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Excavations at Huqoq in Israel’s eastern Lower Galilee are bringing to light a Late Roman synagogue, a medieval public building, and the remains of ancient and modern (pre-1948) villages.
In this interim report, we describe the major discoveries of the 2014–2017 seasons, including the
extraordinary fgural mosaics decorating the synagogue foor. Our discoveries provide evidence of
a Galilean Jewish community that fourished through the 5th and 6th centuries c.e.—a picture
contrasting with recent claims of a decline in Jewish settlement under Byzantine Christian rule.
Te possibility that the medieval public building might also be a synagogue has important implications for understanding Galilean Jewish settlement in the Middle Ages, about which almost
nothing is known. Te excavations also shed light on the last phase of the settlement’s long history:
the development of the modern village of Yakuk in the 19th through 20th centuries.
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S

ince 2011, a consortium of universities has excavated at Horvat Huqoq (henceforth, Huqoq) in
Israel’s eastern Lower Galilee, under the direction
of Jodi Magness of Te University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill with Assistant Director Shua Kisilevitz of
the Israel Antiquities Authority and Tel Aviv University
(Fig. 1). Tis report provides an overview of the project’s
discoveries from 2014 through 2017.1
1

For an interim report on the 2011–2013 seasons, see Magness
et al. 2014.
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Project Rationale
Early in the 20th century, Heinrich Kohl and Carl
Watzinger (1916) surveyed and excavated a number of
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Fig. 1. Map of the Galilee. (Prepared by R. Mohr; base map courtesy of NordNordWest
[http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/])
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ancient synagogues in Galilee, which they dated to the
2nd and 3rd centuries c.e. on the basis of comparisons
with Roman temples in Syria and Asia Minor. Te best
example of these buildings—which became known as
Galilean-type synagogues—is the synagogue at Capernaum, ca. 5 km from Huqoq. It is a monumental basilica, entered through three doorways in the south (short)
wall, with the interior of the hall surrounded on the east,
west, and north sides by a stylobate supporting columns
on pedestals.
In 1929, Eleazar Sukenik and Nahman Avigad excavated the apsidal synagogue at Beth Alpha in the Jordan
Valley. Soon thereafer, Sukenik (1934) published a typology assigning Galilean-type synagogues to the 2nd and
3rd centuries c.e. and Byzantine-type synagogues with
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an apse (such as Beth Alpha) to the 5th and 6th centuries.
Te typology was later expanded by Erwin Goodenough
(1953–1968 1: 178–267) and Michael Avi-Yonah (1961),
who added a Transitional (broad house) type, dated to
the 4th century (such as Hammath Tiberias).
Magness undertook excavations at Huqoq to clarify
the chronology of Galilean-type synagogues, which she
believes date to the 4th century c.e. and later, and thus
contemporary with Transitional- and Byzantine-type
synagogues. Te earlier dating—which is still favored by
many archaeologists in Israel and elsewhere—is based
on stylistic considerations, whereas Magness’s chronology is based on the archaeological material (mainly pottery and coins) associated with the construction of these
buildings. Magness believes that before the 4th century,
synagogue buildings in Palestine were relatively modest
structures undistinguished by Jewish decorative motifs
and without permanent liturgical furniture, such as Torah shrines.2 In Magness’s opinion, the appearance of
monumental synagogue architecture and art in the 4th
century c.e.—and especially from the later 4th century
on—should be understood within the context of the rise
of Christianity, which was legalized by Constantine in
313 c.e. In other words, Jews began building monumental synagogues around the same time that Christians began building monumental churches.
Te linear evolutionary model represented by the
traditional typology has been challenged by new and
ongoing discoveries and by reevaluations of the existing
archaeological evidence. Te biggest challenge comes
from Capernaum, where Franciscan archaeologists have
conducted excavations since the late 1960s. Below the
paving stones of the foor of the synagogue and adjacent
courtyard, they have found over 25,000 small bronze
coins and large quantities of pottery dating to the 4th
and 5th centuries c.e. Te latest of these fnds date to
approximately 500 c.e., indicating that the synagogue
was built no earlier than the beginning of the 6th century—centuries later than previously thought.3 Because
Capernaum is always cited as the classic example of a
Galilean synagogue, this discovery removes the cornerstone of the traditional typology.
Te discoveries at Capernaum have created an ongoing controversy in ancient synagogue studies (see Tsafrir
1989; Maʿoz 1999; Foerster 2004; Amit 2007; and Arubas
and Talgam 2014). To account for the 4th- and 5th-century pottery and coins under the foors, some scholars
argue that the Capernaum synagogue originally was built
2

An exception is the stone table from the Migdal synagogue, which
is decorated with motifs alluding to the Jerusalem temple (see Avshalom-Gorni and Najar 2013).
3 For discussions with references, see Magness 2001: 18–26; 2012.
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in the 2nd or 3rd century c.e. but later was destroyed and
rebuilt. However, the published reports give no indication of an earlier phase or evidence that the synagogue
was rebuilt. Tis argument also fails to account for the
dating of other Galilean-type synagogues to the 4th–6th
centuries.4
Te inescapable conclusion is that the traditional typology can no longer be considered valid. Te limited data
available in the frst half of the 20th century supported
the typology, but today we have a wealth of additional information and many more excavated synagogues. Te differences between the traditional synagogue types are due
not to diferent dates but other factors, such as regional
traditions and local building materials, congregational
or donor preferences, and perhaps diferent movements
or liturgies within Judaism.5 For example, Galilean-type
synagogues cluster in the area to the north and northwest
of the Sea of Galilee, with a related type characteristic of
the Golan (see Maʿoz 1981; 1993). Broad house buildings (the Transitional type) are concentrated especially
in southern Judaea (the Darom or Daroma): Eshtamoaʿ,
Khirbet Susiya, Maʿon, and Horvat ʿAnim (all without
an internal colonnade and with entrances in the eastern
broad wall), and ʿEin Gedi.6 Although Golan synagogues
resemble the Galilean type, they difer in having one
doorway instead of three in the main wall (except for edDikke) and typically are decorated with a greater number
and variety of fgured reliefs (especially lions and eagles)
(Maʿoz 1981: 101–2, 110). Furthermore, diferent types
are attested even within the same region—for example,
the broad house synagogues at Khirbet Shemaʿ (Meyers,
Kraabel, and Strange 1976; Magness 1997) and Horvat
Kur (Zangenberg et al. 2013a; 2013b) in Galilee.
Te ongoing debate over synagogue chronology has
been sharpened by the recent work of Uzi Leibner, who
claims that Jewish settlement in the eastern Lower Galilee
experienced a dramatic decline beginning in the mid-4th
century c.e., precisely when it appears the local Jewish

4 See, e.g., the Galilean-type synagogue at Gush Halav (Meyers,
Meyers, and Strange 1990; Magness 2001: 3–18); and the Galilean-type
synagogue at Nabratein (Meyers and Meyers 2009; Magness 2010).
Also see Spigel 2016; for a response, see Schindler 2017: 46–47, n. 96;
82, n. 17.
5 E.g., “[W]hile a regional and chronological distribution of synagogue types is apparent, these ‘types’ in no way refect a strict geographic or chronologic typology” (Fine and Meyers 1997: 119–20).
For a discussion, see Levine 2005: 319–26, which states, “[T]he linear
approach equating each type of building to a specifc historical period
can rightly be put to rest. Diversity reigned in synagogue architecture
and art, as it did in other dimensions of synagogue life” (2005: 322).
6 See Amit 1995 (at Maʿon, internal supports were added to the hall
in a second phase). For ʿEin Gedi, see Barag 1993. For a recent study of
the southern synagogues, see Werlin 2015.
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population started to build monumental synagogues.7
Underlying Leibner’s claim is the assumption that Jews
sufered under Christian rule, a view infuenced by literary sources, such as the writings of the Church Fathers
and Late Roman legislation:
If these [Galilean-type] synagogues were indeed built
two or three hundred years later than the period during which their architectural style is known to have
fourished, then the standard art-historical method of
stylistic dating would be problematic, to say the least.
Furthermore, adopting the late chronology [of Magness]
would leave us with no synagogues from the 2nd to early
4th c., the heyday of the Galilean Jewish community, and
would date them instead to an era characterised by the
sources as one of a declining Jewish population sufering from oppression under a Christian regime. (Leibner
2010: 223)

Te discoveries at Huqoq contradict this picture by
providing evidence of a monumental Galilean-type synagogue that was erected in the early 5th century and a
prosperous Jewish settlement that fourished through the
6th century. Te following is a description of these discoveries, focusing on the 2014–2017 excavation seasons.8
Te site of Huqoq is located on a limestone outcrop, with
multiple limestone and dolomite formations to the north
and surface basalt to the south. All of the pre-medieval
structures and nearly all of the medieval ones are constructed of limestone, with basalt incorporated in the
Late Roman synagogue’s foundations, while basalt was
used for the modern village houses, with recycled limestone elements from earlier buildings.

Area 2000: Te Ancient Village
From 2011 to 2014, Chad Spigel of Trinity University
(San Antonio, TX) supervised the excavations in Area
2000, which lies to the east of Area 3000 (the synagogue)
and is not covered by the ruins of the Ottoman village of
Yakuk.9 Te goal in excavating Area 2000 was to uncover
part of the ancient village to provide a context for understanding the community that constructed the synagogue. Altogether, nine squares were opened in Area
2000 (Figs. 2, 3).10 Excavations in Area 2000 ceased afer
7

See Leibner 2004; 2009a; 2009b; 2010; Ben David 2005; and Leibner and Ben David 2014. For responses to Leibner, see Magness 2001;
2009; 2012; Magness and Schindler 2015; and Lapin 2017.
8 For preliminary reports on these seasons, see Magness et al.
2016a; 2016b; 2017; 2018.
9 Te phasing and chronology presented here are based on
Schindler 2017: 143–59.
10 Two squares were opened in 2011 (SE 7/7, SE 7/8); two squares
in 2012 (SE 7/6, SE 6/7); two squares in 2013 (SE 6/6, SE 6/8); and
three squares in 2014 (SE 6/5, SE 5/5, SE 5/6). No foors or walls were
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2014, since which time the area has been backflled and
the project’s resources directed to Area 3000.11
By the end of 2013, we had uncovered two distinct
domestic units (Units 1, 2) separated by a common wall
(W212). Both structures have at their core two rooms,
one behind the other: Unit 1 (the western unit) consists
of Rooms 1 and 2 (separated by W217), and Unit 2 (the
eastern unit) consists of Rooms 3 and 4 (separated by
W226). Te main entrance to Unit 1 was through a doorway in the south wall (W208), composed of a nicely hewn
threshold stone and two large stone doorposts. Te main
doorway into Unit 2 was not found, as the south wall
is covered by a balk. Additional rooms surround Units
1 and 2 to the west (Room 5), north (Rooms 7, 8), and
east (Room 9 [perhaps an alley?]), and on the northernmost part of the excavated area (Rooms 6a/b, 10, 11 [only
the southeast corner of which was exposed, bounded by
W228 and W229]).
Te walls of the units are constructed of roughly
worked or unworked feldstones laid in two rows, with
one face made of feldstones and roughly hewn stones
arranged as headers, and the other face of small- and
medium-sized feldstones. Most of the walls are well
preserved, some to a height of over 2.0 m. Te foors
are of compacted plaster or compacted dirt with plaster
fecks. Tere are no signs of destruction in Area 2000.
Instead, Units 1 and 2 and the surrounding rooms (5–9)
were abandoned and gradually collapsed, as suggested
by a layer of dirt that accumulated on top of the foors.
Tis accumulation above the foors seems to include the
collapse of the roofs (there is no evidence of a second
story), as indicated by the presence of artifacts, including grinding stones and a roof roller, which crashed onto
the foors. Afer the roofs collapsed, the walls gradually
tumbled down.
Diferent foor levels in abutting rooms in Area 2000,
evidenced by the elevations of thresholds for doorways,
create a confusing stratigraphic picture. For example,
in Unit 2 a doorway with fnely hewn threshold blocks
in W226 provided access from Room 3 to Room 4. A
threshold for a doorway in W222 could have provided access from Room 4 to Room 8 to the north. However, the
threshold is approximately 0.60 m above the foor level
in Room 4, and 0.35 m above the foor level in Room 8,
without any sign of steps. It is possible that the threshold
was associated with later foors at higher elevations in
Rooms 4 and 8, although no evidence of such foors was
reached in the westernmost square (SE 6/5), which was excavated for
only a short time in 2014.
11 In 2017, the balks separating Squares 5/5, 5/6, 6/5, and 6/6 were
removed before the area was backflled. Te removal of the balk between Rooms 10 and 11 indicated that W235 and W236 seem to be a
single massive wall instead of two separate walls.
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Fig. 2. Aerial view of Area 2000 (north at top). (Photo by SkyView Photography; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

discerned in the excavations. Indeed, only one foor was
found in every room in Area 2000, with the exception
of Rooms 6b and 10. Te foor levels in the surrounding
rooms (5–10), however, were over 0.30–0.50 m higher
(ca. 27.00 m) than those in Units 1 and 2, with the foors
in the latter sharing a common elevation of ca. 26.50 m. In
addition, the foundations of W223 and W211 are nearly
2 m below the foor in Room 5, and no other surfaces or
foors were discovered in this room. Only Rooms 6b and
10 have clear evidence of multiple resurfacings and later
occupation extending into the Early Islamic period. Tat
the rooms surrounding Units 1 and 2 were constructed
slightly later is borne out by the pottery and coins.
Four phases of construction and/or occupation were
identifed in Area 2000:12

12 Te strata presented for both Areas 2000 and 3000 in this report
are provisional. A stratigraphic framework for the entire site will be
provided in the fnal report.

Stratum 1: earlier walls likely dating to the Hellenistic
period (W216 [Room 3], W221 [Room 9]);13
Stratum 2: late 4th/5th–6th-century c.e. construction
and occupation of Units 1 and 2 (Rooms 1–4) and
Rooms 7–9; the original construction phase of Rooms
5, 6, and 10;
Stratum 3: abandonment of Units 1 and 2; a 6th-century
construction phase in Rooms 5, 6, and 10, with occupation continuing until the Early Islamic period; and
Stratum 4: 12th–13th-century walls (W201, W202,
W220) constructed in Room 9.14
13 Te dating of these walls is based on the predominantly Hellenistic pottery found in the flls surrounding them, as well as their diferent
orientation in relation to the 5th-century structures under which they
were sealed. However, as no associated surfaces were excavated, the
dating of these walls is tentative.
14 Te elevation of the walls indicates that their associated surfaces
could not have been lower than an elevation of 27.40 m. Because they
were just under the topsoil, the surfaces were not preserved. However,
a threshold in W220 (elevation 27.71 m) seems to be in situ.

66

MAGNESS ET AL.

Stratum 2 is the earliest signifcant occupation phase
uncovered in Area 2000. In the frst half of the 5th century
c.e., Units 1 and 2 were constructed, around the same
time as the synagogue building in Area 3000. Units 1 and
2 are delineated by the following walls: W222 (north),
W218 (east), W208 and W209 (south), and W223 (west).
Rooms 5–10 were constructed in the second half of the
5th century. Te diference in elevations between the surfaces in Units 1 and 2 and Rooms 5–10 (see above) is the
result of architectural alterations and the accumulation
of domestic refuse around Units 1 and 2 over roughly
50 to 75 years, from ca. 400 c.e. to the later 5th century.
Rooms 5–10 are delineated by the following walls: Room
5: W225 (north), W223 (east), and W234 (south); Room
6:15 W239 (north), W230 (east), W225 (south), and W236
(west); Room 7: W215 (east), W222 (south) and W230
(west); Room 8: W240 (east), W222 (south), and W215
(west); Room 9: W218 and W240 (west); and Room 10:
W231 (north)16 and W236 (east).17 Tis stratum ends
with the abandonment and collapse of Units 1 and 2 and
Rooms 7–9 by the late 6th century c.e.
Stratum 3 dates to the 6th century c.e. At this time,
new structures were built in the western part of Area
2000, some of them comprising repairs and building
onto walls from the previous stratum and thus maintaining the same wall orientation while creating a new layout.
In Room 5, the upper parts of the southern and eastern
walls were rebuilt (W211 above W234 and W210 above
W223), and a new north wall was constructed (W219)
(bonding at its eastern end with W210), slightly reducing
the room’s dimensions in comparison with the previous
phase. Although no associated foor was found in Room
5 (due to later pitting and its proximity to topsoil), the
elevation of W219 (the foundation of which overlies the
foors of Stratum 2) indicates a height no lower than 27.70
m for the surface. Te western part of the room was not
excavated. Two units were constructed in place of Room
6 of the previous stratum. Room 6a is delineated by W233
(north), W230 (east), W219 (south), and W241 (west). No
associated foors were found in this room. Room 6b is
delineated by W228 (north), W230 (east), W233 (south)
and W235 (west). Although it is not clear when occupation ended in Rooms 5 and 6a, occupation continued in
Rooms 6b and 10 (which originally were constructed in
15 In this phase, this room incorporates a larger area. Later, it was
divided into two rooms: 6a and 6b.
16 Although W238 underlies W231, no associated foors were found,
as it was not reached until the end of the 2014 season. Consequently, its
date and relationship to the adjacent structures is unclear.
17 Te full extent of Rooms 7–9 is unclear, as several of their closing
walls are unexcavated. While the foors of Stratum 2 in the northern
part of Room 6 are clearly associated with W236, it is unclear why this
wall is exceptionally wide and appears to disappear south of W233.
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Stratum 2) until the 9th–11th centuries c.e.18 Te Stratum 2 and 3 occupation levels in Area 2000 yielded a
rich assemblage of ceramic vessels, including imported
red-slipped fne wares. A representative sample of the
5th–7th-century c.e. types is illustrated in Figure 4.
Outside the confnes of Room 6b, narrow strips were
excavated in Square SE 5/6 to the east of W230 and in
the corner of Room 11 (bounded by W228 and W229)
up to the balks. Beneath layers of collapse, some of which
contained roof tiles and burned embers, two possible
surfaces were uncovered, overlaid by compact soil with
mixed Stratum 2 and 3 pottery. Early Islamic occupation
is not well represented in the southern and eastern parts
of Area 2000 (Rooms 1–4, 7–9), where only a few sherds
of the 8th–10th centuries were recovered.

