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The zodiac, a pagan symbol believed to have originated in 7th century BCE Babylonia, appears in the floor mosaics of numerous synagogue ruins through the Palestine region, including one found in a fifth century synagogue at Sepphoris, an ancient city located in modern day northern Israel.

The Sepphoris zodiac is part of a large, rectangular mosaic measuring 13.5 x 3.6 meters located in the synagogue’s nave.  The carpet mosaic is comprised of seven horizontal bands, some of which contain panels of varying sizes.  The zodiac occupies the fifth panel, above the band depicting the binding of Isaac (‘Aqedah) and panels displaying a sacrificial bull, the showbread table and the basket of first fruits.  The zodiac is comprised of two concentric circles set inside a 3.3 x 3.3 meter quadriga (square).  Separating the two circles is a Greek inscription dedicated to the family that donated money for the zodiac’s creation: “Be remembered [for good and for] benediction Judah (son) of Monimos with his children, (who) made this whole panel following a vow.  A blessing upon them.” Surrounding the outer circle on each corner of the square frame enclosing the zodiac are depictions of female busts representing the four seasons.  Each frame includes a Greek label on one side and the Hebrew wording opposite, and each frame includes the word “Tequfah,” which can be translated as “season” or, in rabbinic literature, the turning of the sun, marking the solstices and the equinoxes.


The upper-right outer frame represents summer (Tequfah Tammuz…Summer solstice, associated with Cancer, the Crab).  The figure in this frame wears a sleeveless dress in shades of brown.  Her hair is bunched on top of her head and held in place by a pin.  There also appears to be unharvested vegetables with seeds sprouting from the bottom.  Damage to the mosaic obliterates much of this image.


The lower-right frame represents Fall (Tequfah Tishri, Autumn equinox, associated with Libra, Scales or Balance).  In this frame the woman wears a cap.  Near her are a large sickle and a tool that appears to be used for digging.  To her right is a wheat sheath.  There is also damage to this panel.


Spring (Tequfah Nisan, Spring equinox, associated with Aries, the Ram) appears in the lower-left outer frame.  The woman wears a sleeveless dress in shades of yellow.  Curly hair is gathered on top and held in place by a pin decorated with flowers.  Beside her lie a small sickle, a basket, a round container with flowers in it, a flowering lily, and a branch of other flowers.


Winter, (Tequfah Tevet, Winter solstice, associated with Capricorn, the Goat), occupies the upper-left frame.  She wears a gray cloak covering her head.  Her face is somber.  Beside the figure are a long-handled ax, a small sickle, fruit, and a tree and a branch that has been cut off.

The twelve signs of the zodiac are depicted in the outer circle, viewed in a counterclockwise direction beginning with Sagittarius and ending with Capricorn. The name of each sign and its respective month are in Hebrew.  Most of the signs are badly damaged.  Only Sagittarius, Scorpio, Libra, and Pisces remain in tact.  The figures are full and rounded.  Like the rest of the mosaic, they appear in shades of red, pink, brown, yellow, mustard, and grayish-black.  At least one male figure (two in Gemini) and a star are shown with each of the signs.  Some wear tunics, some robes, and some are almost nude, and most of them look to their left. 

The inner circle depicts the chariot of the sun god drawn by four horses with their front legs extended in air.  Blue, wavelike lines representing water, possibly the ocean, occupy the bottom portion of the circle.  Two chariot wheels appear below the horses, placed there at an odd perspective to inform the viewer that the horses are, in fact, pulling a chariot.  Helios, the sun god who appears in other Jewish synagogue zodiacs, has been replaced by a banded orb representing the sun, which spreads its light in every direction.  One ray projects down to the chariot, creating the illusion that the sun is being drawn by the horses and the chariot.  A quarter moon and one star also appear above the chariot on a blue background.   

Sepphoris, which lies at a major crossroads, was a strategic center in Lower Galilee as far back as the fourth century BCE.  Located a short distance northeast of Nazareth, the city played an important role in Arab-Jewish conflicts, Jewish revolts and subsequent Roman retaliations and occupation.  Over time, it became a rabbinic center and was recognized as a Jewish city.


As many as eighteen synagogues were constructed in Sepphoris.  Jewish communities of the day were characterized by locally-based authority, giving individual synagogue leadership a wide range of autonomy in determining where they built synagogues and the activities conducted inside them.
  

Because of Christianity’s ascendancy in the region, some scholars argue the Christians’ claim that God had abandoned the Jews created a mood of uncertainty in Sepphoris and elsewhere, compelling the Jewish community to reassert God’s everlasting covenant, as represented in art.
  Such a hypothesis, however, doesn’t explain the use of zodiacs in synagogue art half a century earlier.  The decision to depict a zodiac may have more to do with the fact that Sepphoris was a center of learning where Roman, Greek, Persian and other cultural influences impacted the city’s residents.  The synagogue mosaic’s motif and components were inspired by Roman-Byzantine art,
 including mosaics depicting the Nile River Festival, also located in Sepphoris.


