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SARDIS EXPEDITION 
FOGG ART MUSEUM • HARVARD UNIVERSITY 

CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS 02138 

Rabbi Daniel J. Silver 
26000 Shaker Boulevard 
Cleveland, Ohio 44122 

Dear Rabbi Silver, 

December 14, 197b 

We are most grateful to you for your generous dona­
tion of $30 to the Sardis Expedition Fund of the Fogg Art 
Museum, Harvard University. ~ 

• As you may have heard from Dr. Weisberg at the Museum, 
I shall be giving a lecture on "Recent Work at Sardis, Capi­
tal of Lydia," at the Cleveland 1useurn of Art on March 23, 
1977. I should plan to arrive in the afternoon of the 22nd 
and stay at least part of Thursday, the 24th. 

Because we are now vigorously engaged in the work on 
the publication of the great synagogue and shall need to 
find friends who might help us to bring worthily before the 
world the biggest ancient synagogue of the Diaspora to be 
uncovered, I am most anxious to have your advice and would 
also be interested in meeting any people you might suggest. 

I remember my colleague, Professor David 1itten speak­
ing with great enthusiasm of his conversations with you and 
I am greatly looking forward to having the privilege of 
meeting you. 

With the kindest personal regards, 

GMAll/rh 

Sincerely yours, 

f-r~#c:~· 
George M.A. Ha fmann 
Director, Archaeological 

Exploration of Sardis 

P.S. As you may have heard, Displaycraft in New York City 
is building a model of the synagogue for the Beth 
11atefutsoth Museum in Tel Aviv, and we are thinking 
of having a showing of it in New York City. 



SARDIS EXPEDITION 
FOGG ART MUSEUM • HARVARD UNIVERSITY 

CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS 02138 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 
The Temple 

December 21, 1976 

University Circle at Silver Park 
Cleveland, Ohio 44106 

Dear Rabbi Silver: 

I shall be happy to present a talk to an interested 
group, but I should much prefer the day after the museum 
talk, that is, March 24. 

As you may surmise, we have to find at least 
$25,000.00 funding for the final publication of that 
extraordinary Synagogue and any steps to spread interest 
is of great importance. 

Reciprocating your good wishes for a happy, healthy, 
peaceful and prosperous 1977, 

GMAH/cam 

Sincerely yours, 

f~ A.JI .;;7~-
George M.A. Hanfmann 
Director, Archaeological 

Exploration of Sardis 
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Mr. George M. A. Hanrmann 
Director, Archaeological Exploration of Sardi• 
Se."'·J ~s x ed hit,n 
Fogg A ;_t -useu ~, arvard Univer■ity 
Can_b L idgie, Mass. 0 2138 

Dear Mr. rianfmann: 

. .. , 
• • I \,, 

I ""' r.. ~ u t ~a c 1.. r o a b r ~ r .. id • • in t v a .. 11. ti~ 11 ._.. " .. ~ j 1i g ht e d 
at ··t1e ott-s· i i~;~i"-L I 1t4'1 , Peo e t y u l..) .l .\. et · .... ~~ .. st d 
p\.:vc>le Ln Cl~'fel1"1d iad n 1id - day on Thu sda;-, MaKh 24, I 
think what I will do is to hold the meeting here at my lace. 
I will invite the local rabbinate an ~ ~ fe\'r: ether• who have 
some special interests ln the history of the synagogue. 1 
kn.ow they are eager to hear what you have to tell them of 
the Sardi• synagogue and see your sli.-es. \ V e have all the 
facilities for aucb a presentation. If there ia anyone whom 
you would e■peclally want to invlte I hope you will not hesitate 
to send me hla name. 

I look forward also to bearing you the night before at the 
Muaeum. Wltb all good wiahea 1 remain 

Sincerely, 

Danlel .Jeremy Silver 

DJS:mp 



-

I: 

,. 

SARDIS EXPEDITION 
FOGG ART MUSEUM • HARV ARD UNIVERSITY 

CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS 02138 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 
The Temple 

January 31, 1977 

University Circle at Silver Park 
Cleveland, Ohio 44106 

Dear Rabbi Silver: 

I enclose a copy of a letter showing my tentative 
schedule. I assume that March 24 about 12:30 would still 
be convenient. I tried to reach you by phone, but did 
not reach you today. 

With the kindest regards, 

GMAH/cam 

Enclosures - 2 

Sincerely yours, 

,~ ,It✓ ,/{7{ -. 4 

George M.A. Hanfmann 
Director, Archaeological 

Exploration of Sardis 
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SARDIS EXPEDITION 
FOGG ART MUSEUM • HARV ARD UNIVERSITY 

CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS 02138 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 
The Temple 

February 1, 1977 

University Circle at Silver Park 
Cleveland, Ohio 44106 

Dear Rabbi Silver: 

With regard to your kind suggestion that I may ask 
anyone especially interested or useful, I should like to 
have your kind permission to invite our Synagogue 
specialist, Professor Andrew R. Seager (College of 
Architecture and Planning, Ball State University, Muncie, 
Indiana 47306, tel. (317) 285-7788 or 285-4481), who is 
on sabbatical and working mostly at home: 803 University 
Avenue, Muncie, Indiana 47303, tel. (317) 289-4147. He 
has devoted ten years to the study of the Sardis Synagogue 
and has compared other Synagogues in Israel. 

If it were agreeable to you, I might like to speak on 
the general setting and significance of the Jewish community 
at Sardis and ask Professor Seager to talk briefly on the 
Synagogue itself. 

Do let me know whether this appeals to you. In any 
case, Professor Seager will be the best person to answer 
detailed questions. 

GMAH/cam 

Sincerely yours, 

f«-p vl-t4 ~~ 
George M.A. Hanfmann 
Director, Archaeological 

Exploration of Sardis 

cc: Professor Andrew R. Seager 



The third in the 197 3-7 4 Ball State University Faculty Lecture Series 

Archaeology at the Ancient 
Synagogue of Sardis, Turkey: 
Judaism in a Major Roman City 

ANDREW R. SEA.GER 
Associate Professor of Architecture 

Muncie, Indiana April, 1974 



Archaeology at the Ancient Synagogue 
of Sardis, Turkey: Judaism 1n 

a Major Roman City 

Andrew R. Seager 

The ruins of ancient Sardis lie in western Turkey about 50 
miles from the Aegean Sea ( fig. 1). Systematic archaeological 
excavations have been conducted there each s111nn1er since 1958 
by Harvard and Cornell Universities. 1 The exp dition has been 
exploring all of the successive cultures which inhabited th area 
fron1 an Early Bronze Age settlen1ent to n1odern tin1 s. ~ 

This paper is about one of the n1any significant discoveries 
made at Sardis-the ancient synagogue found in 1962, cxcavat d 
over a period of many seasons, and now partly rcstor d. Th r "\ 
were many other Jewish communities in Asia ~1inor, but Sardis 
has the best preserved and most thoroughly explored synagogue 
remains. It is the largest ancient synagogue known, it was 
elaborately decorated, and it provides important evidence about 

1 The organizers and directors of the Sardis Expedition are G. M. A. Hanfmann, 
the late A. H. Detweiler, and S. W. Jacobs. I am most g1·ateful to them for the 
opportunity to participate as a member of the expedition staff. Funds for the 
excavations have come from numerous sources. My own participation in the field 
work and as Research Fellow for Sardis in the Fogg Art Mus um, Harvard Univ r­
sity, was made possible by grants to the expedition from the National Endowm nt 
for the Humanities and the Memorial Foundation for Jewish Culture, by contributions 
from the many individual members of the Supporters of Sardis and the Committe to 
Preserve the Ancient Synagogue of Sardis, and by a travel grant from the American 
Council of Learned Societies. I thank them for their support. Many people at Ball 
State University provided encouragement and assistance in the preparation of this 
report. For the il1ustrations, 1 owe special thanks to Elizabeth Gombosi, Sardi 
Expedition photographer, who took many of the photographs 1·epro<luced here. 