Area 3000: Te Modern Village of
Yakuk, the Medieval Building, and
the Late Roman Synagogue
Since 2015, excavations have focused entirely on Area
3000, where the remains of the synagogue were covered
by the ruins of the modern village of Yakuk, which was
abandoned in 1948. Te supervisors in Area 3000 were
Matthew Grey (2011–2017), Dennis Mizzi (2015–2017),
and Benjamin Gordon (2014). Five strata have been distinguished in Area 3000.
Stratum 1: Te Late Roman synagogue was constructed
in the early 5th century c.e., as indicated by the pottery and coins from the foundation trench of the east
wall and radiocarbon dating of a charcoal sample
from the bedding of the mosaic foor. We have not yet
determined when or why the synagogue went out of
use, although there are no signs of destruction by fre.
Stratum 2: In the 12th–13th centuries, a medieval public building reused and expanded the Late Roman
synagogue. Te medieval public building is dated by
glazed potsherds found in subsurface flls and embedded in the thick, concrete-like makeup of the foor.
Stratum 3: Afer the medieval public building went out of
use, it was robbed out and pitted, and scattered walls
and installations were constructed over the course of
the 13th–16th centuries.
Stratum 4: In the 18th–19th centuries, this was an open
area with numerous cooking installations (tabuns) associated with layers of ash and a few partition walls.

18 Because of extensive robbers’ trenches, the evidence for Early
Islamic occupation in Room 10 is less clear than in Room 6b. Te most
likely candidate is a surface consisting of paving stones and packed
earth that survived only in patches, having sufered from stone robbing
in the 13th–15th centuries.
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Fig. 3. Plan of Area 2000. (Prepared by S. Pirsky; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)
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Fig. 4. Area 2000: examples of pottery from Strata 2 and 3. (Prepared by D. Schindler and R. Mohr; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)
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Stratum 5: In the late 19th century and frst half of the
20th century, the area was built up with houses separated by a north–south alley.
Te following discussion describes these remains beginning with the most recent stratum (5) and focusing
especially on Strata 1 and 2.
Stratum 5: The Late Ottoman to Modern Village
of Yakuk (Late 19th Century to 1948) (Fig. 5)
Tis stratum is characterized by the establishment of
domestic structures along a north–south alley: two large,
adjoining buildings to the west (Units 1, 2), one in the
southeast (Unit 3), and a third building in the northeast
(Unit 4). At the southern end of Area 3000, the houses
built above the earlier ash-and-tabun layer were covered
by another ash-and-tabun layer, above which a large
house (Unit 3), dating to the last occupation phase (pre1948), was established.
Te modern village houses are constructed mostly of
small basalt feldstones, sometimes incorporating reused
limestone building stones and architectural fragments
from the synagogue. Each dwelling consists of a single
room with one or two sets of supporting arches for the
roof, which were carried on pairs of pilasters, built of
hewn rectangular stones and set upon a rectangular block
with a foundation of packed stones (Fig. 6). Te stone
arches carried wooden ceiling beams overlaid by layers
of mud, plaster, and smaller pieces of wood. Te rooms
had plaster foors and contained built installations.19 Te
fnds include 20th-century coins and numerous glass and
metal artifacts, such as tools, wires, and even house keys,
as well as modern Rashaya pottery, black Gaza ware, and
imported porcelain (Fig. 7:6–10).
Te most completely excavated dwelling (Unit 1)
dates from the 1920s through 1948. It had at least two
major occupation phases, distinguished by the raising
and narrowing of a semicircular entryway accessed by a
ramp from an alley to the west (Fig. 8). Te north side of
Unit 1 still contained installations in the recessed spaces
on either side of the pilaster. On the west side of the pilaster, a two-legged mud-brick stove was found (Fig. 9)
together with various objects, including perforated metal
braziers, a tripod gas burner, and a green glass bottle embossed with “Tis bottle made in Scotland.” Te recessed
space on the east side of the pilaster yielded the burned
remains of a trunk made of wood and iron sheets, which
contained a shell, a stone weight, a coin, and a wooden
19

For parallels to some of these features in traditional Palestinian
dwellings in the Hebron Hills, including the stone arches, ceiling and
roofng materials, and mud-brick installations, see Hirschfeld 1995:
126, 136–37, 175–78.
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diptych picture frame (Fig. 10). A complete ceramic jar
lay smashed on the foor next to the trunk.
Tis stratum—the last in Huqoq’s long history—ended
with a confagration in 1948 that burned the ceiling timbers and caused the walls and ceilings of the structures to
collapse. Te destruction of all the excavated houses by
fre indicates that it was the result of a deliberate act. Te
archaeological remains suggest the villagers had time to
collect their most valuable possessions before feeing but
lef the rest behind. Afer 1948, a layer of dirt accumulated on top of the foors, and the burned-out houses were
used for military exercises by the Israel Defense Forces,
as evidenced by scattered shell casings. In the 1960s, the
Israeli government bulldozed the remains of the ruined
houses, creating an overlay of mounds of rubble.
Stratum 4: The Ottoman Period (18th–
19th Centuries C.E.) (Figs. 11, 12)
In Stratum 4, Area 3000 was an open space with cisterns on the east and south, surrounded by several built
installations and numerous tabuns (Fig. 13). Te tabuns,
sometimes fenced of by meager walls, together with the
adjacent cisterns suggest this space was used for food
preparation. Massive quantities of ash from the tabuns
were deposited throughout the area and accumulated
above the post-medieval remains of Stratum 3. Te
houses of the modern village of Yakuk (Stratum 5) were
established above the ash deposits.
Stratum 3: The Mamluk–Early Ottoman
Periods (13th–16th Centuries C.E.) (Fig. 14)
Tere are signs of post-medieval activity throughout Area 3000, consisting of the robbing out of walls
as well as the presence of pits and silos dug into the
foor of the medieval public building (and sometimes
through the mosaic foor of the Late Roman synagogue
below). At this time, some of the stones in the medieval
public building’s north wall, west stylobate, and northern and western benches were robbed out. At the same
time or perhaps slightly later, scattered and fragmentary feldstone walls and installations were constructed,
the complete plan and function of which are unknown.
Tis activity was followed by the accumulation of a soil
layer that covered the foor of the medieval public building and yielded pottery dating to the Late Mamluk or
Early Ottoman period (15th–16th centuries). Modern
fll found under the large threshold stones, associated
with the doorway in the middle of the medieval public
building’s west wall, and in some pits indicates that the
robbing and pitting activity continued into the 19th and
20th centuries.
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Fig. 6. Area 3000: aerial view of Units 1 and 2 (north at top). (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq
Excavation Project)
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Fig. 7. Area 3000: examples of pottery from Stratum 2 (nos. 1–5) and Stratum 5 (nos. 6–10). (Prepared by D. Schindler and R. Mohr;
courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)
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Fig. 8. Area 3000: semicircular entryway into Unit 1 showing the raising and narrowing in its later phase. (Photo by J. Haberman;
courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

Fig. 9. Area 3000: mud-brick stove in Unit 1. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)
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Fig. 10. Area 3000: wooden diptych picture frame from Unit 1. (Photo by J.
Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

Stratum 2: The Medieval Public Building
(12th–13th Centuries C.E.) (Figs. 15–18)
In the Ayyubid, Crusader, or Mamluk period (12th–
13th centuries), a monumental public building was
erected on the same spot as the Late Roman synagogue,
reusing some of the earlier structure’s architectural elements but expanding it in size (Fig. 19). Specifcally, the
medieval public building reused the synagogue’s east wall
(but extended it farther to the south) and north wall (but
extended it farther to the west). Although the east and
north walls are on the line of the original synagogue’s
walls, the incorporation of reused ashlar blocks of diferent sizes bonded by gray mortar indicates that parts were
rebuilt in the medieval period.
Like the Late Roman synagogue that preceded it,
the medieval public building is a basilica but with three
doorways in the east wall and at least one in the center
of the west wall. Te nave is separated from the north,
east, and west aisles by a stylobate, which on the north
and east consists of meticulously dressed stones that supported columns on pedestals. Te north and east stylobates overlie the lines of the corresponding Late Roman
synagogue stylobates, and the west stylobate overlies the
line of the Late Roman synagogue’s (still unexcavated)
west wall. Te medieval public building’s stylobates, columns, and pedestals appear to have originated in the
Late Roman synagogue, having been dug out and lifed

ca. 1 m to the level of the medieval foor above, as indicated by a broad, clearly defned foundation trench
for the stylobate, which cut through the western edge
of the mosaics in the Late Roman synagogue’s east aisle
and destroyed the mosaics on the east side of the synagogue’s nave (Fig. 20). Te stylobate’s foundation trench
also cut through the accumulations overlying the Late
Roman synagogue’s mosaic foor. Te trench was flled
with brown soil and was covered by leveling flls under
the medieval foor.
Te stones of the Late Roman synagogue’s west stylobate are robbed out. One fragmentary pedestal was
discovered still sitting in situ atop the east stylobate of
the medieval public building, while another, found toppled on the medieval foor next to the east stylobate farther to the south, was restored to its original position.
Pieces of other pedestals lie scattered in the north and
east aisles. Tese discoveries indicate that the medieval
public building measured ca. 24 × 17.86 m. From east to
west, the interior of the building spanned ca. 16.80 m.
Te nave was ca. 8.44 m wide, whereas the west and east
aisles—respectively, 2.22 m and 2.66 m wide—were of
unequal width.
Architectural pieces from the Late Roman synagogue,
including plastered column drums still preserving their
original painted decoration (consisting of red-andyellow vine or ivy leaves), were placed underneath and
along the medieval public building’s east stylobate to
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Fig. 13. Area 3000: a tabun. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

support it and the weight of the pedestals (Figs. 21, 22).20
Additional support for the pedestals on the east and west
stylobates was provided by short but massive buttress
walls, also constructed with reused fragments of the Late
Roman synagogue superstructure, which perhaps also
provided stability in case of earthquakes. Te buttresses
were constructed by mortaring together the architectural
elements and stone collapse under the medieval foor
(Fig. 23). Te building’s foor is made of a bedding of
large cobbles over a thick concrete-like makeup, covered
with a thick layer of plaster (Fig. 24). Very small patches
of white or geometric and foral mosaics are preserved,
embedded in the plaster on top of the makeup in the
north and east aisles (Magness et al. 2014: 343, fg. 11).
A single white tessera, embedded in plaster found in situ
abutting the inside of the north stylobate, indicates that
the nave was paved with mosaics as well.
Te medieval foor sealed layers of fll that were deposited on top of the Late Roman synagogue’s mosaics.
Directly overlying the synagogue’s mosaics is sediment
consisting of a 2 cm thick layer of densely packed silty
clay with few anthropogenic inclusions, a unique com20

Tis cannot yet be confrmed for the medieval public building’s
north stylobate, as we have not excavated underneath it.

position not present in the other fll layers (Fabric 1).
Above is a 4 cm thick layer of larger limestone chips
from at least two diferent sources,21 mixed with loose
silty clay (Fabric 2). Atop this, approximately 9 cm above
the mosaic foor, is a homogeneous layer of fne-grained
limestone fragments with very few microfossils (1.5 cm
thick) (Fabric 3). Tere are indicators of water movement downward through these deposits, most strongly
evidenced by laminate layers of very fne silty clay accumulated directly above the limestone chip layers (Fig.
25). Tese deposits were likely exposed to the elements
for some time prior to the dumping of further leveling
flls. Tere are no such indicators in the deposits directly
above the mosaic surface, suggesting that this sediment
(Fabric 1) was never exposed to the elements.22
Te remainder of the flls above these initial deposits appears to be leveling fll of alternating loose, sandy,
21

Limestone contains microfossils of foraminifera from the ancient seas from which they formed. Te density and variety of these
fossils within a sample can be used to diferentiate between geological
formations and assist with identifying the source of the material (see
Wilkinson 2017).
22 Although the silty clay directly above the mosaic appears to be a
deliberate deposit, Emily Hubbard cannot at this point say if it might
be ceiling or roof collapse.
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silty clay with mixed limestone chips and more densely
packed silty clay with mineral aggregates (quartz, basalt) and phytoliths, charcoal, shell, and bone (Fabrics
2, 4). Te flls likely were deposited in preparation for
the creation of the thick, concrete-like foor makeup of
the medieval public building, which was better preserved
in the northern half of the building than in the southern
half (Fig. 26).
Te stylobate’s foundation trench cut through the accumulations overlying the Late Roman synagogue’s mosaic foor. Te trench was flled with brown sandy, silty
clay and was covered by leveling flls under the medieval foor. Te stylobate blocks were removed prior to
the deposition of the leveling flls, indicating that the
synagogue foor either was exposed or was covered only
by the initial deposits discussed above.23 Te trench cut
23 Hubbard’s analysis suggests the stylobate was robbed out well
before the leveling fll was deposited.

through the mosaic foors in the synagogue’s east aisle
and the east side of the nave, but no remains of an earlier
stylobate are visible below.
Te medieval public building’s dating is based on ceramic evidence. Although most of the pottery found in
the flls under the building’s foor is Late Roman–Byzantine, the latest types found immediately above the Late
Roman synagogue’s mosaic foor are Abbasid–Fatimid.
Pottery embedded in the makeup of the medieval foor,
in the flls immediately beneath it, and inside the makeup
of the buttresses of the east stylobate includes Early Islamic types (8th–11th centuries) and glazed sherds dating up to the frst half of the 12th century, as well as
low-fred, handmade vessels common in the 12th century and later.24 Although not found in large quantities,

24

For examples of the latest types from these loci, see Figure 7:1–5.
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Fig. 18. Aerial view of Area 3000 showing the medieval public building at the end of the 2017 season (north
at top). (Photo by Grifn Higher Photography; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)
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Fig. 19. Area 3000: view of the medieval public building with the northeast corner in the foreground in 2016. (Photo by J. Haberman;
courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

Fig. 20. Area 3000, looking east: reused architectural fragments in the foundation trench of the medieval stylobate and a buttress
(on the right) cutting through the mosaic in the nave of the Late Roman synagogue. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq
Excavation Project)
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Fig. 21. Area 3000, looking northwest: reused column drums from the Late Roman synagogue under the medieval stylobate. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

Fig. 22. Area 3000: reused architectural pieces from the Late Roman synagogue, some preserving their polychrome-painted plaster,
under the medieval stylobate. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)
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Fig. 23. Area 3000, looking north: a medieval buttress in the foreground and reused architectural
pieces from the Late Roman synagogue underneath the stylobate. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of
the Huqoq Excavation Project)

these types appear consistently in sealed contexts in all
areas across the building.
Stone benches made of reused ashlar blocks from the
Late Roman synagogue lined the north, east, and west
walls of the medieval public building (Magness et al.
2014: 339, fg. 10). Te benches were double tiered, as
indicated by the remains preserved in one section abutting the north wall. Te benches suggest that the building was a synagogue rather than a church or mosque.
Perhaps, this is the synagogue with a “very old foor” that
Ishtori Haparchi reported seeing at Yakuk in the early
14th century (see Magness et al. 2014: 339).

