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All(Jll1EOLOG(C.&L ------------..:.:_:•~~- ~S~l!lC'l'ION 
Nu 2i61· E MOST ANCIENT SYNAGOGUE KN . e other purpose ·t had t,een used for som to a synagogue o,carn~)~~ly )>een translo~m•<\tour conclus1ons. 

~NUMENTAL REMAINS: THE NEWL V D~WN FR.orvr osTIA SYNAGOGUE IN ITS FIRST AN;COVER.Eo CENTURY A.D. PHASES. FOUR.1 1-1 Hy Dr, MARIA FLORUNI SQUARCUPINO DI 
, rector oJ tA. •.rcav.tlon. r-rEEN miles !rom Rome, on the ancient sea silent while - R Frr • re are the ruins ol Roman Ostia , which conne'cted ll 111 

omc, to wluch Ostia '!'~t ;t the mouth of the Tiber in the 4th document~d ~e~•stcnceofthcJcwisl; c~:,~:• cloxet ;-was b 8 e as a defence for Rome towards the almost from J ~.u-y and archa,0Jug, 1 
111111 ly " cen101?;0";e~er. the lunction o_f Ostia was not Actuall i~e lflllrung ol Ute ist ~'.,~,~ltl.·111 e ~•\cd solely to defence. The nver port was also lor a Jewish comOS!ia_ the archa!olog,c,ll 

0
:Y 11 <... unu rtant for Rome, lor imports from overseas; pletc that it . ~unity was so scanty -•n•I •dc11cc ,n,dP" as the power of Rome grew, so also Ost ia, non-existent m,Thg ld almost have bce 11 ' "" 1nc1"'" 

~n • bo e 
· e ocmnentatio "'u rn•u 

Ron1e's har ur, gr w. funerary inscription in I t· n re, 1, ,i Hp,11, ti .a •n ol the •e (that 1s t . ~ g,r1t q,t r r<n o s.1.y lh,, t.'•1 t f the council of li L " community) Ca •e J c•,.,,h 
lustus, IQund "'t I 11i1u, t o th So ,.w ,,,,i., e uth ol 0,1 ,~ ,1 
Castel Porz1ano, a.n,t ,;11. :.1. 
group ol lunerary •nscnp­
tions 111 Greek fr,rmerl 
preserved in thc !::pi,,} 
p1um near the Pon of 
Ostia. But lor vannus 
reasons thtSe mscnpt1on~ 
might give rise lo dis­cuss1on. 

The d1scovery ol a 
synagogue (of the house ol 
prayer and meeLJng piace 
of tbe communit y), whilc 
provmg the undoubted 
ex1stence of a ftourishing 
commumty ,n the city, also 
gave new importance to 
the previous testimonies. 

The synagogue was dis­
covered by chance while 

FIG. 1- PART OF THE BADLY PRESERVEO BLACK..t.liO-WHITE IIOSAIC FROII THE FRONT the road to thc lnterna-PART OF THE HALL OP THE OSTlA SYNAGOGIIE. ON TKE LEFT CAN BE SEEN A CIIAUCE IN tional Airport Leonardo OUTUNE, IN TKE CENTRl! A ROUND OBJECT WKICK IIAY REPRESENT A LOAF. da Vinci was being con-
structed. I t stood on the outskirts of t he ancient 

The excavations, which bave continued with­out interruption from the middle of last century, have revealed the anc1ent caslr11m (the fortified military camp) of the 4th century B.C., as well as the phases of development of the Republican and Imperia! town. 
The most striking feature of Imperia! Ostia is tbe modernity of its streets and houses, tali apartment blocks, strongly built and well lighted, so difierent from the houses of Pompei, but very like the houses and streets of Rome in the 2nd ccntury A.o. 
The excavations bave also revealed a wide variety of cults: temples of old Latin divinities (such as the Capitolium, built in the centre of the town at the north end of the Forum, for the tradi­tional cult of Jupiter, Juno and Minerva) and sanctiJ~es of orientai gods such as Cybele, Isis -nd Serapis, Mithras. 
But Ostia was primarily a harbour town, and so warehouses are among its most distinctive buildings. We also find plenty of evidence, especiaUy in funerary reliefs, of the town's trades. Most of these trades had guilds, and the guilds had socia! centres, most of which bave been excavated. 

