
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

The Jewish and Christian Appropriation of Dionysian Iconography at Dura-Europos 
 

Kevin Scott Burns 
 

Director: David L. Jeffrey, Ph.D. 
 
 

The discovery and excavation of the ancient city of Dura-Europos, located in 

present-day Syria, provided the world with the earliest extant example of Jewish narrative 

art and some of the earliest Christian art dating to the mid-third century.  The Durene 

synagogue and Christian baptistery, both covered in scripturally themed frescoes, borrow 

iconography from the surrounding culture, namely that of the cult of Dionysos, and adopt 

it for their own cultic use.  In this thesis, I examine the purpose of such borrowing, 

interpret iconographically various frescoes, and draw conclusions concerning the 

relationship between the synagogue and baptistery.
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CHAPTER 1 
 

Introduction 
 
 
The unearthing of Dura-Europos in the 1900s from the sands of present-day Syria 

revealed the earliest example of Jewish narrative art and some of the earliest Christian 

art.  This thesis investigates the Jewish and Christian iconographies of Dura as well as the 

relationship between them as observed in its synagogue and Christian baptistery.  Indeed, 

not enough scholarship has been produced specifically concerning the links between 

these two edifices.  The most important studies of Dura have been conducted by Erwin R. 

Goodenough and Carl H. Kraeling, who both extensively analyze the symbols therein.  

Goodenough, though he notes some use of Dionysian iconography in the synagogue, does 

not examine its extensive incorporation and neither he nor Kraeling, in studying these 

iconographies, comment significantly concerning the relationship between the synagogue 

and baptistery.  This thesis seeks to expand upon the scholarship of Goodenough and 

Kraeling, further investigating the Dionysian elements of these two cultic sites and 

drawing conclusions regarding their relationship. 

Beginning with an overview of Dura-Europos—its makeup as consequence of 

being an eastern-bordering city in the third-century Roman Empire—I will discuss the 

city’s populace, diverse culture, various cultic temples, and its eventual downfall, burial, 

and discovery.  Two specific cultic settings will be highlighted: the Jewish synagogue 

and the Christian baptistery, both decorated with narrative art.  The frescoes in both 

locations utilize symbols from the surrounding culture, revealing an iconographic 
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borrowing, even baptizing, of various pagan myths and symbols.  Specifically, these two 

buildings are infused with Dionysian symbolism, emphasizing vines, fertility, baptism, 

and regeneration. 

The review of Dura-Europos will be followed by an iconographic study of the 

synagogue.  First, a general study of the synagogue’s layout—the paintings’ framings and 

organization, the ceiling tiles, and the Torah niche—will be conducted.  Secondly, I will 

interpret iconographically specific scenes including Moses’ rescue from the Nile, his 

encounter with Yahweh at the burning bush, striking the rock in the wilderness, and the 

Exodus from Egypt.  This will be followed by a study of the much smaller Christian 

baptistery.  Similarly, the layout of the baptistery—the paintings’ framings and 

organization and the cultic niche—will be discussed.  Then, in like manner, I will 

interpret iconographically its paintings.  Attention will be drawn to the iconographic 

parallels between the synagogue and baptistery, specifically the Dionysian elements.  

Having explored the theological implications of these iconographies, conclusions will be 

drawn concerning the relationship between these buildings and those who used them.
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CHAPTER 2 
 

History, Architecture, and Art of Dura-Europos:  
An Overview 

 

Culturally layered as consequence of its rich history, the ancient city of Dura-

Europos offers a unique case of co-existing religions and iconographies.  The city’s 

diverse nature undoubtedly influenced the cultic expression of both Jews and Christians, 

an effect noticeable in the architecture and painting of their places of worship. 

Dura-Europos, because of its irrigated farmland, surrounding geography, and 

location on an important trading route, served as a commercial and military stronghold.  

From its founding in circa 300 B.C.E. to its destruction in 256 C.E., Dura-Europos fell 

under various rulers.  Seleucus I Nicator founded the city as a Greek colony, naming it 

“Europos” in honor of his birthplace.  The Semitic name “Dura,” meaning “fortress,” was 

also used to identify the city; today a hyphenated form of these two names is used.  In the 

second century B.C.E., Dura was subject to Parthian rule lasting until the second century 

C.E. when the Romans, led by Trajan, occupied the city.  It was not until 165 that the 

Roman forces, under Lucius Verus, defeated the Parthians and prevailed over Dura.1  

As consequence of Roman rule, Dura underwent several social and architectural 

changes.  First, its already mixed population including pagan, Jewish, and Christian 

communities grew.  The presence of Rome’s military also increased, necessitating a 

palace for its commander and various military barracks.  With these establishments came 

also baths, a theater, and various cultic buildings including temples to Jupiter, Artemis, 
                                                
1 Robin Jensen, “The Dura Europos Synagogue, Early Christian Art, and Religious Life in Dura Europos,”  

in Fine, Jews, Christians and Polytheists, 178-9.  
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and Adonis as well as the synagogue and Christian church.2  The Romans also renovated 

the already existing Mithraeum and temple of Bel.3 

The two buildings of specific import for this study, the synagogue and church, 

both had humble beginnings within the confines of private houses.  Cults centered in 

domestic locales were common in Durene history and expansive renovation only 

occurred with a cult’s growth in standing and wealth.  Such growth was characteristic of 

the synagogue and church, their expansion creating larger and more public places of 

worship.4  For the church and synagogue, this expansion included artistic renovation as 

well.  Various surrounding cultic buildings also housed artistic decorations, namely wall 

paintings, depicting the cult’s tradition and important figures.  Extant examples of such 

paintings come from the Mithraeum and temples of Zeus Theos and Bel.5 

The synagogue’s transformation from private house to public building occurred 

developmentally.  As the Durene house was first being converted, only interior changes 

were carried out.  This included the establishment of an assembly hall along with its 

Torah niche—a large alcove that would have contained the holy scrolls of the Torah.  The 

use of niches is not relegated to the synagogue alone but is a facet of cultic architecture 

found throughout Dura.  Niches were used to house the idols of cultic gods, providing a 

focal point of worship.  The use of the niche by the Jewish community to harbor the 

Torah scrolls as opposed to an idol tells of their adaptation of surrounding architecture.  

                                                
2 Jensen, “Dura Europos,” 179. 
 
3 C. Bradford Welles, “The Population of Roman Dura,” in Studies in Roman Economic and Social History  

in Honor of Allan Chester Johnson, edited by P. R. Coleman-Norton (Princeton: Princeton UP, 
1951), 258-9. 
 

4 Jensen, “Dura Europos,” 181. 
 
5 Ibid., 182. 
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The synagogue’s final developmental phase included the most extensive renovation.  The 

building was expanded in order to enlarge the assembly hall and forecourt, including the 

annexation of a neighboring house (fig. 1).  It was during this phase, in the 240s, that 

extensive artistic renovation occurred.6  The four walls of the assembly hall were painted 

with three tiers of various scenes taken from the Jewish sacred texts and its ceiling was 

fashioned with decorative tiles bearing images of faces and fruits.  This artistic design 

differed significantly from the synagogue’s previous use of geometric symbols and disuse 

of human figures.  Very few inscriptions are found in the assembly hall, some being used 

to identify figures in the paintings like Moses and Aaron, others to record the names of 

those who commissioned the artistic project. 

The much smaller Christian building was similarly transformed in phases.  In the 

240s, two major structural alterations occurred that made the Durene house accessible to 

more people and more readily usable for specific rites, namely baptism.  One major 

modification was the enlargement of what would have been the house’s dining room, 

creating an elongated meeting hall.  The second alteration involved the transformation of 

a room into a baptistery.  The baptismal font was set into the western wall of the room 

and flanked by two pillars.  These changes effectively converted the Durene house into a 

church building (fig. 2).7  Like the synagogue, with the architectural renovation of the 

Christian building came artistic renovation—the walls of the small baptistery (and only of 

the baptistery) were painted.  The baptistery’s paintings convey mainly New Testament 

scenes of the lives of Jesus Christ and his disciples, including a few Old Testament 

                                                
6 Ibid., 180-1. 
 
7 L. Michael White, Building God’s House in the Roman World: Architectural Adaptation among Pagan,  

Jews, and Christians (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1990), 121. 
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scenes of David and Goliath and Adam and Eve.  Its ceiling depicts a starry blue sky and 

the entire room only contains one inscription, identifying a figure in one of the wall 

paintings.  The church was located along the western wall of Dura-Europos, a few blocks 

south of the synagogue. 

 As the church and synagogue were established and developed, the Romans felt 

increasing pressure by the nearby Sassanian kings who supplanted the Parthians in 224 

C.E.  Two Sassanian kings, Ardashir I and his successor Shapur I, desired to occupy the 

territories formerly ruled by the Persian Empire.  Moving westward, Shapur looked to the 

conquest of Dura, a Roman city-fortress hindering the growth of his empire.  Shapur took 

up arms, laying siege to Dura.  In an effort to defend the city and strengthen her walls, the 

Romans removed the roofs of the buildings along the walls, filling them with sand.  

Despite this effort, Dura fell to the invading Persian Empire in 256.8 

 It was not until the 1920s, over fifteen hundred years later, that Dura was 

discovered.  Subsequently excavated in the 1930s by Yale University and the Académie 

des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres, scholars were suddenly given a new starting point for 

understanding Jewish art.  The extant frescoes from the 240s were preserved as a result of 

the defensive efforts of the Romans and Durenes in 256—treasures held safe in sandy 

tombs.  Being the earliest example of Jewish narrative art, the Durene synagogue raises 

questions concerning the Jewish relationship with graven images.  Jews tended not to 

pictorially render humans, stemming from their regard for the commandment against the 

pĕsĕl in Exodus 20:4.  The Jewish community at Dura, however, should not be thought of 

as aberrant or unique in its expression; it is found in the Jerusalem Talmud that “men 

                                                
8 Clark Hopkins, The Discovery of Dura-Europos, edited by Bernard Goldman (New Haven: Yale Univ.  

Press, 1979), 261-4. 
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began to paint pictures on the walls (c. 250 A.D.) and [Rabbi Jochanan] did not hinder 

them.”9  While during the First and most of the Second Temple periods the Jews, under 

Hasmonean rule, strictly rejected figural art, in the later second century C.E. this feeling 

changed.  Being surrounded by Greco-Roman culture undoubtedly influenced the Jewish 

people concerning figural art.  Within this period art also began to shift from being used 

simply representatively to being used figuratively.  Images could be seen as symbolizing 

truths—they could be means and not ends in themselves, not idols to be worshipped.10  

Despite this sole example of Jewish narrative art in the third century C.E., scholars 

believe, because of later cases as well as Talmudic approval, that Dura is an example of a 

greater tradition of early Jewish art. 

