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The following paper will analyse the impact of Roman imperialism in the region of Galilee within the province of Syria, concentrating on the city of Sepphoris during the 1st and 3rd Century AD. The paper will be based on Bernett’s view that the study of the influence of the imperial cult need not be based on temples and statues alone but a religious and political phenomenon[footnoteRef:2]. Therefore, though study of Roman influence in Sepphoris can be challenging due to the lack of archaeological remains of synagogues for the said period, yet Rabbinic literature, coinage, and art such as the Dionysian villa of the 3rd century may help us understand the Roman impact in this influential Jewish city. [2:  Bernett 2007: 338] 

The history of Galilee is well intertwined with that of Jerusalem, it was conquered by Pompey in 63 BC and reconquered from the Hasmonaeans by Gabinius in 57 BC, who then reorganised the government of Judea by dividing power between Jerusalem, Adora, Jericho, Betharamatha and Sepphoris (Ant 14.91). The Parthian invasion of Syria in 40BC led to Herod eventually regaining Judea in 37 BC. With Herod as king Jerusalem and its surrounding territories underwent the process of 'Romanization,’ as he encouraged the building of Roman temples in Jerusalem[footnoteRef:3], much to the displeasure of the Jewish community[footnoteRef:4]. This act was duplicated by his son Herod Philip when he not only built but advertised his new Roman temple in Caesarea Philippi by minting its image on coins that circulated throughout Judea. This led to the portrayal of Roman dominance over the Jewish community in the early 1st century AD. [3:  Josephus. War 1.21.7]  [4:  Berlin 2012: 101] 

While Jerusalem was developed by Herod, the neighbouring regions where developed by his sons, who were made tetrarchs, after his death. Antipas is credited with the development of Galilee. He rebuilt the city of Sepphoris after the attack by Varus[footnoteRef:5] and renamed it as Autokratoris honouring Gaius Caesar[footnoteRef:6]. Though the new name did not stay for long, it stands witness to the beginning of Roman influence in Sepphoris. Yet the population remained greatly Jewish as the evidence of ritual baths and vessel fragments in Sepphoris, though meagre, point to the presence of a strong Jewish community believing in traditional cleansing rituals. While the date for the construction of the theatre in Sepphoris is debated, if credited to Antipas it could show that need for Roman styles of entertainment may have developed early in this Jewish community[footnoteRef:7]. Antipas also minted the first coins in Galilee to have the name of a Roman emperor in 38/39 AD, while this could be an act of 'Romanisation' Burnett credits the action to the rivalry between Antipas and Agrippa[footnoteRef:8]. Even so, the act of 'Romanisation' may not have been so popular amongst the Galilean Jews; Berlin brings out the differences in buying and dining practices that show the Jews of this period rejected Roman and Greek products and formed a localised market for themselves. The rapid growth of synagogues in cities of Lower Galilee such as Tiberias and Capernaum show the resistance of the Galilean Jews during this period, yet we see Galilee, and most importantly Sepphoris accept Roman persistence by the end of the century. [5:  Josephus. Ant 17.10.9]  [6:  Bernett 2007: 343]  [7:  Chancey and Porter 2001: 179 ]  [8:  Bernett 2007: 347] 

Sepphoris During the Jewish Revolt
The account of Sepphoris is given to us by Josephus who became the governor of Galilee prior to the start of the revolt. His accounts of Sepphoris differ in the Jewish Wars and Life confusing us to whether Sepphoris’ initial position was pro-Roman or not. Miller notes the discrepancies in the accounts that state that Josephus let the Sepphorians fortify themselves because they were rich and eager for the revolt, on the other hand, Josephus mentions that the Sepphoreans tricked him to fortify the city not to protect them from the Romans but from their own countrymen. Sepphoris’ continued pro-Roman stance is mentioned in War 3.2.4 where the inhabitants of the city welcome Vespasian as they had Cestias Gallus in 67 AD, Josephus further states that the Sepphoreans promise their allegiance to Rome and agree to assist them against their countrymen. Coins found at Sepphoris that have inscribed on then ‘Under Vespasian, Eireonopolis-Neronias-Sepphoris’ further shows the stance of the Sepphorians during the war. Chancey believes similarity between the Sepphorian coins with those of Agrippa II suggests that though the citizens of Sepphoris were pro- Roman they may have been showing their affinity to the Herodian king and wished to be handed over to him like Tiberias was in 61 AD. Even so, the aristocratic nature of its people along with the refusal to participate in the revolt, surely suggests the influence of the Roman imperial cult on the people of Sepphoris. Further proof to advance Sepphoris’ pro Roman claim comes from archaeological evidence that states that the fortress in Sepphoris was dismantled during the revolt and used for industrial purposes[footnoteRef:9]. Though there is barely any physical evidence of Roman buildings in Galilee McLaren’s claim of limited Roman influence in Galilee seems untrue, because not only Sepphoris but many Galileans cities during the revolt preferred to assist the Romans instead of the Jews[footnoteRef:10]. Even so, Miller states that though Sepphoris may not have been pro-Roman at the beginning of the revolt, it obviously took that stance eventually[footnoteRef:11].  [9:  Chancey 2001: 133]  [10:  Miller 2001: 465]  [11:  Miller 2001: 465] 

