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Bezalel Narkiss

For those who knew him, Michael Avi-Yonah was a
helping friend, a close colleague, a considerate
teacher, a productive scholar and a critical editor.
For those who were lucky to work with him, he
proved to be an ardent optimist with a sound
common sense and a keen sense of humor. After
his death on March 26, 1974 it is difficult for his
friends, colleagues and students to imagine that
they have to continue without him.

Born in Levov, Poland in 1904, he came to
Palestine with his parents in 1919. In quest for
knowledge in the history of the Near East, he went
to London University to study Classical Archae-
ology at University College and graduated from
there in 1928. He later studied at the British
School of Archaeology in from
1930-31. Professor Avi-Yonah soon acquired an
enormous knowledge in Classical languages, litera-
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ture, archaeology and art, and became the fore-
most scholar in the cultural history of the Near
East in Classical times. As a scholar, he possessed
the rare combination of knowledge of detailed
study characternistic of a philologist and, the broad
outlook of a philosopher. He overcame the danger
for an archaeologist to bury himself in details
without being able to get a general view of the
excavated data. Professor Avi-Yonah was one of
the few archaeologists and art historians in Israel,
as well as in the world, who managed to think

beyond the limited scope of one site.

As early as 1934 he began cataloguing mosaic
pavements for publication in the Quarterly of the
Department of Antiquities. He not only enumer-
ated the various floors, but also found their general
structures, and catagorized their motifs in order to
be able to establish schools and systems of
workshops. Professor Avi-Yonah's study, History
of the Jews and of Palestine During the Reign of
Rome and Byzantium (1946), became a model for
cultural-history books published in Israel ever
since. It has not been surpassed in its broad out-
look balanced with a wealth of detailed informa-
tion. Professor Avi-Yonah’s
Classical art began to take shape when he started
working in the British Mandatory Department of
Antiquities (1931—-1948), and began to sift
through the enormous amount of material in the
Rockefellar Museum. He soon discovered, and
made public, the Oriental Elements in the Art of
Palestine (1944, 1948, 1950), a subject which he
worked upon constantly even up to the last day of
his life.

After the establishment of the State of Israel,
Professor Avi-Yonah worked as research secretary
at the Israel Department of Antiquities (1948—
1958) and started teaching at the Hebrew Univer-
sity, first in the Department of Archaeology and
later in the Department of Art History. Which of
these disciplines was his “better half,” as he used
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to say, is difficult to determine. It enriched, no
doubt, his scope and deepened his investigations, as
would appear from the continuous stream of
publications in art, archacology, and history of
Israel and the Near East. It became almost im-
possible to bring out a publication in these fields
without Professor Avi-Yonah being the author or
at least-an editor of the work. His editorship was
immaculate and the Israel Exploration Journal, of
which he was editor for over twenty years (1952—
1974), was a model for others to follow. His advice
and criticism concerning our fournal of Jewish Art
was invaluable for us in our initial steps. His work
in Jewish art in Israel and abroad are the basis for
studies in this field.

Avi-Yonah’s many students and
colleagues mourn his death — none of them will
ever be able to continue all of the research and
interests of Michael Avi-Yonah. It will take a dozen
to replace him in his work — no one can replace his
personality.
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