town ol Ostia towards 
the shore, in accordance 
with a fairly widespread 
custom among the syna­
gogues of the Diaspora, 
and la y between the sea 
and an ancient road (the 
Via Severiana), in con­
tinuation of a row of 
buildings that bave only 
been partly excavated. 

In the first campaign 
of excavation, in 1961 , 
the Direction of Anti­
quities of Ostia brought 
to light the hall of the 
synagogue and some of 
the adjoining rooms 
(Fig. 5) . The restoration 
of the excavated part 
was carried out at the 
same time, and the 
columns were raised 
(Figs. 2 , 3, 6, 8, 12). In 
the second campaign of 
1962, t he whole building 
was excavated, and the 
mosaics and part of the 
op..s settile of the pave­
ment were lifted. Also 
one of the faUen walls 
of the synagogue was 
raised-a very delicate 
and diflicult operation. 

, antie 4th century. f~~~~~venes bave proved lii will ,t.ite that th~ a t edilice was a synagogue l oven the ear ,es . that 6) • nagogue w1th the (Fi~ ·4th.century A -
1
~ { rectangular space inJng roomB occup b 2 50 rn .) with one of adJ~ ft. by 77 ft. (3>-60 eiJt-~uth-e~t. that is to t 0 3•,bort aides tacing The main entrance ol th8 wards Jerusalem. cd b two p,la.sters, :~ :!llplex, prhobatl-r t~~rian/and led intoha ed out of t e I d vestibu le, on t e o~ of corridor or ~I~n!~\ row of littJe rooms to th-ea!t ~ide of wbic tirely destroyed (Fig. 10). :ÌortunatelY alrnr~:nprayer hall, tbat is to sa~ tbree doon ° de of which was t1;1me :e trne synagogue, the ~ on to this vestJbule . ards J erusalem, ope f t of the synagogue toW - of the ron . h Tbe orientation I City is characterist,c of t e towards the Ho y es so far known to us--those oJdestgroupo~~:fack to the 3rd century A.D. of Ga)ilee-~ cft g8 in. by 41 ft. 1_ in. (24.90 m . Th• ball, 1 ~ wide), has a slightly curv_ed Jong and 12.~o . Four marble columns w1th t,ack ~ (FigiJl· rise up in the rnidclle of the eorinthiaD cap rt of monumental entrance to hall _and form ao:°the synagogue (Fig. 6), where the ,nner part h shrine-that is to sa Y the s,te stands the :~: with the Scrolls of the Law was where the ru 

preserv1· ah shrine stands by itself between the The o[ the hall and tbe columns (Fig. 8) - lt !eft ~I o built in opus vittatum (a type of Late JS entire bucture in regular rows of srnaU tufa Roman and bricks) and has a high podium w1th blockst leading up in front, aud an apse. In four s ;~ ·11ars of the apse there were two small fro~~l~ co~J'~s with composite capitai~- Two ::Crutraves (Figs. 14 and I s) were grafted ,~to the i1lars of the apse, and rested on t_he cap1tals of ihe columns where they t erminated m brackets on which were sculptured m flat bas-rehef, almost like drawings, the well known symbols which ar~ often repeated in monuments of Hebrew -art. :e m,norah (seven-branched candlestick), flanked 

smagoga 
• 1. ••t,,11:'lflilA •UoaOIICTaCA - ·-........ __ 

Up to the present time more than twenty public baths, a large theatre and other public buildings have been brought to light. Through the monuments we can once more live the !ife of this town during the nine centuries of its !ife. The many statues and reliefs found in the excavations give us images of divinities, portraits of emperors, of magistrates of the town, and of ordinary people. The inscriptions inform us about religious beliefs, public administration, politics, trade, and ali the many aspects of the !ife of the people of Ostia. From t he proper names cited -in the inscriptions we know tbat in Ostia there lived people not only of the old Latin race, but also of other origins: 

