 32; BD , 209 (the vignette to chap. plate vi; and Duncan, ibid., 1925, plate vu, fig. 21.
l x i i i b ) ;  Stephen Thompson, British Museum Photo- 51. From PEF, An., IV (1923—1925), 159. For
graphs from the Egyptian Collection, 1872, nos. 268 f.; other similar objects see the pages following in that
E. A. W. Budge, The Egyptian Heaven and Hell, 1905, publication.
I, 50-52, says that they are the eye of Horus or Ra, 52. Sec above, III, 44; cf. I, 85 f. In this passage
but this is probably the same thing. The “ round I said merely that the suggestion of Dussaud that
object,” later replaced by the rosette, was com- the tier of “ round objects” constituted a Roman
monly put on the base out of which grew the standard was unacceptable, and that the man
lettuce of Min, a base which originally represented buried within had been a soldier in the Roman
irrigated fields. I should guess that the mark still army. As this volume was in press I learned that a
represented the sun, whether as “round object” second stone door with this design has been found
or rosette, and that the sun’s place in the fertility in Israel: B. Sappir, “A Door Fragment with a
of the fields was being suggested. See H. Gauthier, Menorah from Ibillin” (in Hebrew), Yediot,
Les Fêtes du dieu M in, 1931, 167-171, figs. 8, 10 f., Bulletin of the Israel Exploration Society, X V II (1953),
[3. 153. It will be published below, in Vol. V II.

48. In PEF, QS, 1893, 30; but in ibid., 1900, 67, 53. See III, fig. 546.
he says that the object was of Canaanite origin 54. Parthian Sculptures from Ilatra, 1954, 20-27,
taken down to Egypt. His earlier idea seems to me 32, 34 f., 37-43, 46 (Memoirs of the Connecticut
much more natural. Academy of Arts and Sciences, X II).

49. In ibid., 1924, 138.



the seven planets. As a whole, then, they were usually and properly dedicated to the 
supreme deity as God of the Heavens. The name of this god apparently was definite in 
any one locality, and Ingholt has shown that in H atra  it was the emblem of Samayya, 
because th a t was w hat the god of the heavens was called there. But it was so generally 
used as a symbol for the supreme God that Jews could use it in the places m entioned and 
understand th a t their own “ H eaven,” a common nam e for the Jewish God, was indicated 
by it. Such, I now believe, was the m eaning of the tiers of “ round objects” in Jewish 
usage.

I t  is in Greece and Italy, however, tha t we find m aterial which explains other uses 
of the “ round object” in late Syria and, I believe, in Jewish representations of our period.

Concentric circles were frequently used on early Greek geometric vases, where they 
seem to represent the sun and to be part of the heritage from the East and Egypt.55 Roes 
calls them  “ filling-ornaments,” though she herself agrees tha t they are solar symbols.56 
While they certainly fill space, I doubt if they were ever used merely to do that. W hen 
put w ith 57 or on 58 an animal, they may well have declared the solar quality of the animal. 
In the same way “ round objects” of all sorts are most common on all Greek, Etruscan, 
hellenistic, and R om an art. A review of them  and an exact appraisal of w hat they rep­
resent in each case would be a m ajor work in itself, one which would, I am  sure, still 
leave m any of the identifications uncertain. I must content myself here with a few ex­
amples, which w ithout such a review will have to be somewhat at random  but which will 
give one not acquainted w ith the m aterial as a whole some notion of its varieties.

T he most common single use of the “ round object” is to represent a patera, a flat 
bowl w ith a  raised center, used for libations on all sorts of occasions, fig. 79.59 The patera 
could be quite plain or could be ornam ented with w hat look like varieties of rosettes, so 
that even circles enclosing rosettes are often paieras.60 These, however, appear to have 
been used interchangeably with rosettes not set in a circle,61 rosettes which, draw n in this 
way, seem more like solar or astral symbols than  paieras. How one should distinguish 
between them  I shall not attem pt to suggest. Another variant shows the larger circle 
containing a ring of four to twelve or more little circles, w ith another little circle a t the 
center. This too m ay well have been a patera, as in fig. 82,62 or a tym panum ,63 since such 
a ring of circles appears as decoration on both of these (though a t other times the same 
device m ay represent a cake crusted w ith seeds).64 Indeed, fig. 82 is a good example of our

55. They are most easily to be seen in Roes, 60. For examples see BA, III (1909), 413, fig. 6;
Greek Geometric Art, figs. 1, 6, 19, 38, 49, 57-59, 68, 419, fig. 14.
88, 90. 61. Reinach, Vases, Millingen, plate 11.

56. Ibid., 10. 62. From Hesperia, IV (1935), 493, fig. 15, no.
57. E.g. ibid., figs. 19, 57, 88, 90. 101 (cf. p. 519). It is an Attic red-figure lecythus
58. Ibid., fig. 68. of the fifth century, found in the Agora at Athens
59. From Reinach, Vases, Millingen, plate 23. and presumably still in the collection in the Agora.

This patera is in the Vatican Museum. I can see 63. Reinach, Vases, Millin, I, plate 7. Cf. J. D.
no reason to challenge Reinach’s identification Beazley, Etruscan Vase-Painting, 1947, plate xxxvi, x.
(p. 104) of these objects as paieras when, con- 64. So Reinach understood a pair of such objects
secrated by fillets, they hang over the altar. What in a bacchic scene: Vases, Millin, I, plate 60; cf. 
scene is represented on the vase is disputed. p. 37 and see also plate 67 and p. 40; but on page
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difficulty, for while the object is presumably a patera, it may be a cake which, along 
w ith the little one below, is being pu t on the altar. The same problem, more abstractly 
presented, arises in the identification of the variously draw n “ round objects” in  fig. 83,65 
which Bendinelli called pateras. They m ay have stood for any of these other things, in-, 
eluding bread. But the object with little circles, presented with birds (ducks?), appears 
to be a talismanic device on a brooch from the temenos of Locri Epizephyrii, fig. 84 66— 
th a t is, to imply direct potency as a symbol. W hen the line of the circumference is absent 
and only the central circle and the ring of little circles remain, we cannot be sure tha t we 
have not gone over again to a solar or astral symbol. A t the same time a very similar rep­
resentation must be understood as a crown.67 Frequently the “ round objects” seem defi­
nitely to be shields,68 though when they are over a w arrior’s head they m ay equally well 
represent the patera making libation for him, fig. 85.69

In  classic and post-classic Hellenism, when they are not pateras being used a t a sacri­
fice, or in a funerary rite,70 such objects are most commonly shown in Dionysiac scenes.71 
A century ago they were often taken to be the little loaves used in Dionysiac rituals. In  
the m odern reaction against symbolism they are often just as arbitrarily  called “ filling 
ornam ents.” So Beazley says 72 of the “ round object” fig. 87.73 In  describing most of the 
vases on which they appear 74 Beazley ignores them  entirely. This seems to me ra ther an 
escape from the problem  than  a solution. T h a t as pateras or cymbals 75 they would have 
had ritualistic reference would not be disputed. D eonna’s suggestion is still valid tha t 
sometimes a “ round object” is the rhombus or solar disk. The rhombus was a toy, a sort 
of ball, offered the infant Dionysus as a  lure by the Titans and used in some way in 
Dionysiac ritual.76
52 he calls the identical forms pateras, as they 70. See Nike pouring a libation on a funerary
appear in his Vol. II, plate 16; on p. 94, with altar on a lecythus, A. Fairbanks, Athenian Lekythoi,
reference to Millingen, plate 3, the identification with Outline Drawing in Glaze Varnish on a While
with cakes is uncertain, as it is on p. 99, with Ground, 1907, plate 1, 1; cf. his Athenian Lekythoi with
reference to Millingen, plates 14 i. Jane Harrison, Outline Drawing in M att Color on a White Ground,
Prolegomena, 591, 602, called these objects wheels. 1914, plate xxi, 1 (University of Michigan Studies,
She recalled the lost book of Dionysius, The Interpre- Humanistic Series, VI and V II).
tation of the Symbolism That Has to Do with Wheels, 71. They were especially favored by Etruscans
and in many cases she may be right. in bacchic scenes: cf. Beazley, plates xvm , 3, 5, 8,

65. From G. Bendinelli in Mon. Ant., X X III , ii 10; xxiv, 4; xxv, 5, 6; xxxiv, 1 ; xxxv , 4, 6; xxxvi,
(1916), 639, fig. 2 ; cf. p. 635, no. 43. It is a scyphus, 1, 2.
found at Todi, on the border of Umbria and 72. Page 61.
Etruria. It is now at the National Museum of the 73. An early red-figure stamnos at the Boston
Villa Giulia. The scene of panthers and the duck Museum of Art, published by courtesy of the
or goose seems to me both bacchic and symbolic. Museum. Beazley, plate xiv, 2. Cf. his plate χιπα, 2.

66. From Orsi in BA, III (1909), 476, fig. 47. 74. See above, n. 71.
67. Reinach, Vases, Millin, II, plates 23, 57; 75. Lehmann, Baltimore, 50, takes “round ob-

M illingen, plate 45. jects” within the gable of a Dionysiac sarcophagus
68. As when one is represented between a pair of lid to be cymbals. This is a likely guess, but they

greaves, ibid., M illin, II, plate 37, p. 65; cf. ibid., may also be bread.
Millingen, plate 19. 76. W. Deonna, “Rombe ou roue solaire,”

69. From Reinach, Vases, Millin, I, plate 41. RA, Ser. V, Vol. IV  (1916), 252-256.
At the Louvre.
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I t  is quite likely th a t the older suggestion was right and th a t they were often loaves of 
ritualistic bread or cakes. W hen they are m arked w ith crosses or merely formed of con­
centric circles, the chances th a t they are m eant to indicate bread seem to me very high. 
So in fig. 86,77 a vase last reported in a private collection a t Naples, it is reasonable to 
suppose th a t the “ round objects” are cakes or loaves for the sacrifice. Polybius says, 
“They [the R om an soldiers of an earlier time] had a shield of οχ-hide very similar to the 
navel-centered popana (loaves or cakes) which were pu t upon sacrifices.” 78 This is a 
passing allusion in a description of R om an arms and there is no indication of w hat 
sacrifices Polybius had in mind, but the very casualness of the reference suggests tha t such 
cakes were a byword in connection with sacrifices of all sorts.

U nfortunately, so far as I can discover, there has been no systematic study of the 
use of loaves or cakes in Greek and R om an rituals, and such a study is quite beyond our 
present task. Greek literature has a great num ber of references to cakes or loaves, and it is 
probable th a t most or all of these cakes were used in sacrifices in one region or another. 
The place to begin would be the discussion of bread and cakes in Athenaeus,79 where a 
bewildering list of terms for them  is given, in m any cases w ith recipes for their prepa­
ration.80 A thenaeus’ interest is more gustatory than religious, but he does m ention statues 
in Boeotia to a M egalartus and Megalomazus, deities whose names m ean G reat Bread 
and G reat Barley Cake, and says tha t loaves were offered to them .81 A “ penny cake,” 
obelias, was reputedly invented by Dionysus and so was presumably associated w ith him  
in ritual.82 Athenaeus quotes T rypho and N icander as saying th a t in Aetolia the loaves 
made for the gods were called thiagones, but tha t they were called dramices and araxis by 
the A tham anes.83 There is, he continues, a sort of loaves called “ blömiaioi artoi with divi­
sions in them, loaves which the Rom ans call quadrati.” These would seem to be the 
crossed loaves th a t later in Christian usage are properly taken to be the Host but which 
appear on both pagan and Jewish monuments.

Later in the same treatise Athenaeus returns to give an even m ore elaborate list of 
cakes.84 A t Rhodes, he says,86 a woman sacrificed to Artemis with a libation and a cake 
called amphiphön. This cake, surrounded by torches, was brought not only to the temples 
of Artemis bu t also “ to places where three roads meet, on the day when the m oon is over­
taken a t its setting by the rising of the sun; and so the heaven is a m p h ip h d s or doubly 
illumined. T he reference of this cake to light is indisputable. The Delians sacrifice to Isis 
by offering a  cheese cake called the basynias.86 Several kinds of cakes are m entioned as 
part of the bridal ceremony,87 one of which, the kribanai, is shaped like a breast, again 
recalling our “ round objects.”

77. From Reinach, Vases, Millingen, plate 58. 81. Ibid., 73.
78. Polybius, Histories, vi, xxv, 7. The Jewish 82. Ibid., 76.

“round objects” were taken to be shields by 83. Ibid., 80 f.
Dussaud, Monuments, 89. 84. Ibid., xiv, 51-60.

79. Deipnosophists, hi, 13-83; 100. 85. Ibid., xiv, 53; for other references see LS
8 0 . Athenaeus assures us that his list is by no s.v.

means complete: ibid., 8 2 .  8 6 .  Ibid.
87. Ibid., 53 f.
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Diomedes reported a festival a t Syracuse for Artemis where the people brought, 
am ong other things, a panis magnus on which figures of animals were stam ped.88 Such 
animals of bread, Nilsson explains, were a substitute for anim al sacrifice. Daratai were 
cakes offered at weddings and a t the introduction of new-born children into a phratry .89

In  a fragment from a lost play of M enander 90 sacrifices are described, presumably 
those offered Pan and the nymphs in the deme of Phyle. H ere it is said tha t one offering 
sacrifice brought wine and an anim al of sacrifice, along with chests which apparently 
contained a popanon and frankincense. M enander protested th a t some sacrificants ac­
tually gave the gods only the inedible portions of the anim al and ate the rest themselves. 
But the frankincense and the popanon they did not dare tam per with: the frankincense 
was a “ pious thing,” and the popanon was put whole on the fire.91 To Aristotle is ascribed 
the statem ent tha t a t Delos there was a horned altar to Apollo as the Giver of Life, on 
which no anim al was sacrificed, but only “ flour and meal and popana w ithout fire” 
were pu t on it.92 This seems to me highly significant for the m eaning of the loaves: they 
were appropriate for the “ Life Giver” as victims were not, and presum ably carried the 
sense of a sacrifice which brought life, in whatever sense, to those who m ade the offering. 
T he solar association of the loaves, which we shall encounter increasingly, would probably 
also have been felt in an offering to Apollo. Porphyry quotes Clearchus describing the 
sacrifices he m ade to various gods, where Clearchus says his offering to them  was frankin­
cense, psaista (another word for cakcs or loaves), and popana.93 The Ichthyophagi showed 
their submission to Nearchus, the general of Alexander, by bringing out to him  popana 
dates, and tunny baked in pans.94 Even Osiris, says Juvenal,95 could be bribed not to 
punish those who had intercourse on days sacred to him  if he were offered a goose and 
popana, where the Greek word has come directly into Latin. T he goose and popana recall 
fig. 82. Aristophanes describes an offering to D em eter and Persephone which consists of a 
popanon brought to the a ltar in a basket.96 An inscription 97 of the fourth century b . c . 

discovered a t the Pireus describes offerings which should be m ade apparently for recovery 
from illness:

88. H. Keil, Grammatici latini, I, 486. It is 
quoted in full by M. P. Nilsson, Griechische Feste, 
1906, 200, η. I. Cf. 202 and 224.

89. They were offered especially at Delphi: 
Nilsson, 465.

90. Fragments, The Peevish Man (F. Allinson, in 
Loeb ed., 346).

91. It is not said whether such people used the 
wine properly as a libation, or, robbing the gods, 
drank it.

92. Frag. 447; ed. V. Rose in the ed. of Aristotle 
by the Academia Regia Borussica, V, 1870. It is 
from Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philoso­
phers, vin, 13.

93. Porphyry, De Abstinentia, 11, 16 (ed. J. de
Rhoer, 1767, 129 f.). De Rhoer’s notes, ad loc.,

have interesting material on the nature of these 
cakes. Psaista were made of ground barley mixed 
into cakes with olive oil and wine. Popana were 
round, flat, light cakes. I should guess that when 
the “ round objects” are bread or cakes they are 
usually popana, since that has appeared to be the 
commonest word for cakes in religious usage. On 
frankincense and a popanon as offering see also 
Lucian, De Sacrificiis, 12.