 Dura also provides a unique setting for studying the Christian art of the 

baptistery—it is relatable to the nearby Jewish art.  In fact, Dura-Europos is the only 

example of such geographically and concurrently juxtaposed Jewish and Christian art.11  

Although we are left piecing together the artistic fragments of Dura, fragments that 

include only sixty percent of the original design of the synagogue’s assembly hall and 

forty percent of the church’s baptistery,12 we are not left with too little to work with.  

Much is discovered about the communities that worshipped in Dura when studying the 

art of the places in which they gathered.

                                                
9 Warren G. Moon, “Nudity and Narrative: Observations on the Frescoes from the Dura Synagogue,”  

Journal of the American Academy of Religion, Vol. 60, No. 4 (Winter, 1992): 595. 
 

10 Lee I. Levine, “Jewish Archaeology in Late Antiquity: Art, Architecture, and Inscriptions,” in Cambridge  
History of Judaism (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2006), 4:549-50. 
 

11 Jensen, “Dura Europos,” 174. 
 
12 Ibid., 182. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

Interpreting the Durene Synagogue 
 
 

This chapter will examine the frescoes of the synagogue’s western wall (fig. 3), 

specifically those depicting Moses.  In the synagogue as a whole and these frescoes in 

particular, the Durene Jews have incorporated iconography from the cult of Dionysos.  

This chapter seeks to analyze this iconography and give reason for its use.  I will begin 

with an introduction to the myth and iconography of Dionysos as well as its general 

influence upon the Jewish cult.  I then will establish an interpretative framework for the 

synagogue that will enhance our interpretation of specific frescoes; these will include 

Moses’ rescue from the Nile, his encounter with Yahweh in the burning bush, the Exodus 

and crossing of the Red Sea, and the miraculous well of the wilderness. 

 
Dionysos: Myth and Influence 

 
Dionysos is the god of wine who is understood in his dual nature, having qualities 

of humanity and divinity, joy and sorrow, death and life.  His two-fold nature results from 

his special birth.  He was born to Zeus and Semele, a mortal woman who, because of her 

mortality, was consumed by flaming lighting upon seeing Zeus in his divinity.  The child 

had to be untimely extracted from the dying Semele’s womb and was incubated in Zeus’s 

thigh for the remainder of his development.  Shortly after his birth, Dionysos was taken 

into the care of nymphs—typically three in number—who washed and reared him.  

Though this account is more widely known and artistically depicted, there is another 

version of Dionysos’ birth where he is said to be the child of Zeus and Persephone.  In 
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her jealousy, Hera, Zeus’s wife, had the Titans lure the child with toys in order to tear 

him apart and eat him.  Athena saves the only remaining piece of Dionysos, his heart, 

giving it to Zeus who recreates the child and implants him in Semele’s womb.  Both 

myths portray two key aspects of the wine god—his divine-human nature and his double 

birth, hence his common moniker, “the twice-born.”  Dionysos’ infancy, namely his 

washing by the nymphs, becomes a prominent element of his iconography, an emphasis 

that sets him apart from all other Greek gods. 

 In conjunction with being the god of wine, Dionysos is also the god of 

regeneration and fruitful production.  He is virile in nature, identified by the phallus and 

life-giving moisture, specifically thought of as wine.  In the Dionysian cult, wine is 

reminiscent of the Olympian ambrosia or the Vedic soma—it is extracted from the god’s 

plant, the vine, and contains powers of regeneration and prophecy; it is even considered 

to contain the presence of Dionysos himself.1  Wine also mirrors Dionysos’ dual nature 

as it cools and refreshes while simultaneously setting a fire within and arousing wild 

behavior.  Along with introducing wine to humankind, Dionysos is also regarded as a 

bringer of water, another life-giving moisture; he is known to have summoned springs of 

water from the earth.  Though the vine is the prominent symbol of Dionysos, it is not the 

only plant he is identified by; the ivy and, more generally, the tree are also linked with his 

cult.  According to Plutarch, Dionysos was worshipped throughout Greece as the tree 

god2 and has been conceived as dwelling within trees.  His fecund nature is further 

symbolized by an array of fruits and seeds, namely pinecones, pomegranates, figs, and 

                                                
1 J. H. Philpot, The Sacred Tree or The Tree in Religion and Myth (London: Macmillan, 1897), 126. 

 
2 Walter F. Otto, Dionysus: Myth and Cult, translated by Robert B. Palmer (Bloomington, IN: Indiana UP,  

1965), 157. 
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grapes.  Dionysos’ association with vegetation and his twice-born nature lend to the 

concept of his yearly regeneration, a lifecycle beginning on the winter solstice.3  Many of 

Dionysos’ symbols find expression via the liknon, a basket or cradle filled with fruits and 

a phallus; it is said to have been used to carry the infant Dionysos to his washing.  The 

liknon became the most prominent item in Roman Dionysian cults.4  The god of wine can 

also be identified by his faithful followers, called Maenads or Bacchants, who are 

sometimes accompanied by satyrs.  Though also wielded by Dionysos himself, Maenads 

are particularly designated by the thyrsi they carry—staffs topped by a pinecone and 

occasionally decorated with ribbon.  Lastly, Dionysos is associated with certain animals: 

the tiger, goat, ass, bull, dolphin, and snake. 

 Historically, various cults and peoples have adopted the iconography of Dionysos, 

a practice integrated by the Jewish people.  We find example in the celebratory 

procession that followed the cleansing of the Temple as described in II Maccabees 10:7: 

Therefore bearing ivy-wreathed wands and beautiful branches and also fronds of 
palm, they offered hymns of thanksgiving to him who had given success to the 
purifying of his own holy place.5 
 

Here the “ivy-wreathed wands” clearly resemble the thyrsi of Dionysos.  Later, 

Dionysos’ iconography, specifically ivy wreaths and grapes, appears on the coins of 

Antigonus Mattathias, the last of the Hasmonean kings.  Similarly, the coins of the 

Jewish revolts (the First Jewish-Roman War and Bar Kochba revolt) depict vine leaves, 

grape clusters, amphorae, and chalices.  The practice of borrowing Dionysian 
                                                
3 Glen W. Bowersock, “Infant Gods and Heroes in Late Antiquity: Dionysos’ First Bath,” in A Different  

God?: Dionysos and Ancient Polytheism, ed. Renate Schlesier (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter GmbH 
& Co. KG, 2011), 3-7. 
 

4 Martin P. Nilsson, The Dionysiac Mysteries of the Hellenistic and Roman Age (New York: Arno Press,  
1975), 143. 
 

5 Revised Standard Version. 
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iconography was continued in the decoration of Palestinian synagogues and tombs.  The 

popularity of the Dionysian cult in Palestine as well as the frequent Jewish use of its 

iconography suggests its deliberate adoption—the Jews were associating attributes of 

Dionysos with their own deity.  Jewish sentiment towards Dionysos, however, was not 

uniform; while some considered Dionysos as the Greek interpretation of Yahweh, others 

contrasted him with Yahweh, regarding the former as the false vine and the latter as the 

true one.6 

The adoption of such iconography is preceded, however, by the Jews’ own cultic 

use of wine, vineyards, and trees.  According to Judges 21:19-21, the daughters of Shiloh 

would dance in vineyards to celebrate Yahweh’s yearly feast, it is considered that a 

vintage festival was an original aspect of Sukkot, and wine, though secondary, became an 

accepted form of sacrifice after the tribes of Israel had settled down.7  It is with trees 

particularly that the Jews have a complicated relationship; we can easily find Jewish 

prophetic denouncements of associating oneself too closely with trees.  This is a result of 

Israel’s proximity to the Canaanites, a people who worshipped Ashtaroth under the 

ashera and believed that trees were locations of divine revelation.  Yet Israel was not 

wholly against incorporating trees into its cult.  In fact, Yahweh Himself is at times 

associated with trees; He speaks to David in “the sound of marching in the tops of the 

balsam trees,”8 and to Moses from a bush.9  Moreover, the Torah is replete with trees and 

tree-related similes and metaphors; we have, for example, the Tree of Life in Genesis 
                                                
6 Morton Smith, Studies in the Cult of Yahweh, edited by Shaye J. D. Cohen (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996),  

232-3. 
 
7 Ibid., 234. 
 
8 II Samuel 5:24, English Standard Version. 
 
9 Exodus 3; Philpot, Sacred Tree, 8, 88, 95-6. 
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and, in the Wisdom Literature, frequent descriptions of Wisdom and the righteous man as 

fruitful, well-planted trees.  Though the Jewish relationship with trees and wine precedes 

their borrowing of Dionysian symbols, their use of Dionysos’ cultic iconography is 

historically observable.  Let us turn to the Durene synagogue itself wherein we will 

discover a large-scale example of such use. 

 
The Organizational Structure of the Synagogue: Establishing an Interpretive Framework 
 

Before dealing with specific frescoes, it is necessary to provide a framework 

through which we can more deeply understand the entirety of the synagogue’s design.  

Such a framework is established by the synagogue’s ceiling, fresco bordering, and central 

Torah niche.   

Decorated tiles covered the whole of the synagogue’s ceiling, held in place by 

rows of wooden beams; this design is replicated in the building’s reconstruction at the 

Museum of Damascus (fig. 4).  However, most tiles show paint erosion along all of their 

edges, indicating that they were held in place not only across (as in the Damascus 

reconstruction) but lengthwise as well, a system that would have created a coffered 

ceiling.10  This type of ceiling was not merely a replication of a popular ancient Near 

Eastern design—it specifically created the effect for the Jews of worshipping within a 

trellis.11  This effect is furthered by the painted pilasters at the room’s corners which 

portray intertwined vines flanked by small circles symbolizing grapes (fig. 5), a design 

mimicked on the door reveals (fig. 6); these columns would have given the impression of 

                                                
10 Erwin R. Goodenough, Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Periods (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1953- 

65), 9:49. 
 

11 Carl H. Kraeling, The Excavations at Dura-Europos, Final Report VIII, Part I, The Synagogue (New  
York: KTAV Publishing House, 1979), 53. 
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supporting the trellis.12  Further emphasizing the atmosphere of a trellis are the bands 

framing each fresco, which portray running vines (fig. 7).  This particular framing is 

observable elsewhere at Dura (the Temples of Bel and Zeus Theos, the Mithraeum, and 

the Christian baptistery), but is importantly added to here by the depiction of grape 

clusters,13 reinforcing the notion that the entirety of the synagogue is to be understood as 

within a trellis or grape arbor.   

