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On September 9, 2013, the archaeologist 
Eilat Mazar announced the discovery of a 
large trove ofByzantine gold coins, the 
latest dated no lacer than 602 C.E., a silver 
bar, and gold jewelry that was uncovered 
just fifty meters south of the Temple Mount, 
Haram al-Sharif, in Jerusalem.' The most 
spectacular of these finds was a large medal
lion (10 cm in diameter) suspended from 
an elegant Dyzanrine chain, of the sort 
that in Christian context is embellished 
with images of Christ, the Virgin, and other 
saints (fig. 1).2 At the center of the medal
lion i a large seven-branched menorah 
flanked at left by an angular horn-likely 
a ram's horn, or shofar-and on the right by 
an object that i not so clearly identified.3 

The archaeologists suggest that the trea
sure was taken to Jerusalem shortly after 
the Sasanian capture of the city in 613 c.1::., 
to be used to contribute to the construc
tion of synagogue , or even to "rebuild the 

Temple."• It was lost, and not n.:trievcd, 
they speculate, when the city reverted to 
the Christians. Other scenarios for the loss 
of such a valuable treasure arc, of course, 
just as likely-though perhaps less romantic. 
The "Age: ofTransition" from the world of 
New Rome to the Islamic Caliphate was 

not a smooth and peaceful development 
by any means.5 

My objective in this paper is co trace the 
trajectory of one element of the Jerusalem 
medallion: its menorah. I will begin by con
textualizing the image as it appears in the 
Roman East during the centurie encompassed 
by the exhibition "Byzantium and lslam•·
called by some the Byzantine and Early 
Islamic periods, by others Late Antiquity. and 
by the curator of the exhibition, Helen Evans. 
simply, the Age ofTransition. I will then dis
cuss ways that Jewish and other communities 
.in Palestine, beginning with the Samaritans, 
used this image, and continue with an explo
ration of the supersession of temple imagery
particularly the menorah-first by Christians 
and then by the Umayyads. 

Figure 1. Gold m edallion with seven-branched 
menorah, from the Menorah Treasure. Temple 
Mount,Jcrusalem, 6th-7th century (Courtesy Dr. 
Eilat Mazar and the Israel Antiquities Authority. 
Photo: Vladimir Neichen) 

Figure 2. Bronze lepton of Mattathias Anngonos. 
ca. 39 13.C.E. Collection ofShlomo Moussaieff 
(Courtesy George Blumenthal, Center for Online 
Jud�ic Studies) 



J E W I S H  M E N O R. A H S  

Most menorahs that appear on artifacts 
from Late Antiquity were placed there as  
markers of Jewish identity.6 The large and 
diverse Jewish population of the Roman 
Empire, screeching from Spain to Hungary, 
Asia M inor, North Africa, and the Near 
East, with its center in Judaea {Palestine 
after rhe Second Jewish Revolt of 132-35), 
used this "symbol" as a marker of identity 
and presence in a broad range of contexts
from synagogue decoration co ritual objects, 
funerary monuments to per onal jewelry.7 

This usage is known as early as 39 B.C.E., 

when the menorah, signifying the Temple 
of Jerusalem, appeared on the leptons of the 
last Hasmonean king, Mattarhias Antigonos 
(fig. 2), who used the coins co fund his un
successful battle against the Romans and 
the usurper Herod.8 The menorah was used 
more broadly in first-century Judaea be
fore the destruction of the Temple by Ves
pasian and Titus in 70 C.E. There it appeared 
in tomb decoration; on a sundial {fig. 3), 
etched in plaster in a patrician villa in Jeru
salem; and, most publicly and so sign ifi
cantly, on a recently discovered object from 
a synagogue in Magdaia on the Sea of 
Galilee, where it is depicted resting upon a 
decorated pedestal (fig. 4).9 The seven
branched golden menorah in the Temple of 
Jerusalem, on which these images are based, 
was something like eighteen handbreadths 
tall. Alight within the 11aos of the Temple, 
it was apparently placed on public display 
during the Jewish festivals much as cult ob
jects were occasionally displayed in "pagan" 
temples.'0 Its unique form overshadowed the 
other sacred artifacts in visual depictions, 
overpowering the less d istinctive though 
equally significant biblical artifact the Table 
of the Presence. 1 1  