The zodiac’s pagan origin is well known and was not depicted in the Jerusalem Temple as attested to by Josephus (The Jewish War).  But representations of the zodiac have been discovered on the mosaic floors of at least four synagogues besides the one at Sepphoris – Hammat Tiberias (350 CE), Bet Alpha (550 CE), Huseifa (6th century CE), Na‘aran (5th-6th century CE) – and possibly Susiya (near Hebron) and Yafia.  In addition, a zodiac list, minus images, is on the inscription on the mosaic floro of the ‘Ein Gedi synagogue.
  The verbal description of the twelve zodiac signs at ‘Ein Gedi points to a more conservative outlook and an avoidance of figurative depictions so as not to violate religious commandment.  This is in stark contrast to the attitudes of other contemporary Jewish communities, “which permitted the portrayal of the wheel of the zodiac – at times in daring nudity like that in the synagogue at Hammat Tiberias.”


There are, however, important differences between the pagan and Jewish zodiacal portrayals.  Only the Jewish versions depict the four seasons, the zodiac signs, and the sun god, Helios, in the same design.  The same three elements do not appear together in the same mosaic outside of the Jewish zodiacs.  One or more elements are always absent or are replaced by other images like planets instead of the sun god.  In addition, non-Jewish zodiacs have decorative patterns instead of four seasons in the corners.  The zodiacs at Antioch and in the Beth She’an monastery portray the labors or work performed during each month instead of the signs of the zodiac.


The Sepphoris zodiac somewhat differs from other known Jewish zodiacs stylistically (see Appendix A), but the most glaring dissimilarity is the absence of Helios who has been replaced with the sun, a representation of the Hebrew God.


In the zodiac, Jews found a ready-made symbol they could adopt and rework in ways that held significance to them.  Just exactly what the zodiac in the Sepphoris synagogue represented is open to conjecture.  Levine’s observation that after half a century of study “the precise meaning and significance” of the zodiacs found on synagogue mosaics “remains elusive” is, to put it mildly, a gross understatement.


Goodenough thought it was an expression of “mystical…not rabbinic…belief prevailing in Jewish societies of the first centuries CE.”
 He further claims that zodiacs depicting the sun god Helios represented for pagans “the supremacy of the law of nature, of the cosmic order under the sovereignty of Sol Invictus” (“Unconquered Sun,” the Roman sun god),  and that for the Jews, Helios and the chariot “symbolized the divine charioteer of Hellenistic Judaism.”
 


Some scholars maintain that it is only an artistic depiction, while others assign it a cosmic or astrological significance.  Other interpretations identify the zodiac with the sun or an angel to whom prayers can be directed
  The depiction of Helios, the god of the sun in Greek mythology, may be attributed to “its reading in rabbinic literature, where it recognizes the role of the sun on behalf of God in judging humankind and the centrality of God’s Torah in the cosmos.”
  Still other scholars identify the zodiac as a model of the world from antiquity. 


Weiss advances the hypothesis that the zodiac has a duel meaning.  One layer of meaning “represents earthly reality… while the other symbolizes “abstract concepts, such as faithfulness, hospitality, the cult of the lost Temple, synagogue liturgy, or even redemption motifs.”
  This viewpoint promotes the centrality of God, the “cosmocrater,” in the creation of and the sovereignty over his creation.  


Englard sees a connection between the zodiac and the adjoining mosaic band portraying the binding of Isaac, which demonstrates an absolute faith in God – a redemptive depiction also expressed in the tabernacle façade, ritual vessels, and other eschatological symbols found in the mosaic.
  Some scholars suggest a connection between the zodiac and the Jewish calendar.  Fine points out that “Jewish attachment to the zodiac and its relation to the calendar is expressed in numerous Hebrew and Aramaic synagogue poems (piyyutim) that are contemporaneous with the mosaics,” including the one at Sepphoris.


Hachlili also supports the theory that the zodiac was Judiazed from pagan art to communicate the Jewish idea of an annual calendar.  Roman zodiac signs, she points out, held cosmic and astronomical significance.  For Christians, the calendar was represented by the labors of the months while “Jewish art preferred an abstract and symbolic zodiac…a suitable vehicle for expressing conceptual needs.”  Like Weiss, she posits a multi-fold purpose for the zodiac – as a decorative design and as a symbolic calendar that graphically portrayed a framework for annual religious rituals.


Of all the hypotheses, those espoused by Fine and Hachlili seem to be the most logical and can be supported by both rabbinic literature and Jewish scripture.  All of the other bands and panels in the mosaic adhere to narratives found in Hebrew scripture.  It would follow that the zodiac panel can also be explained by Hebrew text for several reasons.  