Possible evidence of a second phase was found in the
northwest corner of the medieval public building, where
the negative outline of a bench is visible in the foor. Tis
might indicate that the northwest corner was reconstructed, perhaps due to damage to the building while
it was still in use. In the second phase, a doorway with
a threshold of fnely carved basalt blocks was added in
the corner afer the bench had been removed, and the
foor was repaired. However, there is no evidence of a
later foor associated with this threshold. It is therefore
possible that the basalt threshold was an integral feature
of the medieval building from the start, and the bench in
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Fig. 24. Area 3000: the cobble bedding of the medieval foor. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

this spot had a single tier. In this case, the bench could
have been used as a step down into the building. Either
way, the west wall of the medieval building continues
northward beyond this doorway. Another doorway farther to the south in the west wall is associated with two
large threshold blocks that had been robbed out in modern times and were exposed in 2011. Te line of benches,
although robbed out, clearly stopped on either side of
this doorway, thereby indicating its location.
A ramp along the outside of the northern end of the
west wall slopes up from south to north and is contemporary with the medieval public building or one of its
later sub-phases, perhaps added afer the ground level
outside the building had risen, as attested by the continuous raising of the surface north of the building. Te
succession of walls there (or most of them) represents
medieval sub-phases. Robbing activity farther to the
south suggests that there may have been stone benches
at this spot along the outside of the wall. Inside the building, evidence of numerous sub-phases, including patches
of later foors and wall stubs, attests to intensive use and
activity long afer the initial construction. Walls belonging to structures abutting the outer side of the north wall

also appear to have been added afer the building’s initial
construction, including an extension to the north of the
building’s east wall.
Stratum 1: The Late Roman Synagogue
(Early 5th Century C.E.) (Figs. 18, 27, 28)
Te Late Roman synagogue is a basilica, with the long
walls on the east and west, the main entrance(s) in the
south (Jerusalem-oriented) wall, an entrance in the east
wall (by the commemorative and elephant mosaic panels),
and a stylobate that wrapped around the north, east, and
west sides of the interior. Te west stylobate is robbed out,
and the foor of the nave is 0.20 m lower than the foor level
in the aisles. Te nave is ca. 5 m wide, and the aisles are ca.
3.60 m wide. Altogether, the synagogue is 20 m long and
15–16 m wide. Te west stylobate of the medieval public
building overlies the line of the synagogue’s west wall.
Pottery and coins from the foundation trench of the
east wall provide a terminus post quem in the early 5th
century for the synagogue’s construction (Magness et al.
2014: 341–42). At the bottom of the foundations, the
east wall was foating, with no signs of an earlier wall
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underneath. In 2014, a sounding was made under the
plaster bedding of the mosaic foor following the removal of the panel depicting Samson carrying the gate
of Gaza, located at the southern end of the east aisle. Te
sounding revealed that the mosaic was laid over a layer
of cobblestones mixed with crushed pottery and plaster;
the plaster continued below the cobblestones. Radiocarbon dating of a charcoal sample from the plaster yielded
a terminus post quem of 335–410 c.e. (see Appendix C
below). Te latest pottery from the bedding ranges in
date from the 2nd century to the mid-4th century c.e.
Below the bedding were layers of earthen fll without any
evidence of an earlier foor. Te latest pottery from these
flls is the rim of a Kefar Hananya Form 1E bowl, which
has a range from the mid-3rd to 5th centuries c.e. (see

Adan-Bayewitz 1993: 103–9; Magness 2012; and Magness and Schindler 2015: 194).
In 2016, a 0.80 × 0.70 m sounding was made at the
northern end of the nave (north of the Noah’s Ark panel),
in a spot where mosaics were not preserved but the bedding was intact. Te bedding consisted of a 5 cm thick
layer of concretized gray ash, mixed with small pebbles
and set on top of a layer of cobbles. In the bedding was
the rim of a Kefar Hananya Form 4D cooking pot, dated
from ca. 300 c.e. to the early 5th century (see AdanBayewitz 1993: 130–32). Below the cobbles was a thick
layer of fll containing only Hellenistic pottery and the
rim of an Early Roman conical grooved glass bowl, which
presumably were imported with dumps associated with
earlier periods of occupation at Huqoq.
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Fig. 26. Area 3000, looking north in the synagogue nave: section showing the deposits above the Late Roman mosaic up to the medieval foor (at
the top of the meter stick), cut by a later pit on the right and the robber’s trench of the synagogue’s west stylobate on the lef. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

It is unclear when or why the synagogue went out
of use. Te mosaics might have been damaged by the
collapse of the superstructure—perhaps caused by an
earthquake but apparently only afer the building’s abandonment. Te collapse overlies a layer of accumulation
covering the mosaic foor. It appears that at least some of
the fallen architectural pieces were later removed, most
likely when the building was repurposed in the medieval
period. At that time, layers of leveling fll were dumped
over the mosaics and collapse to support the new foor
1 m above. However, if the team is correct that the Late
Roman synagogue’s stylobate and pedestals were lifed
in the medieval public building, the source of the architectural pieces used to extend the later stylobates to the
south and west is not known. Furthermore, the width
of the robber’s trench of the synagogue’s west stylobate
(0.74 m) is narrower than the stylobates of the medieval
public building (0.73–0.75 m on the north and 0.77 m on
the east).25 One stone block (only the east face of which
was exposed) is still preserved in the synagogue’s west
stylobate, abutted by a patch of mosaic foor.
25 Te team cannot yet account for the discrepancy between the
diferent widths of the stylobates in the medieval public building and
the synagogue. It is possible the synagogue stylobates were of diferent widths on the diferent sides, or the medieval building’s stylobates
did not originate in the synagogue. Hopefully, future excavation of the
synagogue’s north and west stylobates will clarify this issue.

As mentioned above, numerous architectural pieces
from the Late Roman synagogue, including column
drums still covered with colorful painted plaster, were
incorporated in the buttresses and under and along the
stylobate of the medieval public building (Figs. 22, 29).
Large quantities of painted plaster fragments from the
walls and columns as well as molded plaster pieces have
also been recovered from the flls under the foor of the
medieval public building and from the foundation trench
of its east stylobate. Te molded plaster pieces are formed
from a coarse matrix, and most have a uniform of-white
color. Tey include fragments of volutes and futes that
are similar in appearance and scale to the ornamentation
of the fragmentary column capitals from the flls over the
south end of the synagogue nave.
Te fragments of painted wall and column plaster
feature red, yellow, and white pigments. Te majority of
these fragments measure between 1 and 5 cm, although
the largest, preserved on column drums in situ, measure
up to 0.3 m at the maximum preserved length. Most of
the fragments are ca. 1.5 cm thick and have at least two
discrete layers of plaster. Tere were at least two phases
of decoration. In several fragments that separated during
cleaning, a “mirror” image of the previous painted design
was absorbed into the second layer of plaster while it was
still wet. Pick marks (measuring ca. 1 cm in diameter)
made by a tool to roughen the surface of the old plaster
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Fig. 27. Plan of Area 3000, Stratum 1 (Late Roman synagogue). (Prepared by S. Pirsky; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)
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Fig. 28. Area 3000: reconstructed plan of Late Roman synagogue. (Prepared by S. Pirsky; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)
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Fig. 29. Area 3000: painted column drum from the Late Roman synagogue. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy
of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

and help the new coat adhere also provide evidence of
two phases of decoration.26
Te painted plaster originally covered the surfaces
of the walls and columns inside the synagogue, and the
abstract motifs may have been intended to provide visual support for the more elaborate fgural mosaics. Te
fragments of painted plaster exhibit three decorative
types: solid red or white, curving red lines on a white
background, and composite daubs of pink, red, orange,
and white. In all three types, the pigment appears to have
been applied very freely. Visible brush marks and variation in the hues of pigments, such as white, pink, and
red, appear to be the result of colors mixing during the
application of paint. Copious paint drips and splotches
also suggest a haphazard approach. At present, no fgural ornament is visible in the painted plaster. Based on
the organic quality of the motifs, particularly of the long,
looping, and curving red lines on a white background,
it is possible that the painter had intended to create a
vegetal motif or even a very abstract version of imitation marble, ultimately derived from Roman models. Te
quantity of painted plaster at Huqoq as well as its preservation on column drums make it an important source
of evidence for surface decoration in Late Roman and
26

Te painted plaster from the Reḥov synagogue displays similar
evidence of two phases of painting (see Vitto 2015: 5–8).

Byzantine synagogues and the tradition of painting in
ancient Palestine.
As we have not dismantled the medieval public building’s stylobate, many of the architectural pieces under it
are unexposed or incompletely exposed. Te exposed,
accessible, and documented pieces include the capital
and drum of a Doric-style column and a battered but
quite large Corinthian capital, and two large pedestals for
columns. Te number and variety of column bases and
pedestals (as many as four diferent styles) and capitals
(as many as three diferent styles) present several possible reconstructions involving porch or courtyard areas,
second stories, or even more than one construction
phase. Tree fully preserved voussoirs (and fragments of
at least one other), decorated with dentil, egg-and-dart,
and bead-and-reel motifs, indicate that there was a large
arched window, presumably over the main doorway in
the synagogue’s south wall.
At least two architectural features might be associated
with liturgical furnishings added to the synagogue afer
the mosaics were laid. Te frst is a fnely carved stone
pedestal (0.59 × 0.59 × 0.43 m) with an hourglass profle
that was placed directly above the northwest corner of
the mosaic panel depicting Jonah and precisely even with
the line of the synagogue’s west stylobate. Te purpose
of this pedestal is unknown. One possibility is that it was
the platform for a freestanding marble menorah found
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nearby (see below). However, its placement on the line
of the west stylobate complicates this arrangement, as it
would require that the menorah be displayed parallel to
the stylobate rather than perpendicular to it (as would be
expected to maximize its visibility to the congregation).
Te second feature consists of two cut ashlar blocks
laid end to end, creating a step rising from west to east
and together measuring 1.15 m in length. Te blocks
were set in plaster mortar on top of the southeast corner of the mosaic panel depicting the Tower of Babel,
along the line of the west foundation trench of the medieval public building’s east stylobate. Te plaster mortar outline of another (missing) block extending to the
south is also visible on the mosaic. Tese blocks appear
to represent a larger feature that was deliberately placed
and plastered on top of the mosaic foor afer it was laid
but while the Late Roman synagogue was still in use.
Although the nature of the feature represented by these
blocks is currently unknown, the location suggests that it
might have been part of a bema added to the synagogue
nave in a secondary phase of the building.27 Te feature
appears to have been dismantled with the construction
of the medieval east stylobate, and the surviving blocks
were incorporated in the west side of a medieval buttress.
Large quantities of rubble and stone fragments covered the mosaic foors at the southern end of the synagogue. Tese include a small, fnely worked limestone
or marble column base and an abbreviated Corinthian
capital, and many fragments of fnely worked columns of
similar scale. Te possibility that there was later specialized construction here, such as a bema, is supported by
the small capital, base, and column fragments.28
Among the rubble on the southwest side of the nave
was a fragment of a 3D freestanding marble menorah,
consisting of a segment of a slightly curving branch that
would have extended from the stem. One side of the fragment is carved in relief with the hind leg and tail of a lion.
A possible menorah base fragment made of a diferent
type of marble was found in proximity to the branch. If
the latter is indeed part of the base, it may be that the
menorah was made by connecting diferent pieces of
the base, stem, and branches, as seen in the comparable
segments of a marble menorah found in the synagogue
at Maʿon (Amit 1998: xvi–xvii, 155–68). Although fragments of freestanding marble menorahs were discovered
previously in three synagogues in the southern part of
the country (Khirbet Susiya, Eshtemoaʿ, Maʿon), one
See, e.g., the bema added on top of the mosaic foor in a secondary phase in the Wadi Hamam synagogue (Leibner 2010: 230).
28 Tese fragments did not originate in a second-story gallery, as
the diameters are too small to bear any serious loads like a roof and are
concentrated at the southern end of the nave rather than being distributed throughout the hall.
27
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synagogue on the coastal plain (Khirbet ed-Duheisha),
and one synagogue in the Upper Galilee (Meroth), the
Huqoq menorah is the frst example of its kind published
from the Lower Galilee.29 Because the collapse in which
the fragments were discovered continues westward into
an unexcavated part of the synagogue, it is possible that
additional pieces will be recovered in future seasons.
A detailed report of the menorah will be provided in a
forthcoming publication afer this area has been fully
excavated.30

Te Mosaics
By Karen Britt and Raʿanan Boustan
Te nave and aisles of the Late Roman synagogue are
paved with mosaics depicting fgural scenes that are arranged in panels. In 2015, the removal of balks in the
east aisle exposed additional portions of mosaics. So far,
most of the east aisle (except for the northern end) and
nearly all the nave (except for the southern edge) have
been exposed. Te following discussion begins with mosaics discovered in the east and west aisles in 2014 and
2015, and then proceeds from north to south in the nave.
Mosaics in the East Aisle
In 2012, a patch of mosaic preserving part of a Hebrew or Aramaic inscription in a medallion, fanked by
female faces, was discovered. In 2013 and 2014, the majority of a mosaic panel divided into three registers (the
“elephant panel,” with its western/upper edge cut by the
foundation trench of the medieval public building) was
uncovered (see Magness et al. 2014). All of the mosaics
were backflled at the end of the respective excavation
seasons. During the 2015 season, the backfll above these
mosaics and the balks between the two scenes were removed. Tis process exposed the entire elephant panel,
specifcally its western part, and the remainder of what
we provisionally refer to as the “commemorative panel”
(Fig. 30).
Te Elephant Panel. As the authors have dedicated
a monographic study to the elephant panel (Britt and
Boustan 2017), here we ofer an abbreviated description
29 For freestanding marble menorahs from other ancient synagogues in Palestine, see Yeivin 1974: 201–9; 1989: 94, fgs. 12, 13
(Susiya); 2004: 81–82, 156, fg. 33 (Eshtamoaʿ); Amit 1998 (Maʿon);
2008: 15–16, fgs. 9, 10 (Khirbet ed-Duheisha); and Ilan and Damati
1987: 50 (Meroth). In addition, a freestanding menorah carved from
stone (but not marble) was found at Hammath Tiberias A (see Hachlili
2013: 303). For a carved marble menorah in the round from the Sardis
synagogue (Asia Minor), see Seager and Kraabel 1983: 171.
30 Te menorah will be published by Grey.
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Fig. 30. Synagogue’s east aisle: the elephant panel (right) and commemorative panel (lef). (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

and analysis of this enigmatic and highly complex work.
Te panel is divided into three registers of unequal size
(Fig. 31). In the authors’ view, the narrative depicted
in the panel unfolds from bottom to top.31 Te bottom
register is the smallest of the three and the most explicitly violent. Beginning on the lef-hand side, a soldier
has been slain by the javelin protruding from a bloody
wound in his back. To his right lies a dead elephant. Te
elephant carried a rider whose torso has likewise been
pierced by a javelin and is depicted falling backward of
the pachyderm. Te rider is outftted in the same armor
as the fallen soldier but wears short boots instead of the
greaves of an infantryman. Adjacent to the elephant and
rider, a dead bull lies on the ground. He has been felled
by three javelins, which remain in the gaping wounds on
his side. Te iconographic similarities between the fg31 Tere are no hard and fast rules for the arrangement of narratives in foor mosaics. While Britt and Boustan argue that the elephant
panel should be read from bottom to top, geographically and temporally proximate pavements were intended to be read according to other
organizational principles. A mosaic from the villa at Soueidié (near
Baalbek, Lebanon), depicting scenes from the life of Alexander the
Great, begins in the center of the panel and proceeds chronologically in
a clockwise fashion (Chéhab 1958–1959 1: 29–52 [text]; 1958–1959 2:
pls. XI–XXVI [plans and illustrations]), while the looted Syrian mosaic
wanted by Interpol, depicting historical scenes of the founding of Pella/
Apamea, proceeds chronologically from top to bottom (Olszewski and
Saad 2017).

ures in the bottom register and those on the right-hand
side of the top register indicate they belong to the same
group. Tis group has been dealt a resounding defeat in
the battle scene of the bottom register.
Te middle register is formed by the placement of an
arcade above the bottom register. Eight standing male
fgures and one seated male fgure are framed by nine
arches, each with a lighted oil lamp above it. In the central arch, an enthroned white-haired male fgure gazes
out obliquely at the viewer. His white hair, moustache,
and beard as well as his axial alignment with the whitehaired leader in the top register make clear that he represents the same person. He holds a scroll with both hands.
To each side of the enthroned fgure, four young men
grasp the hilts of their sheathed swords with their right
hands and hold the top of the scabbards in their lef. Te
number of young men, their individualized heads, and
the details of their dress signal that, like the white-haired
leader, these are the same fgures as depicted in the lefhand group of the top register.
A scene depicting an encounter between the two
groups of men is preserved in the top register (Fig. 32).
Each group is led by a male fgure whose importance
to the scene is communicated by his large size and
central position. Te members of each group halt and
gaze expectantly at the dramatic meeting of their leaders. It is this moment of rapprochement that forms the
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Fig. 31. Synagogue’s east aisle: the elephant panel. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

focal point of the top register as well as the climax of
the larger narrative depicted in the panel. Te lef-hand
group originally consisted of eight young men holding
swords. Although the young men have abruptly stopped,
they maintain active stances. Te leader difers from his
followers in size and age, though his dress is the same.
With his wide stance, raised right arm, and pointing fnger, he commands attention by pointing directly up at
what, in the context of the scene, must be the sky overhead. Te leader’s high social status as an ofce-holder
is reinforced by the direct and unfinching quality of the
gaze with which he greets the military commander, suggesting his equivalent status.32 Te leader holds an object,
perhaps a coin or sword, in his lef hand, which he ofers
to the other fgure.