Within this framework resides the focal point of the synagogue—the Torah niche, 

above which is a reredos depicting a tree (figs. 8-9).  For the Jews, trees are referenced 

throughout the Torah, invoking images of wisdom and righteousness.  In Ecclesiasticus 

24, Wisdom is presented as a tree: 

And I [Wisdom] took root in an honourable people, and in the portion of my God 
his inheritance, and my abode is in the full assembly of saints.  I was exalted like 
a cedar in Libanus, and as a cypress tree on mount Sion.  I was exalted like a palm 
tree in Cades, and as a rose plant in Jericho: As a fair olive tree in the plains, and 
as a plane tree by the water in the streets, was I exalted. …I have stretched out my 
branches as the turpentine tree, and my branches are of honour and grace. 
…Come over to me, all ye that desire me, and be filled with my fruits. …They 
that eat me, shall yet hunger: and they that drink me, shall yet thirst.14 

 
Likewise in Proverbs 3:18: 

She [Wisdom] is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her; those who hold her 
fast are called blessed.15 

 
Psalm 1:3 similarly portrays the righteous man: 

He is like a tree planted by streams of water that yields its fruit in its season, and 
its leaf does not wither.  In all that he does, he prospers.16 

                                                
12 Ibid., 252. 
 
13 Kraeling, Synagogue, 251. 
 
14 Ecclesiasticus 24:16-19, 22, 26, 29, Douay-Rheims. 
 
15 ESV. 
 
16 Ibid. 
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This tree of the reredos, however, can also be understood as a vine.  The trunk 

tapers significantly and sprouts thin branches resembling vines and tendrils; though the 

trunk is painted brown, its branches are all bright green.17  Such an interpretation fits 

within the broader framework of the synagogue as a trellis.  Like trees, vines evoke 

similar images of wisdom in the Torah.  This is again seen in Ecclesiasticus 24: 

As the vine I [Wisdom] have brought forth a pleasant odour: and my flowers are 
the fruit of honour and riches.18 

 
Specifically, the vine can refer to the nation of Israel, as in Ezekiel 19:10: 

Your mother was like a vine in a vineyard planted by the water, fruitful and full of 
branches by reason of abundant water.19 

 
It is unclear whether the reredos is meant to represent a tree or a vine; it is possible that it 

was intentionally ambiguous or was commonly understood as either, or both, by the 

Durene congregants.  Both images would have reinforced the atmosphere as one of a vine 

trellis, grape arbor, or even a garden.  For Jews familiar with the Scriptures, images of 

trees and vines could not but remind them of their status as a chosen nation and call to 

wise and righteous living. 

 The most important aspect of the “tree-vine”20 is perhaps realized when viewing 

its base.  It grows directly from the Torah niche below, housing the very words and 

instructions of Yahweh.  This rendering suggests that the Scriptures are the source of this 

vegetation—from them sprouts wisdom and from them the righteous man is nourished.  

                                                
17 Kraeling, Synagogue, 62-3. 
 
18 Ecclesiasticus 24:23, Douay-Rheims. 
 
19 ESV. 
 
20 Term coined by Goodenough; see Goodenough, Jewish Symbols, 9:80. 
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The tree-vine seems to also have had decorative rosettes which would have been affixed 

to the wall using pegs; holes are seen covering the tree-vine and fragments of these 

rosettes were found on the synagogue floor during excavation.21  A budding tree would 

again bring to mind Psalm 1:2-3—the righteous man bears fruit as a result of meditating 

on the Torah.  The notion of bearing fruit as a result of such meditation is reinforced 

when looking at the niche’s intrados; therein are depicted grapes, oranges, pomegranates, 

and pinecones (fig. 10). 

This vegetation is a continuation of the fruitfulness depicted on the ceiling tiles.  

There we find a variation of fruits including triads of grapes, pomegranates, oranges, 

grain, and pinecones (figs. 11-15).  Also depicted are flowers and floral wreaths within 

which are found birds eating fruit (figs. 16-18).  The fertility of the synagogue trellis is 

further emphasized by the female heads found on twenty-three tiles (fig. 19).  It is agreed 

that these signify Demeter-Persephone, the goddess of the harvest ubiquitously 

represented in the eastern Mediterranean.  Other tiles represent various animals—

gazelles, deer, serpents, dolphins, and centaurs—some of which are shown with trees 

(figs. 20-21).  While these depictions reinforce the ceiling scene as one of a prolific 

garden, other tiles suggest that this is not merely an earthly locale, but a heavenly one; 

some depict signs of the Zodiac, namely Pisces and Capricorn (figs. 22-23), implying the 

heavenly realm.  Looking again to the painted birds within their wreaths, peacocks are 

symbols of immortality and, when they are seen eating grapes, as depicted here, 

symbolize the soul in heaven feasting on divine sustenance (fig. 18).22 

                                                
21 Kraeling, Synagogue, 63. 
 
22 Goodenough, Jewish Symbols, 9:52-3; see also 8:22-70. 
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As the Jews gathered to worship in the Durene synagogue, its artistic framework 

would transport them to a vine trellis wherein they could meditate on wisdom, the 

nourishing instruction of the Torah, righteous living, and their relationship with Yahweh.  

When considering these artistic elements, we cannot but notice Dionysian undertones—

the focus upon vines, specifically a tree-vine and its nourishing qualities, the images of 

fecundity, and the Dionysian symbols of dolphins, grapes, pomegranates, and pinecones.  

We may even be reminded of scenes depicting Dionysos reposing beneath a trellis (fig. 

24) or those of his followers retrieving fruit from the trellis to bring down to him (fig. 

25).23  Let us turn to the synagogue’s narrative frescoes where we will see that what the 

framework may suggest regarding Dionysian elements, the frescoes assert. 

 
A Child Washed by Nymphs 

 
 We will begin by looking at Moses’ rescue from the Nile, a scene located on the 

lower register of the western wall (figs. 26-27).  The fresco integrates two scenes: 

Pharaoh pronouncing the edict for the slaughter of all male Hebrew children and 

Pharaoh’s daughter rescuing Moses from the Nile.  The activity centers around Moses’ 

rescue, showing Pharaoh’s daughter, accompanied by her maids and Moses’ sister and 

mother, standing in the Nile having freshly drawn Moses from his ark of bulrushes.  In 

portraying this scene, the Durene artist deliberately incorporates iconography associated 

with Dionysos’ infant bath so as to exalt Moses as a child chosen by and intimately 

associated with Yahweh. 

 Though Dionysos is known for the details of his early life, namely his washing by 

the nymphs, the particulars of the event are found nowhere in his textual tradition; we 

                                                
23 Ibid., 9:57. 
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instead see them emerge in his cultic iconography.  The earliest extant iconographic 

examples of Dionysos’ bath come from a first-century Pompeian skyphos (fig. 28) and 

Roman sarcophagus (fig. 29).  From this point we see widespread iconographic use of 

Dionysos’ bath, appearing in Asia Minor in the latter part of the first and through the 

second century.  The scene proved powerful as it was later adopted into the iconographies 

of Alexander the Great and Achilles.  An example is found in a mosaic of Alexander in 

Lebanon; there he is surrounded by Olympians and washed by a nymph in a vessel akin 

to that used for Dionysos (fig. 30).  The iconography of Achilles borrowed from 

Dionysos even more extensively, incorporating the early Neapolitan tradition of 

celebrating Dionysos’ regenerative lifecycle.  As a result of such borrowing, the ritual 

bathing of a child, specifically by nymphs, came to symbolize divine status.24 

Our Durene artist adopts exactly this Dionysian iconography to portray Moses’ 

rescue from the Nile.  In staying true to the account found in Exodus 2:6, the artist paints 

the maids of the Pharaoh’s daughter alongside the Nile.  These are not, however, mere 

maids, but are meant to signify nymphs.  This is not only made apparent by their 

number—three, the iconic triad responsible for nursing Dionysos—but by the objects 

they carry.  Two of these nymph-maids hold bowls with shell-like imprints (fig. 31).  We 

see this exact bowl used on an ivory pyxis showing Dionysos’ early life (fig. 32) and 

again in the previously discussed Alexander mosaic (fig. 30).  One of these nymph-maids 

also holds a water pitcher, undoubtedly to wash the rescued child.  Further symbolism is 

found in Moses’ ark of bulrushes.  We see that its Durene-rendering bears semblance to 

the Dionysian cradle, or liknon, used to carry the divine child to his washing.  We have 

various iconographic examples of the liknon in use, a scene found on reliefs, sarcophagi, 
                                                
24 Bowersock, “Infant Gods,” 3-7. 
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and a statue of Priapus (figs. 33-36).  Apart from carrying the child, the liknon 

symbolized fertility as well as purification.25 

 These notions of fertility and purification are carried forward by the Durene 

artist’s portrayal of Pharaoh’s daughter.  She is executed in a manner resembling 

Anahita,26 the goddess of fertility and water, namely of lakes and rivers as representing 

waters of birth.27  Anahita was a popular deity in Iran during the third century and is 

actually found depicted within the vicinity of the Durene synagogue.28  The Pharaoh’s 

daughter is likened to Anahita in her association with rivers, here the Nile, and her fecund 

nature, here portrayed by the daughter’s clearly accentuated breasts and genitalia.  The 

combination of female nudity and water, historic iconographic complements of 

reproduction and regeneration,29 emphasize Moses’ rescue from death as he is birthed 

into life by Anahita’s waters.  This new life can be understood, in true Dionysian fashion, 

as a second-birth.  In fact, Moses’ ark of bulrushes, apart from resembling the liknon, also 

resembles a sarcophagus30—the Pharaoh’s daughter retrieves Moses from his tomb, 

saving him from impending death and granting him a second life. 

As suggested by his washing and rebirth, Moses is given divine status or, at the 

very least, the status of one closely associated with the divine, namely Yahweh.  Moses’ 

                                                
25 Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 32-5, 44, 108-9. 
 
26 Goodenough, Jewish Symbols, 9:200-3. 
 
27 Micha F. Lindemans, “Anahita,” in Encyclopedia Mythica, (March 3 1997) http://www.pantheon.org/  

articles/a/anahita.html. 
 

28 Goodenough, Jewish Symbols, 9:200-3. 
 
29 Warren G. Moon, “Nudity and Narrative: Observations on the Frescoes from the Dura Synagogue,”  

Journal of the American Academy of Religion vol. 60, no. 4 (Winter, 1992): 596.  
 

