
Isometrie plw of the synagogue at Ostia. The arrow points to the entrance. 
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THB RECENT DISCOVERY of a synagogue al Ostia, the 
prosperous pori of ancient Rome, fills a gap that has 
been noticed by every student who has concerned 
himself wilh the hislory and archaeology of the site. 

It was nothing shorl of astonishing thai no record 
had ever been found of the presence of Jews in a 
town that was noi only a busy commercia! port but 
was so closely bound to Rome with its long and well 

, attested tradition ·of a Jewish community. Both Clas-
sica! and Hebrew sources are completely silent on the 
matte,, and archaeology was equally so-or, to put it 
more accurately, the archaeological evidence was so 
scarce and incomplete as to be very dubious. The 
enhre evidence for the existence of a Jewish com-
munity at Ostia rested on a Latin tomb inscription of 
the geru,iarch* Caius Iulius Iustus found at Castel 
Porziano, and on a group of to~b inscriptions in 
~hich were formerly at the Bishop's Palace in 

• Chicf of the council of tbc Jewish community. 

Porto. The fust is incondusive because, owing to a 
break in the stone, we lack: the name of the piace in 
which Iustus' congregation was located ; and the other 
inscriptions may very well bave come from Rome. 
Bui now the discovery of a synagogue proves beyoad 
question the presence of a flourishing Jewish corn-
munity at Ostia and at the same time lends new 
validìcy to the evidence of these inscriptions. 

The synagogue was discovered by accident during 
work on the expressway to the new intematio~l ~ir-
port, Leonardo da Vinci, at Fiumicino. The buildmg 
slood near the shore at the edge of the towa-such a 
location seems to bave been common among the 
synagogues of the Diaspara-and was aligned with a 
series of buildings, as yel only partly excavated, be-
tween the sea and the Via Severiana. 

During the first season of excavation (1961) the 
Department of Antiquities of Anetent Osba brought 
to light the main hall of the synagogue and some of 
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'Ihe aedicula of tbc Torah restorcd, and adjoiaing columns aad architraves replaced in their originai position. 

Synagogue continued 
the rooms connected with it, and carried out some 
restoration of the excavated area, including the re-
erection of fallen columns. During the second season 
(1962) the whole building was completely excavated, 
the mosaics and part of the floor, clone in opus secti/e, 
were taken up and repaired and strengthened, and 
one of the walls of tbe main hall, which had fallen 
in, was re-erected-a delicate and difficult _operation. 
The removal of tbe floor permitted tbe taking of 
soundings, which could throw light on various phases 
of the bui!ding's history. 

From tbe masonry and tbe style of tbe mosaics and 
~eliefs, it was apparent that the building, in its most 
tmportant phase, was unquestionably of tbe fourth 
ccntury A.D. Howev~r, it was dear that this building 
st~d upon an_ earI,er one whose masonry, in opus 
rettculatum, pomted to a ~ate in the first century A.D. 
The problem was to decide whetber this, too, had 
been a synagogue or whether, as elsewhere ( e.g., at 
Dura Europos and De!os) , it had originally served 
:mother purpose and was turned into a synagogue only 
m tbe fourth century. 

io~ OF ALL, le~ us examine the appearance of the 
·1s bc~tury ed1fice. The synagogue, togetber witb 
I su s1 iary rooms, occupies a rectangular space 
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36.60 x 23.50 m. (119 x 76½ feet). The front 
faces east-southeast, that is, toward Jerusalem. The 
main entrance to the whole complex is near its 
eastern corner in the long northeast wall; it opencl 
on the Via Severiana. The doorway was flanked 
two pilasters of which only the bases, cnvered with 
marble veneer, still . remain. Passing through this 
entrance and down two steps, one enters a sort of 
narrow vestibule. At the foot of the steps is a w,ll 
over which was found a marble well~head carved with 
a wave pattern. Along the southeast wall of the 
vestibule was a series of small chambers, now un• 
fortunately almost completely destroyed. Tue wall oo 
the opposite side of the vestibule has five openings: 
three are doors to the synagogue proper, two to 1 

good-sized room in which an oven was uncovered. 1 
The synagogue itself is oblong (24.90 x 12.50 m, ' 