:! Far too much has been written about Sardis to list here; a recently compiled 
bibliography of publications dealing with the site runs 84 typed pages. But for a 
convenient, lively, and well-illustrate<l account of the current expedition and its 
major discoveries, see G. M. A. Hanfmann, Letters from SardiB ( Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1972). 
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the lives of Sardis Jews, their worship, and the relation of the 
Jewish community to civil authority under Roman rule. 3 

The synagogue project has involved experts in several disci­
plines, including archaeologists, architects, engineers, epigraph­
ists, numismatists, and conservation experts, plus a large skilled 
work force of local excavators, stone carvers, and construction 
crews. My role, as an architect, has been to survey, record, 
draw, study, interpret, and plan the restoration of the building, 
coordinating the contributions of the associated scholars. I am 
now working on the forthcoming excavation Report which wilJ 
give in full detail the results of more than a decade of work. 

Today, Sardis consists of several farming villages at the 
edge of a fertile river plain, with cultivated fields among the 
ancient ruins ( fig. 2). It is a strategic site, on a main route 
leading from the interior to the sea. In the ancient world it was 
a major city, perhaps best known as the capital of the kingdom 
of Lydia. The proverbial wealth of Croesus, last king of Lydia 
( c.560-c.546 B.C.) and issuer of the world's first coins of pure 
gold, came from gold carried by the river which runs past the 
modem village houses. 4 The city remained an important regional 
center through Persian, Hellenistic, Roman, and early Byzantine 
times. With a population estimated at 100,000 under Roman 
rule, it is perhaps the largest ancient city in which substantial 
synagogue remains are preserved. As one of the «Seven Churches 
of Asia" addressed by the author of the Book of Revelation, 
Sardis has long attracted Christian pilgrims and tomists. Though 
the city was destroyed periodically by both natur and man, it 
was many times rebuilt. However, it never fully recovered after 
its destruction by a Sassanid king, Chosro s II, in 616 A.D., 
declining slowly in importance through the Byzantine and Islamic 
periods. 

3 Preliminary 1·epor1:5 on the excavation and restoration of the Sardis synagogue 
have been published each year in the American Schools of Oriental Research Bulletin. 
There have been several other scholarly and general articles on the synago~ue and its 
contents. For a fuller bibliography and for greater detail on the information and 
arguments given here, see: A. R. Seager, "The Building History of the Sardis Syna­
gogue," American Journal of Archaeology 76 (1972), 425-435; A. R. Seager, "The 
Architecture of the Dura and Sardis Synagogues," The Dura-Europos Synagogue­
A Re-evaluation (1992-1972), ed. J. Gutmann ( #1 in the series Religion and the Arts, 
published jointly by the American Academy of Religion and the Society of Biblical 
Literature, 1973), 79-116, figs. 10-16. 

4 A Lydian gold refinery area was identified during excavations in 1968. 



The existence of a Jewish community at Sardis is recorded 
in ancient literature. The literary record is scant, but tantalizing. 
If Sardis, called Sfard in Lydian and Persian, is indeed the 
Sepharad of Obadiah 20 as some scholars believe, then its Jewish 
community already existed during the Persian empire ( 547-334 
B.C.).0 The Jewish historian Josephus, in his book Jewish An­
tiquities, mentions Roman decrees of the first century B.C. which 
safeguarded certain rights of the Sardis Jews. One decree notes 
that they had a place of assembly "from the beginning" and 
"in accordance with their ancestral laws." 

The place of assembly mentioned in Josephus> account has 
not been found. Our synagogue was in use later, during the 
early Christian period, which is also the time when rabbis in 
Palestine and Babylonia were compiling the Talmud, the au­
thoritative codification of Jewish law and tradition. 

The synagogue was discovered accidentally, where it was 
not .expected. It lies within the boundaries of a monumental 
and formally planned Roman bath-and-gymnasium complex built 
with Imperial aid ( figs. 3-6). One suite of rooms in the complex 
was identified as a synagogue by the nature of the objects and 
inscriptions found inside. · These rooms occupy the southeast 
comer, adjacent to the large court ( palaestra) of the gymnasium, 
at the intersection of two colonnaded streets. The street to the 
south C'Main Avenue"), marble paved, wide, and lined with 
shops, is a principal thoroughfare of the city and perhaps the 
successor to the Royal Road of the Persian kings. The prominent 
location within a structure built for pagan practices is extraor­
dinary for a synagogue and in1plies an unusual degree of coop­
eration between the Jewish community and civic authority. 

The entire bath-gymnasium-synagogue complex was built on 
an artificial terrace as an urban renewal project following a 
devastating earthquake which struck Sardis in 17 A.D. It was 
much remodeled in its long history. Excavation below the floor 
of the synagogue showed several construction stages within the 
same building boundaries and with the floors at nearly the same 
level. As originally planned, the synagogue site was to have 
been developed as a functional part of the pagan gymnasium. 

6 Jews may have come t.o Sardis following their release from Babylonian exile by 
the Persian emperor Cyrus the Great. 
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original pieces, including a few column sections, several column 
bases, and three Ionic capitals, to allow reconstruction. The colon­
nade extended around all four sides of the court, which was 
roofed around the periphery but open to the sky in the middle 
( fig. 10) . A fountain in the form of a large marble urn, or krater, 
stood in the center of the court and was served by an elaborate 
system of water pipes under the floor ( fig. 11). A balustrade of 
openwork screens between the colun1ns separated the fountain 
area from the surrounding mosaic-paved sections. One of the 
inscribed balustrade top-rails 1nentions a restoration or recon­
struction, ananeosis in Greek. Although we have restored only 
one story, the court n1ay have been two stories high originally. 

The mosaic floor around the colonnade is 1nade from sn1all 
pieces of cut stone in varied colors. The paving is divided into 
carpet-like panels, each a complex geometric pattern. Four of 
the panels contain dedicatory inscriptions in Greek. One of 
them reads: "Aurelius Polyippos, pious, having n1ade a vow, I 
fulfilled it." The other three are similar. 