The menorah undoubtedly became more 
widely known throughout the empire in the 
centuries that followed owing to the out
standing depiction of the golden menorah on 
the Arch of Titus reliefs and the public dis
play of this artifact meters away in Vespasian's 
Temple of Peace, li kely until the Visigoth 

sacking of Rome in 4 10  c.E. (figs. 5, 6).1 2  

From the fourth century onward, the meno
rah became ubiquitous in Jewish visual cul
ture as a cipher for Judaism and Jewishness. 
This usage was likely strengthened by the 
parallel development of the cross as a cipher 
for Christianity and  the rather callous de
struction of non-Christian religion, evidenced 
by the demol ition of Jewish synagogues and 
the defacement of the menorah (fig. 7).1 3  

A biblical icon of unique form, the meno
rah has been recognized as a ign of Jewish 
presence for centuries. Its depiction was so 
standardized during Late Antiquity that it is 
often difficult to distinguish the origins of a 
menorah in one region from that in another. 
Even small design elements were often con
sistent across vast distances, as. for example, 

Figure 3. Drawing of a sundial with menorah 
decoration. Jerusalem, 1st century C.E. (from 
Hachili 200 1 :  44. fig. 1 1 .3) 

Figure 4. Stone object with menorah. Magdaia. 
Israel, 1st century c.E. (Courtesy R. teven Notley) 
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Figure 5. tone relief on the A rch ofTicus. Rome, 1 st century c.c. (Arch ofTicus Digital Resrorarion 
ProJecr, 3-D scan) 

Figure 6. Detail of relief on rhc Arch of 

Titu\ (fig. 5) (Phoro: teven Fine) 

the depiction of al l  the flames oriented to

ward the central flame-a detail noted by 
Palestinian rabbis who claimed co have seen 
chis configuration on the menorah in Rome 
and on menorah images from Palestine to 

Asia Minor to Rome (figs. '. 9)." Regional 
forms. however, did appear-most disrinccly 
in  depictions from Asia Minor, which sho\l· 
volutes beneath the branches, reflecting the 
localization of the image (figs. 10. 1 1).

15 

The volutes were omecimes functional, 
supporting the branches of the actual lamps 
char illuminated synagogues in Asia. as in 
the synagogue at Sardis (fig. 1 2). Full-sized 
seven-branched menorahs have been dis
covered in synagogues in Pale rine as well, 
most notably a lime tone lamp in ba -relief 
from Tiberias (fig. 1 3) and openwork lime
stone menorahs from Susiya and Ma'on in 
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rhe southern judaean Hill�. 1 6 The menorah 
was thus both a symbolic object for Jewish 
communities and a functional one, illumi
nating the synagogue and connecting it 
to the Temple and co the Tabernacle from 
which it increasingly drew inspiration. 

Thejcrusalem medallion is one of only 
two such artifacts co have rnrvived from 
this period. The other gold medallion-th is 
one without provenance-with a similarly 
designed menorah is in the collection of the 
Jewish Mmeum London (fig. 1 4).11 That 
piece is inscribed in Greek with a dedica
tion by one Jacob, a pearl setter, suggesting 
that such artifacts had a public function. 
Interpreters have regarded these medallion 
as decoratiom for the Torah scroll. on the 
model of the modern Torah breastplate. 18 

Leon Varden reasonably describes this artifact 

Figure 7. Marble column drum with a cross 

superimposed on a menorah. Laodicea, Turkey, 

5th-6th cenrnry (holylandphmos.org. Photo: 

Carl Rasmussen) 

Figure 8. Floor mosaic from the Hammat Tibcrias ynagogue. Hammat 

Tibcrias. I rael. 4ch-5rh ccnrnry (ww\\.BiblelandP1cturcs.com/Alamy) 
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f 1gurc 9. lnu�c with menorahs, from the Villa Torlonja Catacomb. Rome, 
3rd 4th century (from Re1fenberg 1937, pl. 53) 

r-,gurc 10. tone ashlar wnh an 
1muibcd menorah. N1caca, 
Turkey. 5th-6th century (Photo: 