81 x 40½ feet) and is divided laterally into thr« / 
parts: at the front an area with a mosaic Boor 
set a little lower than the rest of the synagogue; 
then an imposing inner gateway formed ,0f f~ I 
columns in gray marble with Corinthian capitals an 
bases of white marble, and approached by two SlepS 
set between tbe first pair of columns of tbe gatew•r• 

d . P 1 ,ec1111, 
finally the large innermost area, floore in ° II art 

To dose otf this innermost area from the [orepe<O 
of the synagogu~, screen walls were erected betw 

. !ls of the building and the inner pair of 
th< 51 de wa to the height of their capitals. In the 
,oJumns ~] which ran to the northeast wal! was a 
,c1een wafitted with a metal grating, as we can teli 
doorw•Y es in the column that served as doorpost. 
f,orD trac wall which joined the southwest wall was ,,.,,, screen . , . 
'" r in piace m the structure s last phase-,t 
• 0):: removed to mal« way for the erection of an 
h• . / to receive the Ark of the Covenant; we 
,,J~cP :me soundings in the podium that supported 

e 
5 
dicula and discovered unmistakable remains 

th" w"' wall that originally stood there. So we can 
of 1 'de that originally this inner area had three 
eone u ces corresponding not only in number but also 
~tr~n to' the three openings in the entrance walI that 
10 s1ze . 
divided the front sect1on of the synagogue from the 
,estibule. Then, later, one was blncked up by the 
aedicula, for the Torah shri_ne. . 

The aedicula IS a typ1Ca! structure, though 1ts 
sition, standing free and by itself, is thus far un-

~ra!le!ed. Made in o pus villalmn ( regolar courses of 
bricks and small tufa blocks) , it is set on a podium 
!ofty enough to require an approach of four steps; 
and it has an apse. In front of the ends of the apse 
stand two colonnettes of marble with composite 
capitals; the colonnet~es were partially . incor~rated 
in the pcdium when, m the course of time, th1s was 
,xpanded by the addition of a projecting front face 

decorated with li tt!e niches veneered witb I . h 
marble. ln to tbe ends of the pofixyc rome d f . apse were ed tbe 
en _s o two arch1traves which run out to rest oa the 
cap1taJs of lh~ colonncttes. The architraves end io 
corbels ?" ."'.h1ch are carved, in rclief so Jow as to be 
almost IIlC1S1on, the wel! known symbols found so 
often on monumcnts of Jewish art: the menorah 
(seve~-branched candlestick) flanked by tbe shofar 
( ram s horn ) on tbe right and, on tbe left, by the 
ltdab (palm branch) and ethrog (citron). Here tbc 
candelabrum 1s show~ sta_nd!ng on three small, plaio 
fe_et and decorated w1th mc1sed designs in imitation 
of gems. The outer sides of the two architra,,es have 
simple cornices. Each of the inner sides, which are 
carelessly worked, has a deep cutting to receive a 
transverse member which served either to connect the 
two or to support the pediment that must have 
crowned the ensemble. The reliefs themselves pre-
serve traces of gilding. 

It has been mentioned that a free-standing ae-
dicula such as this one has not bcen found in other 
synagogues. However, its externaJ aspect--colon-
nettes, apse, small staircase in front-is reminiscent of 
the niche cut into tbe wal! of the synagogue at Dura 
Europos and of the Ark as it appears on certain Jew-
ish gold glasses, on mosaics in late synagogues and 
on reliefs ( e.g., tbe one in Pekiin and particularly tbc 
one in the catacombs of Beth She'arim). 

Clostr view of the aedicula with its colonnettcs and architraves endiag in corbcls. --~--
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Tbc mcnorah, or seveo-branched candlestick-a relief on the corbel of the architrave 
of the aedicula. 

Synagogue cootioucd 

In regard to the shape of the aedicula, an inscrip-
tion connected with the synagogue at Side, in Asia 
Minor, is of interest. In this document a certain Isakis 
records that he contributed the Boor of the synagogue 
between the ambo11 and the 1imma (= 1igma). Now, 
the ambon that he mentions must refer to the bema, 
or pulpit, from which the Law was read. What mean-
ing the other term has is less dear. However, con-
sidering the simiJarity between the form of the lunate 
sigma (which looks like a Roman C) and the pian of 
the Torah shrine at Ostia, there is a possibility that 
1imma refers to some such structure. Moreover, in 
the Ostia synagogue, set against the slightly curved 
baclc wall of the inner hall is a kind of podium 
reached by a set of steps extending toward the center, 
and this poclium, in my opinion, served as the bema. 
( In this innermost part of the ha!J were found two 
fallen_ col~mns of white marble, whose height and 
matenal d1ffer from the four columns of the inner 
propylaeum. Tue foundation of the one which is stili 
in 1il11 shows that they were not aligned with the 
other columns.) 