The Bar Cochba revolt though fought mainly in Jerusalem; its effects trickled down to Galilee. During the end of Hadrian’s rule, deliberate changes were made in Jerusalem and against Jewish laws that led to the displeasure of the community in 132-136 AD. The prohibition of circumcision for the Jews led to the revolt, Smallwood states that the accounts of Dio and Eusebius differ as to whether the renaming of Jerusalem to Aelia Capitolina was either the cause or effect of the revolt. The Romans eventually won the war, and Hadrian further punished the Jews by erecting a temple for Jupiter in Aelia Capitolina. Smallwood states that other acts such as the renaming of Sepphoris to Diocaeserea which means ‘dedicated to Zeus’ and the building of a Capitoline temple on the site were factors in creating a Greco-Roman state and the impact of paganism in Sepphoris. Jones argues that this act of Hadrian was not to paganise Sepphoris but to create a more Hellenistic ambiance in the city. However, in his paper, Bonnie notices the change in this period by the minting of coins in Sepphoris which now contained emperor portraits and Roman deities instead of Jewish symbols. Furthermore, the destruction of a synagogue in Hammath Tiberius portrays the gradual ‘Romanisation’ of lower Galilee. Even before the Bar Cochba revolt military presence was witnessed in Galilee. The reason for the placement of Legio VI Ferrata by Hadrian was to supress any rebellion such as those caused by the Jews in Egypt, Cyprus, and Mesopotamia between 115-117 AD. The presence of the Roman military during the 2nd century played a strong role in the cultural and economic development of the city. Bonnie states that the legion may have helped cause an economic boom in Sepphoris and may have caused the transition from Aramaic to Greek and Latin inscriptions. According to Chancey and Porter the presence of the military was strong in Sepphoris that no Jewish festival took place without them; thus this led to the construction of Roman baths and theatres in the city[footnoteRef:12]. The evidence of decorated Roman lamps in domestic settings amongst the Jews shows that they were familiar and comfortable with the encroachment of a foreign cult into their lives[footnoteRef:13]. [12:  Chancey and Porter 2001: 188]  [13:  Meyers 1992:  89] 

Even so, it is during this period of displacement their land that the spiritual centre of Judaism shifted from Jerusalem to Sepphoris. Cohen states that the term rabbi too underwent a transformation in meaning, he claims that it was no longer only to be used for a teacher of the Talmud but could also include men with honorary titles[footnoteRef:14]. Though no archaeological evidence remains, rabbinic literature states that by the end of the 2nd century AD the city of Sepphoris had 18 synagogues whereas Tiberias consisted of 13[footnoteRef:15]. Miller argues that considering the evidence and the gradual paganization of the city the claim seems to be hyperbolic. He states that one great synagogue within the city may have been more likely. However, it is during the beginning of the third century where we truly witness an interesting growth in rabbinic literature alongside pagan influence on the Jewish community. The beginning of the 3rd century saw rabbi Judah Hanasi grow in influence. Not only is he credited with the compilation of the Mishnah in Sepphoris, his legendary friendship or alliance with the Roman ruler, possibly Caracalla, may have led to the acceptance of Roman beliefs and the increase of Roman mosaics and synagogues with Roman columns within the city[footnoteRef:16]. The evidence for this alliance can be gathered from coins found in Sepphoris that read ‘Diocaeserea -the holy city of shelter- autonomous- loyal friendship and alliance with the Romans’. The reason for this unlikely alliance, if stories of the Talmud can be believed, is that a likely Antonius wished to gain information regarding the bible from the rabbi, Wallach believes the king pleased with the rabbi’s wisdom may have been a proselyte[footnoteRef:17]. While the notion of a proselyte king is interesting, evidence of Roman influence on Jewish beliefs is more probable. For instance, the 3rd century AD sees a growth in sun worship in Sepphoris[footnoteRef:18]. Though it may be an impact of either the Roman empire or an influence from the east, such as the Mithras, what is interesting is the sudden acceptance of a pagan god in a rigid Jewish belief system. While Miller claims that sun worship may have been an integral part of the Jewish society even in the time of Enoch, physical evidence for it remains minimum. Roussin narrates a story from the Babylonian Talmud (Shabbat 156b) where two rabbis, Hanina and Yohanan, debate on the importance of astrology as a Jewish belief[footnoteRef:19]. What interests me are the two rabbis in the context. While Rabbi Hanina is mentioned to have studied under Rabbi Judah HaNasi, the other is rabbi a couple decades after. It can be assumed that the reason for Rabbi Hanina’s pro-sun worship stance may have been influenced by a teacher who had learnt to accept pagan ideologies due to his friendship with the Roman ruler. While the Sepphoris synagogue mosaic may have been built a few centuries later, Roussin points out synagogues in Switzerland and Germany built during the 3rd century that contain the image of Helios in the zodiac. [14:  Cohen 1981: 4]  [15:  Miller 2004: 38]  [16:  Bonnie 2008: 6]  [17:  Wallach 1941: 265]  [18:  Miller 2004: 56]  [19:  Roussin 2001: 52] 