32 On direct eye contact as a sign of equivalent status, see Quintilian, Inst. 11.3.72.

Te leader of the group on the right-hand side wears
the dress and insignia of a king or emperor on military campaign—namely, a cuirass, purple chlamys, and
diadem. Te specifc combination of a purple cloak and
cuirass encircled by an ornately decorated belt is distinctively Late Roman and imperial, as exemplifed by
portraits of the Tetrarchs (Bodnaruk 2015). Te king is
taller than the other leader, although, in an inversion of
normal practice, he inclines his head toward his counterpart in a display of deference. With his right hand, the
king gestures toward a bull whose horn he grasps with
his lef hand. Te combination of the king’s gesture and
his gaze signals that the bull is being ofered to the whitehaired leader. Te bull stares directly at the object that
the white-haired leader gives to the king, thereby underscoring the reciprocal nature of the exchange.
Te upper right corner contains a phalanx of armed
soldiers. Te uniformity of the soldiers’ appearance and
posture contrasts markedly with the display of individu-
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Fig. 32. Synagogue’s east aisle: upper register of the elephant panel. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

alism in the men on the lef-hand side of the scene. But
as in the lef-hand group, the stances and gestures of the
soldiers direct the viewer’s attention to the exchange between the leaders. Beneath the phalanx, two elephants
are outftted for battle. Te presence of the phalanx,
battle elephants, and the diadem worn by the right-hand
leader suggests that he is a Greek king, not a Roman emperor. His dress is not Hellenistic but instead conforms to
what was worn by emperors in late antiquity, in keeping
with the modes of contemporization in late antique art.
Although there are no inscriptions identifying the
episodes represented, the presence in the top register
of battle elephants and a Greek king wearing a diadem
and purple cloak sets the elephant panel apart in the corpus of ancient synagogue art. In all other synagogues,
the subject matter depicted in narrative scenes derives
from the Hebrew Bible. By contrast, the composition
and iconography of this panel suggest that it portrays
a historical event, either real or invented, from the late
classical or Hellenistic period. Te memorialization of
a non-biblical event in a synagogue challenges scholarly
assumptions concerning the historical consciousness of
Jews in late antique Galilee, indicating that perhaps Jewish knowledge of the past was not circumscribed by the
horizons of the biblical narrative. In a recent publication
(Britt and Boustan 2017), the authors explored various

possible interpretations of the elephant panel, including
the depiction of a scriptural narrative, either from the
Hebrew Bible or as retold elsewhere in Jewish or Christian traditions; events from the period of the Maccabean
revolt, especially the associated martyrdom traditions
(which Grey favors); and the legendary meeting between
Alexander the Great and the Jewish high priest (which
Magness believes). While the authors do not rule out
these interpretive possibilities, Britt and Boustan believe
they do not adequately account for several of the panel’s
most notable features—in particular, the bloody defeat
of a Greek army (in the bottom register) by an unseen
foe and the ofering of a bull by the Greek king (in the
top). Tey ultimately identify the subject of the panel as
a narrative depiction of the Seleucid siege of Jerusalem
under Antiochus VII Sidetes and the subsequent military alliance between the Seleucids and the Hasmonaean
high priest, John Hyrcanus.33 In the authors’ view, this
historical event from the Hasmonaean period best accounts for the specifc iconography and composition of
the panel (see Britt and Boustan 2017: 62–80).
33

Te siege of Jerusalem is narrated at length or in abbreviated
form in a number of sources in Greek and Latin, most notably, Josephus, B.J. 1.61; A.J. 7.393, 13.237–253; Diodorus Siculus 34–35.1.5;
and Plutarch, Reg. imp. apophth. 184F. For a discussion of the extant
versions and their sources, see Bar-Kochva 2010: 399–439.
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Fig. 33. Synagogue’s east aisle: the commemorative panel. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

Te Commemorative Panel. Te removal of the balks
also revealed that the inscription fanked by female faces
to the south of the elephant panel lies in the center of
a symmetrical composition, forming a separate square
panel (Fig. 33). Although the southeast corner of the
mosaic is missing, its composition can be reconstructed
based on the symmetrical design of the panel. Te inscription is encircled by a wreath that contains roundels
with heads on three sides of the medallion. Te heads of
the females, initially uncovered in 2012, turn toward the
inscription. A third head, likely male, located in a roundel above (west of) the medallion, was uncovered during
the 2015 season. Te eyes of this fgure look down at the
inscription. Presumably, a fourth roundel, not preserved,
was located below the inscription.
Te wreath is held up by four male fgures (atlantes)
placed in each corner of the panel. Tey wear tight-ftting
trousers belted at the waist, and sof boots. Teir upper
bodies are bare and display exaggerated pectoral muscles,
and their arms raised overhead to support the wreath.34 Te
A similar arrangement of atlantes (or telamones) appears in the
late frst- or early second-century black-and-white mosaic paving the
frigidarium (C) of the Baths of the Coachmen in Ostia (II.II.3). In
the mosaic, four nude atlantes, standing on plinths, support towers
34

fgures are connected by a continuous foral garland, which
passes over their lef shoulders and behind them.35 Teir
feet are positioned on spheres located in each corner of the
mosaic panel. Te spheres are inscribed with human faces
or masks.36 Each sphere is held alof by two winged putti.
Although only partially preserved, the inscription
likely commemorates the construction of the synagogue
by blessing those who adhere steadfastly to all Jewish
commandments (the mitzvot) or, alternatively, those
who made charitable donations to the project (Fig. 34).37
located at the corners of the city wall. For an illustration, see Stöger
2011: 223, fg. 9.3.
35 A similar continuous garland with birds frames the mosaic of Artemis and Actaeon from Shahba-Philippopolis. Unlike that at Huqoq,
the Shahba-Philippopolis garland is supported on the lef shoulders
of winged fgures of Attis in the four corners of the square panel. On
this mosaic, see Balty 1977: 20–23, fgs. 5, 6; 1995: 142, pls. VI.2, VII.1.
36 Two (of the four) faces or masks are in an excellent state of preservation, while a third has sufered considerable damage. Like the rest
of the southeast quadrant, the fourth visage has not survived.
37 For the initial decipherment, see Amit 2013, in which the author reads the inscription as Hebrew rather than Aramaic, an identifcation with which we tentatively agree. David Amit translated the
partially reconstructed phrase  מתחזקין בכל מצותas “adhere to all commandments,” which he interpreted as referring to the performance
of Judaism’s normative legal-ritual prescriptions. But this collocation
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Fig. 34. Synagogue’s east aisle: inscription and surrounding wreath in the commemorative panel. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq
Excavation Project)

Te composition of the panel directs the viewer’s attention to the medallion in the middle, underscoring the
centrality of the inscription. Tis compositional arrangement has parallels in both foor mosaics and mosaics on
ceilings. As compared with the view of a ceiling vault,
a 3D substrate, the viewing experience of a foor mosaic is collapsed to two dimensions. In Room 1 of the
Constantinian villa (4th century) at Daphne (Antioch),
the composition is arranged to emphasize the octagonal
pool at the center of the large panel (see Levi 1947 1:
226–56; 1947 2: pls. LII–LXI, CLX–CLXI; and Dunbabin
1999: 163, n. 9). Te square mosaic is divided along the
diagonals by full-length personifcations of the seasons,
who stand on acanthus “pedestals.” Tese diagonal divisions create trapezoidal spaces that are flled with hunting scenes. Te Huqoq panel is similarly divided along
may instead refer to the fulfllment of charitable pledges (mitzvah
as tzedaqah) for the construction or repair of the synagogue; see the
discussion and references to similar phraseology in other synagogue
inscriptions and literary texts from late antiquity in Friedman 1984:
605–6. Tis difcult and fragmentary inscription requires further work.

the diagonals by the atlantes, leaving trapezoidal spaces
flled with a garland, birds, and winged putti. Te presbytery vault mosaic in the Church of San Vitale (547
c.e.) in Ravenna ofers a 3D formulation of the foor
mosaic compositions at Huqoq and Daphne (see Deliyannis 2010: 249, fg. 87). At the center of the vault, a
lamb is framed by a wreathed medallion. Te vault is divided into four sections by bands of diagonal garlands
that extend from the central medallion. Each of the
four trapezoidal spaces between the bands contains four
angels standing on blue orbs with arms raised above their
heads to support the central medallion. Te angels are
set within a dense background of vine scrolls and birds.
Te iconographic elements used in the Huqoq panel—a
wreath with heads that may represent the seasons, garlands, birds, masks, putti, and atlantes—are commonly
found in Roman commemorative art.38 Tese elements
38

Tese commemorative contexts include funerary art. See, e.g., the
2nd-century Dokimeion Garland Sarcophagus in the Walters Art Museum (http://art.thewalters.org/detail/30186/garland-sarcophagus/),
which contains heavy swags of garland supported on the corners by
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Fig. 35. Synagogue nave: animal chase scenes and perspectival meander border. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

reinforce the act of commemoration in the inscription at
the center of the Huqoq panel.
Mosaics in the West Aisle
Part of a mosaic panel exposed in a small sounding
in the west aisle in 2015 is divided into two horizontal
registers depicting the harvesting of dates.39 Te upper
register contains a row of six date palms, each bearing
two clusters of dates. Stone vats for the production of
date syrup or wine stand between the trees. At the southern end of the exposed area of the upper register, a male
fgure is depicted carrying a jar on his shoulder. He wears
a short tunic tied on one shoulder, leaving bare his legs
and part of his upper body. Te lower register contains
a row of nine date palms. A male fgure perched in one
of the treetops uses a dagger tucked into his loincloth to
cut the clusters of dates. He lowers the clusters by sliding
them down a rope to a similarly dressed male companion on the ground below. As only part of this mosaic has
been exposed, it is impossible to determine if it is part of
a biblical story or a scene from everyday life. If the latter,
this would be the frst example of a scene from everyday
life found in the decoration of an ancient synagogue.
Mosaics in the Nave
Te mosaics exposed in the nave are oriented toward
a viewer entering through a main door in the center of
the synagogue’s south wall and looking toward the north
end of the hall. Te panels are enclosed within a partially
preserved wide border on the west side. Tis elaborate
border is composed of rectangular panels depicting aniwinged goddesses or personifcations and on the sides by putti. Teater
masks depicting tragedy and comedy appear at the center of the front
and back sides. For a monographic study of garland sarcophagi, see
Işik 2007. On the social reception and interpretation of sarcophagus
iconography, see Zanker and Ewald 2012: 1–56.
39 Tis mosaic is not illustrated, as it has not yet been fully exposed.

mal chase scenes, alternating with squares of a perspectival geometric meander motif (Fig. 35). Although not
preserved on the east side of the nave (due to damage
by the foundation trench of the medieval public building’s stylobate), the same border presumably enclosed
the mosaic panels on that side, too. Animal chase scenes
appear frequently in the borders as well as in the main
felds of foor mosaics in synagogues, churches, and secular buildings in this region.40 We focus here on mosaics
in and near Galilee as the most suitable comparisons for
Huqoq. In the poorly preserved mosaics from the synagogue at Yaphiʿa (near Nazareth), the inhabited acanthus
scrolls in the main feld surrounding the zodiac (and/
or the symbols of the 12 tribes of Israel) appear to have
contained predatory animals, as evidenced by the stalking pose of the tiger in one of the roundels (see Sukenik
1951: 17). Parallels for animal chase scenes in the borders of synagogues also include the narthex mosaic of
the 5th-century synagogue at Gerasa (modern Jerash in
Jordan), where a wide border flled with predatory animals chasing prey surrounds a panel depicting the disembarkation of Noah’s sons and the animals from the ark
(Biebel 1938). An animal chase border also encloses the
central vine scroll mosaic of the synagogue in the House
of Leontis at Beth Shean (Bahat 1981). Te placement
of animal chase scenes in rectangular panels, similar to
Huqoq, occurs in the intercolumniations of the Church
of the Martyr at Tel Iztaba (Beth Shean) (Mazor and Bar
Nathan 1998: 30–31).
Te nave pavement consists of fve panels depicting,
from north to south, pairs of animals arrayed around
Noah’s ark; pharaoh’s soldiers drowning in the Red Sea; a
Helios-zodiac cycle; Jonah the Prophet being swallowed
by a series of three fsh; and the building of the tower
of Babel (Figs. 28, 36, 37). In addition to these primary
panels, smaller panels at the northern and southern ends
40

On the range of meanings associated with depictions of animal
violence, see Maguire 2000.
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Fig. 36. Aerial view of mosaics in the north half of the nave during the 2016 season (north at top). (Photo by Grifn Higher
Photography; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)
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Fig. 37. Aerial view of mosaics in the center and south half of the nave during the 2017 season (north at top). (Photo by Grifn
Higher Photography; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)
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Fig. 38. Synagogue nave: detail of wreath and horse and rider or centaur at the north end of the nave.
(Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

of the nave contain lions, eagles, and an inscription enclosed by a wreath. (Te panels at the northern end are
almost completely destroyed but appear to mirror those
at the southern end.) Te Helios-zodiac cycle panel at
the center of the nave is framed on all sides by a guilloche border. Te other panels are framed individually
by simple fllet borders.
Panels at the Northern End of the Nave. Fragments
of three mosaic panels were uncovered at the northern end of the nave. Te panels are arranged in a row,
each one framed by a simple fllet border.41 Te preserved mosaic in the east panel contains fragments of
a human fgure and a horse (or a human fgure with a

horse’s body—that is, a centaur).42 Te fgure supports
a vessel on its head with its raised lef hand and holds a
shepherd’s crook in its right hand. A small fragment of
mosaic preserved above the vessel appears to depict the
wing of a bird (Fig. 38). If this is the case, the composition shares certain similarities with a panel from the
southwest corner of the nave of the synagogue at Yaphiʿa
(near Nazareth), which displays an eagle standing on a
volute-shaped pedestal with the head of Medusa at its
center (Sukenik 1951: 15–16, fg. 5; Talgam 2014: 316). A
marble fragment from an ambo (second half of the 5th
century to early 6th century) in the Archaeological Museum at Kavala contains a relief sculpture with a similar
42

41

During the 2017 season, four side-by-side panels were partially
uncovered at the south end of the nave, just inside the line of the synagogue’s south wall. Tese panels include two large lions; two eagles
perched on vessels or pedestals placed on top of the heads of centaurs
(or riders and horses); and an inscription framed by a foral wreath.
Tis series of panels appears to have been identical to the panels at the
north end of the nave and, once fully excavated, will help to illuminate
their poorly preserved counterparts.

Examples of centaurs are found in mosaics in this region. If the
Huqoq panel contained a centaur, the nearest parallel—geographically,
temporally, and compositionally—is the centaur mosaic (5th century)
in the Nile Festival Building (Room 9) at Sepphoris, where the centaur stands on its hind legs and raises its arms in the air to support
an object bearing an inscription (see Weiss and Talgam 2002: 73–74,
fg. 12). Centaurs are depicted in diferent poses in Dionysiac scenes
in 3rd-century mosaics at the Villa of Dionysus at Sepphoris (Talgam
2014: 33–34, fg. 43) and in the Mosaic of the Muses and Poets at Gerasa
(Piccirillo 1992: 282–83, fg. 516).
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composition: an eagle with wings outspread stands on a
vessel with volute-shaped handles (Maguire 1991–1992:
283–95, fgs. 1, 3). In an intriguing twist on the Medusa
head at Yaphiʿa, the Kavala example has the eagle grasping a snake and small quadruped in its talons (Maguire
1991–1992: 286–88).43 Te mosaic in the center panel
contains a foral wreath preserved in two fragments. Te
wreath almost certainly enclosed an inscription, which
is not extant. Te mosaic in the west panel is preserved
in three fragments, the easternmost of which contains a
human fgure bearing a vessel on its head and a crook in
its arm—the same image as contained in the east panel
described above. Based on their identical subject matter,
it is reasonable to assume that these were pendant panels framing the foral wreath. Te center fragment in the
west panel contains an indeterminate V-shaped object,
and the west fragment preserves only a small row of red
tesserae set against a white background.
Noah’s Ark. Te northernmost large panel in the
nave depicts Noah’s ark surrounded by animals, apparently prior to embarkation (Gen 6:11–7:10) (Fig. 39).
Te scene is divided into registers containing pairs of
animals that are arranged to face the center of the panel.
Te animals appear against a white background devoid
of landscape. Five registers are preserved; fragments of
mosaic indicate there were additional registers at the top
of the panel that are not preserved. Te readily identifable animals include donkeys, elephants, bears, camels,
leopards, a lion and lioness, snakes, sheep, foxes, and
ostriches. Near the center of the scene, spanning two
registers, is the sole fragment of the ark, depicted as a
wooden box supported on legs. To the right (east) of the
ark is a partially preserved building with a red tile roof.
Te relationship between the ark and this building is unclear, as the connecting segment of mosaic is damaged
by a later pit.44
Two other scenes of Noah’s ark have been found in ancient foor mosaics (see Hachlili 2009: 65–72; and Talgam
2012: esp. 423–28, fgs. 8, 9). One appears in the narthex
pavement of the synagogue at Gerasa and is poorly preserved due to the construction of a church over the synagogue in 530/531 c.e. (Crowfoot and Hamilton 1929;
Levine 2005: 357–58). Te scene depicts the animals and
the sons of Noah disembarking from the ark. Te animals
are arranged in three registers: birds in the top, various
animals in the middle, and reptiles and small animals in
43 On the eagle-and-serpent motif as a symbol of victory in Roman
art, see Wittkower 1939: esp. 310–11.
44 We tentatively suggest that the building should be identifed either as the human habitations that are destined to be destroyed in the
food or as the house of Noah.
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the bottom. Te ark itself apparently was not depicted in
this scene.45
Te other example of Noah’s ark is found in a building at Mopsuestia (Misis) in Cilicia, where the scene is
better preserved and is identifed by an inscription. Since
its discovery in 1955, scholars have been divided over
whether the building is a synagogue or a church.46 Te
mosaics have been dated from the third quarter of the 4th
century through the 6th century, although the majority
of scholars favor a 5th-century date.47 Te mosaics preserved in the nave and the outer north aisle of the building at Mopsuestia exhibit striking afnities to the mosaics
uncovered at Huqoq. As at Huqoq, the ark in the Noah
scene at Mopsuestia is depicted as a wooden chest supported by four legs, is placed at the center of the scene,
and is surrounded by animals. Unlike at Huqoq, the wellpreserved Mopsuestia ark has an inscription on the lid
that reads “the ark of Noah,” and the animals appear in
two registers, which are arranged to be viewed from all
sides.48 Te theme of Noah’s ark was common on early
Christian sarcophagi and in catacomb paintings as well
as in late antique manuscript illuminations, where the ark
is depicted as a chest.49 Noah also appears in the dome
mosaic of the 4th-century mausoleum at Centcelles, Spain
(Arce 2002; Mackie 2003: 145–53). However, this subject
is not represented in the foor mosaics of churches (other
than Mopsuestia, if it is in fact a church).
Pharaoh’s Soldiers Drowning in the Red Sea. Te
panel to the south of the Noah’s ark mosaic depicts an unusual representation of the parting of the Red Sea (Exod
14:1–15:21) (Fig. 40). Te scene, which shows pharaoh’s
soldiers being swallowed by large fsh amid overturned
chariots and horses, has particular afnities to the archaic
“Song of the Sea” (Exod 15:1–19; cf. Exod 15:21), with its
distinctive refrain that the riders, horses, and chariots of
45 As Rina Talgam (2012: 425) observes, there is insufcient space
for an ark on the lef side of the panel, and an ark on the right side of
the panel would not make sense in the context of the disembarkation
of the animals (i.e., they face toward the right).
46 Most recently, Talgam (2014: 321) identifes the Mopsuestia
building as a church (see also Budde 1960; 1969; Buschhausen 1972;
and Stichel 1978). Ernst Kitzinger (1973) provides no clear answer on
the matter. Avi-Yonah (1981) argued that the building is a synagogue.
47 Scholars who favor a 5th-century date include Irving Lavin
(1963: 273 n. 424), Kitzinger (1965: 345), André Grabar (1966: 10),
and Katherine Dunbabin (1978: 223). For a summary of the relevant
bibliography, see Hachlili 2013: 405.
48 Te inscription is Κιβωτος Νωε Ρ. It is unclear for what the rhō
stands; Talgam (2014: 321) suggests “Redeemer.”
49 For images of Noah in a variety of media, see Spier 2007: e.g.,
cat. 40: Noah and his family in the ark on sarcophagus; cat. 42: Noah
on a sarcophagus lid (4th century); cat. 5B, 9B, 10A: Noah in the ark in
catacomb paintings; fg. 116: Noah and his family in the ark in manuscript illumination.