94. Arrian, Indica, xxvm , 1. The word for pan, 
kribanos, is the regular word for an earthern bread 
pan, so that the fish, too, were presented as loaves 
or cakes.

95. Juvenal, Satires, vi, 540 f.
96. Aristophanes, Thesmophoriazusae, 285.
97. IG, II, 1651.
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G ods! M ake your offerings in this w ay: T o  M aleatas, three popana; to A pollo, three 

p op an a; to H erm es, three popana; to Iaso, three popana; to Akeso, three popana; to  

P anacea , three p op an a; to the D ogs, three popana; to the H unters, three popana.98

E uthydem us o f Eleusis, priest o f A sclepias, set up the stelae by the altars, on  w hich  

he for the first m ade a likeness o f the popana w hich  m ust be offered.

T o  H elios, a h on ey  c a k e ;99 to M nem osyne, a honey  cake; three altars on w h ich  

w in e is not used ; 100 three altars on w hich  w ine is not used ; no w ine.

U nfortunately the stelae by the altars on which likenesses of the sacrificial popana 
were pu t have not, so far as I know, been preserved. I fancy they were our “ round objects” 
with the umbilical center as Polybius described them  and if found would have been 
described as “ space fillers.”

Fragm entary as is the foregoing list of instances, enough has been cited to show that 
cakes or loaves by m any names, but especially called popana, played a most im portant 
part in Greek ritual of all sorts. They were particularly significant in mystery religions, 
however, especially with the Thesm ophorian goddesses, Dem eter and K ore.101 We return  
for these to Clement of A lexandria’s 102 oft-quoted description of the contents of the chest 
used in the Eleusinian mysteries: sesamai, or round sesame cakes; 103 pyramides, cakes of 
barley and honey whose shape is unknown; tolypai, globular cakes; popana polyomphala, 
which would appear to be our cakes with multiple circles; phthoides, a kind of cheese cakes 
with honey and other ingredients.104 W ith these cakes were several symbolic objects. 
Athenaeus mentions other kinds of cakes used in the Thesm ophorian festival at Syracuse.105 
It also appears not by chance tha t “ round objects” were to be seen so often in bacchic 
scenes. W hile they m ay frequently stand in these for libations of wine or for cymbals, 
many times they presumably are loaves or cakes.

All of these meanings are likewise possible when the “ round object” appears on 
hellenistic and R om an monuments. I t is hardly necessary to docum ent the very frequent 
usages of a dead person holding one up, apparently to pour a libation from it, as he 
reclines on the couch tha t is a t once the funerary couch and the banquet couch on which 
he feasts a t the heavenly banquet; 106 in such a case the object is a libation bowl. It is 
usually w ith this association—as an instrum ent of libation—that the “ round object,” some­
times “ um bilical” and sometimes not, appears in a great variety of positions on funerary 
monuments.107 Likewise it is held everywhere as a libation (or cake?) over altars, or is carved

98. Maleatas is one of the epithets of Apollo: 
see Roscher, Lex. Myth., 2302 f. Iaso, Akeso, and 
Panacea were daughters of Asclepias. By the 
“Dogs” reference is made to demonic attendants, 
here presumably of Asclepias. The “ Hunters” 
(kunegeleis) were also demons.

99. Arestēra kērion. How this cake would have 
differed in appearance from a popanon I do not 
know.

100. Nēphdlioi bomoi, literally “ altars without

wine.
101.
102.

Nilsson, Griech. Relig., I, 439 f.
Protrepticus, 11, xx, 4 (ed. Stählin, 17).

103. Athenaeus, Deipnosophists, xiv, 56.
104. Ibid., xiv, 57.
105. Ibid., xiv, 56.
106. It is sufficient to cite a single example: 

AAL, M , Ser. IV, Vol. IV, ii, plate x iv  at p. 268.
107. See, for example, Mon. Ant., X X X I, ii 

(1926), plate facing p. 403; AAL, N , 1899, 340, fig. 
2; AA, J D A I, X L V III (1933), i 33> fig- Π-



on altars,108 and this libation scene is especially appropriate, it would seem, for funerary 
o rnam ent.109 I t  also occurs on the mystic doors of such ornam ent.110 T h a t all of these 
“ round objects” stand for a single thing we can now see is not true. Some m ay be shields, 
some cakes, some paieras, or whatever. O n doors they are often taken to be knobs. But as 
one begins to notice their constant repetition in pagan art and their proud place especially 
on pagan funerary sccnes and architecture,111 they increasingly impress one w ith the 
notion th a t they m eant something in themselves to the pagans who used them. For ex­
ample, there are the “ round objects” on the back of a little herm aphroditic figure from 
R om an Gaul, fig. 89.112 There the Syrian design of a large rosette w ith little ones around 
it is portrayed in “ round objects” instead of rosettes. Perhaps this was an image left in 
G aul by a Syrian soldier. The stars w ithin the “ round objects” make astral significance 
almost inevitable here.

This takes us back again to Syria, and here we find “ round objects” very prom inent 
and im portant. N orth  Africa, which by its Punic tradition has m any survivals from the 
Levant, used the “ disk” or the “ solar rosette” interchangeably for the sun, fig. 90.113 
There was a tendency in this region similar to tha t in Gaul to fill all possible places with 
“ round objects,” as we have already seen done on a late Punic stele.114 I t  is noteworthy 
th a t T outain  classes w ith these the small ossuary-like box from Algeria,115 on which is the 
typical rosette decoration and a middle row of “ round objects” as well. “ R ound objects,” 
w hether as simple disks 116 or concentric circles 117 or umbilical designs,118 are abundantly  
familiar also from R om an Syria. O ne is carved on the gable of a votive tablet to Anaitis 
and Helios published by Cum ont,119 and the object could take the place of the rosette on
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108. Presumably a sepulchral cippus in the form 
of an altar is shown in Arthur H. Smith, A Catalogue 
of Sculpture in the Department of Greek and Roman 
Antiquities, British Museum, III, 1904, 383, where it 
balances, and seems to be an alternative for, a 
wine pitcher. See also W. Altmann, Die römischen 
Grabaltäre der Kaiserzeit, 1905, figs. 68, no. 43; 74, 
no. 54; 76, no. 60; 143a, no. 235; 145a, no. 242. 
But in fig. 138, no. 225, the same forms represent 
tympana in the hands of maenads.

109. An instance in AAL, N , 1908, 324, fig. 2.
110. Mon. ined., V , plate vm. See the small door 

at the bottom.
h i . A case of a “round object” on an official 

stele where the names of the city officers are listed 
is worth mentioning. Here above the list, in the 
gable of a pediment in relief, is carved a large 
“ round object” flanked by two small vases. At 
least the association with wine is thereby kept: 
Hesperia, II, iv (1933), fig. 17 at p. 507.

112. From A. Blanchet, Etude sur les figurines en
terre cuite de la Gaule romaine, 1901, Supplément,

plate π, fig. 32.
113. From J. Toutain, “Les Symboles astraux 

sur les monuments funéraires de l’Afrique du 
nord,” Revue des études anciennes, X III  (1911), 166, 
fig. I. The illustrations throughout the article are 
very interesting for our purpose. See also Punic 
“round objects” in CR, AIB , 1916, 29, 32.

114. See above, IV, fig. 104; cf. p. 138.
115. See above, III, fig. 174; cf. I, 123.
116. For example, see Butler, Architecture, 1889, 

287.
117. Ibid., 300.
118. J R S , X V III (1928), plate xvi, no. 51; see 

p. 176. See also the interesting sarcophagus 
decorated only with large “ round objects,” from a 
pagan cemetery in Sebastya in Samaria, QDAP, 
V III (1939), plate xxxix , 2.

119. CR, AIB , 1915, 270-276. Here Anaitis is 
the same as the “ Ephesian Artemis,” and on the 
robe of Helios, as on other images, the rosette is 
prominent. See R. Tonneau in RB, X X X V III  
(1929), plate X and p. 326.
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the robe of Helios himself,120 as we saw on the robe of Aaron a t D ura.121 They were es­
pecially popular for the symbolic lead sarcophagi of Syria.122 The object, even in its 
umbilical form, is indisputably solar (and astral) on a gravestone from Nîmes, fig. 88,123 
to which C um ont gives us several parallels.124 But when the “ round objects” appear 
balancing wreaths on a N abatean tom b a t Petra, fig. 92,125 we feel we m ay have returned 
to the bread or libation paieras on tombs, and we recall th a t with probably the same 
meaning, w hatever it is, the object appears within the w reath on synagogues.126

T he symbol leads us into Christianity, where we know from its frequent appearance 
in eucharistie baskets,127 and w ith fish, th a t it represents bread. Two striking conventions 
show how im portant it could becomc. In  Coptic art we have scores of tombstones on 
which the “ round object” is a t the head of a cross, fig. 91.128 A glance shows w hat has 
happened: the Egyptian ankh, symbol of life, especially of life as it flows in the 
divine Light Stream, the most beloved of all symbols of Egyptian hopes, has been Chris­
tianized, become the Christian cross, and in place of the loop the Christians are drawing 
the “ round object,” itself long the symbol of food and light-life in Egypt.129 The natural 
assumption, one th a t few will reject, is tha t there was a deliberate adaptation of the ankh 
into the cross—or the crucifix, for Christ is represented on it in the form of the holy wafer 
of the Eucharist. Actually the Copts m ay well have had in m ind also the solar m eaning 
of the disk, since Christ as the Logos was Light in Christian thinking. No symbol ever 
lost religious value by having plural implications.

The association of the “ round object” with the cross continued a t least through the 
Middle Ages. In  fig. 94 is shown an early cross of unknown provenance and date which

120. R A , Ser. IV , Vol. I (1903), 350, fig. 11 
(at the side, right).

121. The design on the robe is disputed.
122. See, for example, AA, J D A I, X L III (1928), 

465. See also the Syrian tomb in R. E. Brünnow 
and A. von Domaszewski, Die Provincia Arabia, 1904,
I, 156.

123. From Cumont, Symbolisme, 226, fig. 47.
124. Ibid., 210, n. 3; 2 2 5 i. See also the lamps 

with “round objects” found in Beit Nattif in 
Palestine, published by Baramki in QDAP, V  
(1935/6), plate v i i . Some of the objects found to­
gether in this place are Jewish (plate x, 24) but 
many are pagan, and so we cannot claim these 
lamps as Jewish. Two of them show “round ob­
jects” with swastikas (nos. 1, 2); two others show 
“round objects” at the ends of the tail feathers of 
peacocks (nos. 7, 8), and several others have 
“round objects” in more conventional designs 
(nos. 3 -6).

125. Courtesy of the Palestine Archeological

Museum. It is the so-called Lion Triclinium.
126. See above, III, figs. 464, 468, 493, 495 f.
127. In Wilpert, Pitture, plates 28, 196, the loaves 

in the baskets are clearly “ round objects” with the 
central dot. In his plate 237 they have the cross at 
the center as in Dura under the mystic table.

128. From W. E. Crum, Coptic Monuments 
(Catalogue général des antiquités égyptiennes du 
Musée du Caire, V ), plate xxvi, no. 8551. Many 
others of the same sort are shown on the adjoining 
plates. The “ round object” is otherwise often used 
in Coptic art: Oskar Wulff, Altchristliche und. 
mittelalterliche byzantinische und italienische Bildwerke, 
1909, I, nos. 294 f., 299, 309, 345, 350 f., 517, 519, 
600, 1129, 1430, and many others. See above, IV, 
fig. 98.

129. See above, p. 66. For a collection of crosses 
— most of them consisting of the ankh and “round 
object” — from Coptic chapels see A. Fakhry, The 
Necropolis of el-Bagawāt in Kharga Oasis, 1951, 36-38  
(Service des Antiquités de l’Egypte, The Egyptian 
Deserts).



I photographed in the M useum  of the Pontifical Biblical Institute a t Jerusalem , Israel.130 
H ere the cross is itself m ade of the “ round objects,” as—we saw above—were m any of 
the menorahs. Figure 93 131 shows a lam p from Cyprus of perhaps the fifth century, where 
the “ round objects” are pu t in at random  on and about the cross, as well as in the outer 
border. In  fig. 95 132 can be seen a Byzantine cross, again of uncertain date, where the 
little “ round objects” are stamped on it with no sense of artistic appropriateness. Such 
Byzantine crosses are very familiar. The same convention was very popular in Christianity 
of the early centuries in N orth Africa.133 The “ round objects” again seem to have a 
talismanic value of their own, an impression confirmed when they appear in m uch the 
same way on magical beads, as in fig. 99.134 But in Byzantine and Coptic Christianity the 
symbol definitely had special m eaning w ith the cross. T h a t the Jews of the late R om an 
em pire commonly m ade the m enorah similarly out of a series of “ round objects” seems 
now equally significant.

The second Christian usage is one to which we have just referred, the eastern custom 
of presenting the eucharistie wafers as “ round objects.” Figure 101 135 shows the m atter 
clearly, for here, in a mosaic from San Vitale in Ravenna, the Host is elaborately m arked 
to make it a “ round object” in the form of a rosette. A little stone bread stam p, presum ­
ably for the Host, is preserved in the Palestine Archaeological M useum, fig. 98,136 from an 
undisturbed grave of a .d . 396. Pressing this on the dough would produce the umbilical 
bread w ith the ring of little circles we have seen. The custom of stam ping eucharistie bread 
in  some such way has continued to the present in m any eastern sects.137 This m arking of 
bread survives with us only on hot cross buns.

T h a t the “ round object” could stand as a symbol of both light and bread no longer 
confuses us. The form was applied to bread or (I presume) to libation vessels, because it 
sanctified them. Sometimes we see the “ round object” on ancient m onuments apparently
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130. I publish the photograph by courtesy of the 
Institute.

131. Published by permission of the Director of 
Antiquities and the Cyprus Museum, where the 
lamp is no. D.2869.

132. M y photograph of the cross, which is the 
property of Miss Esther W. Boyer, American 
College for Girls, Istanbul. Miss Boyer has no 
knowledge of its origin. See also the so-called cross 
of St. Angelo at the Cathedral of Ravenna: C. 
Ricci, Ravenna, 1906, fig. 115.

133. See A. Delattre, Musée Lavigerie de Saint- 
Louis de Carthage, III, 1899, plates vu, 1, and xi, 2,
4, 12 f., 16 (Description de l’Afrique du Nord: 
Musées et collections archéologiques de l’Algérie 
et de la Tunisie).

134. From A. Ashik, Vosporskoe Tsarstvo, Odessa,
1848, III, plate at p. 210; cf. S. Seligmann, Der
böse Blick, 1910, I, 305. The necklace was found in
Kerch, Crimea, and is presumably in one of the 
Russian museums.

135. From C. Ricci, Tavole storiche dei mosaici di 
Ravenna, 1935, V I, San Vitale, plate l v i . Cf. the 
feeding of Abraham’s three visitors, ibid., plate 
LVin, and the eucharistie presentation of the sacri­
fice of Isaac in ibid., V II, San Apollinare in Classe, 
plate l x x .

136. Published by courtesy of the Palestine 
Archaeological Museum, where it is no. 32.2890. 
It is of friable local limestone. See Iliffe in QDAP,
III (1933), 90 and plate xxiv , 3. Iliffe thought it a 
bread stamp, the most likely assumption, though it 
could have been used to stamp the center of plates.

137· E. S. Drawer, The Mandaeans of Iraq and 
Iran, ig 37> 232, says that the Parsis mark their 
sacred loaves with three rows of three little circles, 
while saying, “Good thoughts, good words, good 
deeds,” and that the Nestorians have a similar 
custom with sacred bread. She has a rich collection 
of such instances in an unpublished manuscript 
I had the privilege of reading.
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a m otif in itself; a t other times it seems to stand for bread or a patera. As a basis for 
judging w hat object one of these forms is supposed to represent, we usually have only 
the context in which it is draw n or carved. To the “ round object” as such we shall return 
when we discuss rosettes in a later volume. But we now begin to feel th a t since Jews used 
the form so commonly as a sanctifying device on so m any kinds of objects, the fact that 
they used it, like pagans before them  and Christians later, to represent their bread strongly 
suggests tha t Jews of the time had a sense of sanctity about bread, if not solemn rites with 
it, beyond w hat has survived in orthodox Judaism .