Figure 1 1 . tone panel with 
menorah and volutes beneath 
branches. Andriake, Turkey, 
5th-6th century (from <;:evik et al. 
2010. fig. 27) 

Marnn Lab111ger) 

as "a gold disk with a hole for a necklace." 
Nicholas De Lange notes, for comparison, 
votive plaques in Romaniot (Byzantine) rite 
synagogues in Greece ''made of silver or 
base metal . . .  inscribed with dedicatory 
text� in Hebrew and fitted with a ring at the 
top so that they could be attached to the 
curtain in front of the Holy Ark." Erwin 
Goodenough i� rightly more circumspect 

in d iscussing the Jewish Museum medallion, 
writing simply that it i s  "pierced for wear
ing." 19 Scholars have argued that this object 
originated in "the Eastern Mediterranean." 
perhaps Asia M inor.20 The angular shofar of 
the Jerusalem medallion may point in that 
di rection as well, buc nothing is certain 
in this regard. The golden richness of these 
medallions is reminiscent of gold described
l ikely with some exaggeration-by the 
monk Bar Sauma in a synagogue that he 
destroyed in Rabbat A mman, Jordan: 

There were inside the sanctuary a 
golden ark and a golden table, chains 
of gold, chandeliers, and golden lamps, 
not co mention the gold on the doors, 
the walls, and gates, [and also] silver, 
bronze, and precious scones, precious 
ornaments, l inseed flax, silk and pure 
linen. The disciples of the illustrious 
Bar Sau ma brought naphtha and sul
fur . . .  which they threw on the walls 
and on the roof of the house. The fire 
ignited immediately throughout the 
house and burned the wood, stone, 
bronze, iron, gold, silver, rich orna
ments, and gemstones.2 1  

Traces of gold have yet co be discovered 
on the stone architectural remains of an
cient synagogues in Palestine, although 
bronze objects-which were likely brightly 
polished-are depicted on mosaics and 
small objects have been discovered. Remains 
identified as glue for gilding were uncovered 
on  the Torah shrine of a synagogue in dis
tant Ostia Amica, the port of Rome, and the 
now bare stones of synagogue remains were 
most certainly colored, perhaps brilliantly.22 

It seems co me unlikely that the Jerusalem 
medallion was suspended from a Torah 
scroll, as Mazar has tentatively suggested, 
i f  for no other reason than the fact that 
Torah scrolls during chis period were stored 
horizontally, not vertical ly.23 I wonder, 
though, if  such an artifact might have been 
worn by an officiant during some ceremo
nial that we know nothing about-perhaps a 
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priest or rabbinic figure, a wealthy pilgrim 
from Asia M inor, or even someone with 
Da\"idic connections in a liminal moment of 
deep messianic aspiracion.2• We will never 
know. It might, however, be noted chat 
these large medallions parallel smaller glass 
and lead medallions and amulets worn as 
Jewelry, usually discovered inJewi h burial 
conrexrs (fig. r5).25 

Jewish use of the menorah as an identity 
marker continued unabated under Islam. 
The earliest example is a lintel discovered 
m rhe Western Wall excavations (fig. 16) .26 

At the center of the lintel Byzantine crafts
men had carved a cross within a roundel. 
The roundel was filled with plaster and two 
menorahs were pa111ted on in red ocher, 
flanking the erased bur now visible cross. 
What was once a Christian space was no"v a 
small synagogue. The effacement of a cross 
by Jews would have been unthinkable dur
ing che later Byzantine Empire. This sym
bolic transformation becomes all the more 
significant, however, in light of the Jerusa
lem medallion. bracketing the period when 
the medallion was buried in the shadow 
of the Temple Mount near the scare ofche 
asanian invasion and the Islamic takeover 

JUSt a generation later. 