Fig. 39. Synagogue nave: Noah’s ark panel. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)
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Fig. 40. Synagogue nave: pharaoh’s soldiers drowning in the Red Sea panel. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)
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the Egyptian army were cast into the sea. Te emphasis in
the panel on precisely this aspect of the biblical episode
may refect the recitation of this biblical passage as part
of the synagogue liturgy in late antique Palestine.50 Te
fgures are shown against a white background devoid of
any indication of the setting.
Te mosaic contains a series of vignettes in which
Egyptian soldiers, wearing Roman military dress, tumble
from wheeled carts pulled by teams of horses steered by a
driver and are attacked or devoured by ferocious fsh or,
in the case of a soldier reclining next to his shield at the
bottom of the panel, express resignation at their impending doom. Various sizes and species of fsh appear in the
scene.51 At the center of the panel, a large predatory fsh,
perhaps a barracuda, is depicted swallowing an Egyptian soldier whose upper body, shield, and sword are all
that remain visible. To add insult to injury, a small gray
fsh (mullet?) prepares to attack the same soldier’s head
with its open mouth. A couple of partially preserved red
fsh located near the bottom center of the panel may be
snapper. On the right-hand side of the mosaic, a bluefsh
or amberjack displays its sharp teeth, depicted in a redand-white checkerboard motif, as it devours a soldier.
Below the bluefsh or amberjack, a smaller fsh swallows
the right leg of an Egyptian soldier falling backward of
a horse. Near the top of the right-hand side of the panel
(above the previously described fsh), two partially preserved riders on horses gallop toward the center.
Tese small scenes of human, fsh, and animal fgures
are scattered across the panel in a chaotic arrangement
that evokes the violent turmoil of the event. Te style
of the fsh in the Red Sea scene at Huqoq has more in
common with those in the marine panel from Lod (4th
century) than in the mosaics from the Roman villa at
ʿEin Yael (3rd century) or the House of the Boat of the
Psyches (3rd century) in Antioch.52 In particular, the fsh
at Huqoq and Lod have similar rows of black tesserae on
their undersides that form a thick outline intended to be
viewed as shadows. A preference for the stark and heavy
outlining of fgures rather than the use of subtle color
gradation as the method for rendering the efects of light
on fgures and objects is consistent with the stylistic conventions of late antiquity.

50 On the recitation of the “Song of the Sea”—in various forms and
at varying points in the liturgy—in the Palestinian rite, see Fleischer
1988: 194–96, 224–26; and Mann 1925: 281–83.
51 Our preliminary description of the marine creatures in the panel
has been aided by Levi 1947: 186, 596–603, pls. 39b, 41; Lightfoot 2010;
and Talgam 2015: 64–65.
52 On these mosaics, see Roussin 1995; Kondoleon 2000: 71–74,
152–53; and Talgam 2015: 64–65. For further discussion of the imagery
in these mosaics in connection with the Jonah panel, see below.
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Comparisons of this scene to selected late antique depictions of the parting of the Red Sea highlight the distinctive character of the Huqoq panel. Te parting of the
Red Sea appears in a 3rd-century fresco from the synagogue at Dura Europos, in 4th-century paintings from
the Via Latina catacomb (twice), and in a 5th-century
wall mosaic from the Church of Sta. Maria Maggiore
in Rome.53 At all these sites, the narrative settings for
the scene are more fully developed. On the west wall of
the Dura synagogue, Moses parts the sea with his rod,
thereby allowing the 12 elders and the Israelites to cross
(Goodenough 1953–1968 2: color pl. XIV). Moses is
depicted performing a second miracle as he stands to
the side and extends his staf over the sea, causing the
Egyptians to drown in the waters. In the Via Latina catacomb, the scenes (Cubicula C and O) depicting the parting of the Red Sea are similar: the Egyptians, dressed as
Roman soldiers, appear on horseback on the lef-hand
side. On the right-hand side, Moses, standing next to the
group of Israelites, turns back to release the sea with his
rod (Ferrua 1991: 88, fg. 66; 141, fg. 134). Some of the
Egyptians are depicted falling into the sea at the center
of the scenes. At Sta. Maria Maggiore, pharaoh’s soldiers
and charioteers ride out from a walled city representing
Egypt. Te soldiers and horses are depicted drowning
in the Red Sea amid their foating chariots and shields.
In this scene, Moses stands at the rear of the group of
Israelites and releases the pent-up waters with his rod.54
Neither Moses nor the Israelites are depicted in the
Red Sea panel at Huqoq. Te only known example of a
Red Sea scene that resembles Huqoq’s is in the nearby
synagogue at Wadi Hamam, suggesting a localized repertoire of shared themes.55 Te relatively well-preserved
panel in the Huqoq synagogue ofers a fuller representation of the scene than survives at Wadi Hamam. However, the reverse might also be true: the scene at Wadi
Hamam may aid in the reconstruction of the Huqoq
panel. While the lower corners of the Red Sea panel at
Huqoq are not preserved, the panel at Wadi Hamam depicts in its lower lef (southeast) corner a walled city with
a temple as its focal point (Leibner and Miller 2010: color
fg. C on p. 255). Leibner and Shulamit Miller (2010:
258–59) have suggested that this temple represents the
sanctuary of the deity Baʿal-zephon, opposite which God
instructed the Israelites to camp before crossing the Red
Sea (Exod 14:2). Elsewhere, Leibner (2014) has argued
53 In addition, scenes of the parting of the Red Sea appear in early
Christian sarcophagi and late antique and Byzantine manuscript illuminations (see the recent discussion of these materials in Spier 2007).
54 For a color image, see Lowden 1997: 53, fg. 29. For the mosaic
program, see Miles 1993.
55 For Wadi Hamam, see Leibner and Miller 2010: 238–64, esp.
257–59.
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that this architectural detail specifcally refects rabbinic
homiletic traditions, according to which God chose this
location so that when the Egyptians went out into the
desert to worship Baʿal-zephon (as the last remaining of
their gods), they would see the Israelite encampment and
make the fateful decision to pursue their former slaves
into the sea.
Whether or not we accept Leibner’s proposal that
the panel at Wadi Hamam provides evidence for rabbinic infuence on the visual culture of late antique synagogues, he is right to avail himself of rabbinic and other
contemporaneous Jewish textual sources to illuminate
these scenes. Rabbinic literature attests to the popularity in late antique Jewish culture of the image of the Red
Sea as an animated actor in this drama, swallowing and
subsequently spewing forth the Egyptian soldiers so that
the Israelites might see with their own eyes the corpses of
their defeated enemies.56 Te predatory fsh in the panels at the two sites likely were intended to embody the
sea’s power to consume and then disgorge the drowning
soldiers, a theme that may be alluded to in the Babylonian Talmud (and is made explicit in the medieval rabbinic commentarial tradition).57 Finally, several rabbinic
sources link the punishment of the Egyptians at the sea to
a series of other groups or individuals from whom God
also exacts measure-for-measure punishment for their
hubris, including notably the generation of the food and
those who built the tower of Babel.58 If approached with
caution, these and other correspondences between visual
and textual evidence may enable scholars to make progress regarding the vexed question of how to understand
the relationship between rabbinic literature and late antique synagogues.
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antique Palestinian synagogues (Fig. 41).59 Te compositional arrangement of the Helios-zodiac cycle at Huqoq
is rare. Te usual arrangement of two concentric circles,
with the inner circle containing Helios and the outer
circle containing the zodiac signs in 12 equally divided
wedge-shaped spaces, has been replaced at Huqoq by
interlacing roundels. Te only other known example of
this compositional arrangement is in the Yaphiʿa synagogue, which is discussed below.
Te Helios medallion at the center of the Huqoq mosaic preserves a crescent moon, stars, rays, a four-wheeled
chariot, and four white stallions (Fig. 42). Damage to the
Helios fgure in the chariot makes it impossible to determine whether he was depicted as a personifcation of the
Graeco-Roman sun god (as at Hammath Tiberias, Beth
Alpha, and Naʿaran) or was represented aniconically by
a sun disk (as at Sepphoris).60 Te stallions, depicted in
three-quarters view, rear up on their hind legs, providing
a clear view of their bridles, reins, and harnesses.61 Te
bodies of the stallions are turned toward the lef (west);
their heads face in the same direction, with the exception of the inner lef-hand stallion whose head is turned
180° to look back at the inner right-hand stallion. Te
orientation of the four stallions’ bodies in the same direction (west) departs from their usual arrangement in
pairs that face in opposite directions. Te depiction of
horses rearing on their hind legs and the inner horses
turning to gaze at each other, however, is part of the standard repertoire of Helios imagery and appears in other
Helios-zodiac mosaics in synagogues, such as Sepphoris,
as well as in earlier Roman representations of the zodiac.62 Te depiction of the chariot with four wheels rather
than two is a distinctive feature of the Huqoq medallion

Helios-Zodiac Cycle. Te center of the synagogue
nave is decorated with a large square panel containing a
Helios-zodiac cycle, a motif depicted in eight other late
56 Te motif of the sea swallowing and disgorging the Egyptians
is explicit in b. Pesaḥ. 118b. It may also be present in Mek. R. Ish.,
Beshalaḥ 7 (see Horovitz and Rabin 1997: 113) and several targumim
to Exod 14:30 (Tg. Neof., Frg. Tg., Tg. Ps.-J.), each of which inserts the
word “cast” before the phrase “on the seashore.”
57 See b. Pesaḥ. 118b, Rashi s.v. she-natan lo rabo matanah. Tis
suggestion gains force from the similarities in iconography between the
fsh in the Red Sea panels at Huqoq and Wadi Hamam and the three fsh
that swallow—and then presumably would spew out—Jonah in one of
the Huqoq mosaics (see below).
58 t. Soṭah 3:6–19; Mek. R. Ish., Shirata 2 (see Horovitz and Rabin
1997: 121–25); Mek. R. Sim. b. Yoh. 28.1 (see Epstein and Melamed
1955: 74–75). Interestingly, the list also includes Samson, who is punished for the rebellious use of his eyes by being blinded, while at Huqoq
he is seemingly presented as a positive and even heroic fgure. For a
detailed commentary on the passage from Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael,
see Goldin 1971: 88–103.

59 Naʿaran, Beth Alpha, Huseifa, Hammath Tiberias, Susiya, Sepphoris, Yaphiʿa, and Wadi Hamam. In addition, the ʿEin Gedi synagogue inscription (in the narthex) contains a list of the signs of the
zodiac and the seasons. For recent discussions of this motif with bibliography, see Talgam 2014: 268–87; and Levine 2012: 319–36. Te
Huqoq mosaic confrms the identifcation of the fragmentary remains
at Yaphiʿa (see below) and Wadi Hamam (Leibner and Miller 2010:
239–40) as Helios-zodiac cycles.
60 For Hammath Tiberias, see Dothan 1983: 40, pl. 29.1. For Beth
Alpha, see Sukenik 1932: 35, pl. x. For Naʿaran, see Vincent 1961. For
Sepphoris, see Weiss 2005: 105, fg. 46.
61 Te two stallions on the lef-hand side of the scene are well preserved, while those on the right-hand side are partially damaged. Te
horses at Sepphoris and Naʿaran are depicted in profle view and at Beth
Alpha in frontal view.
62 For Sepphoris, see Weiss 2005: 104–10. On zodiac imagery in
antiquity, see Gundel 1992. Te 3rd-century zodiac mosaic from the
Roman villa at Münster-Sarnsheim ofers an earlier example of a Helios
medallion comparable to Huqoq’s (see Parlasca 1959: 86–87, pl. 42).
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Fig. 41. Synagogue nave: Helios-zodiac cycle. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)
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Fig. 42. Synagogue nave: Helios medallion. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

and suggests that the partially preserved chariot was depicted, like the stallions, in three-quarters view.63
Te chariot wheels and stallions stand on a series of
uneven horizontal lines of varying thicknesses in shades
of gray and black at the bottom of the medallion. A similar, though wavier, set of lines appears in the Helios
medallion at Sepphoris, where the horses and wheels
are depicted amid the wavy lines rather than on top of
them as at Huqoq.64 Te foreshortened stallions rearing
up on their hind legs in front of the chariot create the
illusion of foreground and background space; although
in keeping with late antique artistic conventions of composition, the illusion of depth is unconvincing. Te stallions have rows of black tesserae on their undersides
that form a thick outline similar to the fsh in the Red
Sea panel. Fragmentary inscriptions, perhaps portions
of biblical verses from Genesis 49 associated with each
63 In the Helios medallions at Sepphoris, Naʿaran, and Beth Alpha,
the chariots have two wheels and are depicted in frontal view.
64 Zeev Weiss (2005: 107) identifes the lines as representing a body
of water, though it is worth considering the possibility that they represent the celestial frmament instead.

of the Twelve Tribes of Israel, are visible in panels encircling the Helios medallion.
Surrounding the medallion were 12 interlacing roundels containing the months and zodiac signs, with single
dolphins in the triangular interstices between them.
Te group of roundels is enclosed within a circular fllet
border. Te preserved months are personifed as cleanshaven young men, labeled in Hebrew and accompanied
by the corresponding zodiac symbol. On the west side of
the panel, Tevet is depicted with a sea-goat that has the
tail of a fsh (Capricorn) behind him.65 Te next roundel below (south) preserves only part of the name of the
month Kislev. Below this is the fgure of the month of
Marheshvan with a large scorpion (Scorpio) in front. Te
next roundel preserves the fgure of Tishrei accompanied
by a small human fgure holding scales, a personifcation
of Justice (Libra) (Fig. 43).
While we know of only one other synagogue, Sepphoris, that exhibits a combination of personifcations of
65 For similar examples of sea monsters, cf. the sea bull and sea lion
in the Hippolytus Hall at Madaba (6th century) (see Piccirillo 1992:
62, fg. 16).
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Fig. 43. Synagogue nave: detail of Helios-zodiac cycle showing the month of Tishrei accompanied by the fgure
of Libra holding scales. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

the months, zodiac signs, and inscriptions naming the
months, the zodiac cycles at the two sites difer signifcantly.66 Some of the Sepphoris zodiac signs are accompanied by personifcations of the months, while others
are not (Weiss 2005: 110–23). Te personifcations of
the months at Huqoq are depicted as half-length fgures,
whereas at Sepphoris, they are represented as full-length
fgures. At Sepphoris, the name of the sign and the name
of the month appear with each zodiac sign.
66 In all other Helios-zodiac cycles discovered to date, the zodiac
signs are depicted without personifcations of the months. Tese mosaics contain only the names of the signs, not the months. Te ʿEin Gedi
synagogue mosaic has an inscription listing the zodiac signs followed
immediately by the Hebrew months and thus appears to be an aniconic
variation on the Helios-zodiac cycle. A fnal excavation report on the
synagogue at ʿEin Gedi has not been published. For the inscription, see
Naveh 1978: 105–9; and Levine 1981.

Te interlacing roundels are framed by a large circle
set within a square fllet border that delineates the boundaries of the panel. Te placement of the circle within the
square panel creates triangular spaces (spandrels) in the
corners. In the northwest spandrel, the wings of a partially preserved personifcation of a season are stretched
out above a recumbent bull. Only Tishrei (Autumn) in
the southwest corner is well preserved (Fig. 44). Tishrei
is depicted as a winged male fgure holding a bunch of
grapes and crook in one hand and grasping the horns of
a gazelle in the other, accompanied by two fgs.67 Tishrei
67 Te style of the outspread wing and its placement are similar to
the preserved wing in the Helios-zodiac cycle in the Susiya synagogue,
which was almost completely destroyed by iconoclasm (see Talgam
2014: 308–10, fgs. 379, 380, which, in the absence of a fnal excavation
report, dates the original mosaic foor to the 560s c.e. on the basis of
style).
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Fig. 44. Synagogue nave: detail of Helios-zodiac cycle showing the autumn season (Tishrei). (Photo
by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

wears a short, thigh-length tunic gathered at the waist
and tied on one shoulder. Te garment, which leaves the
chest partially exposed and the arms and legs unencumbered, is generally worn by manual laborers in mosaics.68
Te depiction of a male season in a synagogue is thus
far unparalleled; in the other synagogues with a Helioszodiac cycle, the seasons are female.69 While winged seasons are found more commonly in mosaics outside of
synagogues, they do appear in the synagogues at Susiya,

68 Similarly clad male fgures appear frequently in mosaics of the
region, including at Huqoq (the partially uncovered date harvest scene
in the west aisle and the Tower of Babel panel in the nave). For a pavement that depicts a wide range of garments worn by agricultural workers and shepherds, see Piccirillo 1992: 153, fg. 202.
69 Male seasons appear in mosaics in other contexts in this region.
For example, busts of male seasons are depicted in the hallway leading
to the dining room of the villa at ʿEin Yael near Jerusalem (see Talgam
2014: 46–48, fg. 69) and in the corner roundels of the border of the
Mosaic of the Muses and Poets at Gerasa (see Piccirillo 1992: 282–83,
fg. 520).