Indeed it seems likely tha t Jews had a stamped ritualistic bread com parable to the 
m arked bread of the Eucharist, since we have w hat appear to be Jewish bread stamps 
from antiquity. I published several metal stamps in an earlier volume,138 which m ay have 
had various uses. But one,139 a t the M useum of Haifa, is of wood and seemed to Roche of 
the M useum  to be a bread stamp. I should say the same of fig. 96,140 a wooden stam p from 
Coptic Egypt with a m enorah flanked by unidentifiable objects.141 O ne in bronze just 
published reached me while this volume was in press. I t  is a seal with two separate stam p­
ing faces attached by a bar, fig. 97.142 The first face has a m enorah with w hat Naményi 
takes to be a shofar and lulab, and with Dei gratias in the border. The other reads Utere 
felix. T he round stam p is so constructed as to make it a “ round object.” Nam ényi notes 
that Reifenberg thought these stamps were used “ to m ark foods th a t were prepared ac­
cording to ritualistic prescription”— that is, they would m ark the food as kosher. But he 
himself surmises th a t “ Use it, happy one,” or as he wrote me he would prefer, soit heureux 
qui s'en servira, was a form ula of good wishes, tha t it was used to stam p vessels m ade w ith­
out the use of molds, and tha t these vessels would have been used as kiddush cups. He 
compares it with the inscriptions on gold glasses. Nam enyi’s guess is definitely better than 
Reifenberg’s, bu t the seal could also have been used as a stam p for ritualistic bread, which 
made one who ate it fe lix  in a mystic sense. Such words, including the inscriptions on gold 
glasses, were discussed a t length in earlier volumes, and this object seems most intelligible 
in such a context.143

We have seen th a t the ceremonial significance of bread offerings had a great history. 
Throughout G reco-Rom an antiquity bread or cakes had deep sanctity, and we must 
presume that the elem ent of communion, at least in the sense tha t the gods eat with the 
sacrificants, was usually felt. This was probably of especial im portance in the Eleusinian

138. See above, III, figs. 1012-1017.
139. See III, fig. 1018.
140. From Oskar Wulff, Altchristliche und mittel­

alterliche byzantinische und italienische Bildwerke, I. 
Altchristliche Bildwerke, 1909, plate χπ, flg. 316; cf. 

P· 99·
141. WulfF suggests that the objects flanking the 

menorah are the letters iota and sigma (round), 
and that the device is thus adapted for Christianity.
I have not seen the original, but the photograph by 
no means warrants such an identification of the
objects. The stamp seems entirely Jewish to me.

142. From photographs kindly sent me by E 
Naményi. See his “ Vestiges juifs dans les musées de 
Paris,” Le Revue du F[onds] S[ocial] J\uif~\ U[nifie],
IV  (1955), 20. He says the diameter of the round 
seal is .075 m., the length of the rectangular face 
0.78 m. He dates it in the third to the fifth century 
a .D .  It is exhibited in the room of Christian an­
tiquities in the Louvre.

143. See above, II, 114-119, 140, 146 i. In the 
mystic or eschatological banquet at Ostia, III, 
fig. 637, each participant has such a name; one of 
them is Felix: cf. I, 245.



mysteries, where the goddesses themselves tended to become the fruit of the ground as 
well as the ground from which the fruit came, so th a t taking the cakes from the chest and 
presum ably eating some of them  was one of the high points of the initiatory rites. The 
values of the Eleusianian mysteries were appropriated by a great m any of the others. 
As we shall see, Jews did not need to learn from Greeks th a t God wanted to share their 
bread with them, and th a t he must meticulously be given his portion. But we have 
learned tha t Jews, from their hellenistic environment, came to represent this bread as did 
Greeks, and later Christians, and tha t in this form there was a suggestion of divine power 
even of divinity, which nothing in the older Jewish offerings of bread had carried.

The sanctity of Jewish bread is further indicated by the device of presenting it in 
baskets, and this device we must now consider.

76 JE W IS H  SYM BOLS IN  TH E GRECO-ROMAN PERIOD

B .  B A S K E T S  O F  B R E A D

B a s k e t s  o f  b r e a d  must be discussed together with baskets of fruit. I t  is often hard  
to distinguish the contents of the baskets represented, and the m eaning of showing the 
bread in baskets can appear only as we begin to see the significance of the baskets in gen­
eral.

1 . Baskets on Jewish M onuments

I n  P a l e s t i n e  the earliest Jewish representation of a basket is on the coins of Simon 
M accabeus, where a  pair of these, filled, are beneath a date palm .144 O ver a doorway in 
one of the tombs a t Sheikh Ibreiq a band of leaves is cut, a t the end of which is a basket 
of fru it.145 A Palestinian lamp, whose border is a grapevine, has a m enorah on the handle 
and a  basket of w hat seems to be fruit a t the spout.146 In  the synagogue mosaic a t Beth 
A lpha two baskets appear in the border. The first contains bread but has a little bunch of 
three grapes attached to it and is the com panion piece to a large bunch of grapes.147 
T he contents of the second basket are indistinguishable.148 Baskets and grapes were re­
ported in a similar border a t the synagogue of N aaran .149 In  the synagogue a t Beth Alpha 
one of the Seasons, Summer, conventionally holds a basket, presumably containing fruit.150

In  the west, in Jewish as in pagan art, baskets are am ong the regular attributes of the 
Seasons. They appear with Seasons on four fragments of sarcophagi found in Jewish 
catacom bs,151 in the first of which a basket of fruit is also between two Seasons. Indeed, 
on one sarcophagus found in the Catacom b Torlonia the Dionysiac basket appears with 
the snake emerging from it and Liber pater and a boy performing a rite over it.152 While 
I consider this a sarcophagus used by a Jew , it goes so far beyond the ordinary vocabulary

144. See above, III, fig. 690; cf. I, 276. of fruit,” but I have not been able to see a photo-
145. See III, fig. 82; cf. I, 97. graph of this border, and his description of the
146. See III, fig. 348; cf. I, 159. contents of baskets is not always reliable. They may
147. See III, fig. 633; cf. I, 244. have contained bread.
148. It is to be seen in III, fig. 632, in the upper 150. See III, fig. 640; cf. I, 249.

part of the border at the left. Sukenik guessed that 151. See III, figs. 733, 789, 796, 824; cf. II, 13,
it contains fruit. 26, 29, 41.

149. See I, 254. Sukenik called these “ baskets 152. See III, fig. 833; cf. II, 43.



BREAD 77

of Jewish symbolism th a t I do not include its decorations as Jewish symbols. But on another 
sarcophagus fragm ent from the Catacom b V igna R andanini a basket of fruit is under a 
portrait bust.153 This seems to me by no means beyond the range of Jewish symbolism, 
even though portrait busts are rare in Jewish art. Baskets of fruit and flowers w ith con­
fronting birds flanking them  are on the ceiling of one of the painted rooms in Vigna 
Randanini, and in another room such baskets alternate w ith designs of fish and ducks.154

T he basket is represented on three Jewish tombstones a t Rome. T he first of these 
Frey describes bu t does not reproduce.155 The stone as he describes it bears an inscription 
to Asterius the gerousiarch and Lucina his wife, with a m enorah a t the top, a palm  
branch (or lulab) a t the right, and a t the left a bird, above which is a “ basket of fruits, 
sans doute first fruits.” How these objects are draw n in this case I have no way of knowing. 
But the two stones which he reproduces by no means justify his definite identification. O f 
these, one 156 bears a simple inscription of a wife to her husband, with an ethrog on one 
side and the basket on the other; the contents of the basket are indicated only by dots. 
On the second 157 there are two such baskets, with a stemmed leaf beside one of them. 
Such leaves are common on inscriptions of all religions of the period, bu t the emphasis 
here upon the stem is unusual and suggests tha t an ethrog m ay have been intended. In  
any case the contents of the baskets are indicated again by dots. The suggestion of Gra- 
ziosi158 and M üller 159 tha t these dots represent grain and accordingly tha t the baskets 
are filled w ith offerings of the first fruit of the grain harvest is m uch m ore likely than 
that of Frey,160 who insists th a t in each instance the dots represent fruit in the strict sense 
of the term , not grain. But all agree tha t it refers to the Festival of First Fruits. Such a 
conclusion m ight be strengthened by the fact th a t the baskets are balanced in one case, 
possibly in two eases, by the ethrog, and in the third probably by the lulab, both of which 
symbols come from the Feast of Tabernacles, an alternative harvest Festival.

At H am m am  Lif in N orth Africa two baskets appear,161 one containing fruits w ith 
stems (apparently  pomegranates) and the other “ round objects,” presum ably loaves of 
bread or cakes. We shall see reason to suppose tha t these two baskets together represent 
the basic offerings of first fruits. Again in N orth Africa the Jewish catacom b of G am m arth 
near C arthage shows the remains of a vintage scene where there were rows of wine jars 
and of baskets.162

T h a t these baskets are merely representations of m arket baskets used in everyday 
life the very circumstances of their appearance have m ade most unlikely. The tradition 
of such baskets in pagan and Christian art strengthens the impression th a t baskets thus 
shown are probably ceremonial baskets or are in some way symbolic.

153. See III, fig. 802; cf. II, 29. CIJ, no. 95.
154. See III, figs. 743 f., 749 i·; cf. II, 18. 156. See III, fig. 702.
155. A photograph of the stone was kindly sent 157. See III, fig. 784.

to me by the Terme Museum, Rome, where it 158. N B A C , X X I (1915), 23.
is no. 72.884 recto. I do not publish the photograph 159. Miiller, Monteverde, 83 f.
because it shows a patchwork of fragments from 160. C IJ, at his no. 213.
which the basket and bird are now gone. Cf. Frey, 161. See above, III, figs. 904, 906; cf. II, 96.

162. See III, fig. 870; cf. II, 66.
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2 . Baskets in Pagan A r t

R . D o u g h e r t y  163 has shown that basket symbolism was extensively used in cults of 
the ancient N ear East and tha t the corresponding usage in Greco-Roman religions was 
probably derived, or enriched, from them, since seal cylinders and biblical passages indi­
cate tha t the basket had cryptic meaning, to some extent a t least, among the Babylonians 
and Hebrews before it became a cista mystica in the classical w orld.164 Dougherty quoted a 
num ber of cuneiform documents which indicate th a t the basket [sellu in Babylonian) was 
used by the king in Babylonia as the object wherein taxes and offerings for him  were 
collected; this basket was sacred and was im portant in religious rites. These passages are 
supported by seals and other iconographical evidence. To the O ld Testam ent passages 
which suggest a ritualistic use of baskets we shall return .165

D ougherty omits Egyptian m aterial on the basket in general, though he does cite the 
legend in Plutarch 166 that, like Moses, Osiris was floated out to sea in a chest. The Egyp­
tian use of the basket may actually have been im portant in the form ation of our Jewish 
usage, for it is in ancient Egypt tha t we first see those rows of baskets which appear once 
in Judaism  and m any times in early Christian art. But I have found no traces of especial 
basket symbolism in Egypt, since in tha t country, for all their artistic resemblance to later 
designs, fig. ioo ,167 the baskets seem quite utilitarian: they contain offerings of food for the 
dead or are being used in vintage scenes which I can find no reason to think were symbolic.

In  Greece the basket was a symbol with various associations, and it almost always 
contained the most vital symbols of life and redem ption.les Baskets were used in classical 
tradition  with almost every god in Greecc, bu t rarely in Rome except under Greek in­
fluence, and they had various forms. The cista mystica, a tall covered basket, was usually 
pictured with the snake of Dionysus emerging from it, as we saw on the sarcophagus from 
the Catacom b Torlonia in R om e,163 but it actually contained the secret objects of the 
mystery, including some cakes. To look inside this basket and taste the cakes was the high 
point of the Dionysiac ceremonies of initiation.170 T he Eleusinian mysteries used both the 
cista and the calathus, which was an uncovered basket of the sort used in Jewish and

163. “ Cuneiform Parallels to Solomon’s Pro­
visioning System,” AASOR, V  (1923/4, published 
1925), 23-65. T o this now add the basket of fruit 
in the grave painting discussed below, p. 80, and 
the baskets of fruit on the sarcophagus fragments 
from Tourmousaya, reported in RB, N .S .,X  (1913), 
108 f.

164. Basket symbolism must have first appeared 
in Greek regions very early, for G. W. Elderkin, 
Kantharos, 1924, 26-28, has traced the device back 
to the M inoan age.

165. See below, p. 84.
1 6 6 . Ort Isis, x m -x v  (3 5 6 C - 3 5 7 A ) .

167. From Giulio Farina, La Pittura egiziana,
1929, plate cxi. The more usual type of representa­
tion appears in ibid., plate cxxi.

168. On Greek baskets in general see L. Deub- 
ner, “Baskets,” H ERE, II, 433-435, and Dougherty 
in the same volume, 34-40; articles in DS, I, ii, 
812-814, 877, 890 f., 1205-1208, 1211-1213; in 
PW, III, 2591-2606; X , 1548 i., 1862-1866.

169. See above, III, fig. 833; cf. II, 43.
170. On the cista mystica in general see C. Lenor- 

mant in DS, I, ii, 1205-1208; A. Mau in PW, III, 
2591-2593. A phallus in the cista is mentioned by 
Clement of Alexandria, Protrepticus, II, xix, 4 
(ed. Stählin, p. 15); and the contents of the cista of 
Eleusis are enumerated in ibid., xxi, 2-xxn , 6 
(Stählin, 16 f.); Arnobius, Adversus nationes, v, 26. 
The kiste was defined by ancients usually as a 
basket for food or clothing: see Suidas, Hesychius, 
and Apollonius Sophista, s.v. kislē; Pollux, vi, 13.



Christian art, and to take things out of the cista and pu t them  into the calathus, and then 
back into the cista, was the “ token” (sunthēma) of those mysteries. The cana was a flat 
basket which similarly contained mystic objects as well as instruments of sacrifice. I t is 
from a cana th a t the phallus or snake of Dionysus usually emerges in representations, 
though the cana m ay show the god as a baby boy instead.171 The ramifications of all these 
forms and uses of baskets, which are indeed very complicated, need not be described. 
The calathus, as the type which appears in Jewish and Christian art, in any case is the 
basket of most im portance to us. I t was frequently pu t into the hands of a god or goddess 
to indicate fertility: calathi in the hands of the Seasons, as we have seen them  represented 
in several Jewish examples,172 are stock attributes of the Seasons. All the forms of the 
basket were definitely associated w ith fertility, and Farnell was right when he said that 
the usual symbols of fertility employed by Greek art language are the calathus and the 
cornucopia,173 since the phallus soon became too literal for m any people.

T he calathi were used in pagan grave inscriptions. A m aiden who brings to a funerary 
stele a calathus, shown on an Attic lecythus,174 suggests a classic Greek funerary m eaning 
for the basket, and the strange plaques from Locri Epizephyrii indicate something of 
what th a t m eaning was.175 For in these plaques the calathus is held by the enthroned 
goddess, fig. 102 ; 176 it is brought with other offerings to the grave, fig. 103,177 or brought 
to a goddess, fig. 105; 178 it is carried by Victory, apparently carried down to men, along 
with a cock, fig. 104; 179 it appears on the shelf over some sort of holy cabinet, figs. 106 180 
and 108; 181 it is presented to the young god (Dionysus) appearing from the opened cista 
or liknon, fig. 109,182 and is used for gathering fruit from a tree, fig. 1 io .183 Above all, the 
calathus appears in the rape of Kore, who, as she is seized, drops it and spills its contents, 
figs. 107 184 and 111.185 This last pointedly suggests again tha t the basket represents fer­
tility and th a t the rape of K ore ends the fruits of the earth. She takes a cock to Hades with 
her, promise of returning crops, but her capture means the end of the fruits of tha t year. 
The full calathus must then, both inherently and from its context, m ean full fruition and, 
in funerary art, the full fruition of personal immortality. I t is interesting tha t on R om an 
sarcophagi centuries later the capture of Persephone m eant the spilling of the basket.186
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171. See, for example, Quagliati, in Ausonia, 
III (1909), 193.