30 Goodenough, Jewish Symbols, 9:215-6. 
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association with Yahweh is declared in his infancy, as seen upon further examining the 

ark of bulrushes.  With its gabled rooftop, the small ark clearly resembles a temple.31  

When viewing the entire western wall of the synagogue, we find four depictions of 

Yahweh’s Temple or Tabernacle, three of which depict the gabled rooftop used on the 

ark (fig. 37-40).  The artist has clearly linked Moses’ with the Temple itself, suggesting 

that Moses is not only drawn out of the Nile, but also drawn out of the presence of 

Yahweh, who rested in the Temple.  This is further affirmed by the Midrashic 

understanding that upon opening the ark of bulrushes, the Pharaoh’s daughter beheld the 

Shekinah, the presence of Yahweh, with the child.32 

Moses is further linked to Yahweh by the conch-shaped bowls held by the 

nymph-maids.  Alongside their Dionysian use, the shells remind the viewer of the conch-

shaped upper portion of the Torah shrine (fig. 37).  The conch’s use intensifies Moses’ 

connection with Yahweh, heralding him as the bringer of the Torah.  The connection 

between the bowl used for ritual bathing and the Torah niche suggests that the Jews, in 

following Moses, are to be washed and renewed in this niche, in other words, by the 

Torah, and brought into new life.  The Torah’s power and authority are further 

exemplified when considering the Hebrew phrase used for Moses’ ark of bulrushes—

tēvăt gōmĕ’.  Though translated as “bulrushes,” gōmĕ’ can also be rendered as “papyrus.”  

This establishes a tension within the fresco as Moses’ papyrus ark is juxtaposed with the 

stack of papyrus held by Pharaoh’s attendant at the right of the painting.  This stack 

represents Pharaoh’s murderous edict, yet it is superseded in importance and authority by 

the lowly papyrus ark, for from it comes the everlasting law, the Torah. 

                                                
31 Raphael Patai, The Hebrew Goddess, 3rd enlarged ed. (Detroit: Wayne State University, 1990), 292. 

 
32 “Moses,” Jewish Encyclopedia (1906), web. 
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The dichotomy of power between Moses and Pharaoh is furthered by Pharaoh’s 

garb and throne.  Pharaoh is portrayed as wearing the coat and tunic used by Parthian 

kings during sacrifices;33 conversely, Moses is depicted nude, as a sacrificial victim.  

Moses’ nudity denotes his purity and reaffirms the Midrashic account—he is surrounded, 

or clothed, by the Shekinah. Pharaoh is also depicted enthroned, yet his seat is not 

adorned as are other thrones of the synagogue’s western wall; we see those of Solomon 

and Artaxerxes ornamented with lions and eagles representing regality and power (fig. 

41).34  Though absent from Pharaoh’s throne, a lion does appear elsewhere in this 

fresco—we find it faintly drawn on the dress of Moses’ mother, Jochebed, at the far left 

of the scene (fig. 42).  Regality and power have shifted from Pharaoh’s throne to 

Jochebed’s womb; the lion is also rendered in motion towards the central Torah shrine, 

further illustrating the prominence of the Law. 

In depicting Moses’ rescue from the Nile, The Durene artist borrows Dionysian 

iconography, namely that of his ritual bath.  Upon being drawn out of the Nile, the infant 

Moses is surrounded by three nymph-maids who carry the bowls and pitcher for his ritual 

bathing.  The adoption of this iconography exalts Moses as an authoritative, divinely 

appointed hero who is intimately associated with Yahweh and the Torah. 

 
A Hero Empowered by the Vine 

 
 It is in understanding Moses’ Dionysian ritual bath that his depiction in other 

frescoes is more fully understood.  We will examine a portrait of Moses flanking the 

reredos as well as the final two narrative scenes depicting him—the Exodus from Egypt 

                                                
33 Dalia Levit-Tawil, “The Enthroned King Ahasuerus at Dura in Light of the Iconography of Kingship in  

Iran” Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research no. 250 (Spring, 1983): 61. 
 

34 Moon, “Nudity and Narrative,” 606-7. 
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and the miraculous well of the wilderness.  In these scenes, the Durene Jews’ hero is 

portrayed as one who saves by the power of his staff, specifically the power it wields 

over water. 

Moses’ portrait alongside the synagogue’s reredos depicts his encounter with 

Yahweh in the burning bush (fig. 43).  As a result of this encounter, Moses describes 

Yahweh in Deuteronomy 33:16 as one who “dwells in the bush.”35  The Hebrew word 

translated as “dwells”—šākhăn—is a word used many times throughout the Torah in 

referring to the Tabernacle and Temple as Yahweh’s dwelling places.  For Moses, then, 

Yahweh not only appears in the bush, but also is intimately associated with it.  Yet when 

observing the Durene artist’s depiction of Yahweh’s dwelling place, we see that it looks 

nothing like a bush.  This is interesting considering the fact that the artist was capable of 

rendering a normal bush; he does so above the Torah niche in depicting the ram caught in 

a bush during the akedah (fig 37).  The artist, then, does not depict Yahweh’s dwelling as 

a bush, but distinctively, with its thin stem and wispy leaves, as a vine or an ivy branch.  

This proves interesting in light of Dionysos’ own cult.  We recall that he too was a god 

intimately associated with vegetation, namely the vine, and was often thought as dwelling 

within it.  More so, ivy, because of the power of its coolness, was said to have protected 

the infant Dionysos from the flames that consumed his mother;36 in other words, the ivy 

that enwrapped his body allowed him to dwell among flames. 

In this portrait, Moses is depicted with his right hand outstretched, open, and 

overlapping the burning vine, giving the appearance that he is holding it like a staff.  This 

                                                
35 ESV. 
 
36 Otto, Dionysus, 155. 
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is reminiscent of Yahweh empowering Moses by endowing his staff with supernatural 

capabilities; Yahweh describes its purpose in Exodus 4:5: “that they [the Israelites] may 

believe that the LORD, the God of their fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, 

and the God of Jacob, has appeared to you [Moses].”37  The artist’s choice to place 

Moses’ hand not on his own staff but over the burning vine suggests a powerful idea—

Moses’ staff finds its origin in a divine tree, namely the burning bush of Exodus chapter 

three.  The practice of wielding a staff cut from a sacred tree is an ancient one; divining-

rods were thought powerful insofar as they were indwelt by the tree’s spirit from which 

they were taken.  This notion was attached to objects other than diving-rods, such as 

wands, scepters, spears, and army standards.38  The concept that Moses’ own staff was 

linked with a tree is evidenced by the Hebrew word used for his staff—măṭĕh—which 

can be translated as “branch.”  In one instance, măṭĕh is used to specifically describe the 

branch of a vine and is interestingly spoken of as brandished by rulers: 

Your mother [Israel] was like a vine in a vineyard planted by the water, fruitful 
and full of branches by reason of abundant water. Its strong stems became rulers' 
scepters; it towered aloft among the thick boughs; it was seen in its height with 
the mass of its branches.39 
 

Also, Moses’ staff is regarded highly by rabbinic tradition, which holds that it was 

created at the world’s beginning and engraved with the names of Yahweh, the plagues, 

the patriarchs, matriarchs, and twelve tribes.40  Moses’ staff becomes iconic of his being 

chosen and sent by Yahweh, the staff itself empowered by Yahweh’s spirit. 

                                                
37 ESV. 
 
38 Philpot, Sacred Tree, 103. 
 
39 Ezekiel 19:10-11, ESV. 
 
40 Goodenough, Jewish Symbols, 10:120. 
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Moses is consistently portrayed with his staff, this seen in the Torah41 as well as 

in nearly every subsequent depiction of him in the Durene synagogue.  He is shown with 

it three times in Israel’s crossing of the Red Sea, a scene presented as three successive 

events—Moses leading the Israelites from Egypt, the Egyptians drowning in the sea, and 

the Israelites crossing the sea (as read from right to left) (figs. 44-45).  Moses wields his 

staff commandingly over his head as he leads the Israelites from Egypt.  In this portion of 

the scene, the artist has chosen to depict one particular plague, that of the hail and fire.  

Of the ten plagues, the Midrash associates three as being brought about by Moses himself 

(i.e. without the aid of Aaron); these three are the fire and hail, locusts, and darkness.  It 

is appropriate that the artist depicts a plague particularly associated with Moses as it 

again underscores his leadership and divine mission.42  In the fresco’s central section, 

Moses holds his staff over the sea wherein the Egyptians are drowning. They are 

depicted, however, apart from their iconic chariots and horses.  This may suggest their 

lack of true power and authority which is juxtaposed specifically with that of the 

Israelites who appear well armed as they leave Egypt and cross the sea.  Lastly, Moses 

places his staff in the Red Sea as the Israelites safely complete their passage.  The fresco 

as a whole focuses clearly on Moses as the leader of the Israelites who utilizes his staff to 

save, destroy, and conquer. 

                                                
41 Specifically regarding his time in Egypt, see Exodus 7:17; 8:5; 9:23; 10:13.  Yahweh’s command to 
Moses—“stretch out your hand”—is one that becomes conflated with him stretching out his staff; see 
Exodus 9:22-3 and 10:12-3. 
 
42 Kraeling, Synagogue, 78-9, 80-1, 83. This middle scene has also been interpreted as the drowning of 
certain Israelites as evidenced by the similar garb worn by them and by those leaving Egypt as well as by 
the absence of chariots in the sea. This scene would then suggest that the Red Sea cleanses Israel from its 
wicked inhabitants. See Goodenough, Jewish Symbols, 10:128. 
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This scene again proves interesting in light of Dionysian iconography.  Though it 

has been suggested that Moses resembles Heracles or Theseus, his staff club-like at the 

fresco’s far right,43 I think it more likely that the artist has continued the idea of Moses as 

a Dionysos-figure.  In fact, Moses staff recalls the iconic thyrsi wielded by Dionysos and 

his followers, a staff capable of driving armed throngs of men into flight.44  More so, 

Dionysos is regarded as a fierce fighter,45 a conqueror and triumphant hero who forges 

his way through distant lands.46  He is also closely associated with the sea and, more 

generally, with waters as the moisture of life.47 

This link is made even clearer when studying the final scene depicting Moses 

with his staff—the miraculous well of the wilderness (fig. 46).  The fresco depicts Moses 

using his staff to strike a well from which flow twelve streams, each arriving at the door 

of an Israelite’s tent (symbolic of each tribe); the scene is completed with a rendering of 

the Tabernacle and menorah.  It is unclear which well the artist is depicting in this fresco 

as there are five Scriptural possibilities: Marah (Exodus 15:22-5), Elim (Exodus 15:27), 

Rephidim (Exodus 17:1-6), Meribah (Numbers 20:2-11), and Beer (Numbers 21:16-8); 

another possibility is the Well of Miriam attested to in Jewish legend.  Not any of these 

examples, however, satisfy the details of the Durene fresco; thus, we turn to other Jewish 

sources.  The Jewish poet Ezekiel (quoted by Eusebius) wrote of Elim as a spring 

drawing twelve springs from one rock.  Philo, in his Vita Mosis, refers to the well of 

                                                
43 Goodenough, Jewish Symbols, 10:119-25. 
 
44 Otto, Dionysus., 77. 
 
45 Susanne Moraw, “Visual Differences: Dionysos in Ancient Art,” in Renate Schlesier, ed., A Different  

God?, 245. 
 