Beth Alpha, and possibly Huseifa.70 Te Hebrew word
tequfat (“season of ”) is preserved to one side.
As noted above, the compositional arrangement of
the Helios-zodiac cycle at Huqoq is rare. Te only other
known example is found in the nave of the synagogue
at Yaphiʿa, which was poorly preserved at the time of its
discovery in the early 1950s by Sukenik (1951: 17–24).
We have already mentioned the similarities between the
northernmost panels in the nave at Huqoq and the panel
at Yaphiʿa depicting an eagle standing on a volute-shaped
pedestal. In this case as well, the similarities are striking,
from the interlacing circles to the dolphins in the interstices. At Yaphiʿa, only two roundels are preserved: one
contains a bull and the other a horned animal of which
only the head and partial Hebrew inscription remain.
Sukenik concluded that the mosaic depicted the 12 tribes
70

For a comparison of the seasons and their attributes in synagogues, see Hachlili 2002: 225–27, fg. 12. For a geographically and
chronologically proximate example of winged female seasons from
Caesarea Maritima, see Spiro 1990: 31–44.
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rather than the zodiac, based on his identifcation of the
horned animal next to the bull as a wild ox representing
the tribe of Ephraim. In contrast, Goodenough (1953–
1968 1: 216–18) proposed that the mosaic depicted a zodiac cycle, based on his identifcation of the animals as
a bull and ram, the signs for Taurus and Aries. Gideon
Foerster (1987) favors an interpretation that harmonizes
the proposals of Sukenik and Goodenough, suggesting
that the signs of the zodiac appear in the roundels alongside inscriptions referring to the 12 tribes (see also Talgam 2014: 314–16).
Jonah and the Fish. Te panel to the south of the zodiac cycle presents the episode from the story of Jonah
in which the prophet, having fed aboard a ship from his
divinely appointed mission of announcing the destruction of the city of Nineveh, is cast into the sea by his
shipmates (Jonah 1:1–2:1 MT) (Fig. 45). Te episode of
Jonah and the fsh is set within a dense scene of marine
and maritime imagery. Te placement of the Jonah and
the Red Sea panels to the immediate south and north,
respectively, of the zodiac cycle establishes what might be
described as an “antiphonal” relationship between their
themes, iconography, and composition.71 Te apparent
juxtaposition of the Jonah and Red Sea panels is particularly suggestive in light of the multiple connections that
Jewish sources from the early medieval period draw between the two narratives.72 Both panels depict ferocious
fsh swallowing human beings in dramatic acts of interspecies hostility. Te image of the sea as a place fraught
with danger and even violence is further accentuated in
the Jonah panel by the central placement—immediately
above Jonah and the three fsh—of a sea snake wrapped

71

On the “antiphonal” arrangement of the panels on the west wall
of the synagogue at Dura Europos, see Moon 1992: esp. 604–6, which
builds on the study of moralizing antitheses in Roman painting in Ling
1979.
72 As elaborated in several early medieval midrashic treatments of
the parting of the Red Sea and the story of Jonah, the two biblical narratives share a common set of themes—namely, God’s power over the sea,
God’s use of water as a means of retribution or chastisement, and the
recognition of God by gentiles and their repentance and/or conversion.
In addition, these sources draw at least three specifc narrative connections between the stories (although no single text includes all three): (1)
the Egyptian pharaoh is said to have survived the drowning of his army
and to have been installed as the king of Nineveh, his frsthand knowledge of the destructive power of God thus explaining his eagerness to
repent when confronted by Jonah’s message; (2) the sailors invoke the
miracle at the Red Sea when imploring Jonah to pray to his God for
intervention; and (3) during his time inside the fsh, Jonah is taken on
a tour of the watery depths and, among other sights, is shown the 12
paths that the Israelite tribes used to cross the Red Sea. For sources and
discussions, see Mikva 2012: 185–89; and Feldman 1992: 41.
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in coils around a long, slender fsh with a pointed snout
(perhaps a barracuda or swordfsh).73
Te Jonah panel is less chaotic than the Red Sea scene
but presents a greater variety of fsh and other sea creatures. In addition to almost a dozen distinct species of
fsh (including perhaps red snapper, sea bass, bream,
and mullet), the panel also boasts an octopus with a bulbous head, googly eyes, and stylized wavy tentacles (fve
of which are visible), and a dolphin with exaggerated,
caricatured features.74 Te Jonah panel also includes vignettes drawn from daily life: a small fshing boat with
a man casting a net on the right-hand (east) side, while
below the fshing boat two men wearing loincloths are
wringing out a fshing net from which water is dripping
(only the man on the lef is completely preserved).
Tis impressive variety of marine life and the quotidian activity of fshing frame the dramatic events of the
prophet’s trial at sea. Prominently represented in the
center of the scene is a large sailing ship manned by fve
sailors, two of whom are climbing the mast.75 A bearded,
partially balding, gray-haired man in the center of the
ship—perhaps the captain—is lowering into the water
a rope with a loop at the end. Immediately below the
rope, Jonah’s legs and feet can be seen dangling from the
73 Cf. the image of a snake wrapped around a similarly shaped fsh
in the 3rd-century mosaic in the Roman villa at ʿEin Yael (see Talgam
2014: 46–47, fg. 66).
74 Te dolphin in the Jonah panel more closely resembles the dolphin in the center of the 4th-century marine scene at Lod (see Talgam
2014: 67, fg. 97) than the more naturalistic depiction of what appears
to be a common dolphin (Delphinus delphis) in the 1st- or 2nd-century
mosaic in Area H at Tel Dor (see Talgam 2014: 25, fg. 29). For a less
stylized depiction of an octopus, see the mosaic fragment from a church
uncovered in a monastery in the Kidron Valley (see Talgam 2014: 200,
fg. 288).
75 Ships and boats are frequently depicted in mosaics throughout
the Roman world, underscoring the signifcance of the fshing industry
for local economies and the Mediterranean Sea for transport and trade
(see Marzano 2013). In Galilee, both ships and fshing boats appear in
Roman and Byzantine mosaics, thus providing geographical and temporal examples for comparison. Te 1st-century mosaic panel from a
bath complex in the town of Magdala, located north of Tiberias on the
Sea of Galilee, contains a ship with upfurled sails, as at Huqoq; however,
the Magdala ship’s hull has a diferent shape and does not have a central mast and rigging (see De Luca and Lena 2014: 12–17). Te wellpreserved ship carrying Odysseus in the 5th-century mosaic from the
House of Leontis at Beth Shean has a central mast as at Huqoq, but the
shape of the hull and upfurled sails is not the same (see Talgam 2014:
376–78). A selected comparison of the Jonah ship with sailing ships
in mosaics from the same period (4th–6th centuries) in Palestine but
outside the immediate area yields the same general results: some similarities but also some diferences (see, e.g., Lod [Haddad and Avissar
2003: 73–77; Friedman 2004: 166–67]; Horvat Beit Loya [Patrich and
Tsafrir 1993: pl. XIXa]; and Beit Guvrin [Talgam 2014: 245, fg. 325]).
Outside the region, a close parallel for the arrangement of the sails on
the central mast of the ship at Huqoq appears in the Great Hunt mosaic
(Room 36) at Piazza Armerina, Sicily (Carandini, Ricci, and Vos 1982).
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Fig. 45. Synagogue nave: Jonah panel. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)
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Fig. 46. Synagogue nave: detail of Jonah panel showing the fsh swallowing Jonah. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation
Project)

mouth of a large fsh, which is being swallowed by two
successively larger fsh (Fig. 46).76 In the sky to the lef
of the ship, three hybrid creatures—each with the thighs,
torso, and head of a woman and the wings, rump, and
feet of a bird—stand on a storm cloud (Fig. 47). Te trio
is dancing and playing musical instruments (a fute and
a lyre), attracting the attention of a sailor who points at
them from the top of the ship’s mast. Te combination
of their hybrid form, the storm cloud, and the musical
performance leaves no doubt that these bird-women are
to be identifed as harpies or sirens familiar from classical
mythology as personifcations of storm winds.77 Within
76 A 3rd–4th-century sarcophagus in the Konya Archaeological
Museum provides an interesting parallel to the fsh swallowing Jonah
at Huqoq. On the front of the sarcophagus, a large fsh is depicted swallowing Jonah headfrst, and the prophet’s torso and legs protrude from
the fsh’s mouth. (For a discussion and illustration, see Dresken-Weiland 1995: pl. 108.) A 5th-century marine mosaic from a bathhouse on
the Fundus Bassianus (Sidi Abdullah, Bizerte, Tunis), now in the Bardo
Museum, depicts a man being swallowed headfrst by a large fsh that
has been identifed as a dusky grouper (Guidetti and Micheli 2011). Te
man’s legs are shown dangling from the mouth of the fsh in a similar
manner to Jonah at Huqoq and Konya (Marzano 2013: 248, fg. 38).
77 In Roman art, harpies and sirens are ofen indistinguishable due
to the confation of their attributes (see Hofstetter and Krauskopf 1997).
On the fgure of the siren in classical literature, the Septuagint (especially Isa 13:21–22, 34:13), and ecclesiastical texts and the infuence

Fig. 47. Synagogue nave: detail of Jonah panel showing the harpies/sirens. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

the Jonah panel, these fgures represent the storm at sea
that God has set in motion to chastise his disobedient
prophet and lead him to repent. At the same time, the
of the literary tradition on classical and post-classical visual culture,
see Travis 2002. Te siren also appears in rabbinic literature at Sifra,
Shemini 3:7; Lev Rab. 16.1; Lam Rab. 4:15, although in these sources
the creature seems to be part human, part fsh, rather than part human,
part bird (see Hasan-Rokem 2014).
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scene alludes to Odysseus’s famous encounter with the
sirens, an episode with a long history of depiction in ancient art (see Touchefeu-Meynier 1992).
A geographically proximate parallel for the birdwomen in the Jonah panel appears in the 5th-century
mosaic from the House of Leontis at Beth Shean depicting Odysseus and the sirens (Zori 1966; Talgam 2014:
376–78). In the scene, Odysseus is twice shown in a boat:
in the upper right-hand corner, he is tied to the mast by a
fshing net to prevent falling prey to the bewitching song
of the sirens, while in the lower half of the mosaic he
fghts a sea monster (Scylla?) from his boat. As in the Jonah panel, a siren playing the fute hovers in the air above
the boat, signaling the looming danger. While the House
of Leontis siren has the upper body of a woman and the
lower body of a bird, the details of her body are rendered
diferently from the Huqoq fgures, which have wings on
their backs and the lower torso and thighs of a human.
As the frst depiction of the Jonah cycle discovered to
date in a specifcally Jewish archaeological context, the
Huqoq panel is of great signifcance for the study of both
Jewish and Christian art. It may lend some support to
scholarly speculation that among the many depictions of
Jonah in a variety of media from late antiquity are artifacts that were produced by or for Jews.78 Similarly, the
discovery of the Jonah panel at Huqoq may bolster the
identifcation of fragmentarily preserved images of fsh
at other synagogues as belonging to the Jonah cycle.79
Moreover, the depiction of Jonah being swallowed by a
succession of three fsh has its closest parallels in a cluster
of Jewish and Islamic sources from the early medieval
period.80 Te panel may contain a visual expression of an
exegetical (rabbinic?) motif that was in general circulation among Jews centuries earlier but was preserved in
the textual tradition only at a considerably later stage.
Te Huqoq panel may also have implications for the
possible connection that we drew above (in the section
on Noah’s ark) between the Huqoq synagogue and the
building at Mopsuestia, which receives additional sup78 See, most recently, Gregg 2015: 361–67, in which the author discusses images of Jonah on otherwise religiously neutral items, such as a
gold glass from Rome (fg. 10.2) and an incised gem (fg. 10.3).
79 See, e.g., Vitto 2014, in which the author proposes that a large fsh
(measuring no less than 75 cm) drawn on a fragment of plaster from
the walls of the 5th- or 6th-century synagogue at Reḥov derives from a
scene depicting Jonah and the fsh.
80 For the motif of the three fsh, see especially “Te Midrash of the
Repentance of Jonah the Prophet,” published in Kadari 2002: 73; and
the version of “Midrash Jonah” in Jellinek 1967 2: 99, which may make
oblique reference to this tradition. For comparative analysis of the Jewish and Islamic sources, see Kadari 2016. Interestingly, as Tamar Kadari
notes (p. 115), it is only in the Islamic sources that the three fsh swallow
each other with Jonah still inside the frst one, while the Midrash relates
that three fsh each swallowed Jonah and spat him out successively.
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port when we consider other similarities between their
mosaics. Te excavator of the building at Mopsuestia
suggested that a fsh found in a fragmentary panel in the
nave belongs to a depiction of the story of Jonah, which
he in turn invoked as evidence to support his identifcation of the building at Mopsuestia as a church.81 Te
story of Jonah was also depicted in an elaborate series
of mosaic panels in the aisles of the 6th-century church
of Mahatt el-Urdi near Beit Guvrin (Eleutheropolis) in
Palestine.82
In addition to the Noah’s ark and, possibly, Jonah panels in the nave, the north aisle of the Mopsuestia building
boasted an elaborate Samson cycle that included as many
as 11 scenes from the book of Judges (especially 14:6–
16:30). In these scenes, Samson is depicted as a giant.
While the scenes survive in poorly preserved fragments,
the accompanying inscriptions are in a better state of
preservation and assist in the identifcation and reconstruction of the continuous narrative.83 Te presence of
an elaborate Samson cycle in the aisle—in conjunction
with the Noah and, possibly, Jonah panels in the nave—
further strengthens the intriguing afnities between the
synagogue at Huqoq and the building at Mopsuestia, and
may add weight to the suggestion by Avi-Yonah (1981:
189–90) that the latter was, in fact, a synagogue.
While the iconography chosen for the mosaics in the
Huqoq synagogue connects it to the artistic repertoire
drawn upon by Jewish and Christian communities far
beyond Galilee, the discovery of two Samson scenes in
Huqoq’s southeast aisle also links it frmly to its immediate surroundings in the eastern Lower Galilee.84 Te
synagogue at Wadi Hamam likewise included in its aisle
(west) a mosaic pavement depicting Samson—in this
case, the episode from Judg 15:15–17 where he strikes
down the Philistines with the jawbone of an ass (Leibner
and Miller 2010: 252–56). As at Huqoq, Samson wears
Roman military dress and is monumental in size; he towers over his Philistine enemies whom he has killed or
wounded. As Leibner and Miller (2010: 256) have observed, while Samson is not described as a giant in the
Hebrew Bible, he is portrayed as such in some rabbinic
texts, perhaps as a refection of his immense physical
81