172. See above, II, 18.
173. Farnell, Cults, V, 244.
174. Walter Riezler, Weissgrundige attische Leky- 

then, 1914, plate 86.
175. P. Orsi in BA, III (1909), 406-428, 463- 

482. Cf. Quagliati, 136-234.
176. From Orsi, 413, fig. 5.
177. From ibid., 420, fig. 16.
178. From ibid., 428, fig. 27.
179. From ibid., 422, fig. 19.
180. From ibid., 423, fig. 20.
181. From ibid., 425, fig. 23.

182. From ibid., 469, fig. 41. One recalls the 
phrase of Plutarch, “The holy ones offer a secret 
sacrifice in the shrine of Apollo whenever the 
devotees of Dionysus awaken the god (Liknites) 
of the mystic basket” {On Isis, xxxv).

183. From Orsi, 470, fig. 42.
184. From ibid., 465, fig. 32.
185. From ibid., 466, fig. 34; see also Orsi’s

figs. 33 and 35. In both the figures shown the basket 
contains fruit, so there seems no justification for 
L. Deubner’s statement, H ERE, II, 435, that the
basket “must be regarded as a flower basket only.”

186. See Robert, Sarkophag-Reliefs, III, iii, 
plates cx x -cxxx i.
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But she is shown with a full basket on a pagan tom b in Palestine, fig. 112,187 or ra ther a 
dead wom an is given the goddess’ dignity and attributes to show th a t the wom an has 
become immortal.

T here is no indication that the basket has a different m eaning when it appears every­
where in the vintage scenes, both the very early ones where the crude satyrs or sileni 
harvest the grapes and those of the hellenistic and R om an periods where cupids fill 
baskets with grapes from the vines. The vintage scene is a m otif to which we shall often 
re tu rn  in the following volum es;188 it is common in wall paintings, mosaics,189 and espec­
ially in funerary art. So standardized is this ornam entation th a t one is inclined to feel 
tha t the calathus, when it appears alone, is often an abbreviation of the vintage scene 
and represents the final product of the vine available for the appropriation of m an—that 
is, it represents im m ortality again, deification, from a slightly different approach but 
with the same m eaning as for Dem eter and Kore.

I t  is D em cter or the M other of the Gods or the Syrian Aphrodite, the “ Female Prin­
ciple” by whatever name, associated w ith Dionysus in a single symbol of hope for im­
mortality, to which reference seems to be m ade when the basket appears alone or w ith a 
mass of other symbols on hellenistic and R om an gravestones. This was especially true 
during the R om an period in the East. A num ber of instances m ay be seen together in the 
monuments from Cotiaeum  in Asia M inor.190 H ere the basket appears alone 191 or with a 
small bird (a dove?) perched on it.192 The publishers called these “ baskets of wool” in 
their descriptions, but with no visible justification. These baskets are often presented on 
stones, which also show an eastern solar eagle 193 or various other symbols.194 I offer only

187. From a photograph kindly sent me by 190. See W. H. Buckler, W. M. Calder, and C.
C. C. McCown. See his “A Painted Tomb at W. Cox, “Asia Minor, 1924. II. Monuments from
M arwa,” QDAP, IX  (1939/42), 1-30. It is a Cotiaeum,” J R S ,  X V  (1925), 141 -175, with plates
representation of a man and wife, identified with x i x - x x i v .

Hades and Persephone. The contents of Perseph- 191. Ibid., 153, fig. 77; 166, fig. 88; 175, fig. 93;
one’s basket are not certain. McCown says (p. 18) 171, no. 162 (plate xxm ).
that they may be “a fruit of the color of apricots 192. Ibid., 146, fig. 66; 156, no. 144 (plate xxi);
or mishmisk . . . red grapes . . . even a basket of 158, no. 145 (plate xx i); 159, no. 146 (plate xxi).
flowers . . . possibly poppies.” From the leaf in Cf. S. Reinach, Voyage archéologique en Grèce et en
the center the one thing they cannot be is loaves Asie Mineure, 1888, plate 135, no. 2 ; JÖ A I, Beiblatt,
of bread or cakes. The leaf, which is long, suggests X X X  (1936), 54, figs. 30, 31. A dove is on either
grain to me more than anything else. side of the basket in AA, J D A I,  X L V III (1933),

188. The motif can be adequately seen in a 138, fig. 21.
single volume, Billiard, La Vigne, figs. 7, 9, 64 f., 67, 193. Buckler et al., 153, fig. 77; 159, no. 146
95 i., 123, 133, 136 i., 145, and plate XV. (plate xx i); and, as I should guess, 165, fig. 86.

189. A mosaic floor from Sousse in North Africa Here, what the authors suggest may be “ a flaming
shows the counterpart of the Hammam Lif baskets altar(?)” looks to me more like a basket. The
within coils of the vine. Other objects, as at Ham- “flame” may well be the foliage from fruit or grain
mam Lif, especially birds, are in other coils. The as we saw it above in III, fig. 906.
whole is a border round a Bacchic procession. See 194. JO  AI, Beiblatt, X X X  (1936), 56, f ig . 33;
P. Gauckler et al., Musées et collections archéologiques 62, f ig . 37; 63, f ig . 38. Annual of the British School at
de ΓAlgérie et de la Tunisie, Musées de Sousse, Paris, Athens, X III (1906/7), 308, fig. 12, J R S ,  X V III
1902, plate V i, I (Description de l’Afrique du (1928), 31, f ig . 8 .

Nord, X I).
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one example, a basalt tombstone from R om an Syria on which the basket and solar eagle 
stand below the husband and wife, fig. 114.195 I t  is a stone reputedly found in M arash. 
In C um ont’s sketch the eagle has a tiny wreath in its m outh like those in the mouths of the 
eagles at the synagogue of Yafa,196 but the wreath does not appear on this stone. The 
baskets themselves most commonly were indicated as containing a “ means of grace,” a 
holy food of some kind which promised greater life both here and hereafter. Jewish and 
Christian usage appears to have carried on this value unchanged.

3. Baskets in Early Christian A rt

O n e  o f  t h e  first things encountered in early Christian a rt is the association of the 
basket of bread with the Eucharist. This was done abstractly by presenting the fish and 
basket, w ith the red of the wine smeared upon the basket, fig. 60.197 T he same idea seems 
represented by the fish and basket in the church at Tabha, fig. 48, beside the altar. In  
the early eucharistic scenes Christ beside a table touches a num ber of baskets w ith his 
rod: the rod shows tha t Christ is here an adaptation of a Moses figure.198 The same idea 
again was expressed simply by putting baskets on either side of a eucharistic scene 199 or, 
more commonly, by showing Christ m ultiplying the loaves in baskets (usually seven) with 
his rod, w ithout the eucharistic setting.200 W hen the baskets become wine jars  which 
Christ touches w ith his rod beside the eucharistic banquet,201 the idea is still before us that 
Christ founded the Eucharist. And when the baskets appear in vintage scenes in the cata­
combs,202 it is not a stretch of im agination to suppose tha t the early Christians who saw 
them took their im plication to be tha t the Erotes in the vine were plucking no ordinary

195. From a photograph published by courtesy 
of the Department of Antiquities, Israel. It ap­
peared in Israel, Life and Letters, 1953, 82, where it 
was supposed, from the eagle, to be the stone of a 
Roman centurion and his wife. There is no in­
scription on the stone, and nothing indicates that 
the people represented were Romans. It is much 
like the stones at Cotiaeum, though it is even more 
deeply eastern in feeling than they. F. Cumont, 
Etudes syriennes, 1917, 48, fig. 24, published a sketch 
of the stone, or a very similar one, and properly 
recognized that the basket and eagle alike had 
reference to immortality. He even suggested (p.
49, n. 3) that the basket with the eagle, several 
examples of which he shows (pp. 42-48), represents 
the lunar divinity beside the solar eagle. This is 
possible, but I know no evidence to confirm it.

196. See above, III, fig. 569.
197. See above, p. 57. It is the convention of

years’ standing to prove that the Christian calathus
is eucharistic by quoting Jerome, Epistle, cxxv, 20
(CSEL, LVI, 141): “No one is richer than he who
carries the body of the Lord in a wicker basket

(canistro) or his blood in a glass (vitro).” But the 
generalization is very dubious from the context, 
which tells how an extraordinary Bishop of 
Toulouse, Exuperius, gave himself and his goods 
exclusively to feed the poor, and carried such a 
basket in his ministrations. That the basket was 
used sacramentally in general may be true but 
cannot be concluded from this one passage.

198. Wilpert, Pitture, plate 57, 115, 120, 265. 
The transition of the Moses figure with the rod to 
that of Christ was mentioned in my “ Early Chris­
tian and Jewish Art,” JQ R , N.S., X X X III  (1943), 
409, and will be discussed further in a later volume.

199. Wilpert, Pitture, plates 15, 41.
200. Ibid., plates 54, 92, 115, 120, 139, 165, 196, 

199, 212, 216, 226, 228, 237, 240. It may be that 
the earliest relevant literary reference to sacra­
mental baskets is that in Mark vi, 43. The same 
convention often appears on Christian gold glass: 
R. Garrucci, Vetri ornati di figure in oro, 1858, plates 
vu, 1-5, 16 f. ; vin, 1.

201. Wilpert, Pitture, plate 57.
202. Ibid., plates 33 f., 52, 148, 245.



fruit but the eucharistie gift of the T rue Vine which divine love had m ade available. Chris­
tians could pu t the basket in the interstices of a vine much as the Jews had done in H am ­
m am  Lif and Beth Alpha. Figure 113 203 shows a mosaic from a Christian church a t Jerusa­
lem. In  the center Christ as Orpheus tames the wild natures typified not only by the animals 
and birds but by Pan and Heracles as a centaur. R ound this runs a vine m ade of acanthus 
leaves as a t H am m am  Lif, within whose loops are, for the most part, animals and birds, 
as in the synagogues. But in the second opening from the top, right, is a basket whose 
contents the excavators could not identify.204 We m ay well conclude th a t baskets were 
profoundly symbolic in Christianity a t the time when Jews were draw ing their baskets 
in almost the same forms. In  fact, the Christian baskets seem to me to stem from Jewish 
prototypes, since it is hard  to believe tha t the Jewish baskets were derived from the 
Christian eucharistie ones. Furtherm ore, the baskets as used in Judaism  itself naturally 
would suggest th a t they had m eaning in connection with grapes, especially the one in 
Beth A lpha which, though containing bread, not only balances a bunch of grapes but 
actually has a few grapes attached to it. The designs in themselves, in short, would suggest 
a  ceremonial use of bread with wine in Judaism  which m uch resembled th a t in Chris­
tianity.

C . S Y M B O L I C  V A L U E  O F  B R E A D

I t  s e e m s  an innovation of Jews and Christians th a t the baskets represented in such 
places should contain bread. For though we have seen th a t pagans often brought bread 
in baskets or chests to sacrifices and mystic rites, I have not been able to find a single 
calathus of bread represented in pagan art outside Egypt and must conclude th a t common 
as were the pagan ceremonial baskets with bread, the Jewish symbols of calathi with 
bread (followed by the Christian calathi) could not as such have been borrowed from 
pagan a rt types. W hile the baskets themselves are pagan, to represent them  as being 
filled w ith bread must be presumed to reflect some Jewish usage of bread, or of bread in 
baskets. T he baskets seem to sanctify the bread they contain and to indicate its “ value.” 

But w hat was tha t value? The appearances of loaves of bread, with fish and in baskets, 
in Jewish synagogues and on Jewish tombstones suggest tha t the bread was a t th a t time 
something sacred. The symbol, like the Jewish fish and, as we shall see, the Jew ish symbols 
of wine, was taken over by Christians to represent the Host. Christianity and Judaism  
alike used the “ round object” to represent both bread and mystic light as the source of
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203. From a photograph, courtesy of the 
Archeological Museum, Istanbul, where the mosaic 
now is. See the first publication by the excavator, 
Vincent, in RB, X  (1901), 436-444, esp. for the 
basket, 439.

204. Another striking parallel between this and 
the Beth Alpha mosaic is a strange medallion in 
each: in the Orpheus mosaic it appears just above 
the basket ; at Beth Alpha it is the fourth medallion 
above the basket, In both cases it is filled with odd-

shaped objects lying loose. At Beth Alpha they lie 
within a circle which Sukenik (Beth Alpha, 42) took 
to be a “ vessel” (see his plate xxm , 2) holding 
fruit. Clearly there was a common symbolic tradi­
tion behind the designs of these various borders. 
It was a tradition probably preserved later in 
carpets or tapestries, as Sukenik assumes, and 
Strzygowski illustrated: %DPV, X X IV  (1901),

139-171·



life. W hen such loaves were pu t in baskets, they appear to have been m arked thereby 
as sacred bread. And I cannot imagine tha t sacred bread had any use but as sacred food. 
The bread was presumably eaten, and eaten under such circumstances th a t the life-light 
it brought would be valuable even on a  grave or am ong the symbols in the vine in a syna­
gogue. T he symbolic form, however, has come over from paganism, and such direct 
transition of a  symbol is beginning to suggest to us a continuity of value, although new 
explanations contradicted the old. The bread offered the gods in sacrifice, or eaten in a 
mystic meal, was a form of communion with the gods, a way of sharing their life to the 
extent th a t one shared their divine immortality. O f the Christian Host the same could be 
said, however m uch the Christian Eucharist surpassed any pagan rites in depth and 
feeling. Between the pagan and Christian usages of bread and baskets stand the Jewish 
“round objects,” and it was bread in baskets in the Jewish form which became the favorite 
way of representing the bread of heaven for Christians.

T he natural conclusion one draws from the Jewish “ round objects,” accordingly— 
a conclusion we should a t once come to in any other religion—is tha t corresponding to the 
symbol there was an actual bread or cake in Judaism  the eating of which brought divine 
life or salvation. This salvation, by analogy, would have consisted in escape from the 
body, or sharing in divine nature, in terms of a bread which was Light, or in terms of 
astral or solar mysticism. In  any case the bread would have brought life here and in the 
life to come, since th a t seems to have been the m eaning of the symbol for both pagans and 
Christians. W ith this would harm onize the frequent other appearances of the “ round 
object,” those on tombs—where it corresponds to the similar object on Christian tombs— 
within wreaths, and under the mystic table at D ura. To call these simply m azzoth explains 
nothing, for no Jew  trained only in Jewish halacha would ever dream  of representing 
mazzoth in such ways: he did not desire to be buried with one and would not think of 
representing a m azzah on his m enorah. If the “ round object” on Jewish tombs at that 
time was a mazzah, the m azzah m eant something which it does not m ean now. T h a t is, 
the bread symbols, in baskets and simply as “ round objects,” suggest strongly tha t we 
must look beyond the usual rabbinic tradition of mazzoth to explain them .205

It  is to biblical proof texts and to ancient usages of bread tha t the Jews of the R om an 
world must have looked to justify their symbolism. D ougherty 206 recalled in his discussion 
of oriental baskets th a t a t the consecration of priests a basket (Hebrew sal) was used which 
contained unleavened bread and unleavened cake mingled w ith oil, and wafers anointed 
with oil. A t the ceremony one each of the loaves, cakes, and wafers were to be taken from 
the basket, waved, and then burnt on the altar; after the sacrifice the new priests were to 
take the unleavened bread to the door of the tent and eat “ those things whereof atonem ent 
was m ade to consecrate and sanctify them: but a stranger shall not eat thereof because
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205. The custom in the East of hanging a maz­
zah in the synagogue throughout the year (JE , 
VIII, 396; U JE , V II, 414) may recall the “round
objects” on the menorahs and carved on syna­

gogues. But if any such origin of the modern cus­
tom existed, it is entirely forgotten by the Jews who 
do it, for they say only that it is to remind them 
throughout the year of the deliverance from Egypt.

