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ever since the triumph of christianity, Jews have drawn much more attention 
in Western civilization than have most other ethnic groups, as a result of both 
their central place in the christian tradition and their dispersal among nations. 
it is no wonder, then, that opinions about the Jews — whether expressed by Jews 
or by Gentiles — have rarely been objective or disinterested. The personal circum-
stances of scholars and current trends of thought and feelings concerning Jews 
and Judaism have also influenced research in the field of history. The well-known 
controversy between Theodor Mommsen and Heinrich Graetz, in nineteenth-
century Germany, as to the nature and function of the Jews in the roman empire, 
is but one example.

The vast literature on Greek and roman attitudes toward the Jews produced 
by modern scholars is no exception. Very often, the conscious or subconscious 
attitude of the modern scholar — whether Jewish or christian, philo-semitic or 
anti-semitic, religious or agnostic, Zionist or anti-Zionist — has influenced his 
or her interpretation of the ancient evidence. treatment of the subject of ancient 
attitudes toward the Jews has indeed always been emotionally charged.

it is not easy — in fact, it is extremely difficult — to escape one’s background 
altogether, even for an israeli born in Palestine, like myself, who has had no per-
sonal experience of anti-semitism. yet the traditional function of the historian, 
to describe things as nearly as possible wie es eigentlich gewesen, should make 
him attempt to analyze the material at his disposal with as much detachment as 
possible. i believe that, despite the inherent difficulties, a strict and consistent 
application of philological and historical methods to the study of the sources can 
still lead us toward a better understanding of ancient issues and problems.

introduction
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This book deals with the attitudes of Gentile authors toward the Jews in the 
Hellenistic age, a stage in ancient Jewish history that constitutes one of the crucial 
turning points in the development of Judaism — the time of the religious persecu-
tions by antiochus epiphanes and the Maccabaean revolt and its aftermath, the 
Hasmonaean state. More precisely, it examines the attitudes of Hellenistic Greek 
authors and scholars toward the Jewish people, and their religion and customs, 
over a span of 270 years, from the first real encounters between Jews and Greeks, 
starting with the eastern conquests of alexander the Great (333 b.c.e.), down to 
the conquest of syria and the Hasmonaean kingdom by Pompey (63 b.c.e.).

The early Hellenistic age is the starting point of my study. Greek authors of the 
classical age, who were keen on geographical and anthropological matters, did not 
refer to the Jews, just as they were late in referring to rome and actually seem not 
to have known about the Germans. even aristotle, who lived for another eleven 
years after alexander conquered Judaea, makes no mention of the Jews and seems 
not to have known about them. Their obscurity can be explained by the remote-
ness of Judaea from the coast and from maritime commerce (rightly observed 
by Josephus, Ap. 1. 60). The only exception, a brief allusion to circumcision in 
Herodotus (2. 104. 3), possibly with the Jews in mind, is of little significance. 

The book has two parts, in line with the division observed by Josephus: the 
first part discusses Greek authors who wrote prior to the religious persecutions 
by antiochus epiphanes (168 b.c.e.), from the time of the successors (323 – 301) 
through the time of Ptolemaic rule in Judaea (301 – 200) and the time of seleucid 
rule there up to the religious persecutions (200 – 168). The second part deals with 
authors who wrote at the time of the Hasmonaean revolt (167 – 142/1), and the 
Hasmonaean state down to its termination by Pompey (142/1 – 63). This division 
facilitates the search for substantial trends and/or fluctuations in the attitudes of 
Greek authors toward the Jews during the first period by clarifying their motives 
and sources of inspiration; it also helps to sort out the exact nature and dating of 
the changes that took place in the attitudes of authors of the second period, each 
for his own reasons, following the dramatic events of the mid-second century and 
the developments that accompanied them in Judaea, together with the develop-
ments in relations between Jews and Greeks in the egyptian diaspora.

The book concludes with the roman conquest of Judaea and the elimination 
of Jewish independence. The roman occupation of the east created new condi-
tions for confrontations between Jews and the pagan world, not only in Judaea, 
but also in the great Jewish diaspora in egypt and in rome itself. although Greek 
and roman authors of the period made extensive use of their predecessors’ work, 
which not only served to provide material but also helped to form their opinions 
regarding the Jews, the events of their own time were the determining factor in 
their opinions. Therefore discussion of these sources is beyond the scope of the 
present work. For this reason i have not included separate discussions of Greek 



 Introduction   3

and latin authors from the time of augustus (timagenes, diodorus, strabo, 
Pompeius trogus, and nicolaus of damascus), even though they used mostly 
Greek sources from the Hasmonaean period. nor is my intention to discuss the 
so-called ancient anti-semitism,1 and its causes and forms of expression in the 
classical world. The aim of this book is to consider only the treatment of Jews by 
Greek authors, in the era outlined above. 

These terms of reference also mean that the accounts of oriental authors who 
wrote on the Jews in Greek (those of Brossus the Babylonian and Manetho the 
egyptian are extant) will be considered only when pertinent to the discussion of 
some of the Greek authors and their sources. such native non-Greek Hellenistic 
authors require in-depth examination in their own right, by experts in both the 
relevant oriental languages and cultures and classical studies, a combination 
of disciplines rarely to be found in any one individual today. one may only 
hope that such scholars will one day enlighten us with regard to the works of 
these oriental authors, and especially the much-debated passages attributed to 
Manetho.

The detailed discussion in this book focuses on twelve authors from whom 
we have fragments and testimonia referring to the Jews: they are, in chrono-
logical order, Theophrastus of eresus, clearchus of soli, Hecataeus of abdera, 
Megasthenes, Hermippus of smyrna, agatharchides of cnidus, the anonymous 
seleucid scribe(s) who composed the final version of the so-called blood libel, 
timochares, the seleucid court historian, lysimachus of alexandria, Posidonius 
of apamea, and apollonius Molon. authors such as castor the chronographer 
and teucer the ethnographer, about whom we have no more specific information 
than that they wrote about the Jews, are not included, nor are authors such as 
Polybius, whose extant references do not allow us to form any idea about their 
attitudes toward the Jews. a good proportion of the authors discussed are par-
ticularly significant. Five were outstanding intellectual authorities in their fields 
in the Hellenistic age. Theophrastus was the father of ancient botany, aristotle’s 
successor in the lyceum in athens, and the leading Peripatetic of his generation. 
Hecataeus of abdera was the father of “scientific” ethnography, and his influence 
on the whole genre in his time, the early Hellenistic age, extended well beyond 
the borders of egypt, where he was active. agatharchides of cnidus was the 
greatest alexandrian historian of the Hellenistic age. His writing was said to sur-
pass even Thucydides in certain respects, and his views on various political and 
social issues seem surprisingly modern. Posidonius of apamea was the dominant 

1. For arguments against the use of the term “anti-semitism” in the context of the ancient world, 
see cohen (1986); de lange (1991); yavetz (1993); schäfer (1997a) 197 – 211. The substitute terms usu-
ally applied, however, pose difficulties of their own. The use of quotation marks may be a possible 
alternative.
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intellectual figure of the Hellenistic world in the first century b.c.e. in many fields 
and was admired by Greeks and romans alike, not least cicero, who drew heavily 
on Posidonian works in his own philosophical writings. apollonius Molon was 
the greatest of orators and rhetoricians, according to his admirers cicero and 
suetonius. Both Posidonius and apollonius were active on the island of rhodes 
at a crucial moment in the shaping of Greek views on the Jews — the Hasmonaean 
state’s period of expansion (and perhaps also during its decline).

not much has survived of Greek writing on the Jews in the Hellenistic age. We 
have the following at our disposal: two ethnographic accounts included as excur-
suses in works on other subjects (by Hecataeus and Posidonius); a few reports, 
some quite detailed, on the political and military developments in relations 
between Jews and the Hellenistic powers (by agatharchides, timochares, and 
Posidonius); some evaluations and remarks on the uniqueness of the Jews and 
their characteristics (by Theophrastus, clearchus, Hermippus, and apollonius 
Molon); and three curious stories and episodes demonstrating Jewish features 
(by Mnaseas, the anonymous seleucid scribe[s], and lysimachus). although a 
number of monographs in this era were devoted to the Jewish people and their 
history, almost nothing has survived from these studies. The only exception is a 
compilation entitled “on the Jews” by alexander Polyhistor, a Milesian freed-
man active in rome. a relatively large number of substantive fragments and 
testimonia from Polyhistor’s anthology are found in the Praeparatio evangelica 
of eusebius and in later lexicographical sources. in most cases, however, these are 
no more than extracts from Jewish Hellenistic literature, repeating and develop-
ing what the Bible has to say on a few central figures, and pieces of information 
on Jerusalem deriving from both Jewish and Gentile authors. since, like other 
anthologists, Polyhistor wrote on the romans, Babylonians, egyptians, and oth-
ers, it is hard to tell what exactly his own attitude toward the Jews was, although 
it seems to have been basically positive. We know of two more works on the 
Jewish people by Greek authors, which also originated in asia Minor, and were 
written at the time of the Hasmonaean state or shortly afterward. apollonius 
Molon most probably wrote a treatise on the Jews from which a few scattered 
statements about contemporary Jews have been preserved, as well as one frag-
ment of some sentences on the patriarchs of the israelites. a great enigma is the 
six-volume work on Jewish history by teucer of cyzicus, who also wrote on the 
arabs. The only trace of teucer’s Jewish monograph is the information that he 
wrote it. other monographs may well have been written on the Jews, at least in 
the Hasmonaean period.