The part of the synagogue that lay between the 
?ateway and. the vestibu!e was divided Iongitudinal!y 
mto thre_e a1sles. Tue partitions, whose method of 
construction reveals a late date, could have been no 
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higher than balustrades, as we can tell from a portion 
preserved between the left and middle aisles. 

Each of the three aisles was served by one of the 
entrances leading off the vestibule, and each had a 
black and white mosaic floor with its own squared 
border and decorative motif. The floor in the right-
hand aisle had a centrai decoration consisting of a 
square endosing a rosette inscribed in a hexagon, a 
type well known in Jewish art; near the doorway was 
a shallow basin, probably for ab!utions (the door 
itseJf opened directly on to the basin and must there• 
fore bave been, for all practical purposes, of very 
little use) . In the center aisle the mosaic pavement is, 
unfortunately, in a ruinous state; only alongside the 
main entrance are there remains-traces of a panel 
crudely decorated with a chalice and some circular 
object which may be a loaf or a stylized crown. The 
Jeft-hand aisle, whose floor was set on the higher 
Jevel of the inner hall, had a mosaic of pJain white 
with a black border. Communication between this 
aisle and the inner hall was effectively blocked by the 
aedicula housing the Ark. Tue right side of this 
aisle was formed by the baJustrade mentioned abo~e, 
and the left by a wall in late op111 vit1at111n, wh1ch 
originally must bave reached up to the roof of the 
edifice. There were two small doorways in the left· 
hand wall; one led to the room with the oven for 
cooking, the other to a short corridor from which one 

Mosaic fioor in one aisle of the forcpart of thc syn-
agogue, with a geometrie design. 
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Synagogue continued 

cntered a large room parallel to tbe main hall of the 
synagogue. This room has the remams_ of a mosa,c 
Ooor decorated with a styhzed bra1d motif. Along two 
of its sides there ran a rather wide bench. I have so 
far been unable to determine the purpose of this 
room; it may have becn for meetings or for the school 
where the Law was taught, or-a thought prompted 
by the cxceptionally wide bench which calls to mind 
the benches the ancients ·reclined on-a hostel for 
pilgrims. Such hostels were a pari of many syna• 
gogues; the one al Jerusalem menti on ed in the in-
scription of a certain Theodotus is a case in point. 

In its final phase the chamber with the oven had a 
rough fioor of earth, ash and fragments of marble 
and terracotta, which may bave been connected with 
the foundation of the cooking area itself or with the 
crection of a marble-topped table found here, which 
was perhaps used for kneading un!eavened bread. In 
removing this Ooor, we found some !amps decorated 
with the menorah and uncovered a fine floor in white 
and black mosaic with a variety of decorative motifs: 
a large square with a meander and rosettes, and vari-
ous arrangements of squares and of checkerboard 
patterns. The style and leve! of these mosaics show 
that they are connected with those described above. 
Ev!dently, in some later stage of the synagogue·s 
extst_ence were added the oven, the table and the sup-
portmg pillar, of which traces remain near the middle 
of the room. Tue transformation also induded sinking 
into the floor a series of large jars connected to each 
other by low plinths covered with large tiles. This 
last IS rather strange equipment, bui the jars could 
bave served f?7 the storing of wine, olive oil and 
other commod1ttes. 

Such was the appearance of the synagogue and the 
roonas connected "."ith il from the beginning of the 
fourth century untll the lune il was abandoned in the 
co_u'.se of the fifth century, when the city was de-
climng. For we know that at the beginning o/ the 
fowth. century Ostia was separai ed administrativel 
from tb po_rts and, consequently, began lo lose i~ 
commerciai importance. It probably served for a while 
as a res1dcnttal ce~ter, and then its inhabitants grad-
ually abandoned ,t when barbarian invasions de-
popul~tJOn of the countryside and consequenl 
hcalthmess of tbc area made life insccure. un. 

LET us TURN NOW to tbc earlier structur 
we can . describe il from the evidence o:--::. besi 
re-used m the later structure and /rom th d ~nry 
both in the lorepart of the e soun mgs synagogue and in the 
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room with the oven, which were extended decp 
enough to reach virgin soil. . 