206. AASOR, V  (1925), 23-65. See above, p. 78.



they are holy.” 207 A very similar rite, including a basket of the same foods, was used in 
the ceremony in which a Nazirite was released from his vow; and when Gideon presented 
an offering to the angel of Yahweh, he placcd the flesh of a kid in a basket of the same 
type.208 From  all of this Dougherty concludcd that this basket had “ mystic significance.” 
These baskets of bread in the O ld Testam ent appear to me indeed to represent a holy 
food, a “ thing whereof atonem ent was m ade.” T h a t the bread could be eaten only by 
the priests or, in a probably older ceremony, by a Nazirite who by his vow had m ade 
himself at least tem porarily a peculiarly sacred person, strengthens this impression. The 
function of the baskets was to indicate the sanctity of the bread, if not directly to conse­
crate it. But these were Tem ple ceremonies from which the Jew  of the diaspora was in 
practice shut away even before the Tem ple was destroyed. They seem to me of little direcl 
im portance for explaining the symbols we are discussing.

1. F irst Fruits

O f  m u c h  g r e a t e r  relevance appear to be the practices associated w ith First Fruits. 
For the basket is mentioned also in the Old Testam ent as the vehicle of the first fruits. 
Dougherty did not discuss this basket because it had another name in Hebrew, but we 
are following objects and symbols, not words, and the Festival of First Fruits seems very 
im portant to me here.

First Fruits was from the beginning an im portant m atter for all Jews,209 as it was 
am ong the Babylonians and Canaanites, and indeed is found to be almost universally so 
am ong savages.210 In  the earliest legislation the reference is to a “ feast of harvest, the first 
fruits of thy labors,” which was apparently to be observed twice, once for the summer 
harvest and once for the autum n.211 The first fruits were to be brought into the “ house of 
Y ahweh.” 212 This seems to me an addendum  to adjust a prim itive offering a t shrines to 
the later centralization of the offering in the Tem ple in Jerusalem . In  D euteronom y 213 it 
is stipulated th a t the first fruits be brought to the Tem ple in a basket which the priest is to 
pu t before the altar, and the person who makes the offering is to recite the story of the 
coming of the Israelites from Egypt to the land of milk and honey. After this he, with 
Levites and sojourners, is to “ rejoice” in G od’s gifts, which Peake takes to m ean tha t he 
is to celebrate a feast. In  w hat is perhaps a later addition 214 this offering is m ade the 
portion of Levi, and in Ezekiel215 it is the portion of the priests, here including specifically 
the first fruits of the dough. In  the Holiness Code 216 there is m ention of the offering of a 
sheaf of the first fruits, which should be waved; sacrifices of a lamb, of meal, and of wine

207. Exod. xxix, 2, 3, 23, 32-34; cf. Levit. vm , 168; J. A. MacCulloch in H E R E , V I, 41-45.
2, 26, 31. 211. Exod. XXIII, 16.

208. Num. Vi, 15, 17, 19; Judges Vi, 19. 212. Ibid., 19; cf. xxxiv , 22, 26.
209. An outline of the material from the Old 213. Deut, χχν ι, 1-11.

Testament will be found by W. Nowack in J E ,  V , 214. Deut, xvin, 4.
398; by A. S. Peake in H D B, II, 10 f.; and by J. 215. Ezek. x l i v , 30.
Strahan in H E R E , V I, 46 i. 216. Levit. xxm , 10-14, i7 - 2 i.

210. J. G. Frazer, Golden Bough, 3d ed., II, 48 -

84 JE W IS H  SYM BOLS IN  THE GRECO-ROMAN PERIOD



BREAD 85

were to follow. U ntil this was done nothing from the new harvest m ight be eaten in any 
form. Specifically there were to be two “ wave-loaves,” m ade of fine flour and with leaven. 
The Priestly Code 217 makes it even more clear tha t the first fruits were the property of 
the priests, and they have become not merely the first but “ all the best.” By this time all 
trace of the earlier popular feast seems to have disappeared, and the offering comes very 
close to, if it does not merge into, the tithe.

T he T alm ud gives no indication of the continuance of First Fruits as a popular 
Festival. T he treatise Bikkurim 218 in the Babylonian Talm ud, for example, describes the 
processions carrying the baskets to the Tem ple w ith flute playing. “ Even K ing Agrippa 
would take the basket and place it on his shoulder and walk as far as the Tem ple court.” 
The baskets of the rich were inlaid with gold and silver, while those of the poor were 
wicker baskets of peeled willow branches, and the priests were given the baskets along 
with their contents. Nothing, however, is said of a feast in which any but the priests would 
share on these occasions. Indeed, the talm udic rabbis treat First Fruits throughout in an 
antiquarian  spirit. T heir discussion concerns only the proper laws for the offering in the 
Temple, as concluded from the various commands in the Torah. But they adm it tha t 
with the destruction of the Tem ple the law in practice became a dead letter,219 and in 
several places they suggest tha t now as a substitute adequate in God’s sight Jews con­
tribute to the support of rabbinical scholars.220

First Fruits in its original form of celebration and in rabbinical tradition, accordingly, 
gives us no help w ith our baskets and loaves on the Jewish monuments we are considering, 
to say nothing of the two baskets beside each other a t H am m am  Lif, one filled with 
bread, the other w ith fruit. And yet it still seems likely th a t there was some connection, 
since it is only in the Festival of First Fruits tha t bread and baskets appear together. If 
this is so, it means th a t the bread of First Fruits had received an entirely new interpreta­
tion, one tha t connected it with spiritual salvation and immortality.

T he idea suggested to us by the Jewish representations is found fully formed in the 
New Testam ent and in early Christian tradition. We get it there not w ith any exposition 
but only in passing references; yet as com pared w ith the laws of First Fruits in the Old 
Testam ent and rabbinical sources, we are clearly in a new world. In  view of my conviction 
that passing allusions imply common knowledge, the references to First Fruits in the New 
Testam ent become highly significant.

T he term  by which the Hebrew  word for First Fruits was translated in the Septuagint

217. Num. X V III, 12 f. Didache, 13, the true prophet is to be given first
218. See esp. m, 1-8 (ET, 399-401). fruits of various foods, clothing, and money, and
219. B T , Shekalim, vm  (ET, 36): “ [The laws from this can be traced the regular support of

of] the shekels and of the first fruit have forcc only bishops and clergy, to be transformed, as in Juda-
during the existence of the Tem ple.” ism, into the tithes. Sec J. A. MacCulloch in H ERE,

Q.9.0. As in M R , Levit., xxxiv , 13 (ET, 439). In V I, 45. I suspect that this obligation for regular
this sense First Fruits went over to the Christian support was one of the factors most important in
church and became its financial basis. In the the superiority of the Christian church organiza­

tion over that of the pagan religions.



was aparchē, which originally in classical Greek seems to have referred to prelim inary 
offerings before a sacrifice, such as hairs cut from the forehead of a victim.221 This was 
broadened by P lutarch’s time,222 a t least, so tha t the term  indicated the banquet held at 
sacrifices and the organized ceremonial feasts, ceremonies of almost sacram ental partici­
pation. A t the same time the term  m eant the offering to the gods of the firstlings, much 
as in Israel, so th a t in this sense the Greek word was a literal translation of the Hebrew.

But in the New Testam ent, Christ is himself the first fruit of those who sleep.223 The 
im m ediate impression given by this passage is that Christ was the first dead m an to come 
to life again, and tha t he is the example par excellence of those who will rise from death 
to immortality. Such a use in the sense of firstling seems justified by the fact tha t Paul 
called the first convert of Asia 224 and the first of Achaia 226 each the first fruit of his own 
district. But Christ as the first fruit of the dead was more than the first one to be raised; 
he was the means of this im m ortality for others, and this deeper m eaning of the term  is 
assured by other statements of Paul. For “ first fruit” seems in itself to indicate Christ 
when Paul says 226 tha t we who have the first fruit of the Spirit w ithin ourselves groan 
until the consummation, when we shall receive our final “ adoption,” tha t is, fully be m ade 
“ sons,” by the redem ption of our bodies, an event which presumably will occur a t the 
resurrection when our bodies will be transformed to something spiritual.227 The first fruits 
in this passage must be Christ himself, or w hat Paul calls the spirit of Christ, working for 
our salvation within us. As the fish and lam b could be now the Savior and now the 
Christian, so the convert could be called first fruit, as we saw in Asia and Achaia, with 
m ore implied than that they were firstlings.

Strangely enough, the idea, essentially mystical, is directly stated in the hard-headed 
epistle of Jam es,228 where it is said tha t we are the first fruits of his creatures, since God, 
the F ather of lights, has brought us forth by his Logos of T ruth , a statem ent which seems 
to imply the second birth of Christians through the Logos, who is the tru th  and the in­
strum ent of Creation, as set forth in the Fourth Gospel. The author of the epistle assumed 
tha t he was writing to people who knew this way of thinking so well tha t he could refer 
to it in passing as a commonplace. The Israelites as a group seem to be the first fruit to 
Paul 229 as, we shall see, they were to Philo, while in the Apocalypse 230 the word is reserved 
as a title for those saints in glory who have not been defiled by women.

W hen now we suddenly see symbols of first fruits on Jewish tombs, the conclusion 
seems to me inevitable tha t these passing allusions in early Christianity were all intelligible 
to readers of the New Testam ent, as they have not been since, because the conception 
was already proverbial in Judaism  that first fruits was a symbol of im m ortality, if not a

221. On first fruits in Greek tradition see W. H. “cemetery.”
D. Rouse in H ERE, V I, 45 f.; P. Stengel in PW, I, 224. Rom. xvi, 5.
2666-2668. 225. I Cor. xvi, 15.

222. Plutarch De recta ratione audiendi, 6 . 226. Rom. v i i i , 23.
223. I Cor. XV, 20, 23. “Those that sleep” are 227. I Cor. xv, 35-44.

literally those who are in the koimēsis, the sleep of 228. Jas. 1, 17 f.
burial. This is the word we have met constantly on 229. Rom. xi, 16.
Jewish tombs, the word which has become our 230. Rev. xiv, 4.
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symbol of some special saving principle or Being, the Light-Logos, which Christians came 
to identify with their own Savior and which brought immortality. The idea, wc saw, 
was not to be found in the rabbinical writings, as far as I know; so we turn  to the tradition 
of First Fruits in Philo.

Philo a t first disappoints us, for he gives no exact equivalent to the conception used 
in the New Testam ent. I should guess that this was bccausc Philo himself had very little 
interest in personal im m ortality.231 But Philo says m uch about the institution of First 
Fruits which helps a great deal in the problem.

H e uses the term  in a general way for contributions to the Temple, such as the 
mirrors contributed by the women for the brazen laver,232 spoils dedicated after a con­
quest,233 and the gifts sent to Jerusalem  by Jews of the diaspora.234 The priests, he says, 
offer first fruits when they make libation of the blood and burn the fat in the sacrifices,235 
and w hen out of the offerings they themselves take some of the grain, mix it w ith oil into 
cakes, fry them, and then burn them  on the altar.236 Still more figuratively, he says tha t 
young men should offer the first fruits of their minds to culture (paideia) .237

O f the ancient ritualistic requirem ent to offer first fruits Philo has, of course, m uch to 
say in a variety of connections. We m ay well begin with his more legal treatise, the Special 
Laws, where he explains for gentiles the custom in his day still practised in the Temple.

W ithin the Festival of Unleavened Bread, on the second day of tha t Festival, Philo 
says, it is required tha t a sheaf of barley be brought to the Tem ple as a first fruit not only 
of Palestine but of the whole earth .238 For in making this offering the Jews act as priests 
for all hum anity, since they alone properly recognize the one and true God. So their 
offerings, Festivals, and prayers are “ a means of supplication for the hum an race in gen­
eral.” This suggests a t once tha t First Fruits represents more than  an offering of thanks­
giving, one which will insure future crops. I t  is a “ means of supplication.” For such cere­
monies Philo’s collective term  is “ eucharists,” offerings of thanksgiving.239 Philo uses 
this term  for almost all the Festivals 240 but does so constantly in discussing First Fruits. 
The sheaf is given in thanks for the fertility of the past, but as God sees our gratitude he 
rewards us by fertility in the future, as we learn explicitly elsewhere.241

231. See my “ Philo and Immortality,” H T R , 
X X X IX  (1946), 85-108.

232. Mos. i i , 137: This was the first fruit of their 
modesty and of the marriage relation.

233. Mos. I , 316-318.
234. Legat. i5Öf., 216, 291, 311 f., 3 16 f. In

Spec. I ,  77 f., Philo says that the donors gladly give
these first fruits in every city, “expecting that the
payment will give them release from slavery or
healing of diseases and the enjoyment of liberty
fully secured and also salvation in all respects.”
Colson here translates sātēria eis hapan as “complete
preservation from danger,” but I suspect Philo

used the word with more than physical security in 
mind.

235. Spec, iv, 125.
236. Spec. I ,  255 f. Philo seems to have Levit. 11, 

14-16 in mind.
237. Prob. 15.
238. Spec, i i , 162-175.
239. Ibid., 168, 171.
240. See my “ Literal Mystery in Hellenistic 

Judaism,” Çhiantulacumque, Studies Presented to Kir- 
sopp Lake, 1937, 237 f.

241. Virt. 159. Here eucharisterion is shortened^ 
as often, into charisterion without change of meaning. 
Cf. Decal., 160.



The sheaf is a great offering, but another follows it fifty days later (the num ber is of 
course m ade portentous) when the Festival of First Fruits proper is celebrated.242 For this 
Philo prefers the term  “ feast of the first begotten,” a biblical equivalent of First Fruits.243 
In  an earlier discussion 244 Philo mentions the offering of the first begotten of the flocks, 
bu t in this passage his central emphasis is upon the offering of the first wheat in the form 
of two loaves of leavened wheat bread.245 The leaven typifies the deepest m eaning of the 
rite, he says, for the possession of adequate provision for future food brings joy, and this 
is in the rite itself, which is a “ eucharist celebrated with joy .” 246

It seems to me highly significant when Philo goes on to explain tha t the eucharist 
celebrated in m aterial (aisthētēs) form with the leavened loaves is really a eucharist of the 
invisible exaltation ieupathia) in the m ind.247 Philo’s terms in this statement, as Colson 
points out,248 are from Stoicism, but he has given an amazingly accurate description of this 
eucharist as w hat Christians later called an outward and visible sign of inner and invisible 
grace.

The Feast of First Fruits, Philo says, is properly celebrated in the spring w ith the 
wheat harvest and the young animals born at that time.249 But actually it continues as 
long as there are fresh crops, “ from early summer to late au tum n,” 250 since the first fruit 
of each sort of crop is to be put into baskets and given the priests, who before eating will 
set the baskets before the a ltar while the donor sings a canticle of dedication. The provision 
for this is familiar in the Bible,251 but Philo considerably improves on the canticle for the 
occasion as he paraphrases it. The basket to him then could have been a sign of first 
fruits, and it m ight contain offering of any sort. These offerings of baskets, or of first 
fruits in general, he explains, do honor to God and in restraining our acquisitiveness lead 
us into the virtues of piety and hum anity.252

Philo, of course, could not stop with this. The basket, or first fruits, symbolizes to 
him  tha t we should offer to God “ the first fruits of the euphoria [there is a pun here, since 
this word in Greek means both a high state of mind and fertility] of the fine things which 
the soul m ade to flower, develop, and bring forth fruit” —that is, the “ harvest of the 
m ind.” 253 The highest intellectual products are the gift of God no less than  are the prod­
ucts of the field, a fact, Philo points out, which was m ade clear especially in the 
offerings of Cain and Abel.254 T he real trouble with Cain’s sacrifice was th a t he kept the 
first fruits for himself and gave only from w hat ripened afterward, which involved, Philo

88 JE W IS H  SYM BOLS IN  TH E GRECO-ROMAN PERIOD

242. Spec, i i , 179-187; cf. I ,  131-140.
243. The term heorlē prātogennēmatān is made the 

direct synonym of aparchē in Spec., 1, 183, from 
Exod. X X III, 16.