Ludwig Budde (1969: 85–87) cites the Jonah cycle in the early
4th-century mosaic foor in the basilica at Aquileia as a possible parallel. For Aquileia, see Engemann 1997: 55–59.
82 Te church was discovered in 1941–1942 and was published
in Baramki 1972 (see also Ovadiah 1974; Foerster 1978: 289–94; and,
more recently, Talgam 2014: 244–46, in which the author dates the mosaic to the mid-6th century based on style).
83 Avi-Yonah (1981: 188) and Kitzinger (1973: 144, n. 51) agree
that the inscriptions follow the B (Codex Vaticanus) version of the
Septuagint.
84 On Samson as a redeemer fgure in the regional culture of late
antique Galilee, see Grey 2013; and Magness 2013: 66–67.
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strength and his status as a messianic warrior-redeemer
(see also Fogel 2009: 89–130; and Grey 2013).
Tus, we have the depiction of Samson as a giant in
three mosaic pavements from the same period: two located in the eastern Lower Galilee—both securely identifed as synagogues—and one in Cilicia. Te Huqoq
synagogue and the building at Mopsuestia are the only
known examples where this combination of subject matter—Noah, Jonah, and Samson—occurs, suggesting that
the mosaic programs of some synagogues in Palestine
were informed by and participated in macro-regional
trends.
Tower of Babel. Te panel to the south of the Jonah
scene depicts the construction of the Tower of Babel (Gen
11:1–9) and God’s punishment of the people for building
a tower intended to reach to heaven (Fig. 48). Just as the
Jonah and Red Sea panels form an iconographic and thematic pair, the Tower of Babel panel in the southern end
of the nave and the Noah’s ark panel at its northern end
may echo each other antiphonally.85 Te chaos and violence that unfold throughout the panel serve as graphic
depictions of the punishment that God exacted from the
builders for their act of hubris. In this scene, the workmen are diferentiated by hairstyles and facial hair, clothing, and even skin color in an attempt to portray diferent
peoples.86 Amid the ongoing work, divine punishment
for constructing the tower is represented by the deaths
of some of the workmen who are shown falling headlong
from the scafolding and the ropes of the pulley as well as
by a violent fght between workmen.
At the center of the scene, a square tower is in the
process of being built by workmen carrying the ashlars
used in its construction.87 On the top of the tower, a pair
85 Tere are many afnities between the two narratives. Both derive
from the “primeval history” (Gen 1–11), and, indeed, Noah is said to
have lived through the dispersion of the “generation of Babel”; both
feature elaborate building projects that result in the creation of unique
structures (even if one is the cause of catastrophe and the other the
remedy to it); and, most importantly, both center on the chastisement
of a sinful humanity prior to the birth of Abraham and the people of
Israel. For connections between the narratives in Jewish and Christian
traditions, consult Ginzberg 1998 1: 174–81 (narrative); 1998 5: 201–2
(sources and discussion) (see also Feldman 1999–2000).
86 Te notion that God punished humanity for attempting to build
the tower by introducing not only linguistic diversity but ethnic differentiation by skin color already appears in the 1st or 2nd century
(Pseudo-Philo, Lib. Ant. Bibl. 7.5). For discussions, see Goldenberg
2003: 98–99; and Jacobson 1996: 384.
87 Te use of stones rather than clay bricks is noteworthy. According to the biblical account (Gen 11:1–9), the tower was constructed
from clay bricks (Gen 11:3), which were in fact the dominant building material in the city of Babylon (Finkel 2014: 235–39). But in some
midrashic sources, the clause “they had brick for stone and bitumen for
mortar” (Gen 11:3) is interpreted to suggest that the project proceeded
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of workers is depicted carrying a large stone block, while
another worker lowers an indeterminate round object
suspended from a rope over the lef side of the tower. A
wooden parapet wraps around the tower at its midpoint.
A partially preserved worker is depicted straddling the
parapet. Beneath the parapet, a portion of the lower
tower is obscured by an installation of real ashlars that
postdates the mosaic (possibly the remains of a bema). At
the bottom of the tower, a worker carrying an ashlar on
his back climbs three steps to the tower doorway. Adjacent to the right side of the tower is a wooden scafolding
structure, preserved only in fragments due to damage to
the east side of the panel. It is clear from the placement
of the dark-skinned worker sliding down the scafolding that the structure originally reached to the top of the
tower. Below the dark-skinned fgure, another worker
falls headlong from the tower or the scafolding. Beneath
the falling fgure, a third worker carrying a jar on his lef
shoulder appears to be standing on the scafolding ramp.
At the base of the tower, two fgures are strapping a large
ashlar to the back of a crouching workman.
An elaborate pulley system used for the movement of
construction materials stands to the lef of the tower and
is operated by manpower: four men are shown turning
a winch. On the opposite side, a worker stands on the
stepped base of the tower and pulls on a pulley rope. Another worker (only legs and feet are preserved) stands
on an ashlar suspended in mid-air as it is being raised by
the pulley. Across the top lef side of the panel, ropes extending from the pulley are cut of by the panel’s border.
Two workers are depicted in acrobatic positions as they
maintain their balance on the ropes, while a third fgure
holding a window (?) falls headlong to the ground.
To the lef side of the pulley are vignettes depicting
activities related to the construction of the tower, including quarrying stone and sawing, planing, and chiseling
wood; each vignette is placed on a separate ground line.
A worker is shown quarrying stones with a pick, which
are depicted as ashlar blocks to make clear to the viewer
what work is being performed. To the right of the quarrying, a worker loads the blocks onto a reclining camel
for transport. Below, a pair of fgures using a two-person
saw split a piece of wood held in a large wooden vise. To
the right, a light-skinned worker and a dark-skinned one
engage in a fght. Te dark-skinned fgure holds an ax (or
mallet) in his raised right hand as he grasps the throat
of the light-skinned fgure with his lef hand (Fig. 49).
In turn, the light-skinned fgure grabs the dark-skinned
fgure by the arm with his lef hand and holds a bow saw

especially rapidly and the bricks hardened into stone (see, e.g., Gen
Rab. 38:3).
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Fig. 48. Synagogue nave: Tower of Babel panel. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)
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themes (see Leibner and Miller 2010: 241–49, color fg. A
on p. 253). Te preserved portions of the Wadi Hamam
scene depict individual and small groups of workmen
engaged in many of the same construction tasks represented in the Huqoq mosaic. Te similarities extend to a
vignette showing a fght between two workmen who hold
the same tools in both mosaics. A notable diference,
however, is the shape of the towers: square at Huqoq
and polygonal at Wadi Hamam. In their interpretation
of the mosaic, Leibner and Miller discuss a number of
large-scale construction projects in the Hebrew Bible, including the Tower of Babel, but ultimately favor an identifcation of their scene as depicting the construction of
the Jerusalem temple (2010: 246–49). Te Huqoq mosaic
now permits a secure identifcation of the scene at Wadi
Hamam as the Tower of Babel. Te construction of the
Tower of Babel is also depicted in medieval illuminated
manuscripts.89

Preliminary Observations
about the Huqoq Mosaics

Fig. 49. Synagogue nave: detail of Tower of Babel panel showing workmen fghting. (Photo by J. Haberman; courtesy of the Huqoq Excavation Project)

in his raised right hand.88 A nearby worker uses a hand
plane to shape wood that has been laid on sawhorses. In
the bottom lef corner of the panel, a bearded worker is
seated on the border, which doubles here as a ground line.
He appears to have an object (tool?) tucked behind his
right ear. His lef leg is bent at the knee, and his right leg
is extended in front of the piece of wood that he smooths
with a tool (adze) as the shavings fall to the ground.
Te only known example of a Tower of Babel scene
that resembles Huqoq’s occurs in the nearby synagogue
at Wadi Hamam, lending further support to the previously suggested notion of a localized repertoire of shared
88 According to Gen Rab. 38:10, the proliferation of languages
caused by God led the builders of the tower to miscommunicate regarding the specifc tools that one requested from another, thereby leading
to violence; just as in the Huqoq panel, the workers wound each other
with their tools. For a discussion of this tradition in the context of the
Tower of Babel panel at Wadi Hamam, see Leibner and Miller 2010:
247, n. 56.

A number of general thematic patterns have begun
to emerge in the mosaics of the Huqoq synagogue. Particularly prominent among those present in the panels
thus far uncovered are leitmotifs of water and the violent
destruction of life, whether human or animal. Te awesome power of water is a recurrent element in the nave
panels depicting Noah’s ark before the food, pharaoh’s
army drowning in the Red Sea, and Jonah swallowed by
fsh amid a storm at sea. Even the zodiac cycle, which lies
at the center of this sequence of scenes, employs marine
imagery in the series of dolphins along the border. Te
theme of crisis and potential destruction in the nave mosaics resonates with the emphasis on confict with foreign
powers in the panels of the east aisle: the drowning of
the Egyptian soldiers complements the scenes of military confict with the Philistines and the Greeks found in
the east aisle. Te Tower of Babel panel likewise dramatizes the violent aferefects of sin or hubris for a linguistically and ethnically fractured humanity. At the same
time, the elephant panel may show as much interest in
the potential for concord between Jews and their gentile rulers as in celebrating Jewish military heroism. Tis
constellation of narrative traditions—each with its own
distinctive take on the interrelated but distinct themes of
human moral failure, Jewish–gentile relations, ecological
crisis, military confict, and divine deliverance—is reminiscent of Jewish penitential prayers from late antiquity,
which appeal to God for assistance at times of communal
89

Te best known of the medieval miniatures comes from the early
15th-century Bedford Book of Hours, f. 17v (British Library).
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need by invoking these and other biblical and historical
precedents.90
Taken together, the panels uncovered to date at
Huqoq, which exhibit numerous interconnections
with one another and with broader iconographic and
textual traditions, have the same quality of “copious
chaos” that Annabel Wharton (1994: 15; 1995: 43) has
identifed in the cycle of frescoes in the Dura Europos
synagogue. Moreover, the Huqoq mosaics suggest that
there was greater fexibility in the choice of subjects and
their thematic arrangement within synagogue buildings than previously believed. Tey challenge many of
the conventional scholarly assumptions regarding synagogue mosaics, especially in their relative uniformity
and circumscribed range of imagery. Most notably, the
Huqoq mosaics overturn the standard view that synagogue mosaics do not contain representations of “historical” narratives or scenes from daily life. Moreover,
they call into question the extent to which a monolithic
set of programmatic principles guided the production of
synagogue mosaics or shaped the viewing experience of
synagogue-goers. At least in the case of the Huqoq synagogue, the mosaic pavements uncovered thus far do not
so much give expression to a coherent ideology or convey
a unitary message as bring into productive dialogue a
collection of scenes that share overlapping imagery and
mutually reinforcing themes.
At the same time, the Huqoq mosaics suggest that
certain themes were of particular interest to synagogue
communities in the eastern Lower Galilee. Te mosaics
in general—and especially the commemorative panel,
the elephant panel, and the Jonah panel—make conspicuous use of iconographic elements and visual formulae
for representation drawn from the repertoire of classical art as well as fgures from classical myth and history.
As a group, the mosaics raise intriguing and important
questions about the relationship of the Huqoq community to its immediate neighbors and, in particular, the
synagogue at Wadi Hamam, where the similarities of the
programs in terms of subject matter as well as style indicate production by the same workshop. At the same
time, the Huqoq mosaics reveal connections to the wider

90 In light of the centrality of water in the Huqoq mosaics, it might
also be signifcant that the tradition of Jewish penitential prayer from
late antiquity was closely related to—and may even have emerged
from—practices of communal fasting undertaken in response to
drought, especially as prescribed in m. Taʿanit 2:1–4. It is signifcant
that the Mishnah has here adapted a preexisting set of liturgical practices to rabbinic specifcations (Naeh 2006: 53–56), suggesting that
these types of penitential litanies were in circulation beyond the bounds
of the rabbinic movement in Roman Palestine from at least the 2nd century c.e. On the history of Jewish penitential prayers in late antiquity
and the poetics of their litany form, see Lieber 2008.
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Galilee (Yaphʿia, Sepphoris) in certain features of their
composition, iconography, and style.
However, the local and regional dimensions do not
fully account for the subject matter and iconography of
the Huqoq mosaics. Tey also possess surprising afnities with mosaics in religious and non-religious buildings from the wider Mediterranean. Tis juxtaposition
of local idiosyncrasy, regional trends, and interregional
connections has important implications for our understanding of the Galilee in late antiquity. Te evidence
emerging from this region challenges notions of a single
center of mosaic production and, by extension, the view
that towns and villages in Galilee were heavily dependent
on cities such as Sepphoris for the creation of sophisticated and even innovative artistic projects. In addition to
their engagement at local levels, villages like Huqoq and
Wadi Hamam seem to have participated in robust transregional networks of cultural production that generated
connections to other centers, such as Antioch. Such contacts might explain the remarkable similarities found in
the 5th-century mosaic programs of a building in Cilicia
and a synagogue in the eastern Lower Galilee.

Jewish Settlement and Galilean-Type
Synagogues in Light of the Huqoq Discoveries
Te Huqoq excavations have brought to light sturdy
village houses flled with evidence of agricultural activity. Tese houses, which were constructed in the early
5th century and were occupied for nearly 200 years, provide evidence of a fourishing Jewish settlement during
a period of supposed decline. A high level of prosperity
is indicated by the monumental, richly decorated synagogue building, which was constructed around the same
time as the excavated village houses. Te dating of the
Huqoq synagogue to the early 5th century does not by itself prove that all Galilean-type synagogues are later than
the 2nd to 3rd centuries, but it does mean that Galileantype synagogues cannot be assigned an earlier date automatically based on stylistic considerations alone.
Approximately 8 km south of Huqoq, the 2007–2012
excavations at Khirbet Wadi Hamam, directed by Leibner and assisted by Benjamin Arubas on behalf of Te
Hebrew University of Jerusalem, brought to light a Galilean-type synagogue measuring ca. 17 × 14 m.91 Te
91 For the synagogue at Khirbet Wadi Hamam, see Leibner 2010;
Leibner and Miller 2010; and Leibner and Arubas 2015: 34–39. For a
critique of the dating, see Magness 2012. Leibner’s dating of the Wadi
Hamam Phase II synagogue to ca. 300 c.e. would mean its mosaics were
laid over a century earlier than those at Huqoq. We believe Magness’s
proposed late 4th-century date for the Wadi Hamam Phase II synagogue, which is based on an evaluation of the published ceramic and
numismatic evidence, makes more sense in light of the strong parallels
with the Huqoq mosaics.
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excavators have distinguished two successive synagogue
buildings (Phases I, II), the construction of which they
date to the early 3rd century and the late 3rd to early
4th centuries c.e., respectively. Te Phase II synagogue
was paved with a mosaic foor that survives in a highly
fragmentary condition. Nonetheless, it is clear that the
aisles were decorated with 10 or 12 panels containing
fgural scenes, of which parts belonging to four panels
are preserved. As noted above, the striking similarities
between the Huqoq and Wadi Hamam mosaics in style
and content suggest production by the same workshop.
Te synagogues at Wadi Hamam and Huqoq join Horvat ʿAmmudim (excavated by Lee I. Levine in 1979) and
the intermediate phase at Arbel in forming a subgroup of
Galilean-type synagogues paved with mosaic foors instead of fagstones, all located in the eastern Lower Galilee.92 Tis subgroup difers from synagogues paved with
mosaics that are not of the Galilean type (e.g., Sepphoris,
Hammath Tiberias, Beth Alpha) in having fgural scenes
in the aisles as well as in the nave.93 Tey also difer in
not labeling the fgures in the mosaic panels (except in
the Helios-zodiac cycle). It is possible that other Galilean-type synagogues had mosaic foors—for example,
at Gush Halav, where numerous tesserae found in flls
led the excavators to conclude that there may have been
a mosaic foor “at some point in the building’s history.”94
To the subgroup of Galilean-type synagogues paved with
mosaics, we may add the synagogue at Meroth in the
Upper Galilee, which the excavators date to the late 4th
or early 5th century and which originally had a plaster
foor (see Ilan 1993; 1995). Interestingly, the excavators
mention that the walls were plastered and painted in
red and yellow. In the second half of the 5th century, a
mosaic pavement was laid, which includes a panel at the
92

For Horvat ʿAmmudim, see Levine 1993. For Arbel, see Ilan and
Izdarechet 1993.
93 Talgam’s list of “Galilean synagogues” with mosaics (2018: 2–3,
n. 6) includes synagogues that are not of the Galilean type (e.g., Horvat
Kur, Hammath Tiberias).
94 See Meyers, Meyers, and Strange 1990: 79, in which the authors
claim, however, that the small number of tesserae argues against the
possibility of a mosaic foor.

119

north end of the east aisle depicting a young warrior surrounded by a sword, bronze helmet, and oval shield that
scholars have identifed as David.95
Te Huqoq synagogue displays numerous anomalies
in layout and decoration. Te foor in the nave is 0.20 m
lower than the aisles, an arrangement unparalleled in
other late antique synagogues.96 Unlike in most other
ancient synagogues, there are no remains of benches at
Huqoq, nor were any planned, judging from the arrangement of mosaic panels in the aisles.97 Perhaps the small
step created by the height diferential between the aisles
and the nave was used for seating. Te Huqoq synagogue
has also yielded a rare example of a freestanding 3D marble menorah from northern Palestine. Te Huqoq mosaics include the frst non-biblical story ever discovered
decorating an ancient synagogue (the elephant panel)
and, perhaps, the frst scene of everyday life. Te imagery surrounding the inscription in the commemorative
panel is unique in synagogue art. Likewise, the biblical
scenes depicted at Huqoq are rare or unattested in other
ancient synagogues.
To conclude, the Huqoq excavations provide evidence
of a rural Jewish community in the eastern Lower Galilee that fourished in the 5th and 6th centuries c.e. and
constructed a monumental Galilean-type synagogue,
decorated with fgural mosaic foors, colorful painted
and molded plaster, and carved architectural elements.
If the medieval public building at Huqoq is a synagogue,
it is no less important than its predecessor, as virtually
nothing is known about Jewish settlement in Galilee during the 12th and 13th centuries. Finally, the excavations
reveal the development of the village of Yakuk in the Late
Ottoman period and shed light on the events of 1948,
which brought to an end the long history of settlement
at the site.
95 For a recent discussion of this panel, see Talgam 2014: 323–26.
In a forthcoming article, Magness proposes identifying this fgure as
Samson.
96 Tis arrangement is reminiscent of some pre-70 c.e. synagogues,
such as Magdala (Migdal) (see Avshalom-Gorni and Najar 2013).
97 Tere are also no benches in the Sepphoris synagogue (see Weiss
2005: 18–29).

Appendix A: Pottery Catalog (Figs. 4, 7)
Daniel Schindler
AREA 2000 (ANCIENT VILLAGE)
No. 1: Bowl (Fig. 4:1 [scale 2:5])
Find Context: Locus 2073, Basket 20674\26 (2012)
Preservation: One sherd preserving most of the vessel
profle; est. 0.17% diameter preserved.