The floor n1osaics we1·e originally set in a mortar bedding 
which has deteriorated over the years and which no longer 
holds the cubes securely. If left uncovered and unh·eated, the 
1nosaics will disintegrate. In order to keep them visible to schol­
ars and tourists, all mosaics in the synagogue have been re-
1noved fron1 the floor, reset in modern mortar, and then put back 
in place. This work was done under the direction of L. J. Ma­
jewski, Institute of Fine Arts, New York University. The tech­
nique involves first glueing several layers of paper and cloth 
firmly over a carefully cleaned section of floor to keep the cu bes 
in proper position during the restoration process. Then that 
section is loosened from its old mortar bedding and turned up­
side-down. All remaining bits of old mortar are removed from the 
underside. The cleaned mosaic is then cast in concrete panels 
which can be replaced on the floor after curing. Because of the 
large area of mosaic in the synagogue which had to be treated 
in this way, Majewski refined the lifting technique; he developed 
a way to roll up long strips of mosaic onto a wooden cylinder, 
like rolling a carpet onto a carpet tube! ( figs. 12, 13). 

The walls of the entrance court were covered with marble 
decoration ( fig. 13). The marble pieces were installed a few 
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marble basin on a tall pedestal, not connected to water pipes, 
was found against the east side of the southern partition wall. 

Three doors ( the northern one blocked up in antiquity) lead 
from the court to the main hall of assembly. The hall is about 
177 ft. long and 59 ft. wide. It contains two rows of large piers 
and an apse or hemicycle at its western end. The piers of the 
hall originally rose to a considerable height and supported a roof 
which probably was of wood trusses ( figs. 14-18). 

The floors in the assembly hall are paved with mosaics. Most 
of the mosaic panels have elaborate geometric patterns similar 
to those in the court ( figs. 19-20). However, one panel, promi­
nently placed in the semicircle of the apse, is a finely crafted 

• figurative design showing twining vines growing from a golden 
um filled with water, and a dedicatory inscription within a 
brilliantly colored wreath ( fig. 21 ) . The inscription records that 
the n1osaic is a gift of two brothers, Synphoros and Stratoneiki­
anos Flavioi. Two peacocks which originally flanked the um 
were destroyed in antiquity, probably deliberately, but the out­
lines of their tails and the tips, of their crests, are still visible. 

According to an inscription found in the hall, 7 there were 
paintings on the walls ( probably high up) or on the ceiling, and 
bits of brightly colored glass mosaic from the upper portions 
of the walls or piers were found among the collapsed masonry. 

The lower portions of the walls of the main hall were covered 
with marble decoration. Here, small pieces of colored marble 
formed inlay panels of geometric, floral, and animal designs ( in­
cluding pomegranates, fish, and birds) which were set in an 
architectonic frame ( figs. 22-23). Samples of geometric designs 
have been reconstructed. The relief-carving used at a later date 
to decorate the walls of the court probably was a shortcut mimick­
ing the effect of the inlay method used earlier in the main hall. 

In many other ancient synagogues, the side walls of the as­
sembly hall are lined with benches for the worshippers. At Sar­
dis, there are no benches along the side walls of the hall nor 
in the court. Worshippers must have stood, or sat on the floor, 
or used portable seats. 

Neither was there special provision for women at worship 
7 Jt says that the donor, whose name is lost, "with my wife Regina and our 

children (in fulfillment of a vow) executed from the gifts of almighty God all the 
inlay decoration of the (section of wa111) and the painting." 

7 
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The table is unique in synagogues as far as we know. It 
,vas approached fr0111 the side of the apse and bcnchC's (west), 
where there is a pavement of poJishcd stone slabs. The 1nost 
likely use of the table was for readings or pronouncements. 

The Torah probably was kept in on • of two pavilion-like 
shrines built against the entrance wall, flanking the central door, 
on the Jerusalem end of the hall ( figs. 26-28). This peculiar ar­
rangen1ent occurs at least in part because the building was not 
intended originally as a synagogue but had to be adapted for 
that purpose. Both shrines have been restored, largely using 
pieces that had collapsed nearby. All of the Hebrew inscriptions 
found in the building lay next to the southern shrine, and it was 
here too that we found a neatly incised marble plaque ( fig. 29) 
showing a seven-branched menorah (candelabrum), lulab ( palm 
branch), shof ar (rain's horn), and two spirals which Y. Shiloh 1 0 

has interpreted as Torah scrolls. It was the discovery of this 
plaque which first identified the building as a synagogue. 

There was yet another fixed fun1ishing. Four stone slabs 
set into the n1osaic in the very center of the hall, forming a square 
about 9 ft. on each side, supported a lightweight structure, 
probably a wood platforn1 on n1,:1rble coloncttes. It may have 
served as a bema, or reader's rostrum. A 1nosaic inscription set 
a111ong the stone slabs n1entions a "priest and teacher of wis­
dom" ( fig. 30). 

Not all of the furnishings were installed at the same time·. 
The shrines were in place when the fourth-century mosaics wcr • 
installed but the table and the bema stones are intrusions in the 
n1osaic, as is the inscription of the "priest and teacher of wis­
don1." Nevertheless, these fun1ishings seem to have coexisted 
for a while. The hall probably had 1nultiple uses, and the several 
focuses could have been associated with the different activities. 
\Vorshippers at pray ·r 111ay have faced the shrines at the east 
end, while Scripture was read from the central bema. The west 
end with its benches conceivably functioned as a tribunal. The 
1nain hall or th• court probably served some of the activities us­
ually ascribed to annex rooms, including community gatherings 
and teachings. 

1° "Torah Scrolls and the Menorah Plaque from Sardis," /arnd Explor<ition Jour­
,wl 18:1 (1968), o4-»7. 
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I ha c 1ncntioncd the plaque with incised menorah by which 
the building was first identified as a synagogue. There were a 
doz 11 other representations of menorahs found in and around 
th building, carved in stone ( £g. 31), scratched in pottery, cut 
from sh et bronze, and appliqued on glass. The menorah is a 
common Jewish symbol. Real seven-branched candelabra which 
1nie1ht actually have held oil lamps are rare, however. 11 We have 
found one such menorah, elaborately and finely carved in marble. 
It was n1ore than 3 ft. wide when intact, but unfortunately it 
wa burnt in a fire and broken following the building's destruc­
ti n ( fig. 32). An inscription from the synagogue records the 
dedication of a menorah, possibly by a goldsmith. 

The great majority of Sardis synagogue inscriptions are in 
Gr k. There are only a few fragn1ents in Hebre\v, one saying 
lwlom (peace). John Kroll, University of Texas, ,vho is catalogu­

in r1 and studying the Greek inscriptions, has counted more than 
0 ( om of then1 fragmentary) set in mosaic on the Boor or 
·uT d on 1narble plaques which \Vere n1ounted on the ,valls as 

pmt f th decorative schen1e. These give information about 
th memb rs of the synagogue and about some architectural 
f ~ 1tur s. ~lot of the inscriptions pertain to donations of interior 
l) orations and furnishings n1ade in fulfillinent of , o,vs. One 
f th 1111 ( fig. 33) refers to the 1narble inlay decoration of the 

11c mophylakion ''the place that protects the La,v" ,vhich must 
bt the Torah shrine. Of the fe,v inscriptions which do not per­
L1.in t lonation • the n1ost intriguing is a rectangular marble 
l hque found outside one of the doors to the synagogue ( where 
it may ha, ' been mo, --.a by plunderers), enjoining in Greek: 
"Find. break op .,n, read ob ·e1-ve·' fig. 34 . 