244. Spec. I, 183-185. The loaves are discussed 
here in Sec. 185.

245. See also Spec., 1, 132.
246. Gegëthotas eucharistein, Spec. 11, 185.
247. Ibid.
248. In his note to this passage in his translation

of Philo, VII, 628.

249. Spec, i i , 214-222.
250. Ibid., i i , 220 f.
251. Deut. X X V I, 1-11.
252. Virt. 95; Spec, iv, 98 f.
253. Som. i i , 272. The canticle of consecration is 

here much reduced and obviously refers not to 
worship in the Temple at Jerusalem but to the 
cosmic temple, where the fruits of the mind could 
alone be offered.

254. Conf. 124-127.



tells us, failure to recognize tha t the conceptions in our minds are showered down upon 
us by God. The figure is tha t of rain ra ther than Philo’s m ere usual Light-Stream, but 
here as in the epistle of Jam es, where the figure is tha t of light, God is the source of every 
good and perfect gift. I t  is also notable tha t in this passage of Philo the first begotten has 
been called by tha t word of great importance, prototokos,255 a fact which suggests tha t much 
of the m eaning of the term  in Christianity has its background in this developing sig­
nificance of first fruits.

O ur proper offering of first fruits, Philo tells us, is in our righteous conduct and 
virtue,256 and in offering these we offer a logos eiccharistērikos,2b7 which m ay be translated as 
“address of thanksgiving,” though it is hard to see how righteous conduct could be de­
scribed as an “ address” and I suspect tha t m uch which lay behind this “ address of thanks­
giving” also lay behind Paul’s obscure logikē latreia.258 In  an allegory which we need not 
try to unravel Philo explains this experience as consisting of four stages. First we should 
recognize the inadequacy of even the lore of the ancients and should have “ the sudden 
beam of self-inspired (automathēs) wisdom” shine in us, spring up w ithin us as young 
shoots, so tha t we become G od’s disciples.259 This grain is secondly to be roasted into firm 
loaves by the U nconquerable Logos,260 and the loaves, thirdly, must by analysis and 
study be sliced into all sorts of parts and woven into a harmonious whole.261 I gather tha t 
Philo means by this tha t we must take the insights of mystical revelation and work them 
into w hat we would now call a coherent system.262 The fourth stage is one of contem plation 
and self-discipline in this system.263 The m an who can do all this is the one who can fully 
offer first fruits. Such an achievement is utterly beyond the mass of Jews, Philo is aware, 
but God nevertheless took the Jewish people to be his own. For the Jews, Philo says, not 
only offer first fruits for all men but are themselves the first fruits of m en in G od’s sight. 
The Jews, he says,264 have been set aside as the first fruits of the hum an race to the Creator 
and Father, a prerogative they attained, however imperfect individual Jews may since 
have been, through the righteousness and virtues of the Patriarchs, “ which endure like 
immortal plants bearing an everblooming fruit that for their descendants is saving and 
profitable in every way.” T h a t is, in the virtues of the Patriarchs Jews have a first fruit 
which has m ade all Jews into first fruits, the especial symbol of which could, we now see, 
be baskets filled with fruit of any kind or with grain or w ith loaves of bread. The double 
implication of Christianity is already here in Philo. Ju st as the Christians become first 
fruits through the m erit of Christ, the Jews had become first fruits through the merits of 
the Patriarchs. Christ as the saving first fruits has his prototype in Philo’s Jewish saviors, 
the Patriarchs who are also first fruits.
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In  one of his most deeply mystical passages,205 Philo explains how we m ay share in 
the virtues of the Patriarchs: it is, Philo says, through intercourse (sumbiāsis) with cosmic 
V irtue, who was especially represented in Sarah though also in the other wives of the 
Patriarchs.266 Like A braham , Philo in his youth was not ready for her but bore bastards 
by other mistresses—that is, by lower forms of intellectual activity—which distracted him 
from the true ideal. We should pray th a t we m ay be worthy to beget a child by V irtue 
herself, as A braham  finally did. So do we get her full virtues in ourselves. We m ay do so 
only as we become identified w ith God as A braham  did, for “ she is accustomed to bear 
for God alone, and she offers up in Eucharist the first fruits of the good things she bears 
to God who, as Moses says,267 opens her womb which never loses its virginity.” Philo, I 
said, does not link this with immortality, since mystic elevation and union seem to have 
m ade personal im m ortality unim portant to him. But the popular version of mystical 
exaltation has always been to hope for it in the next life, and we m ay well suppose tha t 
most of the Jews whose funerary symbols we are studying thought of this final achieve­
m ent in eschatological terms. I t  was there tha t they too would become, or have in them ­
selves to offer, the true first fruits of the spirit.

We have come by a devious way, but now we can see tha t first fruits, w hether shown 
as baskets of fruit, baskets of loaves, or just as loaves, would be a very meaningful thing to 
represent on tombstones. They m arked the true Jew , the accepted Jew , the Jew  who had 
sātēria, salvation or security, even in the face of death. Incidentally, the Christian use of 
the figure, th a t Christ is the true first fruits born of a Virgin and tha t we can share in his 
nature  so th a t we ourselves becomc first fruits, now seems natural and meaningful for 
the first time. The Christian passages could all be quite passing allusions because, I am 
sure, this wealth of significance in First Fruits had grown from the ancient offering in the 
Tem ple to be one of the deepest symbols of the Judaism  of the diaspora.

First Fruits, I am further convinced, was originally one of the im portant inspirations 
of the Christian eucharistic bread. The tradition all goes back, presumably, to the strange 
story about an incident in the life of Elisha:

T h ere cam e a m an from  B aal-shalishah, and brought the m an o f G od bread o f the  

first fruits, tw enty  loaves o f barley, and fresh ears o f grain in  his sack. A nd  E lisha said, 

“ G ive to the m en, that they m ay ea t.” But his servant said, “ H o w  am  I to set this before 

a hundred m en?” So he repeated, “ G ive them  to the m en that th ey  m ay eat, for thus 

saith  Y ahw eh , ‘T h ey  shall eat and shall have som e left.’ ” So he set it before them  and  

they  ate, and had  som e left, according to the w ord o f Y ah w eh .268

Here, in the marvelous power of the loaves of the first fruits is the clear prototype of 
the feeding of the m ultitude in the Gospels. Fish had become so meaningful a food, as we 
saw in the previous chapter, tha t to make the New Testam ent story they were added to

265. Congr. 5-7. discover. Wendland and Colson both refer to Gen.
266. For a fuller exposition of this notion in xxix, 31, but that passage seems to me quite ir-

Philo see my By Light, Light, 139 f., 146. relevant.
267. Where Philo got this from Moses I cannot 268. II Kings iv, 42-44.
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the bread of this incident of Elisha, along with the quite relevant detail tha t w hat was 
“ left” was gathered into baskets. So it is bread in the basket, as shown both in the Christian 
catacombs and a t T abha, which with fish represents the Eucharist.269

2 . M anna

T h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  of First Fruits with the miraculous feeding and the Eucharist sug­
gests another line of thought which, we know from the Fourth Gospel, was early a part 
of this complex, namely the bread of heaven, the m anna, with which as heavenly food 
Jesus is m ade directly to identify himself: or, more accurately, the m anna was a  lesser 
manifestation of the bread of heaven which is now m ade fully available in the body of 
Jesus.270 T he result of eating this heavenly bread, which is Jesus, is th a t one gets im m ortal 
life. T he basic idea is likewise m ade clear through Philo’s treatm ent of m anna.

In  Philo also the fact th a t the Israelites got physical nourishm ent from the m anna is 
of slight moment. In  his most im portant passage on the subject, m anna is m ade directly 
into the heavenly food of the soul.271 I t  consists of the logoi tha t God pours out like rain. 
Only a day’s supply of such food was given a t a time, and for several reasons, chiefly be­
cause m an is not capable of receiving the grace of God in a single torrential rush and 
because by daily rationing we are constantly rem inded of our dependence upon God. H e 
tha t would try  to have G od’s grace in some other way lacks hope, faith, and sense. The 
food is also described as lights and heavenly understandings. All of these plurals, including 
logoi, m ean the great Light, Sophia, or Logos, in partial, daily portions.272 Indeed, in 
another passage 273 Philo insists tha t the Rock, Sophia, the m anna, and the Logos are all 
synonymous but goes on to say th a t from this food come two cakes, one of honey that 
sweetens life, the other of oil, spiritual illumination. As Colson points out,274 these two 
cakes are suggested by the fact tha t the m anna in Exodus xvi, 31, tasted like a cake of 
honey, and in Num bers xi, 8, like a cake of oil. But any Jew  would recognize a t once a 
parallel to the two loaves of First Fruits.

This conception of the divine food by which the believer is nourished, food which 
could be called m anna bu t is better understood to be the Logos itself (or himself), is the 
one which is directly expressed in the Gospel of John . H ere the conception is advanced 
to the point th a t Jesus calls himself the true m anna, the bread of heaven, the bread of 
life, or the living bread, which is his flesh. The revelation of this was, according to John, 
in the miracle of feeding the five thousand, a miracle which itself seems closely akin to 
the miraculous feeding of the m ultitude from the basket of bread of First Fruits.

D . B R E A D  I N  L A T E R  M Y S T I C  J U D A I S M

T h e  p i e c e s  do not completely fit together, but they do suggest a very definite picture. 
Christ for the Christians was the first fruits who m ade his followers into first fruits—that

269. See above, p. 81. 272. Cf. Fug. 138; Mut. 259 f.; Congr. 170-174;
270. John V i, 25-58. Heres, 191.
271. LA  hi, 162-176. See my By Light, Light, 208. 273. Det. 114-118.

274. Loeb ed. of Philo, II, 495.
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is, conquered their evil nature and gave them  immortality. The supreme symbol of this 
was th a t as the Logos he was available as a heavenly food, his very body, which the 
Christians could take into themselves as logoi, eucharists, or mystical illuminations, in the 
Philonic sense, but which was represented in the actual bread th a t was Christ’s body. 
All of this is attested for Judaism  except the last stage, the physical sacram ent which can 
still for Christians be described in Philo’s words about First Fruits, th a t the Eucharist 
celebrated with m aterial loaves is really a Eucharist of the invisible exaltation of the 
m ind. For Christians such bread is medicine of immortality.

D id Jews of the time, hellenized or rabbinic or both, have any literal feeling about 
the bread of First Fruits, or of any bread—that it was a bread of heaven which, when 
properly blessed and eaten, brought such a spiritual benefit? W as this whole body of 
ideas, which we shall see persisted on into Cabbalism, always w ith Jews only a mystical 
allegory of O ld Testam ent texts, or was there a Jewish ritualistic concom itant of eating 
bread, or first fruits, to which the conception of the body of Christ could easily be applied 
to make the rite Christian? We cannot, I feel, answer the questions finally either way. 
Though m uch suggests it, nothing proves th a t the Jews ever had  a sacram ent of the bread 
of heaven which brought im m ortality. Yet we must not forget the great vine of the D ura 
synagogue. As originally draw n there was beneath it on one side a cra ter flanked by 
panthers, and on the other a table, on top of which was a banqueting bolster, while a 
wafer of bread was under the table. We shall discuss this whole design m ore fully in con­
nection w ith wine.275

To prevent our denying tha t Jews ever had rituals w ith bread there comes before our 
eyes again the bread—with fish, w ith symbols of wine, w ith grapes, and in baskets—as it 
appears in synagogues and on graves. Obviously I myself would like to think th a t there 
was such a Jewish bread rite, indeed a rite of fish, bread, and wine, and th a t the Christians 
only adapted  it for their purpose. I cannot explain the m onum ents otherwise. But those 
who with scholarly caution wish to suspend judgm ent, as in reality I do myself, must 
never forget these Jewish representations of the bread.

Perhaps a residue of such a Jewish ritualistic use is to be found in a prayer quoted 
in a former volume,276 but so striking tha t it must be repeated here:

The Prayer o f the Bread. T h e  Lord G od spoke to  the Patriarch A braham : “ Arise, take 

th ee bread, w ine, w ater, and an  iron vessel, go up upon  M ou n t T ab or and call three  

tim es, “ M a n  o f G o d !” W h en  M elch ized ek  com es ou t to thee, then  cut o ff from  his hair, 

his nails, and  the edges o f his lips [his beard], and  eat [these clippings] ! A n d  do thou  

g ive h im  from  the vessel all thou  hast w ith  thee that h e m ay ea t.” T h en  A braham  the  

Patriarch arose, took the bread, the w ine, the w ater, and the vessel o f  iron, ascended  

M ou n t T abor, and called  three tim es, “ M an  o f G o d !” M elch izedek  cam e ou t to him . 

T h en  he took clippings from  his [M elch izedek’s] hair, nails, and  the edges o f  his lips
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[his beard], and ate them ; and gave h im  from  the vessel all he had w ith  him , and  

[M elchizedek] ate it. T h en  M elch izedek  blessed A braham  by the inbreath ing o f  his 

spirit, w h ile he said : “ T his sign w ill be effective for all com in g generations.”

So now  again , O  Lord, be thou the one w ho blesses this bread, and give it to thy  

servant as [a token of] m arriage.

This prayer is p art of a m arriage ritual, which opens with an invocation asking God to 
bless oil th a t is to be used as an unguent. T hen God is called upon to bless a “ crown of 
justice” w ith which the bridal pair is to be crowned. The third prayer again blesses oil, 
a prayer which is perhaps an alternative for the first. In  this one the story of the anointing 
of D avid is told, and it is m ade definite tha t the bride and groom will be anointed with 
the oil when it has been blessed. The “ Prayer of the Bread” follows, and the whole closes 
with a “ Prayer over W ine,” which opens with telling how God called upon M ichael— 
but the text breaks off, only to begin again telling how A braham , a t God’s command, took 
bread and wine to Melchizedek. Here M elchizedek blesses the wine in a way to recall the 
Eucharist: he lifted his eyes to heaven, gave thanks, blessed the bread and wine, sanctified 
them, broke (the bread), im parted a blessing upon A braham  and his servants, and gave 
them his peace. This blessing of the bread and wine, however, reflects much m ore closely 
the story of Jesus feeding the five thousand in M ark than it does the eucharistie language, 
and I have repeatedly indicated that the miracle, which seems the earliest eucharistie 
story of Christianity, appears itself to have grown out of the Jewish practice with First 
Fruits. The specifically Christian traces in the entire liturgy are so incidental that, as with 
the synagogue liturgy which I previously published,277 I suspect th a t we have here a 
Christian reworking of a Jewish m arriage ritual, in which bread and wine, along with 
oil and a crown, were blessed and given the bridal couple to be a means of their spiritual 
blessing as well as the seal of their union. O f this only the blessed wine is now left in Jewish 
marriage. There are so m any uncertainties tha t no weight can be pu t upon the liturgy as 
direct evidence for Judaism . But if in itself the evidence is only a straw in the wind, 
it may help us to see how the wind was blowing. As we continue we shall feel increasingly 
that with the rise of Christianity both those Jews who were under rabbinic leadership and 
the Jews of the diaspora who came later to accept the Talm ud repudiated m uch of the 
more mystical Judaism  which the monuments of our period will increasingly seem to 
attest. Survivals of the older rituals, though stripped of their mystical implications, have 
appeared w ith the fish and will appear much more abundantly  as we go on to discuss 
wine. Such a survival for bread, I suspect, is to be seen in every orthodox meal as the head 
of the house comes to the table w ith freshly washed hands, pronounces the blessing, and 
breaks and eats a piece of bread.

The idea seems almost to become explicit in the Zjihar. O ne passage discusses the show 
bread on the table in the Tabernacle.278 This bread made “ nourishment em anate to the 
whole world.” The table in the Tabernacle was never empty of bread: “ In the same 
m anner the table over which a m an pronounces blessings for food must not be empty, for

'277. See By Light, Light, 306-358. 278. Terumah, 155a (ET, IV, 42).
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blessing cannot rest on emptiness.” T he show bread was the “ bread of the Countenance, 
because all the nourishment and sustenance of the world em anated from this supernal 
Countenance. . . . M an  must cherish the mysteries connected with his [own] table, in 
all these aspects of which we have spoken on account of tha t Table [of the Tabernacle].” 