S A M A R IT A N  M E N O R A H S  

In Roman antiquity the Samaritans-who 
identify themselves as the descendants of 
the northern tribe of Israel-were a major 
community in the cultural mix of Palestine, 
numbering, by some guesses, up to a m i l
lion people.27 Samariranism is rhe second 
lobe of Israelite religion co have survived to 

the present. Its teachings are drawn from 
the Pentateuch, their singular and unique 
biblical rexc, and from rradinons developed 
over the last cwo thousand years-many of 
which arc preserved in l iterary sources and 
oral tradition. The holy mountain of the 
amaritans is Mount Gerizim, above mod

ern Nablus, which was a major center for 
pilgrimage and a sacrificial center in antiq
uity. The Jewish Roman historian Flavius 

Figure 1 2. Stone menorah, from 
the synagogue at Sardis. Sardis, 
Turkey, ca. 5th century (© Archae
ological Exploranon of Sardis/ 
Harvard University} 

Figure 13 .  Limestone carving of 
a menorah, from the Hammar 
Tiberias Synagogue. Hammat 
Tiberias, Israel. 4th-6th cemury 
(Courtesy George Blumenthal, 
Cemer for Online Judaic Studies) 

Figure 1 4. Gold medallion \\ ith 
image of a menorah, ca. 5th-6th 
cemury. Jewish Museum London 

Josephus relates chat John Hyrcanus I 
destroyed a Samaritan temple on Mount 
Gerizim in 1 1 2- 1 1 1 B.C.E.28 An impressive 
acrificial precinct daring to the sixth cen

tury B.C.E. , and active uncil Hyrcanus's 
rime, was in face discovered on the sice.29 

The amariran population was concen
trated in cenrral Palestine, 111 a region known 
as Samaria, although evidence of Samaritan 
erclemcnt has been d isco\'ered from the 

southern end of the Carmel Mounta111 range 
co the southern coastal plain cities of Emmaus 
and farther ouch co what 1s today Kibbutz 

a'an. Diaspora commun1t1es are aim well 
known, with archaeological evidence having 
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I tHllrl' 15. Menor.th 
1wnJ.1111, c,1 41h {1th 
n·11111r), I e.1d (?). 
C ulk·lllon of'-,hlonm 
Mum,.11cff (Court l'' y 
C,l'Ur)tl' lilu111c111h.tl, 
C <'IHl'r for On It nc 
Jndm ...,tud1e\) 

fotiture 16 B) 2Jllllllc 111.1rblc: lintel reused i n  a synagogue. after 636 C.E. 
\\'c,tcrn \V,111 cxc.l\'attom. Jcrmalcm (from Mazar 2003: 177, fig. 1 1 .5) 

I •�urc I" '-,JmJrtt.111 
ba,Jlt 111111,tonc. 
f h,n lt \ltitdJI 
f/ur ltJtt), l,r.1d. 
�th tt·mur� (Phoco: 
\tc, l'll hnc) 

been uncovered in Thessaloniki, Corinth, 
and even Dalmatia.30 Examples of Samaritan 
visual culture in Late Antiquity were dis
covered during the nineteenth century, 
identified through Samaritan use of the 
ancient biblical script in  Hebrew inscriptions 
(rather than the Aramaic, or "Assyrian," 
script used by Jews). The significance and 
richness of Samaritan visual culture in 
Greco-Roman antiquity became evident 
only in the 1990s, with the excavation of 
the Samaritan ritual compound on Mount 
Gerizim and important synagogue sites in 
the West Bank.3' It is now apparent that 
the image of the menorah is ubiquitous in 
Samaritan visual culture of this period, to 
no less a degree than it is in Jewi h art. 

Menorahs appear on oil lamps that bear 
Samaritan inscriptions;32 they appear in
scribed on a basa It 111 i I I stone from the 
Samaritan community at Horvat Migdal 
(Zur Natan; fig. 17);33 and, most signifi
cantly, they appear on the floor mosaics of 
Samaritan synagogues (as these building are 
called in medieval documents).3◄ It is often 
difficult to identify artifacts with menorahs 
as Samaritan rather than Jewi h, not only 
because of cholarly predilection but be
cause Jewish examples are far more numer
ous. Context is often the key.35 

The first Samaritan mosaic was uncovered 
i n  1949, at albit (today Shalavim). on the 
50uthern coastal plain of modern lsrael.36 