46 Otto, Dionysus, 45. 
 
47 Ibid., 163-4. 
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Rephidim as miraculous.  We are most aided, however, by the Targum, which elaborates 

on the Well of Beer.  It is said to have been originally dug by Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 

but was hidden from the Israelites until Moses and Aaron later discovered it using their 

staffs.  Once found, it followed the Israelites throughout the wilderness and gave water to 

them at the doors of their tents.  The Midrash has also conflated the Well of Beer with 

Miriam’s Well, namely that it was positioned before the Tabernacle and in the midst of 

the Israelite encampment, flowing forth in twelve streams.48  The well depicted in the 

Durene synagogue seems to present aspects of various wells, specifically those of Beer 

and Miriam.  Its depiction here serves to remind the Jewish people of Yahweh’s continual 

provision as well as to link the nourishing waters to Yahweh’s Tabernacle.  In this fresco, 

the Durene artist, however, gives the most prominence to Moses who strikes the well 

with his staff, implying that the supernatural rod issues forth the waters.  Thus, Moses is 

again seen as the bringer of life, here in the form of nourishing waters.  Again, this scene 

is not without Dionysian elements as the wine god is said to have struck the earth (in 

Messenia) using his thyrsus, creating a spring.49 

The Durene synagogue continues to exalt Moses as a divine-like hero, empowered 

by a supernatural staff plucked from the dwelling place of Yahweh.  It is with this staff 

that Moses leads the Israelites from bondage and nourishes them in their wandering.  The 

scenes of the crossing of the Red Sea and the well of the wilderness are closely linked in 

their integration of water and Moses’ staff.  Again, these scenes are not without 

Dionysian elements; we see Moses’ wielding a vine-rod to send men into flight and 

summon life-giving waters. 

                                                
48 Kraeling, Synagogue, 118, 122-4. 
 
49 Otto, Dionysus, 164. 
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Conclusions 

 
 After observing the manner in which the Durene synagogue depicts Moses, we 

find various iconographic elements that suggest Moses to be a Dionysos-figure.  It is in 

his ritual washing that he is linked with the wine god and regarded as a divine or divinely 

chosen leader.  The manner in which his ark of bulrushes is depicted further identifies 

Moses as linked with Yahweh.  It is in another fresco that we find Moses encountering 

Yahweh—a deity who “dwells in the bush”—or, as depicted here, a deity who dwells in 

the vine.  There Moses receives his divine mission and his divine tool, the staff.  Our 

Durene artist depicts Moses in such a way as to suggest that he receives his staff directly 

from the vine, it being a branch of it.  With this vine-rod, inhabited by the spirit of 

Yahweh, Moses leads the Israelites out of Egypt and supernaturally drowns the 

Egyptians.  Finally, he is depicted as nourishing the Israelites in the wilderness by 

providing streams of water, again as a result of his staff.  It is not to be forgotten that 

these scenes are executed within the framework of the synagogue as a whole, which 

transports the worshipper to a trellis at whose center resides the Torah and the vine 

growing vibrantly from it.   

 The unified scheme by which the synagogue and its Moses-frescoes are organized 

inevitably leads to the question of intent.  We do find that these elements serve a 

particularly Jewish purpose.  Moses as a Dionysos-figure reinforces him as one by whom 

men, as a result of the Torah, may become firmly planted trees, or vines, producing fruit.  

The Dionysian elements also reinforce Moses as one who, through the regenerative 

powers of water, brings Israel to new life.  The concepts of waters of regeneration and 

renewed life bring to mind primarily one important cultic event—baptism.  Moses’ own 
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washing clearly carries a baptismal theme and the story of the crossing of the Red Sea is 

traditionally one linked with baptism and renewal; the same can be said of the well of the 

wilderness.  It is through the iconography of Dionysos that the Durene synagogue exalts 

Moses as one who leads the Jews to Yahweh’s trellis through the waters of regeneration, 

we may say baptism, teaching them to partake of and be like the vine that finds its source 

in the teaching of Torah.
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CHAPTER 4 
 

Interpreting the Christian Baptistery 
 
 
In the manner in which we have analyzed the synagogue, we will examine here 

the frescoes of the Christian Baptistery, a room much smaller than the previously studied 

Durene Synagogue.  The baptistery’s frescoes are executed in such a way that we can 

systematically approach their interpretation.  As a whole, they center on the baptismal 

font and depict movement in two directions—toward the font and away from it, 

establishing cycles of death and life.  As in the synagogue, these cycles are reinforced by 

the incorporation of Dionysian iconography.  This chapter seeks to analyze the frescoes, 

interpreting their cycles and borrowed symbolism. 

 
The Organizational Structure of the Baptistery: Establishing an Interpretive Framework 

 
Prior to interpreting individual frescoes, it is necessary to understand the 

organization of the baptistery as a whole.  The baptistery is divided into four artistic 

sections: (1) An unframed sequence of miracles from the life of Christ spanning the upper 

register of the north and east walls (2) Two framed scenes surrounding a small repository 

on the south wall (3) A sequence spanning the lower register of the east and north walls 

depicting women arriving at a tomb (4) The baptismal font on the west wall with 

depictions of the Good Shepherd and Adam and Eve (figs. 47-49).  These sections are 

divided by borders depicting a running vine flanked by semicircles, perhaps grapes (fig. 

50); this design parallels that of the Durene Synagogue, framing the frescoes with 

vegetative, Dionysian imagery.  The artist does not, however, utilize this border to frame 
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every individual scene, except for those of the south wall.  The lack of individual frames 

allows the artist to form narratives that span walls and even periods of time; this is 

particularly evident in Christ’s miracle sequence where various scenes from the life of 

Christ flow together, emphasizing a unified message.  

The miracle sequence, beginning on the western side of the north wall’s upper 

register and ending on the east wall, is imitated in its frameless flow by the fresco of the 

procession of women, which begins on the eastern side of the south wall’s lower register 

and ends on the north wall (in other words, these flow in opposite directions, one on the 

upper register, the other on the lower register) (fig. 48).  These two registers, particularly 

the lower one, have been read in various ways.  Some have emphasized the necessity of 

reading the frescoes from right to left (in the typical fashion of eastern languages), 

stressing an interpretative schema beginning at the south wall and ending at the north 

wall.1  I, however, suggest that the baptistery deliberately emphasizes movement in two 

opposing directions and is meant to be read in such a manner.  The lower register shows 

movement westward toward death, portrayed by women approaching a sarcophagus as 

well as the actual baptismal font; the upper register shows movement eastward toward 

life, portrayed by Christ and those he heals moving away from the baptismal font.  

Movement towards burial is deliberately shown on the lower register, while movement 

towards the resurrected life is deliberately shown on the upper register.  The lower 

register of the south wall, though not frameless in its technique, also participates in this 

directional movement; the healed or righteous figures (the woman at the well and David) 

                                                
1 Dominic E. Serra, “The Baptistery at Dura-Europos: The Wall Paintings in the Context of Syrian 

Baptismal Theology,” Ephemerides Liturgicae 120, no. 1 (2006): 73-4; see also Gerasimos 
Pagoulatos, Tracing the Bridegroom in Dura: The Bridal Initiation Service of the Dura-Europos 
Christian Baptistery as Early Evidence of the Use of Images in Christian and Byzantine Worship 
(Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2009). 
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face eastward, suggesting movement toward life.  The baptistery’s two directional 

sequences are not dissociated, but are importantly related. 

 
The Miracles of Christ 

 
We will examine first the upper register of eastward movement, the miracles of 

Christ.  Again, this is executed without the use of frames in order to intimately relate the 

scenes.  Unfortunately, only two scenes are extant—that of Christ healing a paralytic and 

Christ walking on water.  Thus, the majority of the upper register on the north wall and 

its entirety on the east wall are lost.  The idea of a continuous sequence, however, is 

easily grasped when viewing the first few scenes and relating them to the lower register 

and to Durene cultic sites in general. 

The first scene we encounter is of Christ healing the paralytic (figs. 51-52).  We 

see the paralytic upon his bed, facing westward, with the figure of Christ standing above 

him.  The same man is depicted again, though healed, walking in the opposite direction, 

or eastward.  The artist interestingly positions the healed man to the left of the sick man; 

this does not, however, suggest that the scene should be read from right to left, but 

instead distinctly juxtaposes the two figures, establishing the entire sequence as moving 

eastward toward life.  If the scene were meant to be read from right to left, the healed 

man would be drawn, with his paralyzed counterpart, as moving leftward.  Instead, the 

healed man is depicted in such a way as to suggest that he emerges directly from the 

baptismal font, in direct contrast to the depiction of his paralyzed self.  Thus, he lays 

sickly facing westward, toward death, but emerges eastward, healed from the font.  The 

healed man also serves as the first figure in this sequence, therefore setting the tone for its 

remainder.  The figure of Christ similarly points eastward, underscoring his role in the 



 

 31 

life-giving process.  The paralytic in this scene may depict either the one healed in a 

house, as told in Mark 2:1-12, or the one healed at the pool of Bethesda, as told in John 

5:2-9.  This scene can be understood in either context, as both illustrate healing at the 

hands of Christ.  However, beneath the paralytic’s bed are wavy brushstrokes, perhaps 

extending from the subsequent scene of Christ walking on the water; these brushstrokes 

possibly represent the pool of Bethesda and would further unify the scenes.2 

The scene of Christ walking on the water is only partially preserved (figs. 53-54).  

Christ is shown reaching out to Peter and again moving eastward, signifying his life-

giving power.  We know that the figure moving eastward represents Christ as he wears 

the chiton and himation worn by him in the previous scene; the figure he reaches out to 

wears the long-sleeved chiton worn by the apostles in the large boat depicted behind 

Christ.3  There is one difference, however, between the Christs of these scenes—one is 

shown bearded.  When closely studying the figure of Christ walking on the water, we 

notice a heavy brown band surrounding his lower face (fig. 55).  This difference perhaps 

serves to parallel Christ with the bearded Poseidon, underscoring his power over the 

waters.4  We are in fact meant to precisely think of such power—the water that surrounds 

him is shown as calm in relation to the rest of the sea and, as we know from the Gospel 

account, it is by his power that Peter can join him on the waters.  Peter is shown, 

however, as moving westward, which may suggest his doubt, an integral aspect of this 

story. 