it is clear that the material that has come down to us is but a small fraction of 
what was written on the Jews in the Hellenistic age. such a state of affairs is far 
from uncommon in classical studies and, indeed, reflects the state of preservation 
of ancient literature as a whole. Most of the material written on the Jews has been 
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lost in the same ways that most of ancient literature has disappeared. references 
to Jews in this period seem to have been no less extensive than references to other 
peoples; such references were surpassed in number and extent only by references 
to the major oriental peoples (egyptians, Babylonians, Persians, and indians), 
the Phoenicians (long well-known to the Greeks because of their maritime and 
commercial activities), and the Gauls and the Thracians (who were, naturally, 
due to historical developments, becoming a topic of great interest to Greek and 
roman authors alike). The amount of information on the Jews may well have 
been greater than that on the arabs, the lybians, the ethiopians, the albanians, 
and the scythians, for example, and, if i am not mistaken, even the illyrians, 
a people neighboring both the Macedonians and the inhabitants of italy. The 
diffusion of the Jews among other peoples may help explain why much has been 
written about the Jews, as opposed to other groups. 

The church patriarchs’ interest in preserving the works of Josephus and refer-
ences to Jews in pagan literature helped some of this material survive. it is no 
accident that most of the authors discussed in this study, seven in total, survived 
in Josephus’s polemical work Contra Apionem. Three of the authors (Hecataeus, 
Megasthenes, and timochares) survived through the church patriarchs (clement 
and eusebius) and Photius, the ninth-century patriarch of constantinople; only 
one author (Theophrastus) survived through the agency of a late pagan author 
(Porphyry of tyre). The exception is Posidonius, whose special standing in the 
Hellenistic intellectual world ensured that his historical work would be spread 
over a relatively wide range of secondary sources: pagan authors (strabo and 
Plutarch), Photius, Josephus, and probably more.

although the amount of material that has survived is only a fraction of the 
total output, the twelve authors discussed in this book provide us with a rather 
broad cross-section of Greek Hellenistic writing on the Jewish people and their 
religion. When taken together, the twelve authors form what may be considered a 
representative sample by virtue of their diverse range with regard to time, origin, 
centers of literary activity, genres, opinions, and attitudes. The authors were active 
in the four periods customarily used to describe the history of the Jews in Judaea 
in the Hellenistic age: (a) the diadochic period, 323 – 301 b.c.e. (Theophrastus, 
clearchus, Hecataeus, and Megasthenes); (b) the Ptolemaic period, 301 – 200 
(Hermippus and Mnaseas); (c) the seleucid period, 200 – 142/1 (the anonymous 
seleucid scribe[s] and agatharchides); (d) the Hasmonaean period, 142/1 – 63 
(timochares, lysimachus, Posidonius, and apollonius Molon). Posidonius of 
apamean syria excepted, these authors were born all over the pre-alexandrian 
Hellenic world: Greece (Theophrastus), cyprus (clearchus), the Thracian coast 
(Hecataeus), western asia Minor (Megasthenes [?] and Hermippus), and lycia 
and caria, in the southwest corner of asia Minor (Mnaseas and agatharchides). 
They were active in four of the most prominent centers of political and/or intel-
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lectual life of the Hellenistic world: athens (Theophrastus and clearchus), 
alexandria (Hermippus, Mnaseas, agatharchides, and lysimachus), rhodes 
(Posidonius and apollonius Molon), and antioch in syria (Megasthenes, the 
seleucid court scribe[s], and timochares). The genres they used when writing 
about the Jews was quite varied: first and foremost, of course, ethnography 
(Hecataeus, Megasthenes, lysimachus, Posidonius, and apollonius Molon), phil-
osophical treatise (Theophrastus and clearchus), historiography (agatharchides, 
timochares, and Posidonius), court chronicle or the like (the seleucid scribe[s]), 
mythography (Mnaseas), and biography (Hermippus). some of their works rep-
resent other genres as well, such as memorabilia (Megasthenes), geographical-
mythological anthology (Mnaseas), rhetoric (apollonius Molon), and legal apol-
ogy (Theophrastus). The wide generic, chronological, and geographical diversity 
of these authors and works, not to mention the great authority of some of them, 
allows us to regard the testimonia and fragments as much more than a random 
collection of material.

• • •

Various attempts were made in the past to interpret or explain the development 
of the positions of Greek Hellenistic authors regarding the Jews. some of these 
interpretations were more detailed than others; some were only implied. Josephus 
Flavius made the first attempt, remarking in his Contra Apionem on the approach 
and motives of authors (including oriental authors) who wrote on the Jews in 
Greek. it is also possible to learn from his comments about the stages of develop-
ment as he saw them. in the first book of Contra Apionem, Josephus adduces 
extracts from Greek authors (some of which are actually passages forged by Jews) 
to prove that ancient Greek (including classical Greek) authors and thinkers appre-
ciated and even admired Jewish belief and virtues (1. 162 ff.). Moreover, he claims 
that the great Pythagoras learned from the Jews and adopted their views. Josephus 
goes on to refute the accusations against the Jews, saying that anti-Jewish polemic 
began with egyptian authors like Manetho who strove to defame the Jewish nation 
and its antiquities mainly because of lingering hostility from the time of the exile 
in egypt and the exodus, and because of the stark contrast between their religion 
and that of the Jews (1. 223 ff.). in the second book of Contra Apionem, Josephus 
states that two Greek authors, Posidonius and apollonius Molon, spread the libel 
according to which the Jews annually sacrificed a Greek/foreigner to their god 
and “tasted” his flesh, with a view to defending antiochus epiphanes against the 
charge of desecration leveled against him following his incursion into the Jewish 
temple (2. 79, 90, 93). The reader would be given to understand that antiochus 
had punished the Jews in a manner befitting this crime against humanity. Thus 
Josephus established the traumatic event of the imposition of the religious edicts 
of antiochus epiphanes (168 b.c.e.) as the turning point in Greek intellectual 
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attitudes toward the Jews. That is to say, up until the persecutions, Greek authors 
described the Jews positively with great esteem and even admiration; this state of 
affairs changed when the policies and unprecedented persecutions of the Jews by 
antiochus epiphanes produced a need for justifications.

Josephus’s view has been adopted in principle by many modern scholars, who 
have added to it their own background explanations, emphases, variations, and 
nuances. Thus in twentieth-century research, scholars proposed two, three, or 
four stages in the development of relations between Greek intellectuals and Jews 
in the period prior to the roman conquest. it will suffice here to survey the main 
points of these proposals without going into detail about individual scholars, 
evidence, and sources.2

scholars are nearly unanimous on the state of affairs in the first stage, the 
early Hellenistic age, or at least the period of the diadochs, before there were 
closer contacts between Greeks and Jews. it is held that Greek authors were 
generally extremely positive about the Jewish people. not a few scholars char-
acterize the Greek attitude toward the Jews in this period as “admiration” and 
“wonder”; others speak of “idealization,” “great esteem,” or at least “sympathy” 
and “respect,” noting the portrayal of the Jews as a community of philosophers, 
or philosopher-priests, and even claiming that they are described as having a 
heritage similar or superior to that of the Greeks. usually this attitude toward 
the Jews is explained by the Greek tendency at the beginning of the Hellenistic 
age to wonder at what they regarded as the mysterious and fascinating culture of 
the orient, which had recently opened up to them. some even argue that the Jews 
were held up as a role model. These scholarly views are based on the accounts 
of Theophrastus, clearchus, Hecataeus, and Megasthenes, all of the diadochic 
period, and Hermippus of smyrna, who was active in the late third century. Most 

2. When the list is confined to research appearing since the collection by reinach, the first 
scholar to attempt to encompass all Gentile literature on the Jews in the Hellenistic-roman period, 
useful surveys relevant to our subject are the following, in chronological order: reinach (1895) 
viii – xviii; Willrich (1895) 13 – 63; stählin (1905); Bludau (1906); Büchler (1910/11); Juster (1913) 1: 31 ff.; 
radin (1915) 76 – 89, 163 – 209; Meyer (1921 – 23) 2: 26 – 35; luria (1923); stein (1934); Bickermann (1927); 
Heinemann (1931) 3 – 43; leipoldt (1933); Bickermann (1937) 17 – 24; Jaeger (1938a), (1938b); Goldstein 
(1935); Heinemann (1939/40); Zeitlin (1945); Marcus (1946); Baron (1952) 183 – 99; de liager Böhl 
(1953); raisin (1953); Poliakov (1955) 21 – 29; tcherikover (1958); Guttmann 1: 39 – 114; lewy (1960) 5 – 39; 
tcherikover (1961) 365 – 77; efron (1962) 7 – 36; adriani (1965); Gager (1972); Hengel (1973) 464 – 85; 
lebram (1974); stern, GLAJJ, vol. 1; Habicht (1975); sevenster (1975); stern (1976); Hengel (1976) 94 – 