The lifting of the 
pavement enabled us to 
begin tria! excavations 
in depth for the purpose 
of throwing light on the 

PIG. I . AN ASSONOMETRIC PU\N OF TKE OSTIA SYNAGOGUE IN lts t TH-CENTURY A.D. PKASE. TKE FOUR COLUMIIS IN THE CENTRE FORM A SORT OF IIONUIIENT AL ENTRANCE TO TRE IIIIIER PART, AND BESIDE TKEII STANDS TKE TORAH SKRINE WITK TWO COLUMMS AND APSIDAL BACK. Greek, Asiatic, Airican, Gaul, and Spanish. . And wbat is revealed by the names in the inscriptions is often confirmed by the individuai ethnical characteristics of the portraits. Llke e\'ery port and commerciai town, Ostia had a cosmopolitan population. · 
lt was therefore surprising that no clear memorials of the presence of the J ews in Ostia had been found unti! now. The classica! and · Jewish sources had both remained completely 

vicissitudes of the edifice. From the type of struc­ture of the walls and the style of the mosaics and of the reliefs, we know t hat, in its undoubted,
1 well-established phase, the synagogue belongs to the 4th century A.o . But it was evident that i~ bad been built upon a construction which, from the type of structure, could be dated to the end or the 1st century A.o . lt was a question of deciding whether this building had been a synagogue too, or if, as elsewhere (at Dura Europos and Delos, for 

on the right by a ram's hom, the shofar, and on the left by a palm branch, lulab, and a citron, etrog (Fig. 15). The reliefs show traces of gilding. Such an isolated Torah shrine is unknown in other synagogues, but its outward appearance, with columns and apse, is like that of the niche dug out of the wall in tbe synagogue of Dura E uropos, or that of the Ark of the Law in certain Jewish mosaics and glass objects decorated with gold, and in a relief of the [Con1inued oppo,ii,i. 
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osTIA SYNAGOGUE: 
rflE LUSIVE EVIDENCE 
co1C pROSPEROUS JEWISH 
Of lVIMUNITY IN THE PORT 
CO oF JMPERIAL ROME. 

. ,J] Jewish catacombs at Beth She'arim in 
c,n1••• ~ the jnner part of the synagogue of Ostia 
1sra~· f ont of the Torah shrine, and hacking on t~ 
jllSt ,n r al part of ~e back waU of ~be hall, there 
th• cen~urn, In this struc~re we m1ght re~ognise 
is • padi or pulpit from wh,ch the Sacred Scnptures 
th•,,,.,. d (Fig, 9), Two fallen marble columns, not 
.,ere ':me height as the other four, were found in 
of th~ errnost part of the hall. We bave scanty 
~ ";:1 ns of their origina! position. The front 
iJJdica f di• hall was di~ided into three sections by 
par! ~ustrades, Poss1bly the left-hand division 
Jo\11 have been ~~.rved for the women, while in 
""\ ht-ha.rtd div1SJon _there was a shallow basin 
th• .~ ablutions. This front part has black and 
for.~ rnosaic pavements, unfortunately badly pre­
wh• ~ but we can recognise in the decoration a 
stfV e' with a conventional rosette of a well-known 
squar in Hebrew art, and a pane! near the principal 
m>" ,way with a chalice and a round object, perhaps 
~foaf (Fig. I). Two other rooms "."ere joined to the 
_.,0gue. In one of these, wh,ch opened on to 
i~-;estibule (Fig. 4) we found an oven, a table 
,.,ith a ,narble top and some amp~oras ~unk in the 
pavernents, perhaps for preservmg wme, oil or 
othet foodstuffs. The room had a rough floor of 
earth, ash, marble and terracotta fragments, in 
which rnany terracotta lamps [ Con.1inued belo1e. 
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( FJG. 3. THE VERY LARGE ROOM AT TH - 2) THE LARGE SIDE BENCHES 