                                                
2 Carl H. Kraeling, The Excavations at Dura-Europos, Final Report VIII, Part II, The Christian Building  

(Germany: Dura-Europos Publications, 1967), 57-8. 
 

3 Ibid., 63. 
 
4 Ibid., 64. 
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The lack of framing between these two scenes and the alternating position of 

Christ (at the top of one scene and bottom of the next)5 suggest a sequence that would 

have continued.  Indeed, since the artist extends the lower register over the south, east, 

and north walls, it is conjectured that the upper register was similarly executed, thus 

extending over the same three walls.  This notion of an ongoing sequence depicting 

Christ’s works, or aretai, is further evidenced when studying the cultic sites surrounding 

the baptistery.  We find that the Mithraeum also depicts the works of its god, Mithras, in 

a sequence of scenes.  Various scenes in the synagogue may also be understood as 

depicting Yahweh’s works, as his hand is depicted in many of them.  More generally, we 

find collections of various gods’ aretai to be popular throughout Greco-Roman religions 

of this period.6  Thus, a continued sequence of Christ’s works seems to be the appropriate 

missing section of the upper register, a sequence termed the “Mighty Works cycle.”7  The 

scenes of this cycle emphasize eastward movement as well as Christ’s power over water, 

which, in this context, is regarded as the water of baptism. 

 
The Framed Scenes of the South Wall 

 
 The south wall is unique in that it has two doors and a small repository that divide 

it.  These divisions prevent the possibility of a continuous lower-register sequence like 

that of the Mighty Works cycle, forcing the artist to frame the individual scenes.  The 

westernmost part of the south wall depicts the Samaritan woman drawing water from the 

well (figs. 56-57).  Christ speaks to this woman in John 4:14, saying: “whoever drinks of 
                                                
5 Ibid., 64-5. 
 
6 Morton Smith, “Symposium on the Dura-Europos Synagogue Paintings, in Tribute to Dr. Rachel  

Wischnitzer, November, 1968” Images: Journal of Jewish Art & Visual Culture 3, no. 1 (January 
2009): 134. 
 

7 Kraeling, Christian Building, 184-5. 
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the water that I will give him will never be thirsty again. The water that I will give him 

will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life”;8 this scene has clear 

baptismal elements.  Like the figures of the Mighty Works cycle, the Samaritan woman 

moves eastward and, similar to the healed paralytic, can be understood as emerging from 

the baptismal font. 

 The second and final framed scene is that of David facing eastward and beheading 

Goliath (figs. 58-59).  Though only a small fraction of this scene is preserved, its identity 

is made clear by its Greek label.9  Of the extant frescoes, this is the only depiction of an 

Old Testament scene and its placement may, at first, seem unfitting.  Its role is made 

clear, however, when viewed in relation to the south wall’s small repository (figs. 49, 

60), which may have held oil used to anoint catechumens.10  Thus, the David and Goliath 

scene may be understood when considering David’s description as God’s anointed 

servant or his specific anointing by Samuel.11  The scene depicting David and Goliath 

also emphasizes Goliath’s armor—we see, faintly, his spear in the ground, portions of his 

shield, and his sword wielded by David.  His armor is juxtaposed with David’s lack 

thereof, evoking what David says to Goliath in I Samuel 17:45: “You come to me with a 

sword and with a spear and with a javelin, but I come to you in the name of the LORD of 

                                                
8 ESV. 
 
9 Kraeling, Christian Building, 70. 
 
10 Oil has always played a critical role in the church and its rites.  We see it used to anoint the sick and the 
bodies of the dead in the New Testament, Mishnah, and Tosefta; see Robin M. Jensen, Baptismal Imagery 
in Early Christianity: Ritual, Visual, and Theological Dimensions (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012), 
95. 
 
11 Kraeling, Christian Building, 196; Serra,”Baptistery,” 71. 
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hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied.”12  The violent scene may 

also serve to show Christ’s death as not just a sacrifice, but also a victory.13 

The upper register of the south wall contains a fresco most likely depicting the 

garden of Paradise (of which only a small portion remains) (fig. 61).  This scene 

appropriately contrasts the scene of death on the lower register of the north wall, to which 

we now turn our attention. 

 
The Procession of Women 

 
Beginning on a small portion of the lower register of the south wall and 

continuing over that of the east and north walls is a westward procession of women 

toward a large white sarcophagus.  The scene is divided into two main sections: the east 

wall depicts five women approaching partially open doors and the north wall depicts 

women moving from the doors toward the sarcophagus.  Again, this scene is to be read 

from right to left, beginning at the easternmost point (south wall) and ending at the 

westernmost point (north wall).  Though nearly the entirety of the east wall’s frescoes are 

lost, we do have the lower portion of the lower register, which depicts the dress and feet 

of five women (fig. 62).  Their left feet are pointed downward and their right feet are 

angled leftward, indicating movement in that direction.14  This scene wraps slightly 

around the north wall until it meets a pair of doors depicted ajar (figs. 63-64).  Following 

the doors we find another sequence of women—here only three are preserved—who 

approach the sarcophagus (figs. 65-67).  It has been conjectured that this scene represents 

                                                
12 ESV. 
 
13 Kraeling, Christian Building, 71, 189. 
 
14 Ibid., 73-4. 
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the same women previously depicted; indeed, there is sufficient space on the north wall 

for two more women, thus totaling five.15  The technique of portraying the same figures 

within one scene is used also in the Durene Synagogue16 and suggests narrative 

continuity.  The women are shown holding torches and bowls of unguent as they 

approach the sarcophagus, which is depicted with the characteristic gabled roof as well as 

a line drawn across it, denoting a lid.  The corners of the sarcophagus are decorated with 

stars; scholars are divided on whether or not these serve as acroteria.17  I believe they do 

and suggest that, as such, the sarcophagus can also be viewed as a temple. 

The full procession of women has been interpreted in various ways, itself the 

source of the majority of debates surrounding the baptistery.  Some scholars18 have 

interpreted the scene as the visitation of Christ’s tomb by the Myrrophoroi.  Others19 

have considered the scene as depicting the wise and foolish virgins who approach the 

bridal tent—those with lit torches are granted entrance through the doors while others are 

left outside; this view, however, holds significant assumptions concerning the objects 

carried by the nonextant “foolish” maidens of the east wall.  Lastly, and most recently, 

others20 have augmented the previous interpretation; they identify the women as wise 

maidens proceeding toward a bridal tent but specifically regard them as mirroring the 

baptistery’s catechumens in their own processional movement toward the baptismal 

                                                
15 For exact measurements, see Kraeling, Christian Building, 83-5. 
 
16 Serra, “Baptistery,” 70; examples include Moses’ rescue from the Nile and the Exodus from Egypt. 
 
17 Baur and Grabar think they do, Kraeling thinks they do not. 
 
18 Grabar, Baur, and Kraeling. 
 
19 Millet, Pijoan, and Jensen. 
 
20 Pagoulatos, Serra, Peppard, and Pallas. 
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font.21  Scholars defending this interpretation believe the canonical gospels are unable to 

fully decode the scene and, though these are nearly all of a later date, rely heavily upon 

eastern texts, namely: Cyril of Jerusalem’s Catecheses; Theodore of Mopsuestia’s 

Catechetical Lectures; Narsai’s Liturgical Homilies; the Odes of Solomon; Acts of 

Thomas; and others.22 

This entire sequence may well have evoked various scriptural accounts and 

teachings in the minds of those who viewed them.  Nonetheless, I agree that the women 

of the fresco are meant to mirror the catechumens in their own process of baptism.  This 

can be understood in light of the baptistery’s emphasis of two opposing directional 

movements.  Standing within the baptistery, catechumens could not only trace, but also 

literally follow the movement of the procession westward toward the baptismal font.  In 

fact, the position of the painted door of the procession sequence directly mirrors the 

actual door of the south wall.  Thus, the continuous scene of the lower register may very 

well have paralleled catechumens’ actual entrance into the baptistery by its eastern door 

and their subsequent procession to the font. 

This sequence importantly incorporates aspects of Dionysos’ iconography, 

specifically in relation to the Durene Synagogue.  The women approaching the 

sarcophagus bear striking resemblance to the three nymph-maids alongside Moses at the 

Nile (fig. 31); both sets of women carry tools, specifically bowls, for washing or 

baptizing.  As the nymph-maids purify the child, identifying him as divine, so too do the 

women of the baptistery bear unguent for the purification of the catechumen.  Moreover, 

                                                
21 The practice of depicting processional scenes as reflections of actual ritual performances has a long 
tradition in ancient Christian and pagan religious spaces; see Pagoulatos, Tracing the Bridegroom, 54. 
 
22 Pagoulatos, Tracing the Bridegroom, 50, 57; Kraeling uses such texts to show how baptism was 
understood as life overcoming death, see Christian Building, 190-7. 
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along the sides of the sarcophagus are found running vines, a principal icon of Dionysos.  

More importantly, the gable of the sarcophagus depicts a large sprouting vine, suggesting 

that life springs forth from the tomb.  This large vine draws the eye upward to the 

beginning of the Mighty Works cycle, thus beginning, or restarting, the journey eastward 

toward life.  The procession, therefore, does not end in death and despair, but points to 

resurrection.  In fact, the peak of the sarcophagus and its acroteria extend beyond the 

lower register’s border, literally crossing over and continuing into the upper sequence of 

resurrection and life. 

 
The Baptismal Font 

 
We may now turn to the focal point of the baptistery—the font itself (fig. 68).  It 

is situated on the western wall and is lavishly adorned.  The basin is set under a canopy 

depicting a starry sky; at its front are depicted grapes, pomegranates, and grain.  Two 

front columns, painted to resemble marble, and two rear pilasters, decorated with grapes 

and leaves, support the canopy.  Interestingly, the sequence of fruit on the canopy arch is 

nearly identical to the sequence depicted on the Torah niche’s intrados of the Durene 

Synagogue (fig. 10).  Lastly, the font’s lunette depicts Christ as the Good Shepherd and 

beneath him, Adam and Eve. 

The font is constructed as a large niche, again, a structure used to house the cult’s 

idol.  Here, the niche depicts Christ as the Good Shepherd (figs. 69-70).  He is seen as 

watching over a flock of rams, carrying one over his shoulders.  The use of rams instead 

of lambs for Christ’s flock reveals the Good Shepherd to be a derivation of the pagan 

kriophoros.23  Here, the ram-bearer leads his flock to grazing fields and perhaps to waters 

                                                
23 Kraeling, Christian Building, 54-5. 
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signified by the baptismal pool.  The scene of the Good Shepherd with his sheep also 

emphasizes Christ’s ownership of the flock.  This is in accord with the widespread 

recognition of baptism as a seal, or sphragis; by the baptismal rite, Christ brands his 

sheep, marking them as one of his flock.24  Furthermore, as well as serving as a niche, the 

font also resembles an arcosolium.  Indeed, the basin may have been used previously as 

the tomb of a martyr.25  The font then can be understood as an interactive niche, which 

not only depicts the deity, but also invites followers into the niche to die and rise as gods 

themselves.  In other words, the rite of baptism cleanses the participant, making him not 

only part of Christ’s flock, but also Christ-like. 