115; Momigliano (1978); daniel (1979); stern (1980) 226 – 28; Mélèze-Modrzejewski (1981); Feldman 
(1983); Gager (1983) 35 – 112; Wittaker (1984) 35 – 134; Goodman in schürer et al. (1986) 3: 594 – 607; 
cohen (1987b); drodge (1989) 1 – 12; Bickerman (1988) 13 – 20; Feldman (1988); Gabba (1989); Mendels 
(1992) 395 – 402; Feldman (1993); stern (1993) 12 – 15; yavetz (1993); Giovannini (1995); rutgers (1995); 
amit (1996); Kasher (1996); schäfer (1997); yavetz (1997); schwartz (1999); labow (2005) 162 – 216, 
316 – 29; Gruen (2005). This list does not include specific studies on individual authors.
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of these authors, apart from Hecataeus, had only the haziest of information about 
the Jews. some scholars, though having reservations about including Hecataeus 
among the Greek chorus of admirers, have still classified him as basically quite 
positive in his treatment of the Jews.3 other commentators have gone so far as to 
suggest that the myth about the origin of Greek philosophy in Judaism (or “the 
theft” of Jewish wisdom by the Greeks), well known from both Jewish Hellenistic 
literature and the church patriarchs, began with early Greek Hellenistic authors 
like clearchus, Megasthenes, and especially Hermippus.

Following Josephus, many scholars place the great turning point in relations 
between Greeks and Jews at the time of the religious persecutions of antiochus 
epiphanes, to which they add the subsequent Hasmonaean state. one or two 
prominent scholars have suggested that Greek intellectuals lost interest in the 
Jews beginning around 300 b.c.e., ignoring them altogether until interest picked 
up again in the wake of the Hasmonaean wars. others have contested this view, 
introducing a different intermediate stage: the developments in relations between 
the two peoples in the third century and the first quarter of the second century 
b.c.e. They argue that Greeks who settled in the east, especially intellectuals 
who were close to the seat of government in alexandria, gradually came to know 
the Jews, their customs, and their religion more intimately. as a result, these 
Greeks began to express reservations and even hostility toward the Jews. This 
new approach can already be discerned in Hecataeus, a courtier of Ptolemy i, and 
even more clearly in Mnaseas, one of the alexandrian scholars active in the reign 
of Ptolemy iV or V at the end of the third century. Hecataeus was the first Greek 
author to accuse the Jews of misoxenia, while Mnaseas was the first to record the 
libel about the presence of the statue of an ass in the Jerusalem temple. it is also 
sometimes claimed that Jewish Hellenistic literature was fighting back already in 
this period against contemporary hostile tendencies in Greek literature. 

it seems to be almost beyond dispute that at least some of the anti-Jewish 
accusations and libels were not invented by Greeks. There is broad agreement 
that Greeks found them among many other anti-Jewish materials circulating in 
egypt both as a counter to Jewish stories about the exodus (and their provocative 
use by Jews) and as a result of prolonged tensions and animosity between the 
egyptians and the Jewish population in their midst. The first hostile traditions 
reported by Greeks are therefore egyptian in origin and flourished against an 
egyptian background. as has already been mentioned, some believe that Greeks 
had adopted these traditions long before the religious persecutions.

other scholars adhere to the position of Josephus exactly as it is presented, 
namely, that the attitudes of Greeks toward the Jews changed only in the aftermath 

3. see Mélèze-Modrzejewski (1981), also with regard to Theophrastus, and esp. schäfer (1997) 
15 – 17, 35 – 36, 175, and passim with regard to Hecataeus.
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of the religious edicts and the Hasmonaean revolt, and argue that there was no 
prior anti-Jewish Greek literature. in the view of these scholars, this literature came 
about because of a need to excuse and explain the religious edicts and the subse-
quent persecutions, which ran counter to Greek tradition. The Greek Hellenistic 
world, and above all the seleucid court, sought justification for the drastic mea-
sures taken by a ruler who was such a great benefactor of Greek heritage in old 
Hellas and throughout his own kingdom. The justification was found in the early 
anti-Jewish egyptian traditions. to these the Greek authors added new accusations 
of their own, based on their acquaintance with features of Jewish life. a celebrated 
scholar, elias Bickermann, and a few others following him, have insisted that the 
so-called blood libel, the central axis of the justification for the deeds of antiochus 
epiphanes against the Jews, was essentially a seleucid invention, and not drawn 
from egyptian tradition.4 in any case, it soon influenced the anti-Jewish attitude 
of Ptolemaic authors. it is no accident that the first alexandrian historian to refer 
to a major Jewish practice — the sabbath — as a superstition was agatharchides of 
cnidus, a contemporary of the Hasmonaean revolt.

according to the suggested reconstructions, the apologetics on the persecu-
tion of the Jews motivating the anti-Jewish literature of the mid-second century 
b.c.e. were quickly replaced by voices of protest, some would say of fear and anxi-
ety,5 in the face of the rising power of the Jews in Judaea, and beyond its borders, 
in the time of the Hasmonaean state (142/1 – 63 b.c.e.). The Hasmonaean destruc-
tion of Hellenistic temples and cult centers in the Holy land, the conquests and 
destruction in Hellenistic cities, the annexation of territories to the Jewish state, 
the exiling of residents or their forceful conversion — including circumcision — all 
exacerbated the antagonism of Greek enlightened authors toward the Jewish 
people. later on, the tension between Jewish and Greek as well as Hellenized 
oriental populations in the Hellenistic diaspora worsened, especially in egyptian 
alexandria. This occasionally produced serious local disturbances. in addition, 
the Jews were unwilling to compromise their religious and social identity and 
continued to isolate themselves from their surroundings in close communities, 
exhibiting aversion to social connections with Gentiles. at the same time, many 
Jews managed to climb the social ladder to positions of influence in the army, 
administration, and economy, which caused envy and fear. all this, together 
with the traditional tendency to turn the alien (or an exclusive minority, as in this 
case) into a scapegoat, led the Greeks to develop “anti-semitic” reactions of the 
type familiar throughout history, with the usual symptoms and features.

4. see Bickerman (1976 – 80) 2: 226 – 45.
5. see yavetz (1995) and esp. schäfer (1997a) 198 ff. leon Pinsker, a precursor of Theodor Herzl, 

was the first to describe anti-semitism as Judaeophobia, in the booklet Auto-Emanzipation: Mahnruf 
an seine Stammgenossen, von einem russischen Jude, published anonymously in Berlin in 1882. 
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isolated, albeit substantial, voices place the blame on the existence and deeds 
of the Jewish diaspora in egypt alone. according to them, anti-Jewish literature 
reacted to the very Jewish presence in the diaspora and was directed against 
that. These scholars do not count the policies and deeds of the Hasmonaean state 
as a significant factor in the development of anti-Jewish literature, arguing that 
Gentile literature did not censure the deeds of the Hasmonaeans.

in this context, it is worth noting the “extramural” conception, which is 
quite widespread among Jews and christians alike and discernible in the writ-
ings of historians working on comprehensive histories of the Jewish people or 
the history of anti-semitism. By confusing the different periods and being less 
than scrupulously accurate with the facts, some assert that from the beginning 
Greek intellectuals had a negative attitude toward the Jews stemming from the 
unbridgeable antagonism between the two religions and cultures. some also go 
so far as to claim that it was this attitude that led antiochus epiphanes to impose 
the religious edicts on the Jews. such talk about a cultural gap and inherent hos-
tility is also found, not surprisingly, in the various types of anti-semitic literature 
written at the end of the nineteenth century.

despite differences over the number of stages in the development of the Greek 
attitude toward the Jews, their chronology, and the factors and causes shaping 
them, most of the proposals mentioned share a basic assumption. They strive to 
show that the attitudes of Greek authors toward the Jews developed in a linear 
fashion in reaction to historical events. This point of view, together with the 
various opinions and stages that have been suggested, requires reexamination. to 
underscore the need for such revision, an example from my own personal experi-
ence will suffice. The conception that Greeks in the early Hellenistic age displayed 
exceptional admiration for the Jews is based to a certain extent on the fragments 
and testimonia adduced by Josephus from the treatise “on the Jews,” which has 
been attributed to Hecataeus of abdera (Ap. 1. 183 – 204; 2. 43). Their authenticity, 
however, has been in question since ancient times. My monograph on this subject 
examined the fragments and testimonia from a historical and literary perspective 
and compared the material with the entire output of Hecataeus of abdera.6 This 
analysis of what remains of the treatise assured me that it was in fact a Jewish 
forgery whose errors and many historical incompatibilities and anachronisms 
can no longer be explained away.