SUGGEST THAT IT WAS A MEETING-P~A~UTH.WEST SIDE OF THE SVIIAGOGUEDO(S;\~·SMALL ROOM WJTH MOSAJCS. 
• IN THE BACKGROUlfD, THE CORRI 

THE ROOM wtTH THE OVEN IN THE. SOUTH-EAST CORHE.R OF THE SITE (SEE FIG. 2) ANO THE MOSAIC FLOORS. IN THE 1ST CENTURY PHASE THlS WAS ALL PART OF A LARGER ROOM.. 

ntinu,d.] (Fig 13) with the seven-branched candlestick were found. But 
en this later floor was removed we discovered a mosaic pavement under­
ath, adomed with diHerent patterns, probably to be referred to a 2nd- or 
-century restoration. The other room, a very large one, is on the left-hand 
e of the synagogue (Fig. 3). lts most characteristic feature is wide benches 
n~ two sides, which bring the triclinium couches to mind. Perhaps it was a 
dmg pla~e, or the sch.oo! where the law was taught. This large chamber 

the vesbbule were bwlt m the 4th century A.D. Up to that time the syna­
e covered a less extensive area. In the 1st century A.D. the hall of the 

agogue .was limited to the inner part of the later hall. lt had three doors 
lront onentated towards J erusalem, and the main central door was flanked 

by the four columns afterwards re-employed in the 4th-century building. ~ong 
the sides and the back wall of the hall were masonry seats f~r the fatthf~I, 
seats that are typical of the synagogues found both in the Diaspora and m 
Palestine. In the Is_t century the front part of the .later synagogue hall, 
together with the " room of the oven," formed one s1~gle prolonged roo~, 
paved in coccwpa,lo (i.e., random pottery fragments, set In concrete) and w1th 
benches 6 ft. (2 m.) wide round three walls, towards the south-w~t. :niese 
benches are identica! in size and structure with those brought to hght m the 
hall adjoining the 4th-century synagogue. The prolo~ged shape of the r~om 
and its position calling to mind that of the later vesbbule, the ~resence m a 
part of it of wide benches, suggest that, in the lst-century (Continu•d overleaf. 
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THE STEPS LEADING UP TO THE REM.4 OR PULPIT- AGAINST THE BACK WALL OF THE 

MAIN HALL- WlTH OPUS SECTILE PAVEMENT SURROUNDING THEM. 
I 

Continued. J synagogue, this room had the same function which, in the 4th cen­
tury, was divided between the vestibule and the hall with the benches. Evidently 
these large benches, !ike /;/inai of the triclinia, had a very particular lunction 
and must have been indispensable annexes of the synagogue. Therefore, a lthough 
in the 1st century the edifice was less extensi\.e, it had similar equipment as 
that noted in the 4th-century synagogue. In the primitive building there was 
no shrine for the Torah, but probably, as supposed for other synagogues, the 
Scrolls of the Law were at that time kept in a movable cupboard which was 
taken into the synagogue during the ceremonies. Excavations in depth have 
also shown the presence of an intermediary phase between the Jst-century and 
the 4th-century synagogues. To this period ~ be ascribed thin walls dividing 

FIG. 13. FlVE OF THE MANV TERRACOTTA LAMPS FOUHD IN THE ROOM WITH THE OVEN. ALL 

BEAR THE MENORAII OR SEVEN-BRANCHEO CANDLESTICK. 

