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Four decades of intensive research have not diminished the
interest in the paintings of the Dura-Europos Synagogue.
This persistent enthusiasm is due not only to the invaluable
irhportance of these unexpected and unique archaeological
finds, but also to the fact that the most important ques-
tions they raise are still waiting for answers. To commemo-
rate the fortieth anniversary of their discovery, the Ameri-
can Academy of Religion organized a symposium on Sept-
ember 4, 1972 at which some of the basic problems of
Dura-Europos were discussed. The papers read at this sym-
posium are now available in book form produced under the
editorship of Professor Joseph Gutmann. The Dura-Europos
Synagogue: A Re-Evaluation (1932—-1972) contains seven
papers related to the subject and examines it from different
angles.

Richard Brilliant (“Painting at Dura-Europos and
Roman Art,” pp. 23-30) proposes a pattern for the me-
thod of formal analysis of the paintings, with special regard
to their connection with Imperial art on the one hand and
Parthian art on the other.

Mary Lee Thompson’s contribution touches on one of
the most discussed problems raised by the paintings: the
nature and characteristics of their model (*“Hypothetical
Models of the Dura Paintings,” pp. 31-52). Among the
possible models, she includes that of religious and philo-
sophical programmed houses, such as the decorated homes
in Pompeii. She seems not to be convinced by the thesis of
Kurt Weitzmann which was adopted by many scholars,
among them Carl H. Kraeling, regarding a model from an
illustrated manuscript. Although chronological, narrative
sequences — which constitute the main difference between
the paintings of Pompeii and those of the Dura Synagogue
— could be considered as an argument for Weitzmann’s
thesis, the author thinks that the paintings derive from ori-
ginal monumental compositions. The influence thus being
from major to minor art, and not in the reverse direction.
Possible workshop-aids used by the artists executing the
Dura paintings might have been cartoons, panel paintings,
painted cloths stretched on a wooden framework and pat-
tern books. The latter, though a distinct genre, were used
by painters as well as potters and sculptors. To this contri-
bution we should like to add a note. The use of cartoons
and painted cloths seems logical, but most probably they
were not the original sources. It can hardly be imagined
that an artist has planned his compositions in monumental
size without considering small size patterns. The question is
raised then: if not illustrated manuscripts, what purpose
guided the choice of the episodes illustrated? If it can be
imagined that some central events of Jewish history — e.g.
The Exodus, Esther’s story, — were visualized because of
their permanent actuality, what reason was behind the
choice of secondary episodes such as Elijah’s flight to
Kerith, David at Ziph, if not to illustrate a text.

Bernard Goldmann investigates the costumes repre-
sented in the paintings and their meaning (“The Dura Syna-
gogue Costumes and Parthian Art,” pp. 53—77). Rather
than symbolical or theological reasons for the distribution
of Parthian and Greek costumes, as was proposed by E.
Goodenough, the author attributes it to politico-social dis-
tinctions known in several branches of Oriental art.

Andrew Saeger gives a very thoroughly documented
paper on the comparisons between the architecture of the
Dura building and the recently discovered synagogue of
Sardis (“The Architecture of the Dura and Sardis Syna-
gogues,” pp. 79-116). Though the two buildings are rather
different in type, each of them illustrates a step in the
evolution of synagogue architecture in the Diaspora. The
main points Saeger discusses are orientation, inner distribu-
tion, the woman’s hall (which was not necessarily a gallery

- architectural proof of its existence being less than cer-
tain) and the situation and role of the courtyard.

Michael Avi-Yonah'’s (%”1) critical note on Good-
enough’s Dura interpretations (‘‘Goodenough’s Evaluation
of the Dura Paintings: A Critique,” pp. 117—135) is a jewel
of the kind. Paying sympathetic and commendatory trib-
utés to the great scholar and his incomparable work, Avi-
Yonah stresses the main points where Goodenough’s in-
genious intuition brought to light the interpretation of the
paintings, and those where, misled by his passionate interest
in philonic mysticism, he failed. Goodenough’s misunder-
standing of the historical and ideological background was
twofold: on the one hand he overlooked the fact that mys-
tical symbols of Hellenistic origin spread, and were adop-
ted, in different religious milieux, loosing on the way their
original meaning. This explains their presence in Jewish
places of worship (such as the image of Helios in the Ham-
math Synagogue, and, many centuries later, the image of a
cathedral facade in an illuminated Jewish prayerbook). On
the other hand, Goodenough’s theory on a normative and
mystical Judaism, hard to admit already in abstracto, was

by the latest investigations in rabbinical literature of the

Hellenistic period expressly denied.

The basic problem of the program of the paintings is
discussed in the last paper by Joseph Gutmann (“Program-
matic Painting in the Dura Synagogue,” pp. 137-154).
After having given a short account of the preceding theses
the author proposes a new one. Professor Gutmann deals
with the central figurative register which, to his interpreta-
tion, visualizes the new liturgical program of Judaism, based
on prayer and readings from the Bible as substitutes for the
sacrifices abolished since the destruction of the Temple.
The biblical images, torn out of the narrative and chrono-
logical sequence of the original context, are used to under-
write this liturgical program, just as they are used in the
mosaics of Santa Maria Maggiore and San Vitale in Rav-
enna. However, Gutmann’s theory does not exclude the
fact that begind the choice of the biblical episodes — sec-
ondary or parallel — ideological purposes could have been
determinative. It also leaves open the problem of the origin
of the single iconographical types, where text illustrations
are still the most likely suppositions.