• • •

The obvious methodological conclusion is that a rigorous examination needs 
to be made of each and every author. The discussion has so far centered on a 
diachronic examination of the surviving material: a survey of all the material in 

6. Bar-Kochva (1996d).
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chronological order, which considers how each detail reflects the Greek attitude 
toward the Jews, referring to the sources of information, exploring the transmis-
sion of opinions and motifs from one author to another, and in particular, their 
connection with contemporary events.7 in some cases, the examinations are not 
diachronic, but by subject, considering the reaction of Greek pagan intellectuals 
to various aspects of Jewish life, such as the Jewish faith, cult practices, observa-
tion of the sabbath, circumcision, dietary laws, and the image of Moses, and the 
traditions concerning the origin of the Jewish people.8 Many of these inquiries 
are of great value to scholarly discourse, especially in clarifying the evolution 
of the image of Jewish customs from generation to generation, and for various 
proposals explaining the causes and motives influencing the attitude of pagan 
authors toward the Jews. all this, however, is still not enough.

extensive examinations of individual authors per se have been made so 
far only for the first three Greek authors to refer to the Jews: Theophrastus, 
clearchus, and Hecataeus of abdera.9 These individual studies, all written by 
outstanding scholars over two generations ago, made a substantial contribution 
to the advance of research on the three authors. yet contemporary events and 
the personal circumstances of these scholars, together with the sensitivity of the 
subject itself, frequently prevented them from evaluating the sources in a sober 
fashion. The attitude of Gentiles toward Jews is rarely discussed dispassionately.

The extensive examination i am proposing here requires first of all a careful 
philological scrutiny of the written text of each author under discussion, its 
transmission and versions, with a view to ascertaining its authenticity and, as 
far as possible, the form and content of the original text. an author’s life must be 
examined before his literary activity is considered. no stone can be left unturned. 
The hunt is not only for traces of contacts or possible encounters of the author 
with Jews, but for any motives that may shed light on the author’s references to 
and portrayal of Jews. even professional rivalry with adherents of another dis-
cipline or philosophical school may prove significant. once the author’s life has 
been examined, we can turn to his literary output and become acquainted with 
his writings, the genres in which he worked, his methods, and his unique quali-
ties. our understanding of the author’s historiographical and/or ethnographic 
method and his philosophical outlook, especially concerning state, society, and 
religion, should help to clarify his aims and approach in writing about the Jews. 
our next step is to analyze the work in which each reference or passage about the 
Jews appears: its genre, the genre’s features, the subject of the work, its style, and 

7. see, e.g., stählin (1905); stern (1976); conzelmann (1981); Gabba (1989).
8. e.g., de liagre Böhl (1953); daniel (1979); Wittaker (1983); Feldman (1993); schäfer (1997).
9. Bernays (1866); Guttmann (1946), (1958 – 63); lewy (1960). on Bernays, see p. 39, note 81 

below.
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its aims, and of course the context of the references to or passage(s) on the Jews, 
and their place and purpose in the work as a whole. all this must be considered 
from the broader perspective of the form and aims of the same or related genres 
and subgenres in Greek literature over the centuries. The author’s references to 
the Jews also need to be compared with his and other contemporary authors’ 
references to other peoples.10 in some cases scrupulous source criticism will be 
necessary, even at the risk of tiring the reader. The need for such analysis arises 
when the intent of the text is insufficiently clear or is inconsistent with other 
remarks of the author or with what is known about him, and especially when 
source criticism can expose the origins and development of certain attitudes and 
motifs over generations.

Without all these procedures, conclusions based on sporadic references to 
the Jews, even those providing detailed descriptions, may be premature and ill 
founded. These rules sound simple and even obvious; but they need to be applied. 
in addition to all this, we must also overcome — no matter how difficult it may 
prove — our oversensitivity to any mention of the Jews and step back from the 
Judaeocentric approach that characterizes research in the field, on both sides of 
the divide.

• • •

Finally, a note on style, evidence, and methodology. The cautious phrasing of this 
book and some uncertainties in the sources may puzzle certain readers who may 
occasionally feel that more conclusive language and decisive source material are 
required. on this point i refer the reader to the response of the great student of 
ancient Greece, Martin l. West, at the end of his admirable book The East Face 
of Helicon:

The testy critic may complain that there are too many ‘might haves’ and not enough 
indisputable ‘must haves’. But mathematically rigorous demonstrations cannot be 
expected in these matters. it is a question of defining and weighing possibilities. . . . 
in the final reckoning . . . a corpse suffices to prove a death, even if the inquest is 
inconclusive.11 

investigation of all relevant aspects of the texts and their authors, as well as appli-
cation of all possible methods (including source criticism), narrows the margin of 
mistake. The road to historical truth is often rather complicated.

10. This last point has been stressed by Bohak (2003). For a collection of stereotypes in the Greek 
and roman world, see isaac (2004).

11. The East Face of Helicon: West Asiatic Elements in Greek Poetry and Myth (oxford, 1997) 
629 – 30.
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Theophrastus was the first of the four Greek authors of the early Hellenistic 
period to write on the Jews.1 He was born in eresus on the island of lesbos in 
the late seventies of the fourth century b.c.e., and was to spend some decades 
of his life in the company of aristotle, first in assos on the northwest coast of 
asia Minor, then in the Macedonian court at stagira in chalcidice, and finally 
in athens. When aristotle died in 322, Theophrastus was left as head of the 
Peripatetic school in athens, and he lived on there, apart from two years spent 
in exile in chalcis, until his death (c. 288). His writings included a great number 
of works and lecture notes on a wide variety of subjects in philosophy and sci-

1

Theophrastus on Jewish 
sacrificial Practices and the Jews 
as a community of Philosophers

1. There has been some controversy about whether Theophrastus’s passage on the Jews preceded 
the Jewish excursus of Hecataeus. stern (1973) proved that Theophrastus was not familiar with the 
Jewish excursus of Hecataeus (against the view of Jaeger [1938b] 142 ff.; Murray [1973] 163 – 68 et al.). 
stern’s comment (162) is worth quoting: “Hecataeus is much more in keeping with the real Jewish 
situation, as would befit a later composition, and an author who, it seems, knew the Jewish people 
better than Theophrastus. in Hecataeus, the Jewish people appears as a separate group, with a 
stable political order, and not as a strange sect of syrian philosophers, as would be the impression 
given by the earlier account of Theophrastus.” The evidence appears to indicate that the work was 
composed in the years 319 – 315/4 b.c.e.; see Pötscher (1964) 124; stern (1973); Murray (1973) 167. on 
the composition of Hecataeus’s Aegyptiaca, in which the Jewish excursus was included, in the years 
305 – 302 b.c.e., see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 15 – 16.
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ence. a number of these works have reached us intact, most notably Enquiry 
into Plants and On the Causes of Plants (on the geography and the physiology 
of plants, respectively). Preserved smaller works include On Stones, On Fire, On 
Winds, On Odors, and Characters, a collection of sketches of negative characters 
such as misers and flatterers and the like. in addition to these treatises, a large 
portion of Theophrastus’s Metaphysics has survived, together with fragments of 
other works, some quite long, and testimonia concerning these and other works. 
Theophrastus has been regarded essentially as a link connecting classical Greek 
thought and science with their Hellenistic counterparts, although it must be said 
that in certain fields his own original contribution was considerable, particularly 
in his capacity as the “father of botany.” 2

 i n For M at ion on J eWs ,  
a n d t H e Wor K  PER I  EUSEBEI AS

Theophrastus’s remarks on the Jews do not present a real ethnographic account. 
They are concentrated in a passage within a long fragment taken from his work 
Peri eusebeias. The passage concerns Jewish sacrificial practice, and it calls the 
Jews “philosophers by descent,” attributing to them a number of characteristics: 
a preoccupation with theological discussions, stargazing, and prayer. at the same 
time, there is no reference to the Jews where one might have been expected. 
Theophrastus’s botanical-geographical work, Enquiry into Plants, contains a 
scattering of descriptions of, and references to, the peculiar plant life of the 
area around Jericho, which in his time was included in the territory of Judaea. 
However, he mentions neither the Jews nor Judaea, and not even Jericho, mak-
ing do instead with general geographical terms such as “syria,” “Koile syria,” 
and “the Valley of syria.” 3 in his other botanical work, the Aetiology of Plants, 
Theophrastus describes the ascalon onion (7. 4. 7 – 9; cf. strabo 16. 2. 29) without 
indicating the location of ascalon.

in light of what we know about Theophrastus’s life, it is unlikely that he had 
contacts with Jews or an opportunity for a real dialogue with them. There are 
no indications that he ever visited the lands of the orient, or even egypt,4 and 
certainly not Judaea or Koile syria. in his work On Laws, which surveyed the 

2. on the life of Theophrastus, see diogenes laertius 5. 36 – 57 and the testimonia collected in 
Fortenbaugh et al. (1992) 1: 20 – 90; see also regenbogen (1948) 1357 – 62; sollenberger (1985) 61 – 62. 
on the extent of Theophrastus’s influence and originality much has been written; see the articles by 
sorabji, Betogazura, Gottschalk, Glucker, sedley, and long in ophuijsen and raalte (1998) 203 – 384.