A nother passage goes on from a discussion of the cup of benediction which is drunk 
after grace has been recited a t the conclusion of a meal:

T h e  C up o f B énédiction is blessed by the very bénéd iction  w h ich  m an pronounces  

over it to the H o ly  O ne, blessed be H e, because it is the m ystery o f  F aith , and  therefore  

m an  m ust guard it w ith  the utm ost care, as the very essence o f  the K in g ’s M ajesty, since  

for its sake is the table blessed. A lso, w hen  grace is recited, the table m ust not be em pty, 

since “ no blessing can  rest on  an em p ty  tab le .” . . .  In  a w ord, the h eaven ly  blessings 

com e to rest on ly  on  a p lace that is com plete. E soterically this is expressed in  the  

w ords . . . “ H e  g iveth  w isdom  to the w ise .” T h e  sym bol for all this is the tab le  o f  the  

“ Bread o f the C ountenance,” for it is w ritten: “ A nd  thou  shalt set upon  the table  

bread o f th e  C ountenance before m e a lw ays.” 279

T he same idea of the bread upon the Jew s’ tabic seems to me to lie behind another 
passage in which it is said tha t the m anna nourishes and crowns the tree of life so tha t 
the com m unity of Israel

is fed therefrom  by the hand o f the R ighteous O ne, the sacred grade o f the sign o f  the  

covenant. In  the book o f R a b  H an n u n a  the Elder it says that th e  bread m en tion ed  
here is the Sabbath  bread, w h ich  is doub le in  quantity , as it is w ritten  in  con n ection  

w ith  the m anna: “ T h ey  gathered double bread” ; that is to say, bread from  h eaven  and  

bread from  earth, the one being “ bread o f lu xu ry ,” the other “ bread o f poverty .” For 

on  the S abbath  the low er bread was united  w ith  the upper bread, and on e w as blessed  

for the sake of the other. H e further said that the Sabbath  receives from  the celestial 

S ab b ath  w h ich  flows forth and illum ines all, and in  this w ay bread is jo in ed  w ith  bread  

and  becom es d ou b le .280

I strongly suspect tha t the Jew  who wrote these passages, and the m ultitudes of Jews 
who, to the present time, have read the %ohar almost as canonical writing, actually have 
felt th a t their daily table, and especially the Sabbath table, was one from which, by the 
blessing of the bread and wine, they got more than  physical nourishm ent and th a t their 
bread could and did for them  become the “ bread from heaven.” We have for this Jewish 
usage no such vivid explanation as the Christians evolved when they identified the bread 
and wine with the body and blood of their Logos. But we do have amazingly similar 
values in the two religions, and from all the evidence it seems to me m uch more likely 
tha t the early Christians adapted for the Eucharist an old Jewish usage than  th a t mystic 
Jews, in spite of their abhorrence of Christianity, came to put Christian values upon their 
own bread and wine. Certainly it now sounds to us very Jewish that a t the last supper
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Jesus took the bread and cup, blessed them, “ eucharistized” them ,281 and after breaking 
the bread gave them to his disciples as a means of mystical and eschatological fulfillment. 
T he bread, m ay I finally repeat, was carried over with the fish and wine in Jewish syna­
gogues and Jewish tombs. The interpretation of one of the three must be incomplete w ith­
out the others. I t  is in the study of wine tha t we will find the strongest confirmation of our 
position.

281. Mark xiv, 22 f., and Matt, xxvi, 26-28, 17—19, use the latter term for both blessings, and
have eulogēsas for the bread and eucharistesas for the it is clear that the two are here completely syn-
wine, but Paul in I Cor. xi, 24, and Luke xxn, onymous.



blessing cannot rest on emptiness.” The show bread was the “ bread of the Countenance, 
because all the nourishm ent and sustenance of the world em anated from this supernal 
Countenance. . . . M an  must cherish the mysteries connected w ith his [own] table, in 
all these aspects of which we have spoken on account of that Table [of the Tabernacle].” 

Another passage goes on from a discussion of the cup of benediction which is drunk 
after grace has been recited a t the conclusion of a meal:

T h e  C up o f B enediction  is blessed by the very bénéd iction  w hich  m an pronounces 

over it to  the H o ly  O ne, blessed be H e, because it is the m ystery o f F aith , and therefore 
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w ords . . . “ H e  g iveth  w isdom  to the w ise .” T h e  sym bol for all this is the tab le  o f  the  

“ Bread o f the C ountenance,” for it is w ritten: “ A nd  thou shalt set u p on  the table  

bread o f the C ountenance before m e a lw ays.” 279

T he same idea of the bread upon the Jew s’ table seems to me to lie behind another 
passage in which it is said tha t the m anna nourishes and crowns the tree of life so tha t 
the com m unity of Israel

is fed therefrom  by the hand o f the R ighteous O ne, the sacred grade o f the sign o f the  

covenant. In  the book o f R a b  H an n u n a  the Elder it says that the bread m entioned  
here is the Sabbath  bread, w h ich  is doub le in quantity , as it is w ritten  in  con n ection  

w ith  the m anna: “ T h ey  gathered double bread” ; that is to say, bread from  heaven  and  

bread from  earth, the one being “ bread o f lu xu ry ,” the other “ bread o f poverty .” For  

on the S abbath  the low er bread was united  w ith  the upper bread, and on e  w as blessed  

for the sake o f the other. H e  further said that the S abbath  receives from  the celestial 

Sab b ath  w h ich  flows forth and illum ines all, and in  this w ay bread is jo in ed  w ith  bread  

and becom es d ou b le .280

I strongly suspect that the Jew  who wrote these passages, and the m ultitudes of Jews 
who, to the present time, have read the £ohar almost as canonical writing, actually have 
felt th a t their daily table, and especially the Sabbath table, was one from which, by the 
blessing of the bread and wine, they got more than physical nourishm ent and th a t their 
bread could and did for them  becomc the “ bread from heaven.” We have for this Jewish 
usage no such vivid explanation as the Christians evolved when they identified the bread 
and wine w ith the body and blood of their Logos. But we do have amazingly similar 
values in the two religions, and from all the evidence it seems to me m uch m ore likely 
tha t the early Christians adapted for the Eucharist an old Jewish usage than  th a t mystic 
Jews, in spite of their abhorrence of Christianity, came to pu t Christian values upon their 
own bread and wine. Certainly it now sounds to us very Jewish tha t a t the last supper
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

W ine in Jewish Archeology

T H E  M A T E R I A L  on Jewish cult food, both iconographie and literary, has al­
ready led to strong presumptions of a genuinely mystic sacram ent am ong the Jews. 

To the evidence of this for fish and bread must now be added the constant evidence of 
the im portance of wine; indeed, in the a rt remains the wine is far more often represented 
than either of the others.1

In  Jewish a rt remains, wine is presented in purely pagan forms, those same pagan 
forms which reappear as the most im portant group of symbols of early Christianity, sur­
passed later only by the cross itself. Judaism , like Christianity, never reduced the wine 
symbols to a  single one: wine could be represented as the vine, the cluster of grapes, the 
cup, a wine ja r, baskets of grapes, vintage scenes, and the wine press. In  Christianity the 
holy drink was further portrayed in O ld Testam ent scenes of Moses bringing w ater from 
the rock, or of M elchizedek offering bread and wine to A braham , scenes which, we shall 
finally conclude, probably had their origin also in Jewish art.

As before, we must begin by getting clearly in m ind how universal these wine symbols 
are in the Jewish remains of the period, w hat form they took, and in w hat settings they 
appear.

The symbols of wine are am ong the earliest which we m ay be sure Jews were using. 
The decoration of objects from w hat may be called the years of Pharisaic dom inance— 
that is, from the early M accabees to the fall of Jerusalem  in a .d . 70—was extremely re­
served, as we saw on the coins, tombs, ossuaries, and lamps which seem to have been 
made a t this time. H ere were no hum an or anim al figures, and no symbols from Jewish 
cult.2 O nly a very few symbols appear which Jews had borrowed from their neighbors: 
the “ round object,” the wreath, the rosette, the acanthus, the cornucopia. Among these 
were wine symbols of various sorts. A bunch of grapes was the most common presentation

I. Unfortunately this whole question as to the as evidence of what was customary in a Jewish
ancient form and meaning of wine in Jewish ritual home of our Lord’s time.” Although I doubt that
is usually solved by begging it. I need refer, for the Prayer Book “ may be taken” as such evidence,
example, only to the remark of Bishop W. H. Frere ordinarily it is so taken.
(The Anaphora, 1938, 7), who said of the kiddush: 2. With the exception of the coins of Antigonus
“The Jewish Prayer-book of today may be taken bearing a menorah. See above, III, figs. 674 f., and

!> 273.



of the symbol on tombs,3 but the ja r  or vase also appeared.4 T he first grapes on Jewish 
coins were on those of H erod Archelaus (4 b . c . - a .d . 6).5 W ine symbols were common on 
the coins of the procurators, who were obviously trying m uch harder than  the H erodians 
to use emblems which would be pleasing to the Jew s.6 Coins minted during the First 
R evolt and under Bar K okba almost invariably carried some sort of reference to wine, by 
means of a wine pitcher, a triple bunch of grapes, a cup, a wine ja r, or a grape leaf.7 O n 
several of the coins the bunch of grapes is shown on one side, a  lyre on the other, as in 
fig. 115,8 a com bination which will later seem significant to us.

O n  lamps from Palestinian tombs wine motifs appear very commonly,9 often as a 
vine growing from a vase,10 while the wine ja r  or cup is equally frequent, either by itse lf11 
or w ith birds a t either side.12 M any of these are later than  the Pharisaic period, but the 
dating of them  is very uncertain. The ossuaries, however, are almost all from this period, 
and while the vine is not usual on the ossuaries, four of them  show a drinking cup so prom ­
inently th a t the symbol was certainly pertinent.13 Indeed, tha t the vine growing from 
a  cup was a potent symbol with eschatological reference may be firmly concluded from 
the fact th a t an am ulet with this design was found between the thighs of a Jewish wom an’s 
skeleton in an  undisturbed grave in Palestine.14 She was presum ably buried with it on 
her vulva. The vase appears on another am ulet th a t has the “ reaper” on the other side.15 
T he vase here is between two palm  branches (lulabs?) with Sabao w ritten beside it.16 A 
design on an am ulet always presupposes belief in its active power.

From  this evidence we can only conclude th a t wine was already a deeply symbolic 
elem ent for Jews by the time of the early M accabees and continued so throughout the 
years of Pharisaic dom inance. The vine as such was thus symbolic, as was also wine 
drinking. W hile the vine used as a  scroll to decorate a  lintel could be taken as a merely 
decorative motif, the cups and the vines growing from cups, as well as the bunches of 
grapes, suggest m uch more a symbolic drinking of wine. Their frequent representation in 
funerary ornam ent seems to indicate an eschatological implication of such drinking, while 
this interchangeability with the vine could point to a notion tha t to drink the wine was 
to partake in the V ine in some special sense. The symbols on the coins of H erod Archelaus
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3. See III, figs. 31 f., 87.
4. See III, figs. 36, 43 (probably later, since it 

shows also a bull and a lion).
5. See III, fig. 677.
6. See I, 274 f. Cf. I l l ,  figs. 680 f.
7. See III, figs. 685, 687-689, 693-699.
8. From Reifenberg, Coins, plate xm, no. 177. 

See below, p. 105.
9. See above, III, figs. 296, 317-319, 330.

10. See III, figs. 286 f., 320, 322-326, 340.
11. See III, figs. 28 8 i., 309, 314, 321, 376.
12. See III, figs. 311, 313, 329.
13. See III, figs. 153, 155, 157, 173.
14. See III, fig. 381 ; cf. I, 166; II, 235.

15. See III, fig. 1207; cf. II, 289.
16. Vases are not common on amulets, but their 

talismanic importance can be inferred from a 
famous bust found in Spain, “The Lady of Elché,” 
which has often been discussed for its Greco- 
oriental quality. Dating from the fourth century 
B.c., it shows a woman in an unmistakable oriental 
headdress, with a double-stranded necklace from 
which hang seven little vases as pendants. See 
Georges Contenau, Les Antiquités orientales: Monu­
ments hittites, assyriens, phéniciens, perses, judaïques, 
chypriotes, araméens, n.d., plate 39; cf. p. 21 (Musée 
du Louvre).



and, even more, of the two great Jewish revolts would suggest th a t such drinking also 
represented the very existence of the Jewish people as a group.

After the m iddle of the second century the wine symbols were pu t everywhere. A 
tomb door, probably from early in this period, has drinking cups on either side of a 
m enorah,17 and one sarcophagus shows a vine growing from a vase,’8 two others simply 
a grapevine.19 W ine is strangely absent from the rich symbolism of Sheikh Ibreiq 20 and 
is not usually represented am ong the Jewish symbols on the blown glass,21 but it is almost 
omnipresent in synagogal decoration as the cup or vase,22 as the vase from which the 
vine grows,23 as the vine,24 or as the bunch of grapes.25 These are presented in every way, 
from the border designs, which m ight in themselves be pure decoration, to starkly isolated 
objects, as when a bunch of grapes is the sacred object within a w reath,26 or the vase is 
between anim als.27

In  the diaspora these symbols were not so commonly used, but they appear often 
enough to indicate th a t they had the same reference throughout the Judaism  of the 
Grcco-Roman world. The vine as such is m uch less common in the W est than  in Palestine. 
It is represented perhaps as only a formal scroll in the Catacom b Torlonia 28 and on a 
tombstone from Pannonia.29 But to take its place the symbols of wine drinking are common. 
To a Dionysiac vintage scene on a synagogue in Palestine, where grapes are being pressed,30 
corresponds a similar scene on a Jewish sarcophagus at Rom e,31 while there was also a 
vintage scene on the walls of a Jewish tom b a t G am m arth H ill.32 O n the walls of Pales­
tinian synagogues birds are shown eating grapes,33 as they do a t Rom e on a tombstone,34 
a sarcophagus,35 and a catacom b.36 A cupid plucks grapes on a R om an sarcophagus,37 and 
a bunch of grapes stands isolated on a tombstone fragm ent from A lexandria.38 The vase or 
jar of wine appears on four tombstones of Rome 39 and on the peculiar stone we have 
often referred to from Sicily.40 I t  is a lively spouting symbol flanked by doves and peacocks 
in the synagogue of H am m am  Lif,41 and it is probably represented w ith two cornucopias

W IN E I N  JE W IS H  ARCHEOLOGY 101

17. See above, III, fig. 44. The same is shown on 
a lamp, ibid., fig. 310.

18. See III, fig. 250.
19. See III, figs. 238 f.
20. Two wine jars are crudely scratched with 

two menorahs on a wall in one place (see III, fig. 
80), and a little inlay was found in the form of a 
vase, probably from a wooden coffin, III, 982. But 
the general contrast to Jewish ornament in this 
respect is striking.

21. It is shown in the design sketched in III, 
fig. 401 (cf. I, 172), and perhaps in the design in 
the upper right of III, fig. 443.

22. See III, figs. 460, 509, 556, 621.
23. See III, figs. 470, 477, 511, 516, 537, 550, 

564, 616, 619 f., 628.
24. See III, figs. 460, 469, 487-489, 492, 502,
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654.
25. See III, 528, 600, 633.
26. See III, fig. 473.
27. See III, figs. 460, 470, 536.
28. See III, figs. 807, 815.
29. See III, fig. 857.

See III, fig. 488.
See III, fig. 789.
See III, fig. 870.
See III, figs. 487, 654.
See III, fig. 729.

fig. 736. 
fig. 813. 
fig. 820. 
fig. 863.
figs. 714, 778, and 846 f.; perhaps

30.

31·
32·
33·
34·
35. See III,
36. See III,
37. See III,
38. See III,
39. See III, 

also on fig. 783.
40. See III, fig. 856.
41. See III, figs. 887 f.



holding fruit on a R om an sarcophagus.42 I t appears among the Jewish cult objects on the 
R om an gold glasses.43 I t seems to me quite obvious tha t the drinking of wine and the 
symbolism of the vine were everywhere an im portant p art of Jewish observance and 
thinking.

