
Nathaniel DesRosiers, the author of Another Temple, Another Vessel: Josephus, the Arch of Titus, and Roman Triumphal Propaganda[footnoteRef:1] believes that scholarship on the Triumph of Vespasian and Titus in 71CE in Rome, has been overdependent on the  narrative of the event by Josephus book The Jewish War Vol.7. despite the existence of a second primary source, the Arch of Titus that was built in 81CE to commemorate the event. The author stated aim in this article aim is to encourage scholars to use the perspective of the Romans, based on the historical, religious and political context of the time to reveal new insights into the Arch, and the Triumph.   [1:  DesRosiers, N., ‘Another Temple, Another Vessel: Josephus, the Arch of Titus, and Roman Triumphal Propaganda’ Near Eastern Archaeology, 82(3), (2019)140–147. https://doi.org/10.1086/704960] 

There are two key friezes on the arch. On the North, Titus is portrayed on his chariot crowned by Victory while the South side shows the Triumph, with soldiers buckling under the weight of treasures that include the gold menorah, table of offering and silver trumpets taken from the Temple in Jerusalem. With these items originally painted in gold and silver, the original painted arch would have been a major visual propaganda statement. Josephus attended the Triumph and provided an eye-witness account in which he refers to numerous heaps of golden temple vessels and the Menorah being carried through the streets. Working under the patronage of Vespasian and Titus it can be presumed that his narrative was officially approved.
It is suggested that Josephus’ account has affected the interpretation of the Triumph because of the amount of space given to describing the valuable vessels and his ability to associate them with Jewish greatness and Temple grandeur. The author holds Josephus responsible for influencing recent articles portraying the Triumph as the ‘capture of the Jewish God’.
This claim requires that the Romans viewed the temple appointments as a sacred stand-in for the Jewish god. DesRosiers’ rebuttal rests on three points: no Roman sources have been found that support the assumption for Romans thinking that temple vessels may represent the Jewish God; Romans associated military success with the gods, and out of respect, did not loot cultic statues and images; and a special rite called an evocatio was associated with capturing a god in which the god exchanged his homeland to reside in Rome with a full set of devotions and celebrations and there is no evidence of this having taken place. Josephus did not report it. Finally in the view of Tacitus, a Roman historian of the Flavian era and contemporary of Josephus, the prevailing view of Judaism was very negative and at best no more than a ‘superstitio’ meaning superstition or irrational religious awe.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Tacitus: History Book 5 (1-9) https://sacred-texts.com/cla/tac/h05000.htm accessed 11 April 2026] 

In the second half of the article DesRosiers begins a reassessment in the broader context of the political, historical and economic circumstances of Rome. After a short contextual brief, he concludes that it was built as a statement confirming that Titus and the Flavian dynasty were a stabilising force, bringing economic and political restoration. The iconography of the Arch communicated renewal and not just the defeat of an enemy of the empire because the prize of treasures taken from the Temple represented an enormous injection of capital for Rome and the Flavian dynasty.



Contrary to his stated aims, DesRosiers’ article revisits the contribution of Josephus’ writing, his assumptions and statements to the ideas of the capture of the Jewish God. Some historical background is provided through the works of scholars  who have looked at descriptions of other triumphs by Pliny and Plutarch and who confirm that the golden vessels were more likely seen as wealth and not inherently sacred representations of the Jewish God. Therefore the article provides a useful commentary on the capture of the Jewish God.
The inclusion of what Romans thought about the Jewish God and the possibility of inviting him to join their Pantheon is valuable. It distinguishes between the motivation for and the doing of an evocatio. The author’s reliance on the excursus of the Jews in Tacitus [footnoteRef:3] does not provide the evidence that the Romans disliked the Jewish God or thought of him as spiteful (later in the article). He quotes from Histories on Jewish customs being “abominable” and that they showed contempt for the gods relates to Roman converts. The sentence states that the converts are taught to despise all gods and disown their country[footnoteRef:4] is a highly emotional one set among mostly neutral descriptive statements.  The sentence on converts implies that some Romans had converted to Judaism so it must have been acceptable in some parts of Roman society. Tacitus does not write about what other Romans thought about the Jewish god. The emotionally charged style of writing in this sentence (and the first sentence) of section (5:5) are at odds with the detached, descriptive and unemotional style in the later sentences like ‘The Jews have purely mental conceptions of Deity,’  or the writing in subsequent sections. This casts doubt on whether the two statements have been written by the same person and makes the reference unreliable. [3:  Tacitus: History Book 5:5 accessed online at https://sacred-texts.com/cla/tac/h05000.htm 13 April 2026
]  [4:  Ibid] 


The historic and political context provided for the Arch is generally useful but stops with the death of Nero before the accession of Vespasian. This informs the Triumph in 71CE but does not take into account that ten years of Flavian rule, politics and economy had passed by the time the Arch was built. This leads to the omission of Domitian, brother of Titus who succeeded him and built the Arch. He had not been involved in the Jewish war and unlike his elder brother, was very unpopular. The question is whose propaganda is on the Arch as Titus was in any case apotheosized (made a god) and no longer in need of promoting himself. His reinterpretation of the Triumph and the Arch through from a Roman viewpoint is somewhat limited relying on events up to the death of Nero.
The author briefly says little about the iconography despite providing photographs of the Arch. For example, it does not explain why Josephus described captives carrying the bounty[footnoteRef:5] but shows no Jews, and no slaves. There could be scope for further interpretation if the iconography had been addressed. [5:  Schmidt, E.A. (2010) “The Flavian Triumph and the Arch of Titus: The Jewish God in Flavian Rome.” eScholarship UC item 9xw0k5kh.pdf accessed 31 March 2026] 

In summary, the author criticizes a reliance on Josephus that has led some scholars to posit among other things, that the Arch and the Triumph showed the capture of the Jewish god. He writes a rebuttal drawing heavily on Josephus and partially on accounts of other triumphs. The article does not achieve the same level of scholarship when using the historical, religious and political context of the events to interpret what statement the Arch and Triumph made to the Romans people but overall the article is useful to students of Josephus and demonstrates the need to also use alternative ancient historical sources.
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