FIG. 10. THE LONG VeSTIBULE AT THE SOlJTH.EAST END. NEAR THE ENTRANCE CAM BESIT.Ji 

WELL, ANO, NEARER, THE THREE DOORS TO THE MAJN HALL. 

the primitive vestibule into four sections (Fig. 16), walls which prestr1et,": 

traces of paintings. And perhaps also to this period can be attributed the m": 
of the " room of the oven" (Fig. 4). This phase has not b,en com~"' 
c!eared up in its entire extension, but probably an inscription found re..roplc;, 
with many others, in a later restoration of the paving, can be referred lo "" 

works. It is an inscription with the first line written in Latin, whereas tbt_~ 
of the text is in Greek; the lower partis much mutilated. lt reads: " Miii 
Phaustos ... founded and erected at his own expense and placed the Ark ol c 
Sacred Law, for the Emperor's health . . . . " Mention of the ~Jk ol the i, 
might make one inclined to think that this Mindis Phaustos may · ,::,- '""' 
the Ark of the Torah and founded or reconstructed the [Continue , 

THE TWO ARCHITRAVES WHICH ORIGINALLY RESTEO ON THE PILLARS QF THE 7'o 
SHRINE (FlC. 8)- HERE UPSJDE DOWN. 



SKl'THMBEN ~Il. l!Jli:1- Tf-lE 11.LllSTHATEI> I.OXDox 

Ov.ER soME FOUR HUNDRED YEARS. 
OF OSTIA 

.----···-

FJC. l!li. THE ARCHITRAVES RBLl!P IN DETAIL: SIIOWING THE Ml-:,, ·ORAII Wlffl (BELOW, 

L. TOR.) THE PAI.M-BRAHCH (WLAO), CITRON (f:T/trH:1, ANO .,uoFAH IRAN'S HORN). 

Con1in11,d.J synagogue. As lor the dedication l'ro ,,.,,.,, Au&u11i- for the 

health of the Emperor-lhis is not unique because we know also from the 

literary sources lhat in the synagogues, especially in those of the Diaspora, 

there were columns, r.lip,a and also crowns dedicated to lhe emperors, especially 

if lhey had favoured the Jews. We shall now have lo try and establish which 

cmperor it was lor whosc health the inscription was placed, and we shall ha ve 

to see to which reconstruction or alteration of the synagogue it is to be referred. 

Perhaps future excavations will provide fresh evidence. So for it is sufficient to 

be able lo establish as a fact the uninterrupted life of lhe synagogue, and there­

fore of the Jewish community, from the Js t lo the 5th century A.O, And further­

,nore the size and decorum ol the edince even in lhe Jst century show that the 

J ewish community of Ostia must have already been establlshed in the city for 

PIC I TIIE UHIQUE ISOLATED mn,11/ SIIRIHE, Af'TlR RF!TOII,\. 

TIOH, WITII TIIF. ARCHITNAVtS IFICS. Il AHD lii IN PIACL 

t-ROlt t llE WEST. THIS 

. - - -- --------< 

. \, ' 
t • 

_Oll!:. __ g_.__ - . .:. '.,__ , 
AFTEH A MOSAIC IIAO OEEN LIFTF.0, A PAINTEO WALI. lfUGIIT PORf!GROUND) OP TIIP. 

l?AffLIHI SYNAGOCUE WAS REVEALED. 

some time, nnd must hnve rcached considerable prosperity lo be able lo buìld a 

synagogue o( such proportions. The lalcr altcralions, enlargemcnls and recon­

struction in the early 4th century prove lhnt also in this pcriod the community 

was large and ffourishing and rich. Besides bcing of locai inlcrest, thnt is to say 

in connection with the history of the town in which it rose, the synagogue o! 

Ostia has a particular intcresl of its own becausc in its planlmetry as well it 

differs from nearlr ali the synagoguc buildings known to us lo-day. In lact 

nlthough il present, certain chnracteristics that connect il with some o( lhem, · 

also has a very particular physiognomy of its own, Il may, indeed, be simìlar 

synagogues that are lost lo us lo-day, bui so far we can say it is a uniq 

cxample. And up to lhe present il has the singular privilege of being the 

ancient synagogue known lo us from the monumental rcmains. 
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