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RELIGION IN EARLY FOURTH CENTURY ROMAN PALESTINE: 

Glen W. BOWERSOCK

Abstract — Two mosaics in western Palestine, both dating from the end of the 3rd cent. CE (or very early 4th), 
were discovered relatively recently in Israel. One is clearly Christian, and the other indeterminate, but their 
proximity in place and time merit a comparative analysis. This can illustrate the nature and diffusion of religious 
beliefs and symbols at a formative moment in Palestinian history.

Keywords

Résumé 
du IIIe siècle de n. è. (ou juste au début du IVe), méritent une analyse comparative : l’une est incontestablement 

explications liées à la diffusion des cultes dans la société palestinienne à un moment de transition.
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admiration for his wide-ranging scholarship on 

ago. I have been inspired by his mastery of 
epigraphy and his sovereign command of 

has launched several of the best scholars of the 
next generation under his expert tutelage. His 
is a legacy that will endure. I went to Tours 
to pay tribute to him upon his retirement, and 

the religious environment in Palestine in the 
late 3rd and early 4th cent. This was long after 
the bruising rebellion of Bar Kokhba but still 
well before Constantine transformed the new 
Byzantine empire into a Christian realm. It 
is astonishing that two important mosaics of 
almost the same date, one with no indication 
of faith and the other with explicit reference 
to Christianity, should have been discovered 
in the region within a few years of each other. 
This paper will be devoted to the Christian 

to the enigmatic, though undoubtedly more 

enjoying a triumphal tour while the museum 
destined to house it at its original site has 
been under construction. It began its tour at 

site, it did include the large and impressive central panels, which, with one exception, are in excellent 
condition ( ).

appeared just one year after the discovery of the mosaic. 
in quality —one is a masterpiece and the other is not— they appear from the archaeological testimony 

AVNI et al.
ALGAM

mosaic, see TEPPER & DI SEGNI TALGAM Mosaics of Faith
SEG 
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as coins and ceramic fragments, point to 
the late 3rd cent. CE

for the building that might have contained 
it or what the religious beliefs of those 
who congregated there might have been, 

Christian ( ). Both towns presumably 

strength of any of these is beyond telling. 

centurion. 2

at the southern and northern extremities of 

became famous in late antiquity for its shrine 

mosaic map with both its indigenous name 

name Diospolis. This was the name it had 
already received when it became a city under 

in the extant copy of an ancient map that is 
known as the Peutinger Table. It reappears 

particularly in the animals it depicts.

superb, although puzzling because it lacks any indication of its purpose or the religion of its owner. By 

2. The centurion must have come from the nearby VI Ferrata KENNEDY 
& FALAHAT terminus ante
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in the scholarly literature an aula ecclesiae
designation “prayer hall.”

Gaianus qui et Porphyrius generously paid for 

Bruttius:

funds, laid down the mosaic. Bruttius did the work.”

Christian women be remembered. They are named as Primilla, Kyriakê, Dôrothea, and Chrêstê. The 

“Be mindful of Primilla and Kyriake and Dorothea, and also of Christe.”

and
3

This third text is remarkable both for the donor’s name, which is a variant of the more common 
ous

4 They 

the altar-table that is mentioned in the mosaic panel that lies right beside it. In her recent book on 

remains of a square pillar supporting arches implied by engaged pilasters in the walls, but she does 

the strong arguments made by the excavators.” In fact, the archaeologists’ dating is now incontestably 
VI Ferrata

3. Bulletin épigraphique
SEG

SEG
4. AUPERT & MASSON 1979 Bulletin épigraphique

 Ignatius, Epist. Eph Epist. Rom BARNES
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 It could no longer have been at Caparcotna after 

than the third century.

agnomen Porphyrius presumably individuated him in some way, 

place is impossible to determine, but it was manifestly not in anything like a church. The implements for 

as vessels from which the wine would have been poured.

it but appears to confront a visitor moving out from the main space. It seems improbable that this 

Talgam thinks of this fragment as somehow promising an opulent banquet:  “The small panel projecting 
eastward from the northern carpet, and apparently relating to a doorway, was intended to express wealth, 
status, and pleasure by mean of the presentation of valuable luxury items connected with the drinking 
of wine and banqueting.”

which sits an even more elegant krater, which she supposes may be made of glass. The object on the 
table is very different from the purely decorative krater sprouting tendrils, just below the maritime 
scenes of the principal mosaic, in a fanciful rectangular panel that may have replaced an original wall. 
Talgam notes that on either side of the table in the east fragment are two amphoras on low stands, and she 
plausibly describes these containers as “not storage amphorae but elegant banquet vessels that contained 

did not go on tour and is not therefore so well known, it may actually help with the riddle of the mosaic 

hall, but its orientation implies that it would be seen by someone leaving the hall to go into the adjacent 
room to the east. It could hardly greet someone who was entering from the east, because it is oriented 
towards a viewer on its west side. Besides, since the hall itself is so grand, it would be hard to believe 
that guests would leave it for the kind of sumptuous banqueting that Talgam imagines as promised by 
the krater and amphoras.

would be the chalice for the ritual. In fact, this very conjunction of table and krater turns up explicitly in 

of sacrilege committed by the emperor’s acolytes and the consequent illnesses, ruptures, and deaths 

 KENNEDY & FALAHAT

 TALGAM
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of exceptional manufacture, presumably for communion wine, guests who were leaving the main hall 
through a doorway to the east would become aware of the sacred space they were entering. That may 
therefore have been an aula ecclesiae

private villa. The testimony of the east panel suggests that the villa incorporated a pre-Constantinian 
church-hall, which would provide another of the rare examples of early Christian places of worship 
outside a church building. I have suggested elsewhere that the central medallion in the great hall of the 

this environment.

of the foregoing interpretation of the krater on a table in the east fragment. The new image shows a krater 

). 

unprecedented glimpse into the complexity of pre-Constantinian Christianity in Palestine. Their social 

of the third-century depictions of animals and objects. If the space beyond the surviving fragment to the 
aula ecclesiae

excavators and others have supposed, a private villa rather than a civic building.

imagine that its aula ecclesiae was just as tasteful and impressive as the reception hall itself.

Orat.
 LAMPE

 In the New York Review of Books
mosaic) and more definitively in my introduction to AVNI et al.

publication (AVNI et al.
the dead: SARTRE-FAURIAT
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