3. on the flora around Jericho: Theophrastus Enquiry into Plants 2. 6. 2, 5, 8; 4. 4. 14; 9. 6. 1 – 4.
4. The notion that Theophrastus visited egypt and cyrene was widely held for many years in the 

research literature; see esp. capelle (1956) 173 ff. it has been refuted by Fraser (1994) 169 – 81, esp. 180.
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laws of both Greeks and barbarians (according to cic. Fin. 5. 11),5 nothing was 
said about the laws of the Jews or Moses.6 Theophrastus also wrote a work in 
three books on “lawgivers” (nomothetai  — diog. laert. 5. 45). Had there been 
any reference to Moses and his laws in that work, it would surely have been 
mentioned in some way by Jewish Hellenistic or christian authors, especially 
Josephus, eusebius, and clement of alexandria, whose reading, taken together, 
certainly encompassed the whole of Greek literature. accordingly, the possibility 
that Theophrastus had direct contacts with Jews seems even more remote. at 
the most, Theophrastus may have heard something about the Jews, orally or 
from letters of veterans of alexander’s campaigns, tourists, and sailors who had 
traveled about in the orient,7 or from Greeks who had visited egypt during the 
governorship of Ptolemy, son of lagos. it was from such sources that he had been 
informed about the vegetation in the lower Jordan Valley, had he not found it in 
a written source.8

Theophrastus’s remarks concerning the Jews were included in his work Peri 
eusebeias. The treatise dealt with the question of proper cultic practice worthy of 
the gods, and the title might best be understood as On the Right Way to Respect the 
Gods, effectively On Proper Cultic Practice,9 and not On Piety, as it is frequently 
translated. it was composed some time between 319 and 315/4 b.c.e., apparently as 
an informal literary response to the charge of asebeia (lack of respect for the gods 

5. noted by Bickerman (1988) 15. cicero does not name the work, and it seems that out of the four 
works by Theophrastus on laws (diog. laert. 5. 44 – 45), the one called On Laws is meant.

6. Josephus (Ap. 1. 167) states that Theophrastus in his On Laws mentioned the Hebrew word 
qorban (sacrifice) in connection with the tyrian laws prohibiting the use of the oaths of foreigners. 
Josephus explains that the Jewish sacrifice is intended. The fact that this trivial and mistaken state-
ment is the only one imported by Josephus from Theophrastus in his efforts to find references to the 
Jews in Greek literature suggests that Theophrastus’s On Laws included nothing about Jewish laws. 
For the many testimonia on On Laws, see Fortenbaugh et al. (1992) 2: 442. Josephus did not know 
anything about the passage on the Jews in Peri eusebeias.

7. so Bernays (1866) 111.
8. see notes 54 and 55 below on Theophrastus’s sources about egypt. it has been speculated 

that on his expedition alexander took with him a group of scientists who, among other things, 
conducted a botanical survey of the conquered lands and sent the collected information both to the 
lyceum in athens, seat of the Peripatetics, and to a “research center” established in Babylon: see 
Bretzl (1903) 30 – 67; Pfister (1961) 39 – 67; see, however, the skeptical approach of Fraser (1994) 174 ff.

9. Sebomai originally meant “respect something exalted,” such as gods, the king, or parents; the 
etymological meaning of eusebeia, a word that came to have many definitions in Greek philosophy, 
was thus “the paying of proper respect and reverence.” Pötscher (1964) 127 – 28 argues that the 
definition of eusebeia preserved by John stobaeus, the fifth-century c.e. doxographer, reflects the 
opinion of Theophrastus: Εὐσέβειαν μὲν οὖν εἶναι ἕξιν θεῶν καὶ δαιμόνων θεραπευτικήν, μεταξὺ 
οὖσαν ἀθεότητος καὶ δεισιδαιμονίας (“Eusebeia is a habitual state of administering to the gods 
and daimones, intermediate between atheism and superstition,” Flor. 2. 147). The terminology and 
presentation are certainly Peripatetic, and the definition may possibly originate with Theophrastus.
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expressed in the performance of cultic duties) for which Theophrastus was put on 
trial in athens (diog. laert. 5. 37).10 Within this context, Theophrastus advocated 
modest and thrifty cultic practice and abstention from animal sacrifice (support-
ing, indeed, vegetarianism). in order to consolidate his moral (and legal) argu-
ments, Theophrastus attempted to prove that animal sacrifice was not something 
desired by the gods. This he did in part by offering a comprehensive anthropologi-
cal theory concerning the development of human dietary habits from their very 
beginning, and the development of sacrifice to the gods arising from those eating 
habits.11 it is in this context that his passage on the Jews appears.

Theophrastus’s Peri eusebeias has not come down to us, but long extracts 
from it have been preserved in the second book of περὶ ἀποχῆς ἐμψύχων (On 
Abstention from [the Meat of] Animals) by the third-century c.e. neoplatonist 
Porphyry of tyre. The attribution of these extracts to Theophrastus is based 
essentially on a number of explicit references in Porphyry’s work, which has 
come down to us in its entirety. This was corroborated with a detailed argument 
by the celebrated German-Jewish philologist Jacob Bernays in an 1866 mono-
graph in which major parts of Peri eusebeias are reconstructed and their content 
interpreted.12 The passage on the Jews is included in one of the two main extracts 
made by Porphyry (2. 26. 1 – 4). a full if indirect quotation (via Porphyry) from 
Theophrastus’s account of the Jews is also to be found in eusebius (PE 9. 2. 1) and 
is of some use in determining the formulation of the original.13

t H e a n t H roPoloGica l t H eory

Theophrastus, then, refers to the Jews during his exposition of the development 
of human dietary and sacrificial habits. it is worthwhile to begin, therefore, with 
a brief survey of his anthropological theory. Porphyry did not preserve the whole 
account of Theophrastus, nor do the surviving Theophrastean fragments provide 
a complete and consistent picture; moreover, the omission of sentences and even 

10. on the dating of the work, see above, note 1. on the prosecution brought by agnonides, 
Theophrastus’s trial, and acquittal, and on the fate of the prosecutor, see the discussion and bibliog-
raphy in regenbogen, “Theophrastos,” RE suppl. 7 (1948) cols. 1359 – 60.

11. on the general background to the development of such theories, see uxkull-Gyllenband 
(1924); Haussleiter (1935); dierauer (1977); sorabji (1993). on additional aspects: cole (1967) 15 – 46; 
Feldman (1968b); Brink (1956) 123 – 45; drodge (1989) 108 – 10. see also sorabji in ophuijsen and raalte 
(1998) 211 – 21, on the philosophical background.

12. Versions and editions of the text: Bernays (1866) 40 ff.; nauck (1886) 155 – 56; Pötscher (1964) 
146 – 86; Bouffartigue and Patillon (1979) 2: 92 – 93; Fortenbaugh et al. (1992) 2: 405 – 37. The main parts 
of Theophrastus’s account are concentrated in three sections of Porphyry: 1. 5 – 9. 2; 11. 3 – 15. 1; 19. 4 – 

32. 3. on attempts to find additional remains of the book, see Fortenbaugh (1984) 263 – 67.
13. The text is in Mras (1982) 8: 486.
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passages from the fragments is evident.14 Porphyry himself states explicitly that 
he recorded only the main points and omitted, for instance, various examples 
drawn by Theophrastus from many peoples (2. 20. 2; 32. 3). it is therefore nec-
essary to supplement some missing points in order to understand the theory 
as a whole, and thus clarify the role of the Jews in it. This should be done in 
accordance with the logic and spirit of the rest of the account, and with the aid 
of probable parallels.15

Theophrastus distinguishes between two stages in the development of diet 
and cult: the vegetarian and the meat-eating stages. The distinction itself, the 
chronological priority of the vegetarian stage, and the various elements of the 
first stage, are not particularly original, based as they are, essentially, on various 
versions of the myth of the Golden age, with certain adaptations.16 There are, 
however, no known real parallels to the sequence of events of the carnivorous 
period as it appears in his version.

The development in the first stage is described as follows. in the far distant 
past,17 humans ate only plants, proceeding from wild plants to agricultural crops. 
The egyptians, the wisest of humans, were the first to sacrifice to the gods (2. 5. 1). 
other peoples followed suit. First produce of the season was deemed appropriate 
to please the gods, and the sacrifice changed with the natural and agricultural 
development of the types of crops. at first, when there were only wild grasses to 
eat, they sacrificed their roots and shoots (2. 5. 2). With the appearance of oak 
trees, men sacrificed a few acorns and many leaves (5. 6). upon the arrival of fruit 
trees, they sacrificed fruit. With the development of agriculture, they sacrificed 
barley and wheat, initially only shoots and seeds, but later also ground corn and 
cakes (6. 2). at the same time there developed libation rituals: water at first (20. 
3); then, by stages, honey, wine, and oil. all these were burnt completely, in honor 
of the gods (5. 3; 6. 2, 4), the heavenly bodies (5. 1), as a way of imbuing these gifts 

14. see notes 19, 49, and p. 33 below.
15. For discussions on the vegetarian period and the development of the eating of flesh accord-

ing to Theophrastus, see Haussleiter (1935) 237 – 45; Guttmann 1: 75 – 78; dürhauer (1977) 173 – 77; 
obbink (1988) 275 – 77; sorabji (1993) 173 – 75. The survey below differs in various details from these 
discussions.