First, the Pentateuch (Leviticus, chapters 23-25) enumerates more than a dozen feasts and sacred days that coincide with specific calendar days and months (see Appendix B).  The zodiac would have certainly appealed to some Jews as a ready-made icon that could be adopted to succinctly represent these feasts, festivals, and weekly rituals.


Second, the Hebrew months were associated with specific agricultural events such as crop plantings and harvests.  See Appendix C for a complete list.
  Again, the zodiac makes perfect sense as a symbol representing the passing of each season and the agricultural events associated with them.

Third, beginning in the first chapter of Genesis, Hebrew scripture abounds with references to the celestial objects, the seasons, crops, harvests, and above all, God, the cosmocrator, by whose hand they came into being.  Appendix D provides a number of passages from Hebrew scripture that evoke images represented in the zodiac, including descriptions of God creating the sun, moon and stars, God marking off the seasons, and God in his chariot.  Several of the passages by themselves (e.g., Genesis 1:14-18, Isaiah 40:22-28, or Psalm 104:2-19) could have been used by Jewish communities to justify the use of God or a substitute – the sun – in the central part of the zodiac.


Curiously, Weiss, Fine et al quote rabbinic literature that mention the zodiac as the authoritative seal of approval for its use in synagogues.  Yet they cite little or no passages from the Hebrew Bible, which practically broadcasts its consent.  Such scriptural text ideally lend themselves to the concept of a central figure – the pagan Helios replaced by a symbol representing the Hebrew God – at the center of the universe, giving life to man who labors month-by-month, season-by-season, under the sun and rests at night under the moon and stars. 


History doesn’t record the person who conceived of adopting the zodiac as a symbol to be displayed in synagogues.  Was it a pagan artist?  A rabbi?  Did it cause seismic waves of protest to wash across Jewish communities, or was it readily accepted?  The Judiazation of the zodiac was an idea waiting to happen, and when it did, a number of synagogues adopted it as a central visual piece for worshippers to see.    


In very real sense, all of the hypotheses regarding the meaning and significance of the Sepphoris zodiac may be correct.  The mosaic zodiac is, after all, a work of art, and ultimately, great art inspires and leaves itself open to interpretation by the viewer.

Appendix A

Figure 1, Sepphoris Synagogue Zodiac
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Figure 2, Hammat Tiberius Synagogue Zodiac
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Figure 3, Beth Alpha Synagogue Zodiac
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Appendix B

Feasts, Festivals, Sacred Days Associated with the Hebrew Calendar:

Sabbath (7th day)

Sabbath Year (7th year)

Year of Jubilee (50th year

Passover (1st month)

Feast of Unleavened Bread (1st month)

Feast of First fruits (1st month)

Feast of Weeks (3rd month)

Feats of Trumpets (7th month)

Day of Atonement (7th month)

Feast of Tabernacles (7th month)

Sacred Assembly (7th month)

Festival of Lights (10th month)

Purim (12th month)

New Moon Festivals (each month).  

Appendix C

Hebrew Months and Associated Seasonal/Agricultural Events:

Abib/Nisan…Spring rains and the beginning of barley and flax harvests

Ziv/Iyyar…barley harvest and the beginning of the dry season

Sivan…wheat harvests 

Tammuz…tending vines

Ab…ripening of grapes, figs and olives

Elul…processing grapes, figs and olives

Ethanim/Tishri…Autumn rains and plowing fields under

Bul/Marcheshvan…the sowing of wheat and barley

Kislev…winter rains and snow

Adar…the blooming of almond trees and citrus fruit harvests

Appendix D

Hebrew Scripture Used to Justify the Judiazation of the Zodiac:

Genesis 1:14-18

And God said, “Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to separate day from night, and let them serve as signs to mark the seasons and days and years, and let them be lights in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth.”… God made two great lights – the greater light to govern the day and the lesser light to govern the night.  He also made the stars.  God set them in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth, to govern the day and the night and to separate light from darkness.


Isaiah 40:22-28


He sits enthroned above the circle of the earth…


He stretches out the heavens like a canopy…

Lift your eyes and look to the heavens


Who created these?


He who brings out the starry host one by one, and calls each of them by name…


The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth


Psalm 104:2-19


He wraps himself in light as with a garment, he stretches out the heavens



like a tent and lays the beams of his upper chambers on their waters

He makes the clouds his chariot and rides on the wings of the wind…


The moon marks off the seasons, and the sun knows when to go down…


Then the sun rises…then man goes out to his work, to his labor until evening


Psalm 19:1, 4, 6, 8


The heavens declare the glory of God, the skies proclaim the work of his hands….


In the heavens he has pitched a tent for the sun…. Nothing is hidden from its


head…. The commands of the Lord are radiant.”

Psalm 84:11


For the Lord God is a sun and shield…


Psalm 27:1


The Lord is my light and my salvation…
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