Dating to the fifth century, it shows two 
menorahs flanking a tepped pyramid-like 
structure that scholars have identified, prob
ably correctly, with Mount Gerizirn. Were 
it not for the distinctly Samaritan inscrip
tion ar the ire, it is l ikely that rhis building, 
called a r11kterio11, or "place of prayer," in the 
Greek inscription. would have been called 
a Jewi h synagogue without hesitation, espe
cial ly since this region had a large Jewish 
population in antiquity.37 

The same may be aid of a mo aic discov
ered in the diversely populated city of 

cythopolis (Hebrew: Beth Shean; Aramaic: 
Bei a11), a Decapolis city in the eastern 
Jezreel Valley near the Jordan River. A 
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synagogue mosaic discovered there was 
identified as Jewish because of its icono
graphic connections co the synagogue at 
Beth Alpha and the fact that sections were 
made by named craftsmen who also worked 
at Beth Alpha.38 This is so even though a 
Samaritan inscription was found in one of 
the side rooms. Before the Torah ark was a 
beautiful mosaic depiction of an ark flanked 
by cwo apparently metal menorahs ,ur
rnounced by gla s lamps. There is nothing 
particularly amaritan about chis imagery, 
and a similar depiction of the menorah 
appears in the floor mosaic ofa small build
ing of clearly Jewish provenance-l ikely a 
rabbinic study room (beit 111idras/1)-al o 
discovered ac Bech Shean.39 While consis
tent with Jewish iconography, however, 
one small distinction suppom this identifi
cation. The Samaritan mosaic lacks the 
image of the palm frond bunch (/11/1111) and  
citron (erro.�) so  common to Jewish ritual 
and depictions but not used in Samaritan 
ritual.411 Thus Jews and Samaritans in ch is 
city ofchc Decapolis employed the same 
imagery on their synagogue floors, with che 
amaritans distinguishing theirs through 

the use of Samaritan script and by not 
including the /11 /111,. These arc relatively 
subtle differences. No doubt other signs of 
Samariran-ness could have been seen by 
sixth-century v isitors to chis synagogue-on 
the walls, in the furnishings, and certainly i n  
the lirnrgy. Today, all we have to judge b y  is 
the floor pavement, which can only hint 
at these disti nccions. 

The synagogue at EI-H irbe, near Nablus, 
is another fine example." This synagogue. 
w1ch its apse oriemed toward Mount Gerizim 
and not toward Jermalem (as 1s general ly  the 
case for Jewi,h buildings), had a beautiful 
mosaic pavement at the center of its main 
nave (fig. 1 8). Now preserved at the Mmeum 
ofche Good amariran in El-Hirbe. the 
mosaic depicts a large gabled shrine set at 
an angle \O as co display its fine roof and 
masonry. Ac the center i a jeweled table 
arrayed with cup, and foodstuffs.•2 To the 
right i s  a large menorah flanked by horns 

Figure 18. amaritan mosaic pavement from the synagogue at El-Hirbe. 
EI-H1rbc, West 13ank, 5th century. Museum of the Good Samaritan, 
EI-Hirbc (Photo: teven Fine) 

and an incense shovel. The menorah is care
fully crafted in shades of white- and ivory
colored stone, rendering in derail the bulbs 
and flowers of the biblical lampstand (Exod. 
37:19). The excavator, Yitzchak Magen, 
identifies the shrine, somewhat ambigu
ously, as representing a "combination of che 
temple's fa�ade and the Holy Ark." My own 
ense is that it uses the image of a synagogue 

Torah shrine, wh ich (as in Jewish contexts} 
is conceptua!Jy conflated with the biblical 
Ark. Magen identifies che table as the biblical 
Table of the Presence,43 based on a similar 
round table in the mosaic pavement of the 
Jewish synagogue at  Sepphoris in the Galilee, 
which clearly shows the twelve round breads 
of the Presence.◄◄ 