16. see the survey of Greek and roman materials in Haussleiter (1935) 54 – 79. The most detailed 
and interesting of these are Hesiod Works and Days 108 – 201 (esp. line 118 — the land produces an 
abundance of crops automatē); Prodicus in sextus empiricus Adversus mathematicos 9. 18; ovid 
Metamorphoses 1. 101 – 12, 15. 96 – 142; Fasti 1. 337 ff. cf. Plato Respublica 372b ff.; Politicus 272a; and 
the interesting version of dicaearchus, one of the most prominent pupils of aristotle (preserved in 
Porph. Abst. 4. 2), which emphasizes abstention from the killing of animals.

17. on the question of the chronology in light of Theophrastus’s view of periodic cosmic disas-
ters that destroyed flora and fauna, see Bernays (1866) 44 – 51; Fortenbaugh et al. (1992) 2: 272 – 74; 
obbink (1988) 274 – 75.
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with a degree of permanence; fire was considered to resemble most closely the 
immortal heavenly bodies (5. 2).

Why or when did humans begin to sacrifice animals? on this point there is 
some disagreement (9. 1). it appears that the turning point occurred at different 
times in different places, and not always for the same reason. it was believed to 
have happened mostly because of famine (9. 1; 27. 1), but it could also be caused 
by other disasters (9. 1), especially wars (7. 2; 12. 1; 22. 1). in some places (such as 
athens), it resulted from superstitions, anger, or fear, or an unfortunate coinci-
dence (9. 1 – 2). The sequence of events from famine to animal sacrifice is elabo-
rated in the passage following the account of Jewish sacrificial practices (27. 1ff.), 
and unlike the survey of the first stage, it may well have derived at least partly 
from Theophrastus’s own imagination. according to him, humans incurred the 
wrath of the gods because of their neglect of proper cultic respect. They were 
punished as a result, by being deprived of their customary means of existence. 
as they could no longer find plants upon which to feed, they were obliged to 
begin to eat each other. in an effort to appease the gods, men also began to offer 
human sacrifice. This custom has survived until this very day in certain places 
but over the course of time has generally been replaced by animal sacrifice. The 
new form of sacrifice encouraged humans to begin eating animal flesh as part of 
the sacrifice ritual, and gradually it came to be a common practice separate from 
the ritual as well. Humans continued sacrificing and eating animals even when 
the famine was over and crops were to be had in plenty.18

in the passages that have been preserved, Theophrastus does not offer a simi-
larly detailed account of the development of animal sacrifice as a result of war.19 
The preserved account of the development of this custom from other circum-
stances mentioned above (2. 9. 2, 29 – 30) does not affect our discussion, and so 
may be left to one side. i shall return to the “famine” version in due course, 
referring to it as “the main version.”

Theophrastus was opposed to the eating and sacrificing of animals on moral 

18. some links in the anthropological theory are also suggested by modern anthropologists 
(cannibalism-human sacrifice-animal sacrifice). see, e.g., Meek (1931) 2: 57; sagan (1974) 52 – 53; and 
contra: Harris (1977) 5 ff. Putting plant-eating before flesh-eating is typical in myths of the Golden 
age. an opposing view, that cannibalism preceded vegetarianism, appeared in Hecataeus of abdera 
(in diod. 1. 14. 1).

19. an abbreviated remnant of this chain of events, taken from Theophrastus, is to be found in 
Porphyry On Abstention 2. 7. 2: during the wars, humans came into contact with blood (αἱμάτων 
ἥψαντο) and declared it good to sacrifice humans and animals and to eat their flesh. The passage 
has been shortened by Porphyry, and this has led to a certain lack of clarity. according to the fol-
lowing paragraph (7. 3), the tribes who had begun to perform cruel sacrifices as a result of the wars 
were punished by the gods with extinction. in the “famine” version, however, the famine itself is 
the punishment.
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20. see esp. 2. 12. 3 – 4, and cf. 3. 25. The latter passage expands on those features common to all 
members of the human race, before moving on to the features common to humans and animals, 
because of which, violence against animals turns out to be unjust. The passage is explicitly attributed 
by Porphyry to Theophrastus, but which work is not specified. Fortenbaugh et al. (1992) 2. 350 – 52 
include this passage not in their collection of fragments from Peri eusebeias, but in the category of 
“ethics,” without indicating a particular work (no. 531). This is presumably because the beginning 
of the passage dealing with humans could have been included in another work by Theophrastus. 
Bernays (1886) 96 ff. does consider it to be from Peri eusebeias, as does Pötscher (1964) 182 – 83. The 
reasons Bernays offers for not including the passage in Theophrastus’s work περὶ ζῴων φρονήσεως 
καὶ ἤθους (on the soundmindedness and character of animals”) are not decisive. The ideas 
expressed in the passage could have appeared both in that work and in Peri eusebeias. on the ques-
tion of the moral arguments of Theophrastus and their degree of consistency, see Fortenbaugh et al. 
(1992) 2: 267 – 71; ‘amir (1996) 113 ff. note that Porphyry (Abst. 2. 21) indicates that Theophrastus (2. 
21. 1 – 4) quotes empedocles (d-K 31 B 128, l. 9), who describes a time when men regarded the sacrifice 
of animals as the greatest abomination. empedocles seems to have believed in the transmigration of 
souls, from plants to animals to humans (e.g., diog. laert. 8. 77).

21. e.g., empedocles in Porphyry On Abstention 2. 20 ( = d-K 31 B 128); Plato Politicus 272b-c. 
on later Greek and latin authors, see the discussion in Hausleiter (1935) 54 – 78.

grounds (esp. 2. 12. 2 – 4; 24. 2 – 5; 25): such acts deprive animals of their soul, that 
part of animals and humans by which they belong to the same category of living 
beings; 20 these acts are peformed by force, against the will of the animals; in addi-
tion, the animals brought to the altar are not the sort to endanger man or cause 
him any harm. indeed, most are actually beneficial, and killing them demon-
strates ingratitude; finally, man offers up to the gods a gift that is not his to give. 
on all these and other counts, animal sacrifice is deemed to be extremely unjust 
and cruel. The anthropological theory presented above was intended to show that 
animal sacrifice was nothing more than a substitute for a cruel practice — human 
sacrifice — which itself originated in a particularly despicable custom — cannibal-
ism — the “necessity” of which was only temporary (during the time of famine). 
The eating of animals is the result of a development that has little to do with the 
real dietary needs of human beings in the present. eating and sacrificing animals 
must be regarded as not only immoral but also quite unnecessary in the present 
circumstances where plant life is once again flourishing. Proof of this is the fact 
that early man lived on plants alone and had no need for meat supplements.

There was nothing new in this advocacy for vegetarianism. orphics and 
Pythagoreans (or rather their akousmatikoi) had long abstained from eating meat 
and sacrificing animals because of their belief in the transmigration of souls. 
They were not alone: Greek poets and philosophers who depicted the Golden age 
as a period of vegetarianism were thereby expressing their desire to “return” to 
vegetarianism in the present.21 Theophrastus’s contribution was the presentation 
of a coherent anthropological picture in the guise of a historical-practical proof, 
and the raising of some new moral arguments.
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t H e Pa s saGe on t H e J eWs a n d i t s con t e X t 
Theophrastus’s passage on the Jews (2. 26) appears at the beginning of the main 
version (the “famine” version) of the account describing the process by which 
man first began to eat animals (27. 1 – 32. 2). it is preceded by a number of para-
graphs in which Theophrastus attempts to prove that animal sacrifice is not 
pleasing to the gods and is entirely rejected by them (25. 1 – 7). The last paragraph 
preceding the account on the Jews (25. 7) concludes the arguments with the accu-
sation that humans sacrifice to the gods not because they wish to satisfy them, 
but because they want to satisfy their own desire for eating meat:

and we sacrifice, of [animals] fit for sacrifice, not those which gratify the gods, but 
rather by far those which gratify the desires of men, witnessing against ourselves 
that we persist in such sacrifices for the sake of enjoyment.

now comes Theophrastus’s account of the Jews (2. 26. 1 – 4):22

(1) But23 †of [the] syrians, [the] Jews†,24 because of [their mode of] sacrifice from 
the very beginning, even now, says Theophrastus, perform an animal sacrifice 

22. For the various editions of the text, see notes 12 – 13 above. The Greek text, with the emenda-
tions referred to in notes 24, 25, 28, 30, and 31, follows: (1) καίτοι †Σύρων μὲν  Ἰουδαῖοι† διὰ τὴν ἐξ 
ἀρχῆς θυσίαν ἔτι καὶ νῦν, φησὶν ὁ Θεόφραστος, ζῳοθυτοῦσι. εἰ τὸν αὐτὸν ἡμᾶς τρόπον τις κελεύοι 
θύειν, ἀποσταίημεν ἂν τῆς πράξεως. (2) οὐ γὰρ ἑστιώμενοι τῶν τυθέντων, ὁλοκαυτοῦντες δὲ ταῦτα 
νυκτὸς καὶ κατ’ αὐτῶν πολὺ μέλι καὶ οἶνον λείβοντες ἀναλίσκουσι τὴν θυσίαν θᾶττον, ἵνα τοῦ 
δεινοῦ μὴδ’ ὁ πανόπτης γένοιτο θεατής. (3) καὶ ταῦτα δρῶσι νηστεύοντες τὰς ἀνὰ μέσον τούτων 
ἡμέρας· κατὰ δὲ πάντα τοῦτον τὸν χρόνον, ἅτε φιλόσοφοι τὸ γένος ὄντες, περὶ τοῦ θείου μὲν 
ἀλλήλοις λαλοῦσι, τῆς δὲ νυκτὸς τῶν ἄστρων ποιοῦνται τὴν θεωρίαν, βλέποντες εἰς αὐτὰ καὶ διὰ 
τῶν εὐχῶν θεοκλυτοῦντες. (4) κατήρξαντο γὰρ οὗτοι πρῶτοι τῶν τε λοιπῶν ζῴων καὶ σφῶν αὐτῶν, 
ἀνάγκῃ καὶ οὐκ ἐπιθυμίᾳ τοῦτο πράξαντες.