At the lower left side of the lunette is a small depiction of Adam and Eve eating 

from a tree (fig. 71).  Their leafy garments and the presence of a serpent denote their 

eating as that which led to their banishment from Eden.  In their sin, Adam and Eve are 

starkly contrasted with the peaceful grazing flock of Christ.  Their incorporation in the 

lunette emphasizes man’s sinfulness yet also suggests that the baptismal rite cleanses of 

such a stain.  Their depiction represents the journey taken by catechumens in baptism as 

they move from Adam’s first sin and exclusion to the life and inclusion of Christ’s 

flock.26  The small garden scene surrounding Adam and Eve may also be contrasted with 

the paradise scene on the upper register of the south wall.  Moreover, it is possible that 

the catechumens were baptized in the nude; thus, their renewed state of innocence would 

have been further juxtaposed with the sinfully clothed Adam and Eve. 

                                                
24 Johannes Quasten, “The Painting of the Good Shepherd at Dura-Europos” Mediaeval Studies 9 (Jan. 

1947): 5-6. 
 
25 P. V. C. Baur, “The Christian Chapel at Dura,” Journal of American Archaeology 37, no. 3 (September –  

July 1933): 377. 
 

26 Jensen, Baptismal Imagery, 183. 
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Like the procession of women, the font is not without Dionysian elements.  As the 

wine god’s infant bath purifies him, so too does the Christian’s baptism.  The waters of 

this baptism are understood as producing the vegetation that adorns the pilasters and arch 

of the canopy, revealing the waters’ fecund and regenerative nature.  Dionysos is 

identified with regenerative waters and his power over them, much like Christ in the 

Mighty Works cycle.  More specifically, Dionysos is associated with foliage and grapes, 

which are seen adorning the font’s rear pilasters.  Furthermore, in the Assembly Hall 

adjoining the baptistery is a frieze (fig. 72), similar to others found in Dura, depicting 

Satyr masks, Pan’s pipes, dolphins and seashells; in other words, it is a specifically 

Dionysian frieze,27 further affirming the Dionysian elements found throughout the 

baptistery. 

 
Conclusions 

 
 Upon studying the frescoes of the Christian Baptistery, we have found that the 

artist has deliberately established two directions of movement.  The lower register 

depicting the procession of women indicates westward movement, which culminates at a 

large sarcophagus signifying death and burial.  This fresco also may have played a 

ritualistic role, mirroring catechumens as they entered the baptistery and proceeded to the 

font.  The upper register depicting the miracles of Christ begins with the healed paralytic 

emerging from the baptismal font and indicates eastward movement, toward life.  These 

two registers are not to be understood as incongruous; instead, they are intimately 

connected by the baptismal font and also by the Dionysian iconography chiefly seen in 

the lower register.  Therein, the women strikingly resemble the nymph-maids of the 

                                                
27 Kraeling, Christian Building, 14-5. 
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Durene Synagogue, implying that this movement toward death retains the hope of new 

life.  Moreover, a large vine adorns the sarcophagus’ gable, indicating that life sprouts up 

from the grave; in fact, the sarcophagus’ peak and acroteria supersede the border between 

the upper and lower divisions, connecting the sequence of death to the sequence of 

resurrected life.  The lower register as a whole is cryptic in nature—the women’s torches 

indicate darkness, the tomb remains closed, and Christ is not seen bursting forth in 

glorious resurrection.  I believe this is because the resurrected Christ would have been 

signified by the baptized individual standing in the font immediately flanking the scene.  

Indeed, it is within the font that the catechumen is transformed; the font itself serves as 

the room’s niche and may be understood as participatory in the sense that cultic adherents 

can step inside of it.  As the niche typically houses or portrays the god, we see Christ 

depicted as the Good Shepherd, yet may also understand the catechumens as, through 

baptism, made Christ-like and divine. 

Like the Durene Synagogue, the Dionysian iconography is borrowed here for 

particular cultic use.  In fact, various parallels can be made between Christ and the 

character of Dionysos—Dionysos is known as a dying and rising god with both human 

and divine natures who is associated with the vine and a blessed afterlife—parallels that 

we find used by later Christian generations.  It is noticed, however, that the baptistery’s 

use of Dionysian iconography bears much semblance to that used by the Durene 

Synagogue.  Moreover, we find similar attributes between the two cultic sites beyond 

Dionysian symbolism, the most noticeable being the architectural resemblance between 

the baptismal font and Torah niche.  So then, what is to be made of these similarities?  

What does such overlap tell us about the relationship between these two cultic sites?  Can 
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the frescoes of these sites be understood as antagonistic or cooperative?  These are 

questions we will seek to answer in the following and final chapter.
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CHAPTER 5 
 

Conclusion:  
The Durene Synagogue and Baptistery in Conjunction 

 

Upon examining the cultic sites of the Durene Jews and Christians, we find what 

is typical of cults of the Roman Empire—self-definition via ritual, visual, and 

inscriptional assertions.1  For the Jews and Christians, while the idea of assimilating 

themselves with other religions would have been heretical, the notion of assimilating 

different religious images was, in late antiquity, common practice.2  In the artistic designs 

of the Durene synagogue and baptistery, narrative elements predominate, setting them 

apart from the surrounding Durene cults.3  While I have noted that the Jewish practice of 

incorporating narrative art is not aberrant, but attested in the Jerusalem Talmud as 

occurring in this time period, it also has been conjectured that the Jewish use of 

representative art is consequence of the rise of Christianity and its interpretation of the 

Jewish sacred texts.4  Indeed, the Durene synagogue and baptistery underwent renovation 

during a period of heated Jewish-Christian debate5 following the destruction of the 

                                                
1 Jaś Elsner, “Cultural Resistance and the Visual Image: The Case for Dura Europos,” Classical Philology  

vol. 96 (2001): 302. 
 

2 Yukako Suzawa, The Genesis of Early Christian Art: Syncretic Juxtaposition in the Roman World  
(Oxford: Archaeopress, 2008), 151. 
 

3 Kraeling, Christian Baptistery, 348. 
 
4 Faith Steinberg, “Women and the Dura-Europos Synagogue Paintings,” Religion & the Arts vol. 10, no. 4 

(December 2006): 461, 464. 
 
5 Kurt Weitzmann and Herbert Kessler, The Frescoes of the Dura Synagogue and Christian Art  

(Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1990), 178. 
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Temple in 70 C.E. and the failed Bar Kochba revolt in 136 C.E.6  Debate centered 

primarily on whether Jesus Christ was the true messiah, what the destruction of the 

Temple signified, and in what manner the Scriptures should be read: literally or 

typologically.7  In response, Jews, in order to assert an historical, even literal 

interpretation of the Scriptures over against the typological Christian interpretation, may 

have adopted narrative art.8 

The narrative frescoes of the Durene synagogue and baptistery bear striking 

similarities, most noticeably in the organization of and techniques used in the frescoes, 

which derive from a local Palmyrene style.9  This style entails costume details, frontal 

presentation of figures, color palette, and decorative borders.  These similarities are 

noticeable despite the well-executed nature of the synagogue frescoes and the rather 

sketchy execution of those of the baptistery.10  Though various scholars have noted these 

artistic technical similarities, they have emphasized the differences between the 

synagogue and baptistery, heralding the former as more advanced and mature 

iconographically.11  However, after studying closely these two cultic sites, I suggest there 

is more overlap than has been indicated and that Jews and Christians may have 

intentionally designed their places of worship not only to respond to surrounding pagan 

cults, but also to respond to each other. 

                                                
6 Steinberg, “Women,” 471. 
 
7 Weitzmann, Frescoes, 178-9. 
 
8 Ibid., 181-3. 
 
9 Marie-Henriette Gates, “Dura-Europos: A Fortress of Syro-Mesopotamian Art,” The Biblical 

Archaeologist vol. 47, no. 3 (September 1, 1984): 180.  
 
10 Jensen, “Dura Europos,” 184. 
 
11 See Jensen, “Dura Europos” and Kraeling, Christian Building. 
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The artistic renovations of both cultic sites were carried out in the 240s and we 

can be sure of two artistic changes that occurred progressively in both the synagogue and 

baptistery; I believe these changes suggest strongly the notion of the cultic iconography 

as responsive.  First, the reredos of the synagogue underwent various changes, ultimately 

leading to the addition of an enthroned figure above the tree-vine (fig. 8), most likely the 

Messiah.  This can be understood as responding to Christian claims of Jesus Christ as the 

true Messiah,12 which were heralded on the baptistery’s frescoes.  Conversely, in the 

baptistery, the small rendering of Adam and Eve in the lunette of the font was added 

later, as evidenced by its awkward placement and superimposition upon a solid 

background.13  The incorporation of this depiction doubled the amount of Old Testament 

scenes, adding to that of David slaying Goliath.  This inclusion was crucial considering 

Christianity’s claim that its faith was a continuation, or fulfillment, of the Jewish 

Scriptures.  Thus, this emendation can be understood as responsive to the Jewish cult and, 

because of its placement in the baptismal font alongside the Good Shepherd, as a 

particular example of interpreting the Scriptures typologically.14 

We may consider, therefore, other elements of these places of worship as 

responsive in nature.  Generally, we have observed deliberate incorporation of Dionysian 

iconography in order to exalt leaders, namely Moses and Jesus Christ, and also to 

underscore regenerated life given to adherents of these cults.  In light of controversy 

concerning the true Messiah, the Christian community may have chosen to incorporate 

                                                
12 Jodi Magness, “The ‘Foundation Deposit’ from the Dura Europos Synagogue Reconsidered,” in  

Architecture of the Sacred: Space, Ritual, and Experience from Classical Greece to Byzantium, 
edited by Bonna D. Wescoat and Robert G. Ousterhout (New York: Cambridge UP, 2012), 240. 
 

13 Kraeling, Christian Baptistery, 51. 
 
14 Elsner, “Cultural Resistance,” 280. 
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Dionysian iconography to assert Jesus Christ as the true vine, as he calls himself in John 

15:1, in direct opposition to the synagogue’s use of vine imagery.  The Christian 

community may have also underscored the relationship between the Dionysian 

iconography and baptismal motifs in response to the synagogue.  The striking similarity 

in representation of women, specifically of those alongside Pharaoh’s daughter and those 

approaching the Christian sarcophagus, may have been incorporated in order to affirm the 

catechumen, or generally, Christ, as the one washed and divine as opposed to Moses.  