Indeed from various sources we know that the vine was magnificently represented 
in H erod’s Tem ple itself. Josephus describes a cornice, below which was a series of doors 
and embroidered curtains the exact nature of which is not clear in the text. Below this 
cornice, but above the doors,

had been  p u t a golden  vine w ith  pendant bunches o f  grapes, a creation w h ich  w as a 

m arvel to those w ho saw  it for its size and craftsm anship, as w ell as for the costliness o f its 

m aterial.44

In  the Jewish War 45 he adds th a t each cluster of grapes was as tall as a m an (andromēkeis). 
Tacitus 46 notes tha t this vine was found in the Tem ple and was one of the reasons why 
m any thought the Jews worshiped Dionysus (Liber); but this was absurd, Tacitus com­
mented, since the Jewish worship is so lugubrious. W hen in addition to these testimonies 
it is recalled tha t the M ishnah 47 mentions this vine in the Temple, there can be no doubt 
tha t such a vine was actually there. The M ishnah tells tha t offerings of leaves or grapes 
were brought and hung upon this vine, while its great size is recorded in the story tha t 
three hundred priests were needed to carry it.

I t  is a guess, but a good guess, tha t this vine in H erod’s Tem ple took the place of an­
other golden object worth five hundred talents, which Aristobulus gave as a bribe to Pom- 
pey. Strabo reports 48 th a t he saw this “ vine or garden, called a thing of delight (terpôlë)” 
bearing the inscription “The gift of Alexander, the K ing of the Jew s.” 49 T he inscription, 
which celebrates the object as a gift of Aristobulus’ father, Alexander, could have had 
nothing to do with its being given to Pompey by Aristobulus, since, when Pompey was 
given the object, A lexander had been dead fifteen years. So it is to be presumed th a t the 
inscription celebrated A lexander’s original gift of the object to the Tem ple. I t is hard to 
think where such a gift would have been pu t if not in the Temple. T he presence in the 
Tem ple of some object a t least associated w ith the vine seems to go back, then, to Alex­
ander’s time.

W e shall see reason to suspect in the case of the eagle tha t the Tem ple was by no 
means free of the sort of ornam ent which is perplexing us in the synagogues.50 W hy the

42. See III, fig. 802. 49. W. Wreszinski in Orientalistische Literaturzei-
43. See III, figs. 964-967, 969 f., 974. tung, X X V III (1925), 570-573, and X X IX  (1926),
44. Antt., XV, 395 (xi, 3). Schürer mentions this 961-963, connects the word ταρπωλη with ancient

vine in his Jiid. Volk. (ET, II, ii, 292 f.), with the objects from Egypt which were a sort of stemmed
evidence here cited. vase with a structure in the center that might well

45. Bk. v, 210 (v. 4). have been called a “garden” ; but it is hard to see
46. Hist., v, 5. why it should have been called a “vine,” as Strabo
47. B T , Middoth, m, 8 (Danby, Mishnah, 595). does. I confess I do not know what Alexander’s

See F. J. Hollis, The Archaeology of Herod's Temple, gift looked like.
1934, 319 i- 50. The eagle will be discussed in Vol. V III.

48. Ap. Josephus, Antt., xiv, 34-36 (iii, 1).
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eagle was upon the Temple, and why the vine, we cannot say because our knowledge of 
H erod’s Tem ple and its ornam ent is so inadequate. If we could recover it, it m ight surprise 
us as m uch as the decoration of the synagogues has done. All we can conclude from the 
golden vine in the Tem ple is th a t by the time of the construction of the Tem ple (that is, 
shortly before the b irth  of Christ) and probably at least a half century earlier, the vine 
had already been accepted in Judaism  to the point th a t it was thus lavishly represented. 
I t is very difficult for me to believe tha t this great object was in the Tem ple merely as 
decoration. T h a t Josephus does not hint a t a Jewish meaning or a t any m eaning for it 
by no means precludes the possibility tha t it had a meaning, since his exoteric account of 
Judaism  is in general so superficial. I must myself connect this vine w ith the chalice on 
the coins and conclude tha t the natural reference of both would be to a ritualistic drinking 
of wine which was of great im portance in Judaism  from at least the m iddle of the first 
century before Christ. This, m ay I repeat, would be the im m ediate conclusion from such 
evidence in any other religion of the day and environm ent.51

T he last im portant manifestation of the vine in Jewish art of the period is tha t at 
D ura. This vine, the most im portant single one of all, is preserved in a  highly unsatis­
factory condition, and experts in ancient painting who have examined the original by no 
means agree on its history or reconstruction. T he difficulty is th a t it was twice painted 
and th a t almost instantly upon its exposure to the sun the underpainting came out to 
blend w ith the overpainting in a way to make a satisfactory reconstruction of either quite 
impossible. Indeed, from hearing the technicians who have examined the painting discuss 
it, I am  not a t all convinced th a t there are not more than  two layers of painting in some 
parts.

H . F. Pearson, who worked with the painting after it had been finally cleaned, recon­
structed the original vine as in fig. 117,52 where it is more like a tree than  a vine. I t  has at 
the left of its base a table w ith some peculiar thing upon it, a “ round object” beneath it; 
on the right, heraldic felines face each other over a strange device.

H . J . Gute, who worked with the painting in earlier stages, when it had not been 
cleaned bu t when, as he pu t it, “ more of the original paint was still there,” reconstructed 
the first stages of the painting as in fig. 118,53 where the vine grows from a vase a t the 
bottom 54 and opens a t the top to make room for a king enthroned, wearing the oriental 
trousers of all the royal figures at D ura, and with two little throne guards a t the front in 
white Greek dress. W ithin the vine he saw a t the left an O rpheus figure in conventional cap 
playing the lyre, a spread eagle of the Syrian type behind him, a large lion in the center of 
the vine facing him, together with a duck and a smaller bird. U nder the vine are the table 
and lions as in Pearson’s drawing. T he table Gute saw as Pearson did, bu t under it,
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51. We shall find below, V I, 128, that the vine 
was often a symbol of Israel in the Old Testament 
and with the rabbis, but, it would seem, not in a 
way to inspire the usages of the vine which we are 
here pointing out.

52. From an original drawing by Pearson re­
produced by permission of the Yale University

Art Gallery.
53. From an original drawing by Gute repro­

duced with his permission.
54. All that is left of the vase is a very clear frag­

ment of its upper right corner. If Gute saw this 
detail correctly, his reconstruction of the rest of the 
vase is unavoidable.



where Pearson saw the “ round object,” he has draw n a round crossed cake of the sort 
fam iliar from M ithraism  and Christianity alike. The cross has here presum ably no sig­
nificance other than  to indicate tha t the object is a little loaf of bread,55 and this we should 
have supposed was m eant by the “ round object” also, so we may say the two experts agree 
upon a bread symbol under the table. U pon the table as G ute draws it is a quite unex­
plained object; one guess would be tha t it is a bowl of some kind. Pearson has added a 
detail, however, which is most im portant, for he shows it w ith the vertical stripes which 
distinguish the semicircular banqueting cushion or bolster we have already found twice 
on Jewish gold glass behind the table of the fish meal, as well as upon pagan and Christian 
sacram ental and eschatological holy meals.56 The bolster is to be viewed here not as an 
object on the table but as actually arched behind the table in the way it usually appears. 
T he table is thereby definitely marked, along with the bread symbols, as being of ritu ­
alistic, or a t least of mystic, reference.

Opposite the table is the pair of ram pant leonine animals as Pearson drew them. In  
G ute’s draw ing a large vase or crater is between them. W hat is above their heads seemed 
to Gute to be a pair of snakes, w ith heads toward each other. All of this belonged, accord­
ing to Gute, to the earliest painting: bu t since the corner of the large central vase beneath 
the vine in his draw ing overlapped the lion on the left, the two could not originally have 
stood in the same design, a fact which suggests, a t least here, three attem pts a t painting 
something acceptable, since still another design, we shall shortly see, was afterward 
painted over this. I t  m ay well be th a t G ute’s da ta  should be interpreted to m ean that 
the throne group a t the top of the vine was not in the first painting, since he himself 
shows vine leaves overlapping the white robes of the throne-guards. But du  M esnil agreed 
with G ute th a t these vine leaves on the robes suggested th a t the guards, like the O rpheus 
group below, were standing within the vine in the original painting.

O f this m uch we are reasonably sure, however: the first painting seems to have 
begun with a  vine, with the table and the ram pant lions over the vase, or over Pearson’s 
peculiar filigree design. W hether this earlier stage of the design contained O rpheus and 
the animals in the vine, with the throne group above, or these were added only in a 
secondary stage of the earlier design, I shall not attem pt to say. But Gute has convinced 
me tha t a t one time the painting looked very m uch as he has sketched it. A t this stage it 
was the only large painting in the room and stood directly above the niche which served 
as the Torah  shrine, with the small symbols painted upon it.57 This vine must be con­
sidered of the greatest importance, then, and while Pearson thinks th a t O rpheus and the 
throne group were not in the original picture, Pearson and G ute agree th a t the mystic 
table on one side and the lions ram pant on the other were both there. G ute has further 
draw n two large bowls, one at the base of the vine, one beneath the ram pant lions, and 
it seems incredible tha t he is wrong in both cases, as Pearson would have us believe. But 
we do not need them, for even in  Pearson’s draw ing of vine, bread, table, cushion, and
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55. See above, pp. 62-76.
56. See above, p. 10.

57. See above, III, fig. 602; cf. I, 230 f.



lions we have a design which would again in any religion but Judaism  have been taken 
as direct proof th a t the cult which used the room celebrated most im portantly a sacrament 
of bread and wine and th a t the cult had such historic relation to Dionysiac celebrations 
th a t the Dionysiac vine and lions were in keeping there. I t  must be recalled, also, that 
this painting was before the eyes of the worshipers above the T orah  shrine a t a place 
where in other cults the most sacred symbols were commonly represented. H ere in a 
M ithraeum  would be the slaying of the holy bull; here in a  Christian church would, if 
possible, be the most impressive picture in the room for stim ulating devotion. And here, 
in the synagogue, are a vine and a table equipped w ith bread and a banqueting cushion, 
with, presumably, a t least one great wine bowl. “ Decoration” seems to me an  impossible 
re treat before its almost speaking symbolism.

T he history of this picture confirms such an impression, for to it was added an 
O rpheus and a throne scene. W hether these were added to an originally complete design, 
as Pearson says, or were p art of the first drawing as Gute and K raeling believe, is unim ­
portant. T he fact is th a t soon, if not from the first, the vine was felt to be inadequate in 
itself. T o  explain its m eaning O rpheus and the throne scene were included. O rpheus is 
quite undeniable, playing a lyre to the lion, duck, dove, and eagle. W hat connection 
there could be between O rpheus w ith his lyre and the throne group is by no means at 
once apparen t bu t will become clear, I believe, from Jewish traditions.

I have not seen it recalled in this connection th a t during the Second Revolt of a .d . 

132, w hen Judaism  seemed to be expressing itself in the most direct symbols, a lyre ap­
peared on nine of the coins preserved, and on four of these a bunch of grapes appeared 
on the other side, as in fig. 115.68 T he lyre is thus by no means unparalleled in Jewish 
symbolism, and we now see th a t its conjunction on the Jewish coins w ith a  wine symbol 
is likewise probably meaningful. T h a t the lyre on the coins was thought to be the lyre of 
Orpheus, or th a t the player a t D ura  was ever called O rpheus by the Jewish worshipers, 
is the least likely explanation. Borrowings were not m ade tha t way unless religions were 
avowedly being fused, which there is as little cause to suspect a t D ura as in  the fanatical 
Bar K okba revolt, or in Christianity. But the lyre w ith grapes was actually on the coins, 
and an  O rpheus figure plays the lyre in the vine to the birds and lion a t D ura. In  early 
Christian art, where O rpheus frequently appears playing to animals,59 this design would 
mean the saving presence of Christ or of the Logos w ithin the eucharistie dispensation of 
grace. Everywhere it seems to have m eant the power of the spiritual (or of a Savior) to 
calm the turbulence of our m aterial natures. I t  is hard  to suppose th a t the O rpheus at 
Dura m eant anything essentially different, though he would certainly have been given 
some Jew ish nam e like David. But it is useless to argue about the name, since when we 
had agreed upon a name, or even determ ined from some lost source his identity, it would 
still not be the David of the O ld Testam ent who was represented, bu t a new David within 
a great vine who had power to charm  the animals—that is, it would be a David who

58. Cf. Reifenberg, Coins, nos. 172, 178, 188, (lulab?) within a wreath,
with grapes; 176, 184, with name inscribed within 59. For a review of Orpheus in Christian art see
a wreath; and 192, 199, 205, with palm branch Leclercq in CL, “ Orphée,” X II, 2735-2755.
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was the spiritual equivalent of, or who had the qualities associated by others with, Orpheus 
and Christ.

Clearly we must stop just a m om ent to ask w hat qualities Christ and O rpheus had 
in common, for it would be a Jewish adaptation of those common qualities, not neces­
sarily the peculiar qualities of either, which we should expect in the Jewish Orpheus. T h a t 
is, we should expect tha t the Jews, since they borrowed Orpheus, borrowed him  for w hat 
we are calling his inherent value. The greatest difference between O rpheus and Christ 
was the total absence in O rpheus of the personal quality of Christ. O rpheus was a leg­
endary figure, of little im portance in himself, so little tha t it is now impossible to determ ine 
tha t he ever existed at all. “ The legend was real, if Orpheus was not.” 60 I t was not Orpheus 
the person but the hymns th a t through the years accum ulated about his nam e which 
were of such great importance, especially in later Greek tradition. H e was the mythical 
(disputed, even in antiquity) author of certain poems; he was given the honor of having 
founded certain teletai, or mysteries, usually dedicated to Dionysus but sometimes to other 
gods as well, if indeed he was not thought to be the founder of all mysteries in general. 
But he was himself never the one worshiped in the mysteries, so far as we have any knowl­
edge. As such his figure could be appropriated for Christ, as Dionysus or the object of a 
pagan cult could not, for he represented th a t inspiration by which mysteries were founded: 
“ Christ is our O rpheus,” the Christian pictures could say, precisely because Orpheus 
was himself so nebulous. The identification m eant for Christ th a t Christ had founded the 
Christian mysteries and tha t his teachings too had power to tam e the anim al in man.

T he connection in Judaism  seems to have been more direct, for while O rphic hymns 
had originally sung of m any gods, and in particular of Dionysus, in later times Neoplato­
nism and a higher type of monotheism in general were developing, and new “ O rphic” 
and  “ Sibylline” poems were forged, which expressed the point of view of these new groups. 
Long before Philo’s time the “ O rphic” point of view in this new sense, along with the 
specific O rphic poems, was altered and claimed for Judaism  and m ade to teach the basic 
principles of the Jewish Mystery. In  By Light, Light I quoted an O rphic poem of the cosmic 
throne of God in its original pagan form and then the same passage as it was adapted to 
Judaism  by Aristobulus the Jew .61 The pagan version describes the universal God whom 
no hum an eye can behold; the other makes an exception of Moses, who did see God. 
In  both versions there is a road to the throne of God which is God’s own Stream  of Light, 
or his Logos, and to ascend it is to achieve perfection. O rpheus the poet, in the pagan 
version, himself got from God his information about the path; in the Jewish version he 
apparently  learned it from Moses, for he does not speak otherwise, he says, than  as is 
taught in Moses’ Law, just as Philo later insists th a t Plato got all his philosophy from 
Moses in the Torah. A third fragment, “Jewish Sibylline” 62 in character, is clearly another 
reworking of the same O rphic original but has become an impassioned plea to men to 
renounce darkness and tread the path  of Light to this God. Judaism  does not specifically

6o. I. M. Linforth, The Arts of Orpheus, 1941, 167. 61. By Light, Light, 279-281.
I find myself in thorough general agreement with 62. Quoted in ibid., 285 f.
this book.
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