23. καίτοι: in this context, the word indicates a contrast between Jews and the other humans 
mentioned in the previous section.

24. The formulation in the Mss of eusebius — Σύρων μὲν  Ἰουδαῖοι — presents two major difficul-
ties. First, the sentence lacks an apodosis to μέν. The particle μέν does not — in this sentence — have 
an absolute meaning (“certainly,” as emphasis; why would emphasis be required here?). The previous 
passage does not provide any clue, and neither does the following text. The potential reader would 
not have known who the Jews were in any case. second, the combination Σύρων  Ἰουδαῖοι sounds 
defective in Greek. Mras (1982), the editor of eusebius, conjectured that ὧν had dropped out after 
Σύρων, presumably because of dittography, but the resultant Σύρων ὧν μὲν  Ἰουδαῖοι makes even 
worse Greek. several words have probably been omitted. The general meaning might have been 
as follows: the Jews are a community of philosopher-priests of the syrian people. cf. clearchus 
(in Joseph. Ap. 1. 179): οἱ φιλόσοφοι παρὰ μὲν  Ἰνδοῖς Καλανοί, παρὰ δὲ Σύροις Ἰουδαῖοι τοὔνομα 
λαβόντες ἀπὸ τοῦ τόπου (“The philosophers among the indians are called Kalanoi, among the 
syrians, Jews, taking their name from the place”); this is also implied by Megasthenes’ reference 
to the Jews (in clem. Strom. 1. 15 (725): “all the [views] which have been expressed about nature 
among the ancient [Greeks] are also expressed among those who philosophize outside Greece, some 
[views] among the indians by the Brachmans (= Brahmans), and some in syria by the Jews”; and
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(ζῳοθυτοῦσι).25 if someone were to command us to sacrifice in the same way, we 
would be repelled26 from the act. (2) For27 they ( = the Jews) do not eat the sacrificed 
[animals], but burn them completely at night and by pouring on them much honey 
and wine they waste away28 the sacrifice more quickly, lest the all-seeing [sun]29 
becomes a spectator of the terrible [deed]. (3) and they do these things30 fasting 
for the days between these.31 during all this time, since they are philosophers by 
descent,32 they speak to each other about the divine, while at night they observe 
the stars, looking at them and calling on god through prayers. (4) For these ( = the 
Jews) were the first to sacrifice both of other animals and of themselves (i.e., also 
human sacrifices), having done this out of necessity and not from desire.

The passage has led scholars to describe Theophrastus’s attitude toward the Jews 
as “positive,”, “full of admiration,” and even as “idealizing.” These scholars place 
great emphasis on the designation of the Jews as “philosophers” who spend much 
of their time discussing the ways of the divine, stargazing, and praying. since 

cf. the way other groups of philosopher-priests are presented in Hellenistic literature: the Magi — 

“the philosophers among the Persians”; the Brahmans — “the philosophers among the indians”; the 
druids — “the philosophers among the Gauls”; the Getae — “the philosophers among the Thracians.” 
see below, note 63.

25. The reading in the Mss of Porphyry is ζῳοθυτοῦντες, while eusebius wrote ζῳοθυτού-
ντων. The latter form, however, does not agree with the nominative  Ἱουδαῖοι, and neither form is a 
finite verb, which is required here. Bernays (1866) 85 emended to ζῳοθυτοῦσι, which seems to be the 
right, save the iota subscriptum, which should be omitted (see later in the discussion).

26. The verb ἀφίστημι with the genitive can mean “shrink from” (cf. lsJ s.v. 4B). This negatively 
charged translation is more appropriate in the context than “abstain from,” which is emotionally 
neutral.

27. on the causal link of γάρ in this sentence and paragraph, see below, note 48.
28. The Mss read ἀνήλισκον. Bernays emended to ἀναλίσκουσι, which is required by his read-

ing ζῳοθυτοῦσι.
29. a similar expression appears in lysimachus (Joseph. Ap. 1. 306). stern (GLAJJ 1: 386), in his 

commentary to lysimachus, has drawn attention to the parallels in Herodotus 1. 138 (the sun “sees” 
sins and faults, and punishment comes as a result); clement Stromateis 5. 7.

30. The Mss reading is τοῦτο, but the sentence requires the plural, ταῦτα.
31. The text reads: καὶ νηστεύοντες τὰς ἀνὰ μέσον τούτων (eus.; Mss τούτου) ἡμέρας. The for-

mulation is difficult. What are “these” (τούτων)? as the sentence stands, the only possible interpre-
tation is that “these” refer to the nocturnal sacrifices, and that the Jews fasted for the days between 
the sacrifices. it is a strange statement, even in this imaginative account of the Jews (τούτου is no 
better). The clause ἀνὰ μέσον τούτων is almost certainly corrupt. 

32. φιλόσοφοι τὸ γένος: this can be translated “philosophers by descent,” “philosophers from 
birth,” “philosophers due to their nature,” “philosophers according to their nature,” “philosophers 
according to their race,” and so on. i am inclined to translate the phrase here as “philosophers 
by descent,” which is the literal meaning. a similar phrase — γένη φιλοσόφων — a reference to all 
the “barbarian” nations wrongly attributed to Plato appears in clement Stromateis 1. 15 [68. 1]. 
Guttmann 1: 78 n. 26 suggests translating our phrase as “philosophers in essence.” But the paral-
lels he cites from Greek literature correspond to the phrase in Theophrastus neither in context nor 
syntactically.
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sacrifices receive great emphasis, it has been assumed that Theophrastus regards 
the Jews as a caste or sect of philosopher-priests.33

Before turning to a discussion and reevaluation of the account, it may be 
worth clarifying the connection between the passage and what Theophrastus 
says before and after it. The passage states that the Jews do not eat the meat of 
the sacrificial victim, and that they were the first to conduct animal and even 
human sacrifice, which they did “out of necessity and not from desire” (para. 4). 
These assertions stand in stark contrast to what is said in the previous passage, 
according to which humans sacrifice out of a desire to enjoy the eating of animal 
flesh. The Jews, therefore, are exceptional in their motivation for performing 
sacrifices. They continue their practice to this very day, but only out of respect 
for an ancient custom whose reason has long been forgotten. in the past, that 
reason was “necessity.” What, then, was this “necessity”? The following section 
outlines Theophrastus’s main version of his anthropological theory concerning 
the development of sacrificial customs and the eating of animals: it was a famine, 
a dearth of the plantation normally used for eating and sacrifice, which obliged 
humans to sacrifice first humans, and then animals (2. 27. 1 – 4; cf. 12. 1 – 2).34

in the passages that have come down to us, Theophrastus does not say whether 
the Jews ate animal flesh; but since he claims that the Jews did not eat the victim’s 
flesh, and in the light of the context and the anthropological theory he is present-
ing, it seems he assumed that the Jews never reached the stage of eating animal 
flesh. in other words, the anthropological development of the Jews was arrested 
at the stage of human and animal sacrifice prior to eating the flesh of the victims. 
Porphyry knew very well that the Jews ate flesh, and noted that they refrained 
from eating certain types of meat, particularly pork (Abst. 1. 14; 2. 61; 4. 11). He 
may, therefore, have omitted some statement by Theophrastus concerning Jewish 
“vegetarianism.”

t H e a s se s sM e n t oF J eW isH sacr i F ici a l custoMs

a reading of the account of Jewish sacrifice, in the context of Theophrastus’s 
anthropological theory, indicates that the author intended to praise two aspects 
of the practice while condemning the rest. The favorable aspects appear from the 
context: (1) the Jews do not eat the meat of the sacrificial victim (if not meat by 
and large), and (2) the animal sacrifice is performed out of respect for an ancient 

33. see Bernays (1866) 111 – 15; Guttmann (1946) 156 – 65; Jaeger (1938a) 359 – 60; Guttmann 1: 74 – 88; 
stern (1973) 162 – 63; id., GLAJJ 1: 7 – 8; also Jaeger (1938b) 137 ff.; Hengel (1973) 466 – 67; stern (1976) 
2: 1105; Mélèze-Modrzejewski (1981) 419; Philhopfer (1990) 202; Feldman (1993) 140, 203 – 4; Kasher 
(1996) 157. see also Feldman (1983) 282. For a more sober view, see Gabba (1988) 620 and Mélèze-
Modrzejewski (1989) 4 – 5.