En'1 if w did not hav., the inscriptions, the prominent 
I 1 '1tit n, ~r 'al size, and ambitiou, decoration of the synagogue 
w uld atlt.:sl a large, amul'nt, and influential Je\\ish population. 
rh' ' , n mi ' an I so ·ial integr·ltion of th, S-irdis Jews within 
th 1 tr~ ·r conununit, is .-ho\\11 als( bv the 1nix of owners of ~ .. 
th' :ht ps whi ·h l a ·k ui a~ainst the ·outh ,vall of the S)nagogue 
11 )tl' the.' ·olonnad ,c.I ·1Yc. nue~ thl • nt 'Ht f the hop indicate 
th.tt llll' of th' 0\\11c. rs ,,·c._•rc.' ( hristian • whik~ ti rs w re Je\\s. 

11 I k111 1w 1f I Ill\' , 11 • fnm, nn 111wh•nt th r n rdi . L. Yarden, 
I wl,r. \ •"fml,1 ,, t/1, ,,,, 11, ,, .Y.: n II ni ·e it• Press, 

. n, ,tt• n rnhh nk pr,,h \ H" n ·1\Jt n-bran hed men rah . 



A graffito on a clay jar found in one shop reads, in Greek: "Be­
longing to Jacob, Elder" ( of the Synagogue, presumably). At 
least two synagogue members were goldsmiths, and Jacob seems 
to have been a jeweler. 

The inscriptions reveal more explicitly the relation of the 
Sardis Jews to government authority. Often the names of donors 
are followed by the title "citizen of Sardis." Nine of the donors 
are identified . as city councilors. Other titles include a record­
office functionary in the Ron1an provincial administration, a 
former procurator, and a count. These titles show that in the 
later centuries of a Jewish community which may have existed 
at Sardis for nearly a millennium, Jewish families had accumu­
lated son1e power and status. They flourished and shared in 
the prosperity of the city under Roman rule and retained an 
important position in civic affairs through the first centuries of 
official Christianity-a time when, from other sources, relations 
between Jews and the Christian state were becoming increasing­
ly hostile.12 

Though the city was geographically remote from the centers 
of rabbinic scholarship in Palestine and Babylonia, the Jewish 
community at Sardis was pious; piety was honored in the syna­
gogue inscriptions. But the inscriptions do not clearly define the 
religious beliefs of the Sardis Jews. This is the subject of some 
controversy. 

Traditionally, Judaism has been viewed as a unified set of 
beliefs-a normative faith, orthodox and legalistic in adherence 
to scriptural and rabbinic law. Another view holds that in antiq­
uity there was considerable diversity of Jewish religious expres­
sion. Proponents of the second view argue that while only two 
forms survived and flourished, rabbinic Judaism and Christian­
ity, evidence of other forms has been transmitted outside the 
mainstream of Jewish tradition in writings such as the Dead Sea 
Scrolls.13 

Evidence from the excavation of ancient synagogues is not 
particularly suitable for resolving the controversy, unfortunately. 

12 On relations between Christians and Jews at Sardis, see A. T. Kraabel, "Melito 
the Bishop and the Synagogue at Sardis: Text and Context," Studies Presented to 
George M. A. Han/mann, eds. D. G. Mitten, J. G. Pedley, J. A. Scott, Fogg Art 
Museum Monographs in Art and Archaeology II ( Cambridge, Mass., 1971), 77-85. 

1a Michael E. Stone, "Judaism at the Time of Christ," Scientific American, Janu­
ary 1973, 80-87. See also Goodenough, Jewish Symbols (see n. 6 above). 
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It is hard to deduce the nature of worship fro1n the architecture 
alone, and rarely has textual material cogent to the argument 
been found together with a synagogue building. Thus the archi­
tecture of ancient syn a <1ogues is subject to varying interpretations. 

However, the evidence from Sardis is suggestive. The build­
ing does share several characteristics in common ,vith other syna­
gogues, but it lacks benches along the side ,, alls and a women's 
gallery, which are often thought to be typical, and it is unique 
in its site and its progran1 of wall decorations, inscriptions, and 
furnishings. Along with other synagogues recently discovered, it 
shows there was considerable diversity in ancient synagogue 
architecture. The building also changed through additions and 
modifications in the several centuries that it ,vas used by Jews. 
It seems probable that underlying the architectural diversity is 
a variability of Jewish religious expression ,vhich has not yet 
been defined. 

There is a ruined hvelfth-century (?) church about a half 
mile from the Sardis synagogue. In 1972, a team of excavators 
exploring its foundations discovered an earlier church which was 
in use at the same tin1e as the synagogue. ~1atching pieces from 
a set of architectural ornaments, appropriated frmn the same 
older monun1ent, were found reused in both houses of worship. 
Standards of crafts1nanship declined in later years in both build­
ings, but neither fared worse than other structures in the city 
during the sixth and seventh centuries. In the smaller city that 
reemerged after the 616 A.O. destn1ction Christianity reappears, 
and remains through the Byzantine period until the Turkish con­
quest in the fourteenth century. There is no record of what be­
came of Judais1n at Sardis after 616 A.D.; Jews reappear in the 
history of Sardis only in modern titnes. 
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SARDIS EXPEDITION 
FOGG ART MUSEUM • HARVARD UNIVERSITY 

CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS 02138 

February 1, 1977 

Ma. Arielle P. Kozloff . 
Aaaiatant Curator in Char9e of 

the Deparblent ~ Ancient Art 
Th• Cleveland Mµaema of Art 
11150 Eaat Boulevard at Univer•ity Circle 
Cleveland, Ohio 44101 

Dear Ma. Xoaloffi 

A• I mentioned on th• phOJ1e, I have looked into the 
plan• achedul••• If it 1• aonvenient, I abould like to 
arrive by United Airlln••, flight 1769, at 1130 PM on 
'l'ueaday, March i2 and retm;-n on United, flight 1226, on 
Thuraday, March 24, lea~li9 Cl~•eland ai~t at lsl0 PM. 

I am looldn9 forward ~o c011in9 to the muaeum on 
Wedneaday morning, March 3, and• 1119 ~ colleavu••, 
including Jack Cooan, ~ th• col~•n:ion•. I under•tand 
that my lectar• on •ae~ent Work at ardi•, Capital of 
Lydia" will be at 8130 PM on March 23. 

Jlahtii Sil,,.r ha• klb41y ·vr1tten that~ ai9ht like to 
baYe .. at Iii• hca• for lunch and a ~•lk aroun 12130 on 
'l'huraday, March 24. 

CHAii/a .. 

Sincerely your■,. 