At El-Hirbe, however, we sec a meal 
rather than a group of carefully arranged 
breads. We do not know what kinds of ritu
als took place in a maritan synagogues. Nor 
do we know whether this image represents 
a meal in Late A ntiquity or is simply a poor 
representation of the Table of the Presence. 
Indeed, if this arrangement had been dis
covered in a Jewish mosaic. the iconography 
could easily be interpreted as hav111g a 
Jewi h context, a s  communal meah were 
held within synagogues.'� A fragmentary 
Jewish gold glass discovered Ill Rome shows 
a round table, circled b)- a s1gma-,haped 
couch. upon which is a tray wnh a large 
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ti,h."' Rome 1s far from Palestine, and we do 
noL know if chis image rcpre ents a Jewish 
communal meal; nonetheless, the parallel i s  
,uggc,c1vc. Samaritans and Jews used very 
,1milar iconography i n  Late Antique Pales
tine, resulting in considerable overlap. I 
\\'Ould �uggesc chat the  m inority Samaritan 
community borrowed these forms from 
the far more numerous Jewish communi
ties, just as boch Jews and Samaritans cook 
�o much from che colonizing Christians, 
111,1k111g it their own. 

For chis reason Samaritan arc is often nearly 
1nv1sible, hiding in p la in  sight. A fine ex
ample is a large-though fragmentary
bronze plate discovered near Naanah (Kibbutz 
Na'an) during the early 1 88os by the intrepid 
Charles Clermonc-Ganneau (fig. 19).47 The 
rim of the plate is incised with the image of 
,1 Torah shrine as well as  a menorah. This 
artifact was first shown in the United States 
111 "Sacred Realm: Thl.! Emergence of the 
ynagogue in the Anciem World," an cxhibi

non I curated at Yeshiva University Museum 
111 1996.•� Ac chat time, recent Samaritan 
discoveries were just beginning to enter the 
scholarly literature, and while cognizant 
of them, I was not aware of their implica
ciom. Following the i mportant English 

f 1�urc 19 Bronn· pl.uc "ah a 111c11or.1h .111J J Tor.1h ,lmnc. N.i.lllah 
K thbutz J'.111). 1,rJcl. -11h 71h century. Mu�cc du Louvre, P.1m (Franck 

ltm, Rcu111011 Jc, Mu,cc, NJ11011.111x An Rc,ourn•. N Y: Scal,i) 

and Hebrew secondary l i terature, I identi
fied the artifact as Jewish and left it at that. 
Clermonc-Ganne:iu, however, knew better. 
The  place had been discovered together 
with an Ionic capital that  was inscribed 111 
Samaritan script, the legend reading "One 
God" (Eis Theos) on one side and "There 11 
none like unto the God ofJeshurun'' (Dcut. 
33:26) on the other. Based on the script, 
Clermonc-Ganneau posited that the plate was 
of amarican origin. He was well aware that 
a similar capital had been uncovered close 
by, at Emmaus, to the north (fig. 20). The 
iconography of the Torah ark and the meno
rah could be either Jewish or Samaritan. 
M issing, however, is the cellcalc /11/tt,,, re
placed by another plant-perhaps an olive 
branch. I f  the /11/av were there, this would 
u ndoubtedly be a Jewish artifact; without it, 
the scales lean toward Samaritan origins. 
The Samaritan capital tips rhe balance. Most 
significant, the image of a place similar to 
chis one appears on the table of the EI-Hirbe 
mosaic. A gray plate, also decorated with 
images of small Aowers, appears in that 
mosaic on the table stand. The menorah 
thus symbolized not only the Jews but both 
Israelite peoples in  Late Antique Palestine. 
l e  was shared by both communities, and 
each continues to claim it as its own to thi1 
day. The extent to which thi was the case 
beyond the Holy Land is unknown, as so 
little Samaritan material is extant from 
diaspora communities and no images of the 
menorah appear in these contexts. 

C H R I S T I A  M ENO R A H S  

Christian interest i n  the  menorah dace 
perhap as far back as  the Book ofRe\'elanon, 
where the narrator recalls, "I turned . . .  and 
being turned, I saw even golden candlestick1" 
( Rev. 1 : 1 2), lacer identified (Rev. 1 :20) with 
the �even churches of Asia Minor. An a so
ciation between church architecture and the 
Jerusalem Temple appears fir t in a letter 
sent from Eusebius of Caesarea to Paulinu,, 
bishop of Tyre (ca . 3 1 7). Eu ebius pra1m 
Paulinus's reconstruction and enlargement 
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of his local church, drawing on Temple 
imagery,49 and describes Pauli nus as the new 
Zerubbabel, citing the name of the leader 
who rebuilt the Jerusalem Temple after the 
Babylonian captivity. 