The Dionysian Mosaic
To understand the importance of the Dionysian mosaic, it is important the impact of Dionysus in Roman Palestine. In his article, Belayche states how important Dionysus had grown in the city of Scythopolis, which was not too far from Galilee. He states the reason for the Scythians to chose Dionysus in its foundation myths as it linked them to a triumphal Greek tradition and confirmed their loyalty to the Roman empire[footnoteRef:20]. The mosaic in the house of Dionysus shows a drinking contest between Herakles and Dionysus, which is won by Dionysus. While Belayche states that the proximity of the Roman theatre to the villa may have led to Roman actor habiting the place, the habitants of the villa is still a topic of debate. The development of the Nysaean tradition under the Antonines who were worshipped as Νέοι Διονύσου, this along with the friendship of an Antonius with the Rabbi Judah HaNasi may explain the Dionysus mosaic in Sepphoris. In his article, Klien studies the architectural influences of Greco-Roman lifestyle in the Dionysian villa. He states that the triclinia may have been influence by the Roman convivium or the Greek symposium as a place of study, dining and socializing. He writes that not only were the architectural elements duplicated represent a typical Roman domus[footnoteRef:21] but the hierarchical system of the Roman convivium is witnessed in the triclinia such as its pi-shaped layout and three couches. He notes the filtering of the entry process as a distinct Roman characteristic[footnoteRef:22]. Unlike Belayche, Klien considers the location, stating that it is at a central and domestic area, and style of the villa and forms an opinion that the house may have been a rabbi’s, probably Rabbi Judah Hanasi.  [20:   Belayche 2009: 178]  [21:  Klien 2012: 345]  [22:  Klien 2012: 364] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Another aspect in demonstrating Roman influence in Sepphoris is ironically the lack of physical evidence in the 3rd century. As we have read Sepphoris was a city of an elite and religious group of people widely influenced by the Romans, yet the lack of synagogues during this period is astounding. According to Chancey and Porter, there was a growth of synagogues in upper Galilee which mainly remained isolated from Roman influence, thus the Crisis of the 3rd century that affected Rome reflected on the Roman Sepphoris than it did for areas outside Roman influence. Lieberman states that some scholars believe that during this time Jewish religion was once again under persecution[footnoteRef:23]. There remains no strong evidence to back such a claim. Even so, Lieberman notes that the rabbis did complain against the Romans as oppressed citizens due to the taxes levied on them in the mid-3rd century[footnoteRef:24]. [23:  Lieberman 1946: 329]  [24:  Lieberman 1946: 370] 

In sum, Roman influence and pertinence are highly visible in the Jewish community of Sepphoris during the 1st- 3rd century AD. In fact, Kaplan claims that the Romans first influenced the Jewish community in 63 BC when Pompey chose to side with Hyrcanus II who was supported by the Pharisees[footnoteRef:25]. This act led to the domination of the Pharisees after the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 AD, and rabbinic literature ultimately was created by them. Judaism in Sepphoris continued to thrive as witnessed by the Sepphoris synagogue that was formed in the 5th Century. The province of Syria- Palestine though dynamic and ever changing between the centuries provided an environment where cultures with strong religious identities clashed and evolved over the centuries. While paganism gradually declined, Judaism and Christianity founded their roots in the cities of the Roman east. [25:  Kaplan 1977: 101


] 
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