Ceor9e N.A. Banfaann 
Dir•~or, Archaeological 

Exploration of Sardi• 

car Prof. a Mra. Bury I. Robinaan 
bbbi Daniel 3er•y lil••r ✓ 
Gabriel •. Wel■ber9 • 



Dr. George :ianfmann 
Sardis Ex)edition 
Fogg A rt Museum 
Harvard University 
Cambridge, Mass. 02138 

Dear Dr. Hanfn1ann: 

February 16, 977 

1 bave this day sent out the enclosed letter to some fifty 
members of our community who may be interested in the 
Sardis synagogue. I t rust we " ' ill g .t ood res onse. 
rhe lecture will be held at f h re p le B a ch. If you 
want to bring Dr. Seager I would be deli hted, I leave that 
u 11 to you. In any case, now that I knovr that Dr. Seager is 
so close by I hope to have hin1 at fhe remple in the early 
fall for a ?Oblic lecture on Sardis and the synago ue. 

'\He look rorwa rd to your vis it. 
remain 

DJS:mp 

Encl. 

i h all oo d wish s I 

Sincerely, 

Daniel Jeremy Silver 



STUART GELLER 
Associate Rabbi 

STEPHEN A. KLEIN 
Assistant Rabbi 

LEO S. BAMBERGER 
Executive Secretary 

UNIVERSITY CIRCLE AT SILVER PARK • CLEVELAND, OHIO 44106 • 791·7755 
BRANCH: 26000 SHAKER BLVD. • BEACHWOOD, OHIO 44122 • 831·3233 

February 21, 1977 

Dr. George Hanfmann. of the Fogg Art Museum of Harvard Uni­
versity and director of archeological exploration at Sardis in 
Turkey will be in Cleveland on Wednesday, March 23, to speak 
at the Cleveland Museum of Art. Among the important finds that 
have emerged from a decade of exploration at Sardis is the largest 
synagogue of antiquity, a building which has been excavated and 
restored. I have invited Dr. Hanfmann to lunch at The Temple 
Branch on Thursday, March 24, at which time he will show us 
slides of the building and tell us something of its history and of 
the community which built it and used it. 

The meeting is ~<2_t for fund raising, although I am sure that a 
word or two will be said about a fund which is now in being to 
permit the publication of scholarly work on this synagogue. 

I can promise you an intellectual and aesthetic treat and a 
chance to acquaint yourself with one of the significant but little 
known facets of Jewish history. If you can be with us would you 
be kind enough to call my secretary, Marie Pluth, at 831-3233. 
Lunch is at noon, the lecture at 12 :30. 

Sincerely, 

Daniel Jeremy Silver 

DJS:mp 

n 



SARDIS EXPEDITION 
FOGG ART MUSEUM • HARVARD UNIVERSITY 

CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS 02138 

Rabbi Daniel J. Silver 
The Temple 
University Circle at Silver Park 
Cleveland, Ohio 44106 

Dear Rabbi Silver: 

February 22, 1977 

Thank you ever so much for your letters of February 
16. By your leave I should be grateful to have Mr. Seager 
invited for lunch and the talk, though I will only plan 
on his answering special questions. I regard him as my 
successor in all Synagogue matters, and it would be nice 
to have him meet you. 

I note that the meeting will be at the Temple Branch, 
26000 Shaker Blvd. in Beachwood, starting at noon on March 
24. This will necessitate some sort of transportation 
arrangements; I shall presumably be staying at Prof. Robinson's. 

With the kindest regards, 

GMAH/pedy 

Sincerely yours, 

f--p /4✓-#'a-r~-
George M.A. Hanfmann 
Director, Archaeological 

Exploration of Sardis 
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1750 EUCLID AVENUE• CLEVELAND, OHIO 44115 • PHONE (216) 861-4360 

February 25, 1977 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 
26000 Shaker Boulevard 
Cleveland, Ohio 44122 

Dear Rabbi Dan: 

Many thanks for your invitation to the get-together on Thursday, March 24, 
noon luncheon, at the Temple Branch to hear Dr. Hanfmann. Ordinarily, 
I'd be delighted to come but unfortunately it.appears that a job assign­
ment will keep me away that noon. 

Incidentally, a couple of additional names cmne to my mind. If the 
invitation list is still open, you might want to give consideration. Libby 
Braverman supports a number of philanthropic causes and this just might be 
something she would view in a kindly fashion. It also might be something 
of interest to Dave Guralnik. Dave's philanthropic level is reasonably 
modest and I'm not ·thinking of him from that point of view. I've always 
considered him to be a real "class" guy. It strikes me that this is the 1 

kind of thing where he might have an interest. 

On another matter entirely, I've asked Alex Graubart to find a time that's 
mutually convenient when the three of us can sit down and talk about 
Oberlin. I assume he'll be in touch with your office to set a date. 

Warmest regards. 

s· cerely, 

gb 

President Albert B. Ratner 

Treasurer Henry J. Goodman 

Vice-Presidents Max R. Friedman 

Associate Treasurer Charlotte Paris 

Milton A. Wolf Bennett Yanowitz 

Executive Director Stanley B. Horowitz 



RABBI ARMOND E COHEN 
CLEVELAND, OHIO 

February 25, 1977 

Rabbi Daniel Silver 
The Temple 
University Circle at Silver Park 
Cleveland, Ohio 44106 

Dear Dan: 

Thank you for your invitation to lunch to hear Dr. Hanfmann 
on the Sardis Synagogue. It would be a pleasure, but I hope 
to be in Israel from the 15th to the 28th of March. If 
there are any change in my plans, I will call your office. 

AEC/ef 



RONALD BROWN 
1343!5 NORTH PARK BOULEVARD. CLEVELAND HEIGHTS, OHIO 44118 U .S.A. TELEPHONE : (218) 321-0!5ee 

Maroh 1, 1977 

Dear Dan 

I'm replying to your letter from Key Biscayne where Isabelle and I 
are resting. We will not return to Cleveln.nd until early April. 

I po appreciate your invitation to hear Dr Hanflnann and would most 
aturedly have accepted if I were to be in Cleveland. It is mv 
misfo rtune to be unable to attend. 

Thank you for inclu•ing me among those invited. 

/ 
I 

~"iarm regards 

Ronald Brown 



SARDIS EXPEDITION 
FOGG ART MUSEUM • HARVARD UNIVERSITY 

CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS 02138 

March 2, 1977 

Rabbi Daniel J. Silver 
The Temple 
University Circle at Silver Park 
Cleveland, Ohio 44106 

Dear Rabbi Silver: 

We have sent on the 28th of February to the University 
Circle address twenty-five of Prof. Seager's pamphlets and 
thirty of Prof. Mitten's earlier pamphlets on the Synagogue 
at Sardis. I hope they may be brought to the lunch and 
lecture at the Branch and given out to your guests. 

I also would appreciate a little guidance concerning 
the length of the talk and the mention of the Synagogue 
Fund. 

I would like to discuss these and other matters by 
phone. Could you let me know when it would be convenient 
to call you? 

Prof. Seager expects to arrive by plane from Muncie 
and hopes to make it to Beachwood by noon on the 24th. 