Christian awareness of the Jerusalem 
menorah is evident in the Secre, History of 
Prokopios, who imagined that it was taken 
first co North A frica (or, in another legend, 
Marseil les), then co Constantinople, and 
eventually back ro the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre in Jerusalem.50 Menorahs appear 
occasionally in obviously Christian contexts 
from Lace Antiquity, as Marcel Simon has 
noced.51 A menorah flanked by crosses is  seen 
on the sixrh-centu ry tombstone of a monk 
ar Avdat in the Negev desert, for example.52 

Unlike most Jewish examples, the branches 
of this menorah are angular rather than 
rounded, another indication that this is a 
Christian artifact-if the two flanking crosses 
were not enough! 

It is sometimes suggested char Christian 
use of the menorah is supersessionist, as i t  
undoubtedly is ,  although not every usage 
need be construed as explicitly polemical. 
One example is a Lace Antique red slip oil 
lamp from North Africa (fig. 21).53 Karen 
Stern has noted that "many to whom r have 
shown chis image have responded in similar 
ways . . . .  Most say chat this lamp symbol
izes the triumph of orthodox Christianity 
over Judaism."54 She rightly questions chis 
identification: 

Should the lamp's "obvious" interpre
tation be considered definitive? Does 
the lamp actually reflect Christian
ity's defeat of Jewish populations, or, 
alternatively, did an artist render its 
decoration co reflect a patron's desired 
reality? Even more provocative is the 
possibility that the inverted seven
armed menorah was not a sign of Jews 
qua Jews at a l l .  Could the image, 
rather, allude to intra-Christian con
flicts over the role of the Old Testa
ment in light of the New? lfso, might 
it represent the notion that the followers 

of Ch rise sea nd, and conci nue ro 
stand, upon a Jewish tradition that 
Christians had superceded?5' 

This is quite a burden for one smal l mass
produced North African oil lamp to bear! 
When I look at it I see a workshop with 
two molds: one of a man with a cross (likely 
Jesus), the second, a menorah. The artisan 
fit both molds onto the lamp and used the 
base of the molded image of Jesus as the 
baseline for the menorah. When viewed with 
the handle above, as it was drawn when lase 
seen in 1895, the image could be taken as a 
reflection of Christian supersession (or, as 
Stern has it, internal Christian disputes). But 
what if the lamp is flipped, with the nozzle 
pointed upward? The message might be very 
different. The menorah and the good shep
herd appear because they are both Christian 
symbols, sold to Christian clients. It does 
not eem to have been a terrifically popular 
model, since only one example appears to be 
known. Like the "usable Jew" in contempo
raneous Christian literature, who erves as a 
straw man and is a projection of Christian 

I--Vhe11 ls a .\/e11oral, 'Jewish"? 

Figure 20. Capital 

from a Samaritan 

synagogue. Emmaus, 

Israel, 5th-7th century 

(Courtesy Sr. Annc

Fra111,oise, Carmelite 

Convene, Bethlehem) 

Figure 2 1 .  Oil lamp 

with menorah. 

Carthage. 6th 

century (?) (from 

Dloch 1961: 67, 

fig. 46) 
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I 1�1m: 12. Brome menorah, 973- 1 10 1 .  Treasury of Essen Cathedral (Photo: Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY) 

l-1�un· 1.1. UmJ\ v.id 
bmnZl' rorn "uh 
menorah . .1f1cr '")M97. 
.i\mcnlJll unu\-
111.111, 'ionc1,. e" 
York 1936.999.191) 
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concerns rather than the representation of 
a real Jew, the Christian menorah-a minor 
Christian symbol to be sure-was indeed a 
Christirn symbol. Large seven-branched 
menorahs illuminated the new temple-the 
church-as early as the ninth century, albeit 
in the West. This tradition continued through 
the Middle Ages; the  most oumanding 
preserved example, 2.2 meters in height and 

with a span of 1 .8 meters, still illuminates 
the cathedral in Essen, Germany (fig. 22). 
A series of blown and cast glass jugs from 
Jerusalem arc similarly problematic.56 