This earlier building, as is shown by the wal\~ 
opus rellcu/at11m preserved throughout the "'.hole sy h< 
gogue and in the ''cooking room " was Iim1ted tot . . ' d h ,nosaic space occup1ed by these two areas. Un er t e ,rt 
pavements o/ the room with the oven and the fore~,1, 
o/ ,;"e synagogue was /ound a fioor of cocCfO~ bi< 
- pounded pottery." In this area, too, there wer f\; 
benches fully 1.93 m. wide ( 6¼ feet), forming a:"' 
along the southwest wall. We have observe . ;1 
lraces o/ dividing walls in this first phase,,;, 
would seem thai the area covered by the cc< 

View of th . · ....._ . _ .. ,_... . 
e room w1th the oven for cooking. Note the remains of mosaic floors with geometrie patterns. 

:to pavement constituted at this time a single sh,; tn front o/ the large chamber lor prayer. Its 
go reca!Is the vestibule of the /ourth-century syna-
t1t!'t'; and, with the benches, the room that adjoined 
fied •: syna~ogue. Therefore we are probably justi-
lormed ?posm? that when this chamber was trans-
wer ' he vesttbule and the room with the benches 

I e cons_tructed to serve as replacements. 
n an int d' of the firs erme iate phase, between the synagogue 

subdiv t century A.O. and that of the /ourth, some 
light ~sfi°s were made in this chamber by means of 
traces 5 covered with painted stucco; we have found 

0 such walls under the balustrade walls which 

were put up in the /ourth century (see page 198) . 
Tue two doors o/ the "cooking room" and the 

larger door that formed the main entrance from the 
vestibule to the synagogue go back to the earliest 
period. On the other hand, the two smaller doors to 
the synagogue were made at some later time. Two 
Jarge doors in t!ie northeast side of the building were 
dosed up in the /ourth century A.O. 

The four columns of the inner propylaeum belong 
to the first-century building, for their foundations 
seem to be contemparary with the buìlding in opus 
retic11/a111m. Clearly, however, the columns bave un-
dergone some slìght rearrangement, perhaps when 
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. f h olumns of the ccntral gateway, belonging to thc 6rst-cen-Thc foundauons o t e e 
tury building. 
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the C<lifice was rebuilt. 
It secms unlikely, at least so far as our present 

koowledge goes, that the originai pian envisioned 
the grtat hall with benches and the vestibule with 
moms attached on its southeast side. On the other 
band. the well very likely goes back to the originai 
period, although it was then outside the building and 
DDt inside, as in the fowth century. In fact, the 
awble well-head with a wave pattern that wc found 
just inside the vestibule entrance stands on top of an 
older well in opus relir11/t1t11m with an cxterior wall 
ltuccoed in red and with a small square stuccoed basin 
llbchcd to it. 

There is yet more proof that the building of the 
&at ccntury was a synagogue: when wc removed the 
late op,11 ucJile floor of the large inner ha!J, wc found 
t11ccs of seats running along the side and rear walls, 
'«y much like those in the synagogucs of Galilee. 
This. plus thc simiJarity in plan bctwecn thc originai 
and thc later structure, in my opinion, proves that 
from thc out~t the building was intcnded to serve as 
1 synagogue, 

FinaUy, a fortunate discovery has made it possible 
to n~inforce this conclusion. Wc found, among the 
DUteriaJ rc-used far repairs to the floor of the hall at 1 

late date, an almost complete inscription of tbc late ! S<cond century or the beginning of the third. In it a 

.....___ 

certain _Mi~d is Faustos states that "for the Emperor's 
wcll-b~mg . (these words alone-pro sal111e Augusti 
-are 10 Latin; the rest of thc inscription is in Greek) 
he arranged to have built and put in place a "container 
for the sacred Iaw." There can be no doubt, I think. 
that he was refcrring to the Ark of the Covenant. 
This inscription thus reveals that in the second and 
third centuries the building was also a synagogue, 
and fumishes proof of the continuity of use between 
the original edificc and the enlarged and rebuilt 
version of the fourth century. 

Though some points stili need clarification, we can 
now affi.rm that the Jewish community of Ostia had 
its own synagogue from the first century A.O. on. 
This, to be surc, is not in any way startling news, 
since that was when Ostia was at the peak of its 
prosperity. However, it should be rioted that the com-
munity must still have been rich and Aourishing in 
the fourth century, if at this time it was ab le to re-
sto re, enlarge and decorate its house of prayer wìth 
some elegance. 
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