With best wishes and kind regards, 

GMAH/pedy 

Sincerely yours, 

~ vii~ ,f4~ ~---
George M.A. Hanfmann 
Director, Archaeological 

Exploration of Sardis 
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Daniel Jeremy Silver-Rabbi 
THE TEMPLE 
University Circle at Silver Park 
Cleveland, Ohio 44106 

Dear Rabbi Silve::-~: 

March 5, 1977 

I thank you very much for your letter of 
February 21st and your kind invitation. 

I would have been very pleased to accept it, 
but it is conflicting with a meeting of~ard of 
Overseer of case Western Reserve University that 
I accepted to attend previously. 

Neverthless I intend to attend the lecture 
at the Cleveland Museum of Art on Wednsday March 23rd. 

Very Sincerely, 

Odette Wurzberger Valabregue 



Dear Dan, 

WILLIAM C. TREU HAF'T 
10701 SHAKER BOULEVARD 

CLEVELAND,OHIO 44104 

March 15, 19n 

I am sorry that I cannot accept your invitation to meet with 
Dr. George Hanfmann. I am committed to a board of 
overseers meeting of Case Western Reserve University. 

I am sure that the discussion wi 11 be very interesting and 
appreciate your having invited me. 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 
The Temple 

Sincerely 

University Circle at Silver Park 
Cleveland, Ohio 44106 



SARDIS EXPEDITION 
FOGG ART MUSEUM • HARV ARD UNIVERSITY 

CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS 02138 
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T H E VELAND MUSEUM 0 F A R T 

11150 EAST BOULEVARD AT UNIVERSITY CIRCLE 
CLEVELAND, OHIO 44106 CABLE ADDRESS, MUSART CLEVELAND 
SHERMAN E. LEE, DIRECTOR TELEPHONE, 4ll-7340 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 
The Temple 
26000 Shaker Blvd. 
Beachwood, Ohio 44122 

Dear Rabbi Dan: 

March 28, 1977 

I very much enjoyed the luncheon to which you kindly invited me last 
week so that I could hear Professor Hanfmann's lecture afterwards. 
After the luncheon I drove Professor Hanfmann to the main Temple and 
everyone there was very kind to escort us around and turn lights on 
for us. Mr. Bamberger was there and very generously gave Professor 
Hanfmann a copy of an anniversary book with sane pictures of the Temple 
inside it. Since Professor Hanfmann was especially interested in having 
pictures of the building I was wondering if you might have sane slides 
or black and white prints other than those in the anniversary book which 
we could have copied for him. If nothing is available, I am sure that 
the photos in the book will suffice. 

Thank you again very much both for the lunch and for your help in the 
matter of the photographs. 

APK/fs 

Sincerew,. 

~ 
Arielle P. Kozloff 
Associate Curator in Charge 
Department of Ancient Art 



Dr. Geor1e M. A. Hanfmann 
Foaa Art M11aeam 
Harvard Unlver■lty 
Cambridae, Maas. 02138 

Dear Dr. Hanfmann: 

March 29, 1977 

I want to expre■• my profoand thank■ for yoar wllllnane■■ to 
apend time laat week brinaina a• ap-to-date on the Sardl■ ■y­
nagoaae. It waa a peraonally enriching experience and I am 
deeply grateful. I hope you will accept the encloaed check 
for the ■ ynaaogae pobllcatlon fond, l wlab lt coald be more. 
I will try to raiae ■ome more money for you. Aaaln, my 
thanka. 

When we were walklq through the ma■eam yoa a■ked me a 
namber of qae■tlon■ aboat pronanciatlona etc. I am takln1 
the liberty of .■endlq to yoa ander aeparate cover a volame 
whlcb I pabll■bed recently which la an attempt to pre■ent the 
emer1ence of Jewl■b ldea■ . Plea■e accept lt wlth my per­
■onal thank■. 

DJS:mp 
Encl. 

Sincerely, 

Daniel Jeremy Sllver 



FOGG 
ART MUSEUM HARVARD UNIVERSITY CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS 02138 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 
The Temple 
University Circle at Silver Park 
Cleveland, Ohio 44106 

Dear Rabbi Silver, 

April 11, 1977 

I was deeply moved to receive today yours and 
B. Martin's splendid volumes: A History of Judaism.J 
This is, in truth, as Thukydides fias it a ~-n-,';µ..c. '?cf 

~,e> - an acquisition that lasts through all time. 
Since I have no comparahle history of Judaism, this 
is a very great hoon. 

I shall cherish the boo~ and its personal dedi­
cation. 

With the kindest regards and ex r es sions of my 
profound admiration for your splend id s cholarly work, 

GMAH/rh 

Sincerely yours, 

f~/4/o/~--
f,eorge f . A. Hanfmann 
John E. Iludson Professor 

of Archaeology 
Harvard University 



Dr. Sherman Lee 
Cleveland Museum o 
11150 Ea st Blvd. 

.✓ Cleveland, 0. 44106 

J Dr. James Cooney 
CMA 

J Ms. Arielle Kozloff 
CMA 

Dr. Eldon Epp ✓ 
CWRU - Dept. of Religion 

J 
Mr. Peter Machinist 
CWRU - Dept. of Religion 

J 
Dr. Bernard Martin 
CWRU - Dept. of Religi 

Dr. Sanford Shepard 

J Oberlin College 
Oberlin, Ohio <-/4 07 J 

Mr. Noah L. Butki.n 
Investment Plaza 

. 1801 E. 9th St. 
Cleveland, 0. 44114 

j Dr. Henry S. Robins~ ~ 
CWRU - Dept. of Classics 

Mr. James Reich 
2619 Courtland Oval 
Cleveland, 0. 44118 

Mr. Robert D. Gries 
2310 Terminal Tower 
44113 

Max R. 
64i-9~~~MS+rt-i~ 

44124 

Julie Kravitz 
20100 Fairmount Blvd. 
44118 

Leighton A. Rosenth 
1768 East 25th St. 
44114 

\ 

Sam Givelber 
j 19601 Van Aken 

44122 

Juliu ris y/, 
1-Y'1 

800 One Public Sq. 
44113 

Howard Berger 
Jewish Commun ty Fed. 
17 50 Euclid Ave. 
44115 

Ronald Brown 
13435 N. Park Blvd. 
44118 

Max Ratner 
10800 B rookpa rk Rd. 
44130 

William C. T reuhaft 
10701 Shaker Blvd. 
44104 

Mr. Marion I. Levy 
16000 S. Woodland Rd. 
44120 

Dr. Harry T. Frank 
Dept. of Religion 
Oberlin College 
Oberlin, O. 44074 

Mr. Max J. Eisner 
j2932 Broxton Rd. 

44120 

Jared Faulb 
19711 S. Woodland Blvd. 
44122 

Arthur &, i7•ieiln:..an 
/z6L 6 8 I6'vd 

44 · 

\ H. R. Horvitz 
\ 16860 Shak.er Blvd. 

44120 
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David Simon 
2711 Chesterton Rd. 