Measurements: Est. diameter: 28 cm
Clay: 7.5R 4/1; exterior and interior margins: 7.5R 4/4
Description: Fine-grained ware with a reddish-gray core
and reddish-purple exterior and interior margins; rouletting on exterior of rim; many small white inclusions.
Comparison: Hayes 1972: 329–38, PRS (“LRC”) form 3F
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No. 2: Bowl (Fig. 4:2 [scale 2:5])
Find Context: Locus 2071, Basket 20525\3 (2012)
Preservation: One sherd preserving the rim; est. 0.07%
diameter preserved.
Measurements: Est. diameter: 28 cm
Clay: 10R 5/6
Description: Very fne-grained reddish-orange ware;
exterior and interior surfaces coated in red self-slip
(7.5R 5/8); many small white and black grits.
Comparison: Hayes 1972: 329–38, PRS (“LRC”) form 3H
No. 3: Bowl (Fig. 4:3 [scale 2:5])
Find Context: Locus 2191, Basket 21513\4 (2014)
Preservation: One sherd preserving the rim; est. 0.11%
diameter preserved.
Measurements: Est. diameter: 27 cm
Clay: 2.5YR 5/6
Description: Fine-grained reddish-brown ware; some small
white and black grits; occasional medium red grits; occasional medium-to-large white and black grits.
Comparison: Adan-Bayewitz 1993: 103–9, Galilean bowls
form 1E
No. 4: Casserole (Fig. 4:4 [scale 2:5])
Find Context: Locus 2073, Basket 20674\35–45 (2012)
Preservation: 11 sherds preserving the rim, handle, and
most of the vessel profle; est. 0.30% diameter preserved.
Measurements: Est. diameter: 29 cm
Clay: 2.5YR 3/3
Description: Sandy dark reddish-brown ware; some small
white and stone grits.
Comparison: Schindler 2017: 189–91, casserole form 2A
No. 5: Cooking pot (Fig. 4:5 [scale 2:5])
Find Context: Locus 2184, Basket 21471\16 (2014)
Preservation: One sherd preserving the rim, additional
sherds preserving a large part of the vessel profle; est.
0.18% diameter preserved.
Measurements: Est. diameter: 10.5 cm
Clay: 2.5YR 5/6
Description: Sandy reddish-brown ware; some small-tomedium white and black grits; some small-to-medium quartz inclusions.
Comparison: Schindler 2017: 199–200, cooking pot
form 2B
No. 6: Storage jar (Fig. 4:6 [scale 2:5])
Find Context: Locus 2142, Basket 21165\3 (2013)
Preservation: One complete rim and neck to the join with
the shoulder.
Measurements: Diameter: 7 cm
Clay: 10R 4/4
Description: Coarse red ware with a dark gray core where
present; some medium stony inclusions.
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Comparison: Schindler 2017: 212–14, storage jar form 6A
No. 7: Juglet (Fig. 4:7 [scale 2:5])
Find Context: Locus 2111, Basket 20909\1–20 (2013)
Preservation: 20 sherds preserving roughly two-thirds of
the entire vessel and the complete profle.
Measurements: Diameter: 3 cm
Clay: 2.5YR 6/6
Description: Hard-fred light red ware; shoulder decorated with burnished gouged lines; many small black
grits, occasional medium white and black grits.
Comparison: Magness 1993: 241, FBW juglet form 2B
(nos. 1, 2)
No. 8: Oil lamp (Fig. 4:8 [scale 1:2])
Find Context: Locus 2039, Basket 20362\1–6 (2012)
Preservation: Six sherds preserving the entire vessel.
Measurements: Est. length: 9.5 cm; est. width: 7.1 cm
Clay: 5YR 7/4
Description: Fine, well-levigated pink ware; exterior surface has traces of red slip (10R 6/6); exterior surface
has molded decoration.
Comparison: Schindler 2017: 232–34, lamp form 4B
AREA 3000, STRATUM 2
No. 1: Bowl (Fig. 7:1 [scale 2:5])
Find Context: Locus 3122, Basket 30967\2 (2013)
Preservation: One sherd preserving the rim.
Measurements: Est. diameter: 22 cm
Clay: 10R 4/4
Description: Sandy reddish-brown ware; interior surface
coated in white slip and covered with a light green glaze,
which extends over the rim; some splashes of glaze on
the exterior; some small and occasional large white grits.
Comparisons: Stern and Tatcher 2009: 126, fg. 3:18.2; see
also Avissar and Stern 2005: 6–7, type I.1.1.3
No. 2: Bowl (Fig. 7:2 [scale 2:5])
Find Context: Locus 3106, Basket 30949\10 (2013)
Preservation: One sherd preserving a portion of the rim.
Measurements: 1 × 1 cm
Clay: 10R 4/6
Description: Coarse red ware; evenly fred; surfaces
coated in a white slip on which is a polychrome glaze
(yellow and green); traces of fne sgrafto on interior;
some small black and stony grits.
Comparison: Stacey 2004: 117–19, fg. 5:25—no exact
parallels; may be the uppermost portion of a bowl
with cyma-recta profle (esp. 5:25.1, 3–7)
No. 3: Bowl (Fig. 7:3 [not to scale])
Find Context: Locus 3129, Basket 31034\4 (2013)
Preservation: One sherd from the vessel body.
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Measurements: 4 × 1.5 cm
Clay: 5YR 7/4
Description: Fine-grained buf ware; evenly fred; interior
surface coated in a white slip, on which is a yellow
glaze with a splash of green glaze; some small white,
black, and stony grits.
Comparison: Stacey 2004: 117–19, fg. 5:25
No. 4: Bowl (Fig. 7:4 [not to scale])
Find Context: Locus 3122, Basket 30967\18 (2013)
Preservation: One sherd from the vessel body.
Measurements: 1 × 1 cm
Clay: 10R 4/6
Description: Sandy dark red ware; evenly fred; interior
surface decorated with traces of linear patterns pained
in white slip, on which was placed a translucent green
glaze; some small black and stony grits; some very
small mineral inclusions.
Comparison: Avissar and Stern 2005: 19–21, type I.1.6.2
No. 5: (Bowl (Fig. 7:5 [not to scale])
Find Context: Locus 5152, Basket 51184\1 (2017)
Preservation: One sherd from the vessel body.
Measurements: 4.2 × 2.5 cm
Clay: 5Y 8/2–4
Description: Fine-grained yellowish cream-colored ware;
interior and exterior surfaces coated in a white slip
and a clear alkaline glaze; some small white/gray and
stony grits.
Comparison: Stacey 2004: 110–15, fg. 5:20.5 (?)
AREA 3000, STRATUM 5
No. 6: Bowl (Fig. 7:6 [scale 2:5])
Find Context: Locus 5052, Basket 50384\6 (2016)
Preservation: One sherd preserving the rim; estimated
0.12% diameter preserved.
Measurements: Est. diameter: 20 cm
Clay: 2.5YR 4/4
Description: Fine-grained reddish-brown ware; interior
surface covered in a cream-colored slip and decorated
with dark reddish-brown painted geometric decoration (2.5YR 3/3); some small-to-medium white, red,
and stony grits; occasional small mineral grits (mica?).
Comparison: Stern 2016: 85–86, fg. 2:3
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No. 7: Jug (Fig. 7:7 [scale 2:5])
Find Context: Locus 5033, Basket 50204\9 (2016)
Preservation: One sherd preserving the rim; est. 0.27%
diameter preserved.
Measurements: Est. diameter: 9 cm
Clay: 5YR 7/6
Description: Fine-grained light brownish-orange ware;
surfaces fred reddish brown (2.5YR 6/6) and decorated with horizontal bands of dark purple paint
(7.5YR 3/2) and spots of very dark green glaze; many
small stony grits; occasional large white, red, and
stone grits.
Comparison: Avissar 2005: 77–78, fg. 2:26.6
No. 8: Cofee/tea cup (Fig. 7:8 [scale 2:5])
Find Context: Locus 5011, Basket 50323\6, 7 (2016)
Preservation: Two sherds preserving the entire base
(join).
Measurements: Est. diameter: 4.5 cm
Clay: 5GY 4/2
Description: White porcelain with a green-colored
painted lion on the base and traces of a purple-painted
foral decoration on the exterior surface (5R 4/2); no
visible grits.
Comparison: Boas 2000: 568–70
No. 9: Cofee cup (Fig. 7:9 [scale 2:5])
Find Context: Locus 5033, Basket 50204\7 (2016)
Preservation: One sherd preserving the base; est. 0.55%
diameter preserved.
Measurements: Est. diameter: 4 cm
Clay: 5Y 8/2
Description: Hard-fred white ware covered in a transparent light yellowish over-glaze; base bears a stamp
reading “Made in Japan” in red (7.5YR 4/8) paint/ink;
no visible grits.
Comparison: None
No. 10: Tobacco pipe (Fig. 7:10 [scale 2:5])
Find Context: Locus 5009, Basket 50338\1 (2016)
Preservation: One sherd preserving the rim of the bowl.
Measurements: Est. bowl opening diameter: 3 cm
Clay: 7.5YR 6/1
Description: Fine-grained gray ware with a slipped and
burnished dark reddish-brown exterior (2.5YR 3/2);
some medium black grits.
Comparison: Avissar 2005: 89–90, type 5

Appendix B: Huqoq Archaeobotanical Interim Report
Jessie George and Jennifer Ramsay
Te archaeobotanical analysis at Huqoq seeks to investigate the agricultural economy of the village over
time. Trough the analysis of charred macro-botanical

material, the objective is to identify changes in trends in
agricultural techniques, agricultural products, and processing behaviors from the earliest excavated strata at the
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Table 1. Cereal, Legume, and Fruit Species Identifed by Period from the 2014–2016 Seasons
Category

Scientifc Name

Common
Name

Cereals

Hordeum vulgare

Barley

Hordeum vulgare (hulled)

Hulled barley

Triticum aestivum/durum

Bread wheat

X

Lens culinaris

Lentil

X

Vicia faba

Broad bean

X

Vicia ervilia

Legumes

Fruit

10th
Century

12th–13th
Centuries

Mamluk

15th–16th
Centuries

19th–20th
Centuries

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Bitter vetch

X

X

X

Ceratonia siliqua

Carob

X

Cicer arietinum

Chickpea

X

Pisum sativum

Pea

X

Olea europaea

Olive

X

X

X

X

Prunus spp.

Stone fruit

X

X

X

X

Vitis vinifera

Grape

X

X

X

X

X

Ficus carica

Fig

X

Citrullus lanatus

Watermelon

X

Helianthus anuus

Sunfower

X

Ziziphus spina-christi

Christ’s thorn
jujube

X

start of the 5th century c.e., coinciding with the construction of the Late Roman synagogue, to the 19th–20thcentury village of Yakuk. We hope that the identifcation
of these changing trends will yield valuable information
about the economic standing of the village and cultural
infuences over the various periods of occupation.
Soil samples for botanical analysis were taken during
the 2014, 2015, and 2016 seasons. Te sampling strategy
employed was a “blanket sampling” approach, comprising
at least one sample from each identifed context (Pearsall
2000). Tis was not always possible or feasible for the entire extent of the period in question. Where sampling all
contexts was not possible due to time constraints or logistical concerns, a subjective approach was employed, with
sampling eforts concentrating on sealed loci and contexts
directly connected to food processing and storage. A total
of 85 soil samples were taken during the 2014–2016 seasons. Te samples range in size from 6 to 18 liters, with a
mean sample size of 14 liters. Fifeen samples were taken
from Area 2000 (the ancient village) during the 2014 season. Te remaining 70 samples were taken from Area 3000,
which includes the modern village of Yakuk, the medieval
public building, and the Late Roman synagogue. Of the 85
samples, 20 have been analyzed: 5 samples from Area 2000
and 15 from Area 3000 (Table 1).

A machine fotation system similar to the Shellmound Archaeological Project (SMAP) barrel system
was used to process soil samples. Te system uses a
modifed water heater as the main basin, replacing the
barrel or oil drum used in SMAP systems. Te machine
possesses a single settling tank, which necessitates frequent cleaning between fotations to prevent contamination when water is recycled. Suspended botanical
material separated from the sediment in the process
of fotation is directed through an open spout into two
geological sieves of 1 mm (coarse fraction) and 250 μm
(light fraction). Material too dense to be held in suspension in the agitated water (heavy fraction) settles to the
bottom of the main tank and is then sorted for organic
material in the feld lab.
Te dried and labeled samples were sent to the lab of
Jennifer Ramsay at the College at Brockport, State University of New York, and to Jessie George at the Ancient
Agriculture and Paleoethnobotany Laboratory (AAPL) at
the University of California, Los Angeles, under the direction of Alan Farahani, for sorting and identifcation
under a stereoscopic microscope at 40× magnifcation.
Wood charcoal was separated out for future analysis, and
any other diagnostic carbonized plant material was sorted
out and identifed by George, using the AAPL reference
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Fig. 50. Grape pip (Vitis vinifera) present in all but 12th–13th-century
analyzed samples. (Scale is 2 mm.) (Photo by J. Ramsay)

Fig. 51. Carob seed (Ceratonia siliqua) found only in a single Mamluk
sample. (Scale is 2 mm.) (Photo by J. George)

collection along with published reference material, and by
Ramsay, through her personal reference collection.

Ottoman period (15th–16th centuries), and fve from the
19th and 20th centuries. Tese dates were established on
the basis of ceramic and numismatic evidence.
Whereas samples from 10th-century and 12th–13thcentury contexts show similar presences to the village
material, Mamluk assemblages diverge from earlier
periods. In the latter, the presence of barley (Hordeum
vulgare) surpasses that of wheat. Consumption or preservation of legumes increases. Chickpea (Cicer arietinum),
lentil (Lens culinaris), and, most notably, carob (Ceratonia siliqua) (Fig. 51), which is thus far absent from all
other periods, are the most dominant Fabaceae present.
Additionally, Mamluk samples reveal a higher presence
of fg (Ficus carica) seeds and the highest presence of
grape (Vitis vinifera) (Fig. 50).
Samples dated to the 19th and 20th centuries show
an increase in wheat over barley in comparison with the
Mamluk period. Fig remains a dominant presence for
fruit consumed, with the addition of a substantial presence of Christ’s thorn jujube (Ziziphus spina-christi),
which may indicate human consumption or the use of
dung for fuel. Legume presences at this time shif to pea
(Pisum sativum), broad bean (Vicia faba), and bitter
vetch (Vicia ervilia).
Our preliminary analysis of Huqoq’s archaeobotanical
material already indicates changes in food and agricultural practices over time. It is expected that as analysis of
the material continues, more subtle patterns of the changing agricultural economy of the village will emerge, giving
valuable information regarding the village’s changing cultural and economic standing in the surrounding region.

Area 2000
During the last season of excavations of Area 2000 in
2014, 15 samples were taken from Squares SE 6/5, SE
5/5, and SE 5/6. Tese samples continue the trends observed in samples taken from the 2012 season. Fruit species remain a dominant presence in Late Roman village
samples, with the highest presence represented by olive
(Olea europaea) and stone fruit species (Prunus spp.),
and a single sample containing the remains of grape (Vitis vinifera) (Fig. 50). Wheat (Triticum spp.) continues to
be the dominant cereal presence. As a generally preferred
and less hardy and reliable grain than barley, this may
be an indication of higher economic status of the village
in this period. Tere is some evidence for consumption
of legumes, but the material is poorly preserved and diffcult to identify.

Area 3000
Te complexity of Area 3000 and the range of periods
represented yielded a much more varied botanical assemblage. During the 2014, 2015, and 2016 seasons, 70 samples
were taken from the area in total (48 in 2014, 7 in 2015, and
15 in 2016). Of these, only 15 samples were analyzed; two
were taken from 10th-century loci, two from 12th–13thcentury contexts, fve were dated to the Mamluk period
(13th–15th centuries), one from the Late Mamluk to Early

Appendix C: Radiocarbon Dating of a Charcoal Sample from the Huqoq Mosaic Bedding
Elisabetta Boaretto and Michael Chazan
At the end of the 2013 season, the mosaic panel depicting Samson carrying the gate of Gaza, located at the
southern end of the synagogue’s east aisle, was removed
for conservation and is now in the Israel Antiquities Authority’s new facility in Jerusalem. At the beginning of the

2014 season, a section measuring ca. 1.75 × 1.75 m was
cut through the plaster bedding of the mosaic. Te bedding (L3183) consisted of 1 cm of fne white plaster into
which the tesserae had been laid (and which still preserved
their impressions). Below this was a 3 cm thick layer of sof
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Table 2. Radiocarbon Dating of Charcoal Sample HQ 2014 #2

Lab No.
RTD
7798.2

Type

C
%

Charcoal

62.7

14C Age
±1σ year b.p. Locus

1675 ± 16

3183

Basket
31436

gray plaster mixed with crushed pottery, charcoal, and ash.
Charcoal and plaster samples were saved for analysis.
Tree charcoal samples (B31436) directly collected
from the plaster were selected based on their size for
possible radiocarbon dating at the DANGOOR Research
Accelerator Mass Spectrometry (D-REAMS) Laboratory
at the Weizmann Institute of Science in Rehovot, Israel.
Before chemical pre-treatment and preparation for the
radiocarbon determination, the samples were analyzed
for botanical identifcation. Of the three samples, only
one retained wood structures allowing for botanical
identifcation, and this sample was selected for dating.98
Table 2 presents all of the information about the sample,
its radiocarbon age, and the calibrated range according
to ±1σ (±1 standard deviation, meaning 68.2% probability that the true age is included in those limits) and ±2σ
(±2 standard deviation, meaning 95.4% probability that
the true age is included in those limits).
Sample pre-treatment to remove contaminants and
preparation as graphite for the measurement with the
accelerator was based on the procedure presented in
98 In 2017, a suite of over 50 samples was taken from profles
through the fll below the medieval public building and below the synagogue’s mosaic foor.

Calibrated Range
±1σ year c.e.

Calibrated Range
±2σ year c.e.

Botanical
Identifcation

350 (31.7%) 370
380 (36.5%) 400

335 (95.4%) 410

Cupressus sp.

Yizhaq et al. 2005. Te radiocarbon determination was
done at the D-REAMS accelerator, as in Regev et al. 2017.
Radiocarbon ages are reported in conventional radiocarbon years (before present = 1950) in accordance with international convention (Stuiver and Polach 1977). Tus,
all calculated 14C ages have been corrected for fractionation, so the results are equivalent with the standard δ13C
value of –25‰ (wood). Calibrated ages in calendar years
have been obtained from the calibration tables in Reimer
et al. 2013 by means of the OxCal program (v. 4.2) (Bronk
Ramsey 2010; see also 1995; 2001).
Te sample, RTD 7798.2, was identifed as Cupressus
sp. (cypress) and was in a good state of preservation, as
indicated by the high percentage of carbon, 62.7% C. As
this could be a long-lived tree, the date should be considered a terminus post quem. Te high-precision 14C age of
RTD 7798.2 is 1675 ± 16 years b.p., providing a calibrated
range for ±1σ and ±2σ covering most of the 4th century
c.e. Based on this result, there is a 94.5% probability that
335–410 c.e. is a terminus post quem for the preparation
of the mosaic foor. We believe this is essential information for any chronological interpretation with the integration of the ceramic and numismatic evidence.
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