Another striking similarity, and perhaps the most noticeable, is that between the 

synagogue’s Torah niche and the baptistery’s font.  Though niches were used widely 

throughout Dura, the style used in the synagogue and baptistery is so similar that there 

seems to be a deliberate connection between the two.  Though it is most probable that a 

single workshop executed these frescoes and architectural designs,15 I do not think such 

stark similarity can be viewed simply as consequence of one artistic hand; instead, 

similarities may be deliberate, serving to respond to an opposing cult.  It must be noted 

that I am not arguing that Christian “responsive art” is to be understood as an 

appropriation of Jewish iconography; in other words, I am not arguing that Christian 

iconography necessarily finds its source in Jewish art.  I am simply suggesting that there 

is more overlap than has been initially thought between these two cultic sites and this 

interaction may be in response to opposing theology. 

While the artistic endeavors of these cultic sites undoubtedly asserted their beliefs 

in opposition to pagan cults,16 it is possible that the similarity in borrowed iconographic 

                                                
15 Jensen, “Dura Europos,” 184. 
 
16 Elias J. Bickerman, “Symbolism in the Dura Synagogue: A Review Article,” The Harvard Theological  

Review vol. 58, no. 1 (January 1965): 145. 
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material also suggests some sort of conversation, amicable or otherwise, between the 

Jewish and Christian cults of Dura-Europos.  Regardless of the nature of this 

conversation, or its existence, we have in Dura an example of geographically and 

concurrently related Jewish and Christian art appropriating pagan cultic iconography in 

order to assert identity.  Iconography is borrowed heavily from the cult of Dionysos—a 

borrowing that reveals far more overlap between these two places of worship than has 

been previously considered.



 

 47 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 48 

 
Fig.	  1.	  Layout	  of	  the	  Durene	  Synagogue.	  



 

 49 

 
Fig.	  2.	  Durene	  Christian	  Building,	  isometric	  reconstruction.	  Source:	  Michael	  L.	  
White,	  Building	  God’s	  House	  in	  the	  Roman	  World:	  Architectural	  Adaptation	  
among	  Pagans,	  Jews,	  and	  Christians	  (Baltimore:	  John	  Hopkins	  UP,	  1990).	  
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Fig.	  3.	  Dura-‐Europos	  Synagogue.	  Source:	  Artstor.org.	  
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	  	  	  Fig.	  4.	  Synagogue	  ceiling	  as	  reconstructed	  at	  the	  Museum	  of	  Damascus.	  
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Fig.	  6.	  Synagogue	  door	  reveal.	  

Fig.	  5.	  Painted	  column	  at	  corners	  of	  synagogue.	  

Fig.	  7.	  Synagogue	  fresco	  bordering.	  
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	  Fig.	  8.	  Torah	  niche	  and	  reredos.	  
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	  	  	  	  	  	  Fig.	  9.	  Torah	  niche	  and	  tree	  of	  reredos.	  Artistic	  rendering.	  
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Fig.	  10.	  Intrados	  of	  Torah	  niche.	  
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Fig.	  11.	  Synagogue	  ceiling	  tile	  
depicting	  grapes	  

Fig.	  52.	  Synagogue	  ceiling	  tile	  depicting	  
pomegranates.	  	  

Fig.	  13.	  Synagogue	  ceiling	  tile	  
depicting	  oranges.	  

Fig.	  14.	  Synagogue	  ceiling	  tile	  
depicting	  grain.	  

Fig.	  45.	  Synagogue	  ceiling	  tile	  depicting	  
pinecones.	  
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Fig.	  16.	  Synagogue	  ceiling	  tile	  depicting	  
wreath.	  

Fig.	  17.	  Synagogue	  ceiling	  tile	  depicting	  
wreath	  with	  dove(?).

Fig.	  18.	  Synagogue	  ceiling	  tiles	  depicting	  wreaths	  with	  peacocks.	  
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Fig.	  19.	  Synagogue	  ceiling	  tiles	  depicting	  female	  heads.

Fig.	  20.	  Synagogue	  ceiling	  tile	  
depicting	  deer.	  

Fig.	  22.	  Synagogue	  ceiling	  tile	  depicting	  
Pisces.	  

Fig.	  21.	  Synagogue	  ceiling	  tile	  depicting	  
centaur.	  

Fig.	  23.	  Synagogue	  ceiling	  tile	  depicting	  
Capricorn.	  
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Fig.	  24.	  Dionysos	  reclines	  beneath	  a	  trellis.	  Attic	  amphora.	  530-‐520	  B.C.E.	  
Source:	  Renate	  Schlesier,	  ed.,	  A	  Different	  God?:	  Dionysos	  and	  Ancient	  
Polytheism	  (Berlin:	  Walter	  de	  Gruyter	  GmbH	  &	  Co.	  KG,	  2011).	  
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Fig.	  25.	  Dionysos	  among	  vines,	  followers	  retrieving	  grapes.	  Attic	  neck	  
amphora.	  ca.	  510	  B.C.E.	  Source:	  Schlesier,	  A	  Different	  God?	  
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Fig.	  26.	  Moses’	  rescue	  from	  the	  Nile,	  part	  I.	  
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Fig.	  27.	  Moses’	  rescue	  from	  the	  Nile,	  part	  II.	  
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Fig.	  28.	  Dionysos’	  bath.	  Pompeian	  silver	  skyphos.	  1st	  cen.	  C.E.	  Source:	  Schlesier,	  
A	  Different	  God?	  

Fig.	  29.	  Dionysos’	  bath.	  Roman	  sarcophagus.	  1st	  cen	  C.E.	  
Source:	  Schlesier,	  A	  Different	  God?	  
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Fig.	  30.	  Alexander’s	  bath.	  Mosaic.	  Late	  4th	  cen.	  C.E.	  Source:	  Schlesier,	  A	  
Different	  God?	  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.	  31.	  Nymph-‐maids	  and	  their	  bowls.	  
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Fig.	  32.	  Dionysos’	  childhood	  and	  youth.	  Ivory	  pyxis	  (drawing).	  5th	  cen.	  C.E.	  Source:	  Schlesier,	  A	  
Different	  God?

Fig.	  33.	  Child	  in	  liknon.	  Side	  of	  sarcophagus.	  Source:	  Martin	  
P.	  Nilsson,	  The	  Dionysiac	  Mysteries	  of	  the	  Hellenistic	  and	  
Roman	  Age	  (New	  York:	  Arno	  Press,	  1975).	  
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Fig.	  34.	  Maenad	  with	  torch	  and	  satyr	  with	  thyrsus	  carrying	  a	  child	  in	  a	  liknon.	  
Campana	  relief.	  Source:	  Nilsson,	  Dionysiac.	  
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Fig.	  35.	  Liknon.	  Hellenistic	  relief.	  Source:	  
Nilsson,	  Dionysiac.	  

Fig.	  36.A.	  Priapus	  herm.	  Source:	  
Nilsson,	  Dionysiac.	  

Fig.	  36.B.	  Liknon	  detail.	  Priapus	  herm.	  Source:	  Nilsson,	  Dionysiac.	  
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	  	  	  	  	  	  Fig.	  37.	  Torah	  niche.	  
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Fig.	  38.	  Moses	  and	  the	  Tabernacle.	  

Fig.	  39.	  Aaron	  and	  the	  Tabernacle.	  

Fig.	  40.	  The	  Temple	  of	  Solomon.
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Fig.	  41.	  Artaxerxes’	  adorned	  throne.	  

Fig.	  42.	  Jochebed	  adorned	  with	  lion.	  



 

 71 

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  
Fig.	  43.	  Moses	  and	  the	  burning	  bush.	  
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	  	  	  	  Fig.	  44.	  The	  Exodus	  and	  crossing	  of	  the	  Red	  Sea,	  part	  I.	  
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	  	  Fig.	  45.	  The	  Exodus	  and	  crossing	  of	  the	  Red	  Sea,	  part	  II.	  
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	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Fig.	  46.	  The	  miraculous	  well	  of	  the	  wilderness.	  
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Fig.	  47.	  Reconstructed	  baptistery.	  
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Fig.	  48.	  Artistic	  rendering	  of	  extant	  baptistery	  frescoes.	  From	  left	  to	  right.	  the	  
north,	  east,	  and	  south	  walls.	  
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Fig.	  49.	  South	  and	  north	  walls	  along	  with	  baptismal	  font	  of	  west	  wall.	  Artistic	  
rendering	  of	  extant	  frescoes.	  
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Fig.	  50.	  Baptistery	  fresco	  bordering.	  
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Fig.	  51.	  Christ	  heals	  the	  paralytic.	  
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Fig.	  52.	  Christ	  heals	  the	  paralytic.	  Tracing.	  
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Fig.	  53.	  Christ	  walks	  on	  water.	  
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Fig.	  54.	  Christ	  walks	  on	  water.	  Tracing.	  
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	  	  	  	  Fig.	  55.	  Christ	  with	  beard.	  Tracing.	  
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	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Fig.	  56.	  Woman	  at	  the	  well.	  
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Fig.	  57.	  Woman	  at	  the	  well.	  Tracing.	  
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Fig.	  58.	  David	  and	  Goliath	  beneath	  repository.	  

 

 
 

Fig.	  59.	  David	  and	  Goliath.	  Tracing.	  
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	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Fig.	  60.	  Repository	  of	  south	  wall.	  
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Fig.	  61.	  Paradise	  scene,	  upper	  register	  of	  south	  wall.	  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig.	  62.	  Extant	  portion	  of	  east	  wall	  depicting	  women’s	  feet	  and	  dress.	  
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	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Fig. 63. Door left ajar, north wall. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig.	  64.	  Door	  left	  ajar,	  north	  wall.	  Tracing	  and	  further	  artistic	  	  	  	  	  
rendering.	  



 

 90 

 
Fig.	  65.	  Women	  approaching	  sarcophagus.	  

Fig.	  66.	  Sarcophagus.	  



 

 91 

 
Fig.	  67.	  Women	  approaching	  sarcophagus.	  Artistic	  rendering.	  
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Fig.	  68.	  Baptismal	  font.	  
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	  	  	  	  	  	  Fig.	  69.	  Lunette	  with	  Good	  Shepherd	  and	  Adam	  and	  Eve.	  
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Fig.	  70.	  Lunette	  with	  Good	  Shepherd	  and	  Adam	  and	  Eve.	  Tracing.	  
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	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Fig.	  71.	  Adam	  and	  Eve.	  Tracing.	  
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Fig.	  72.	  Bacchic	  frieze	  of	  the	  Christian	  building.	  
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