✓ 44122 

Louis E. Emsheimer 
J 19601 Van Aken 
◄ 44122 

H. Jack Lang 
1010 Euclid Ave. 
44115 

Mrs. Ben Zevin (Lillian 
Cleveland Plaza 
44101 

Mrs. Paul Wurzberger ( dette) 
3255 E. Monmouth 
44118 

\ Mr. Alvin N. Haas (Bud) 
\ 17200 S. Park 

44120 
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BY DAVID GORDON MITTEN 



Fig. 1. View of the Roman Synagogue at Sardis, looking west: Forecourt 
in foreground. 

Prefatory Note 

The discovery at Sardis of the largest of all early synagogues preserved is a 

momentous event. The present situation of the work calls for enlisting addi­

tional interest and help. Professor David Gordon Mitten ( Harvard Uni­

versity) has conducted since 1962 the excavation of the synagogue with 

great enthusiasm and skill. We hope that his brief report will conv€y some­

thing of the great potential of the new discovery and thus assist the effort of 

the special interdenominational Committee formed to insure the successful 

completion of the work and the preservation of the venerable find. 

The author and the committee acknowledge gratefully the kindness of Profes­

sor Joseph Gutmann, Hebrew Union College, Cincinnati, who read and 
improved the manuscript. 

WALTERS. HILBORN, Los Angeles A. HENRY DETWEILER, Ithaca 
Co-Chairmen, Committee to Preserve the Ancient Synagogue of Sardis 

GEORGE M. A. HANFMANN, Cambridge, Secretary 



THE JINCIENT 
SYNAGOGUE 
OF SARDIS 

BY DAVID GORDON MITTEN 

FROM THE TIME of the Babylonian Captivity, on through the 
·Roman Diaspora and after, numbers of Jewish families from 

Israel settled in the ports and capital cities of the Mediterranean 
world. There they flourished, their institutions and worship gener­
ally safeguarded by imperial decrees, and their initiative and in­
dustry contributing in no small measure to the prosperity of the 
urban centers in which they live~. Although retaining their loyalty 
to the temple at Jerusalem and in many cases sending annual pay­
ments for its upkeep until its destruction in 70 A.D. by the Romans, 
these independent Jewish communities increasingly turned to the 
synagogue, a relatively new institution that came into being in the 



late Hellenistic period, as the focus of their cultural life as well as 
a house of worship and prayer. Josephus and other writers of this 
time tell us much about life in these communities and their involve­
ment with Greco-Roman culture. Until recently, however, we had 
virtually no important example of a major synagogue of the early 
Roman empire outside of Palestine. Now we have two: the syna­
gogue at Ostia, the port of Rome, and that of Sardis, a major inland 
trading center and administrative city of Roman Asia Minor. 

The Jewish community at Sardis, located some sixty miles inland 
by highway from Izmir on the Old Royal Road, is thought by some 
scholars to have already been in existence during the time of the 
Persian Empire ( Sefarad in Obadaiah 20). Under Julius Caesar 
and the emperor Augustus, Roman governors ordered the city offi­
cials of Sardis not to interfere with the Jewish right to worship 
according to the customs of their fathers. (Josephus, 14:235, 
259-261). No one, however, could have foreseen the size and mag­
nificence of the synagogue which this community possessed or the 
wealth of information which it would reveal about Jewish culture 
under the Roman empire. 

The synagogue at Sardis, discovered by chance in 1962 during 
the annual summer excavations there by Harvard and Cornell 
Universities, has become the most informative source yet found 

Fig. 2. 
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for the reconstruction of a Jewish community in a major Roman 
city. The building itself is immense; it was entered through an 
impressive pillared porch opening into a colonnaded forecourt, 
which preceded the vast main hall of assembly ( Fig. 1). Measuring 
over three hundred feet in over-all length and sixty feet in width 
( Plan, Fig. 2), the synagogue was apparently planned as an integral 
part of the sprawling complex of the Roman city gymnasium, a 
hitherto unheard-of situation. The vast spaces of the main hall 
remind one of descriptions in rabbinic literature of the main syna­
gogue at Alexandria, where Hags had to be hoisted as signals for 
prayers. The roof, supported by six pairs of heavy masonry piers, 
was probably a truss roof similar to ones used in the earliest Chris­
tian basilicas. The Hoors are paved with ornate mosaics, spread 
like rainbow-hued carpets. The walls of these enormous rooms 
glowed with a covering of multi-colored sheet marble, into which 
were set panels of Horal and animal designs, constructed like jig­
saw puzzles from thousands of cut-out marble pieces. Fish, birds, 
animals and Howers are among the inlays preserved. According to 
an inscription, there were paintings on the walls or the ceiling, as 
in the famous painted synagogue of Dura-Europos. The forecourt, 
at least, was partially vaulted by glittering ceiling mosaics. 

Heightening the resemblance to the classical basilican form, a 

Fig. 3. Tentative rest01'ation of the westem end of the synagogue. 
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Fig. 4. Semicircular mosaic in western apse, with names of dedicants, seen 
from above. 

Fig. 5. Relief of eagle clutching thunderbolt; end support of marble table 
in the western part of the synagogue. 



spacious apse closes the west end of the main hall. It contains a 
curving row of three brick benches, which enclose a semicircular 
mosaic in a theater-like auditorium where the elders may have sat 
( Fig. 3). The mosaic was given by two brothers who record their 
benefaction in an inscription in the pavement. It depicted two vines 
growing out of a huge water-filled urn, in whose branches originally 
peacocks perched ( Fig. 4). A marble basin, identical in shape to 
that shown in the mosaic, was found in the forecourt, where it prob­
ably served for the obligatory washing of hands ( and perhaps also 
feet) prior to entering the synagogue for prayer. 

A few yards to the east, in front of this central apse, stood a great 
marble table, its supports decorated with eagles clutching thunder­
bolts in their talons (Fig. 5). A marble pavement lay on the west 
side of this table facing the apse, where the weekly scripture lesson 
may have been read. Pairs of marble lions, seated back to back, 
which have been reconstructed from fragments found around the 
table, may have stood guard to either side ( Fig. 6). 

At the opposite, eastern, end of the main hall, between the triple 
gateways that open into the hall from the forecourt, are two stepped 
platforms ( Fig. 7), which supported small temple-like struc­
tures, their pediments upheld by spirally-fluted columns. We 
believe that one may have contained the Ark, the other a large 
menorah. It was near the southern platform that the incised carving 
of a menorah Banked by luwb and shof ar ( Fig. 9), with fragments 
of inscriptions in Hebrew ( Fig. 8), was found that first conclusively 
identified this building as a synagogue ( Fig. 10). Part of an intri­
cately carved marble menorah in the round, measuring over a yard 
in armspread, was also found ( Fig. 11 ) . 

The synagogue has also been a treasure house of precious frag­
ments of architecture, sculpture, and inscriptions re-used from 
temples and public buildings of Sardis going back as far as the time 
of Croesus in the sixth century B.c. 1 'he supports of the eagle table 
may have been appropriated from a Roman military sanctuary; the 
lions, carved in the fifth century B.c. or earlier, probably stood in a 



Fig. 6. Pair of marble lions, re-used in the syna­
gogue ( partly restored). 

Fig. 7. \V estern Fore court, with mosaic panels containing donors' inscrip­
tions, triple gateways into main hall and platforms for shrines between the 
gates. 