T H E  U M A Y Y A l1 M E N O R A H
57 

Early 1 lamic coin designers made extensi,·e 
use of both Byzanti ne and Sasaniao models, 
borrowing their basic iconography while 
adapting it to the developing aesthetic of 
Islam. Thus a small number of gold coins, 
probably minted in  Damascus, copy a 
nomisma of Heraclios with his son Heraclios 
Constantine. ignificancly. the prominent 
"cross on step •· that appears on the reverse 
of the 13yzantine coins was transformed into 
a "bar on a pole on steps,"58 thus neutraliz
ing its overtly "idolatrous" Christian con
tent. tefan Heidemann notes that a new 
era of numismatic experimentation began 
with the reign of 'Abd al-Malik ibn Mar
wan (r. 685-705), which coincided with his 
construction of the Dome of the Rock and 
the Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem in 691 C.E. 

.-l_\!t' ,f fo111s11i,111: B)'::::11111i11c C11l111ri• i11 the lsln111ic I 1/or/d 



One issue of bronze coins dated to the 
Umayyad post-reform era (after 696/97) 
may be particularly significant for our study 
(fig. 23). A group of bronze issues shows the 
image of seven- and later five-branched 
menorahs surmounted by a crosspiece like 
chose that appear on many Jewish menorahs. 
bur with the Arabic legend "There is no god 
bur Allah alone and Muhammad is Al lah 's 
messenger"-uniqucly, on both faces of the 
coin. Dan Barag suggests char the me of a 
five-branched candle tick is an attempt co 
move away from a Jewish or a likely Chris
tian protorype.59 He notes chat the menorah 
seem of some issues is decorated with "two 
leaves," which he associates with Christian 
images of the menorah during the same 
period. And he speculates chat the menorahs 
could be based on Christian rather than 
Jewish models, although spirals appear in the 
same spot on images of Jewish menorahs from 
Asia Minor (though nor from Palestine).60 

This short-lived currency coincided with 
the lslamicization of Jerusalem and it folk
lore, with a particular interest in the Temple 
of David and Solomon.61 In  fact, under the 
Umayyads the city of Jerusalem wa often 
referred to in Arabic as 111adi11at /Jayt al-111aqdis, 
"city of the Temple." As Andreas Kaplony 
describes it: ''By integrating pieces of bed
rock and ruins, arch itecture stresses that the 
Haram [Haram al-Sharif, the Temple Mount] 
is the Former Temple rebuilt."62 The coins of 
Jerusalem thus suggest that as the Temple was 
rebuilt, for one brief moment the menorah 
ofrhe Temple became a possession of Islam. 
This would re pond to both Jewish and 
Christian claims of having taken possession 
of chis object. The coin iconography paral
lels continued Jewish use of the image under 
the Islamic Caliphate, as we sec in the post
conquest synagogue in Jerusalem and in 
synagogue mosaics ar Jericho and elsewhere.•' 
This experiment in visual superscssion was 
unique. To the best of my knowledge, the 
menorah appears only once in the Isl amic 
art of Lare A nriqu icy. 

C O N C L U S I O N  

The Jerusalem medal lion i s  indeed a spec
tacular discovery. Not only is this gold arti
fact notable in its own right, bm its discovery 
near the Temple Mount adds a dramatic ele
ment that we] I expresses the transitions chat 
took place in this Age of Transition. The 
medallion exemplifies a visual vocabulary 
developed by Jews across the ancient world, 
one whose significance continue to our 
own day. The Jewish community was not, 
however, the only one for whom the image 
of the menorah was meaningful. Samaritans 
developed a comparable iconography for 
reasons very s imilar to those of the Jews, 
and Cini tians adopted it as well for reasons 
wholly Christian. On one occasion Muslims, 
believing that lsl a m  had superseded both 
Judaism and Christianity, took on chis 
image as part of their o,vn attempt co both 
localize and absorb the Holy City into rhe 
new Islamic Caliphate. 

Tim essay 1s dedicated co my mentor Selma Holo. 
former d1rcccor of the Museum Studies Program of 
the U111vcrsity ofSouthcrn California. 
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