Fig. 8. Fragment of marble slab 
·with inscription in Hebrew-trans­
lated "Shalom". 

Fig. g. Marble slab with incised menorah -flanked by 
lulab and shofar. 

Fig. 10. Menorah slab, as found by the southern platform for a shrine. 



Fig. 11. Marble menorah with the nanie of Sokrates on the crossbar ( scale 
is 10 centimeters). 

Fig. 12. Corinthian pilaster capital with rampant lion, from the main hall 
of the synagogue. 
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shrine of Cybele before they were enlisted for the guardian lions 
of Judah. These and other animal motifs ( Fig. 12) in the decoration 
of the Sardis synagogue are witnesses to the liberal interpretation 
adopted by these Hellenized Jews of the Biblical prohibition of 
" . ,, graven rmages. 

Blocks from the porch of the temple of the Mother of the Gods 
were built into the piers. They bore lengthy inscriptions from the 
time of Antiochus the Great ( 213 B.c.), carved there as public docu­
ments. Much older are fragments of some of the oldest Ionic capitals 
known from Asia Minor, a long inscription in an unknown alpha­
betic script resembling Lydian ( Fig. 14), and a miniature marble 
temple, covered with reliefs, probably dedicated to Cybele during 
the reign of Croesu~ ( Fig. 13), ca. 550 B.c. 

While on the north side, the complex seems to have been bounded 
by a colonnaded exercise ground for the gymnasium ( palaestra), 
the south side of the synagogue was lined with a long row of small 
shops, which lay outside the wall. Some of the merchants had in­
cised their names on pottery jars: "Jacob, the presbyter" ( elder of 
the synagogue), "John'', "Sabbatios." Was the synagogue area the 
center of the Jewish community's commercial interests as well as 
the heart of its religious life? The evidence now available points 
strongly to this conclusion. • 

Thanks to an abundance of dedicatory inscriptions carved on 
marble slabs and set into the walls of the principal rooms, we can 
catch a glimpse of some of the prominent personalities in the congre­
gation, whose pious gifts contributed to the dignity and splendor 
of their house of worship. These inscriptions, written in Greek, are 
datable by the forms of the letters and the recurrence of names to 
the late second and early third centuries A.D., thus making our syna­
gogue one of the earliest preserved, as well as the richest. A man 
whose name is missing, together with his wife Regina and their 
children, gave panels of design in marble inlay and wall paintings. 
Another, Aurelius Hermogenes, gave a menorah. The name of the 
donor or sculptor, Sokrates, is inscribed on the crossbar linking the 



arms of the large marble menorah ( Fig. 11). Yet another member 
of the congregation gave some kind of interior dividing walls ( bal­
ustrades•?) for the synagogue. Still others gave individual panels of 
the mosaic floor, in which are inset their names, and a laconic 
statement that they "fulfilled their pledge" ( Fig. 15). Their names 
-Pegasios ( Fig. 16), Euphrosynos, Polyhippos-are unquestion­
ably Greek, but may in some cases be translations of Hebrew equiv­
alents. One inscription refers to phyle Leontion, "a tribe of the 
Leontii"; according to Professor Louis Robert, this was an organiza­
tional unit of the synagogue, whose name may allude to the Lion of 
the tribe of Judah. 

Often the names are proudly followed with the word "Sardianos": 
"citizen of Sardis." Several of these men had attained the office of 
city councilman. Among the trades represented as donors are jew­
elers and goldsmiths. We have an impression of a large, wealthy, 
civic-minded Jewish community, honored and respected by their 
city, who were allowed to build their sumptuous house of worship 
next to the gymnasium and on the main avenue, surely one of the 
most promine_nt locations in Roman Sardis. 

During the past three seasons, the two major rooms of the syna­
gogue, the forecourt and the main hall, were cleared of the fallen 
marble blocks and debris that filled them, and half of the-row of 
shops outside the south wall was excavated. The building as it now 
stands has walls varying in height from less than a foot in places at 
the eastern end of the forecourt, to nearly fifteen feet at the western 
end of the main hall above the apse. The mosaic floors, severely 
damaged in places by the collapse of the building's superstructure, 
have been covered with a layer of earth to protect them against 
weather and depredations. During the 1964 season, most of the 
heavily damaged and extensively remodelled porch at the eastern­
most end of the synagogue was cleared. Already, however, pre­
cautions have had to be taken to safeguard the building over the 
winters: the heavy rainfall required the excavation and reinforce­
ment of a wide diversionary ditch to carry runoff around and away • 



Fig. 13. Relief of Cybele, on front of minia­
ture marble temple, ca. 550 B.c.; the piece 
was re-used in one of the piers. 

Fig. 14. Inscription in unknown alphabetic 
script related to Lydian, built into one of the 
piers of the main hall. 



Fig. 15. Inscription in mosaic fioor; west side of the Forecourt, recording 
the gi# of Aurelius Polyhippos. 

from the synagogue, and preliminary repairs and stabilization of 
the tops of the walls have been made in concrete. 

If we already know this much, what remains to be done? The 
clearance of the principal rooms of the synagogue, with their pre­
cious contents, is only the first step in understanding the .entire 
building complex and learning about the people who erected and 
used it. The entire neighborhood of the great halls, including rooms 
connecting them with the gymnasium, must be excavated to locate 
the many rooms used as hostels, schoolrooms, and kitchens which 
we may expect to find as integral parts of the synagogue district. 
Excavations must probe deep beneath the floors and foundations 
in search of an earlier synagogue on the same site: there are indica­
tions that such a synagogue may be found. Several hundred blocks, 



as well as thousands of fragnH'nts of the ornnh., rnurf ,If n•vf•trr,, ,,,f 
must be studied to recovc r as n1t1ch as possible of t J.,. pl· ,, t ,, I 
decorative sche1ne of the interior. It shouJd I,(' possihh· to r, pl·, 
at least the lower part of the 1narhlc r<'vchnc11ts aud to n·,·0111p,,c; 
samples of the fascinating' pictures" of tnarhlc inlay. In this study, 
the participation of a specialist in Judaic history aud an ·icnt c;y,,; -
gogues is essential. The walls of th huikliug must be furth ·r 
stabilized the mosaic pavem nts repaired with missing portions 
supplied in concrete and a representative portion of the pi •rs rt✓-
erected as far as possible to preserve the synagogue for post ·rity 
and make it intelligible for tourists and scholars alike. 

Our task then is hardly more than well begun. Recent termina­
tion of government and foundation grants, under which the initial 
excavation was made possible now threatens the necessary contin­
uation of excavation study and restoration. To realize these goals, 
which include a thorough final publication of the synagogue and 
its contents, a minimum of three more major summer seasons of ex­
cavation work are needed ( 1g66- 1g68). The thoroughgoing exami­
nation and restoration of this unique monument, which so vividly 
proclaims the vitality and creativity of Jewish communities under 
the Roman empire, is a responsibility which the Archaeological Exploration of Sardis must fulfill. 

Fig. 16. Dedicatory plaque of "Pegasios." 