34. cf. the word ἀνάγκη (necessity), which appears several times, e.g., 2. 12. 1.
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custom preserved in its original form. The sacrifice was conducted originally 
out of necessity and was not an excuse for a feast. only at a later stage did 
humans inaugurate a meal to accompany the sacrifice, out of “desire” for meat. 
later still, meat was eaten for its own sake, without sacrifice. The Jews, however, 
remained loyal to the original custom, neither adopting the accompanying meal 
nor acquiring a desire for flesh. elsewhere Theophrastus explicitly praises the 
observation of ancient customs (Porph. Abst. 2. 5. 4; cf. tac. Hist. 5. 5. 1). in 
this respect the custom manifests a certain sincerity in the religious conduct of 
the Jews, as opposed to the hypocrisy of other peoples who sacrifice only tasty 
animals (25. 7).

The outstanding negative aspect of the present Jewish practices is the mode of 
sacrifice. The passage emphasizes in various forms that the practice is exception-
ally cruel. The most significant sentence says: “if someone were to command us 
to sacrifice in the same way, we would be repelled from the act” (2. 26. 1), and in 
the next paragraph (2) the act is explicitly called “terrible.” even the Jews are said 
to be ashamed of the deed and to do everything in their power to prevent the 
sun from finding any traces of it by removing the evidence (para. 2). as far as the 
practice itself is concerned, the editors of Porphyry read, following the manu-
scripts, various forms of the verb ζῳοθυτεῖν (ζῷον — animal), meaning that the 
Jews used “to perform an animal sacrifice” (para. 1).35 in the following paragraph 
(2) the Jews are said not to eat of the meat of the sacrifice, but to burn the animal 
completely (holocaust). Theophrastus has accordingly been understood to mean 
that the Jews slaughter a victim and burn it completely, in contrast to the familiar 
Greek custom of partaking of the victim’s flesh.

This reading, however, poses an insoluble difficulty. What is so repellent about 
sacrificing a holocaust? in what way is a holocaust more cruel than a sacrifice in 
which only certain parts are burnt, while and the other parts are eaten by the 
participants? after the long and ostensibly objective-”scientific” argumentation 
against animal sacrifice, this outburst against the practice of sacrificing holo-
causts is disproportionate and indeed out of place. Moreover, if by the statement 
“we would be repelled by the act” Theophrastus is referring to those already 
convinced, namely, he and his supporters, why does he refer to the Jewish sac-
rifice with much greater severity than he does to the animal sacrifices of other 
nations? He would surely have perceived Jewish abstinence from eating meat as 
a mitigating factor making the deed actually less atrocious and disgusting than 
other forms of sacrifice, inasmuch as human sacrifice was usually regarded as less 

35. cf. ζῳοκτονία (the killing of animals); ζῳοφαγεῖν (to live off animal flesh); ζῳγράφος (first, a 
painter of animals; later, a painter in general); ζῳογονεῖν (to raise animals). Many additional exam-
ples can be found in the dictionary of dimitrakos (1964) 3210 – 24. Bernays (1866) 83, Pötscher (1964) 
173, and Fortenbaugh et al. (1992) 422, all translate ζῳοθυτεῖν as Tieropfer, “sacrificial animals.”
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detestable than cannibalism. if Theophrastus meant by “we” his athenian audi-
ence — and this is the most natural and acceptable interpretation — why would 
athenians and other cultivated Greeks recoil from performing a whole burnt 
offering even if commanded to perform it?

Performing complete burnt offerings was a widely accepted custom and deeply 
rooted in Greek culture from its beginnings. sacrifices of this sort were usu-
ally called ὁλόκαυτοι (holocausts), and sometimes θυσίαι ἄγευστοι (untasted 
sacrifices — e.g., Plut. Mor. 124B). These sacrifices were generally offered to the 
chthonic gods, heroes, the dead, and storm winds; they could also serve as a 
means of atonement and the fulfillment of pledges. The topic has been much 
discussed in the research of the past 120 years, and many examples have been 
adduced both from literary and historical sources and from archaeological and 
illustrative material. The custom was practiced in all parts of the Greek world, 
including athens and its immediate vicinity, and spanned the centuries from 
the time of Homer through the classical age to the Hellenistic age.36 This widely 
accepted picture has been modified by Walter Burkert in his general book on 
Greek religion: he points out that partaken sacrifices were occasionally made 
to the dead, heroes, and the chthonic gods, while holocausts were also made 
occasionally to Zeus.37

a holocaust, therefore, was “normative” and widely accepted in the Greek 
world, even if less popular than partaken sacrifices. Bearing all this in mind, it 
seems that, were athenians and other cultivated Greeks to be commanded to 
sacrifice a holocaust, there would have been no reason for them to recoil from the 
deed. Theophrastus would not have made such an outspoken statement within 
an argument meant to persuade his audience and judges. What, then, aroused 
his strong disgust?

The difficulty can be solved by a small emendation of the verb ζῳοθυτεῖν (to 
sacrifice animals), namely, the removal of the iota subscript. The meaning of 
ζωοθυτεῖν is “to sacrifice a victim alive” (ζωός = alive),38 that is, without killing it 

36. Material on this matter has been gathered and discussed in the following works in par-
ticular: stengel (1880) 737 – 43; (1883) 361 – 79; nilsson (1906) 436 – 53; rohde (1907) 205 ff., esp. 235 – 45; 
stengel (1910) 93 – 95, esp. 126 – 45, 188 – 90; (1920) 16, 124 – 27, 136 – 39, 141 – 42; Farnell (1928) 95 – 96, 309; 
Meuli (1946) 193, 209; nilsson (1955) 139 – 42, 178 – 82; rudhardt (1958) 238 – 39. of the many examples 
in the sources i shall mention just Odyssey 10. 518 – 33; 11. 25 – 46.

37. see Burkert (1985) 63. similar remarks are scattered in a variety of forms throughout his 
detailed book on sacrifices: Burkert (1972). ekroth (2002) argues in a monograph on hero-cult that 
holocaust sacrifices to heroes were quite rare (being considered as similar to sacrifices to the gods), 
as were funeral sacrifices (as distinct from ordinary sacrifices to the dead); see also nock (1944).

38. cf. the words ζωοτοκεῖν (to give birth to live young); ζωγρεῖν (to take a prisoner alive); 
ζωάγρια (reward for a life saved); ζωοποιεῖν (to reanimate, keep alive, etc.); ζωοφυτεῖν (to give 
life); ζωόκαυστος (burnt alive); ζωογονεῖν (to propagate, keep alive); ζωοποός (creator of life) —
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prior to burning.39 in a passage suffering heavily from bad transmission, the iota 
may have been added for one reason or another by Byzantine copyists,40 or even 
by Porphyry, who was well acquainted with Jewish practices,41 and may therefore 
have found it necessary to emend the text.

The victim is burnt whole: this is the form of the sacrifice, and this is also the 
method by which the victim is killed. The burning of the animal, a slow and most 
painful death accompanied by the horrific anguished cries of the victim, is thus 
what made the act so appalling. to express this, Theophrastus employs a rhetori-
cal topos found most prominently in Dissoi logoi, an anonymous sophistic work 
from about 400 b.c.e.; there, a whole string of actions that would repel or shame 
a civilized Greek are listed, even including customs of semi-Greeks, and not only 
those of distant peoples.42

such a form of sacrifice is alien to athens and other places representative of 
Greek culture in the classical and Hellenistic ages. From the hundreds of pieces 
of information we have on Greek sacrificial practices, it is known to have been 
practiced on a special annual occasion in aetolian calydon, whence it passed to 

 Theophrastus On the Causes of Plants 2. 9. 6. dozens of such compounds are to be found in the Greek 
dictionary of dimitrakos (1964).

39. The Greek-english dictionary of liddell-scott-Jones (s.v.) gives the verb appearing in 
Porphyry as ζωοθυτέω and translates accordingly, “sacrifice live victims,” and this is how it is trans-
lated by stern (GLAJJ 1: 10), although he writes ζῳοθυτούντων and follows up this reading in his 
commentary (cf. stern [1976] 1104 – 5). elsewhere, Theophrastus uses the expression θύειν τὰ ἔμψυχα 
when describing the sacrifice of animals (2. 3. 11). interestingly, while the iota subscript appears in 
the eusebius edition by Mras, it does not appear in the edition of eusebius in the Patrologia Graeca 
(21. 681 [404.45]). considering the general laxity of the PG, this should not serve as evidence.

40. The word ζῷον appearing in the passage twice (in the genitive case, para. 4 – 5) would have 
been enough to confuse copyists and editors. For the major corruptions in the passage, see notes 
24, 25, 28, 30, and 31 above. Theophrastus’s books were already damaged in the Hellenistic period 
and were extensively reconstructed at the beginning of the first century b.c.e., a procedure that 
introduced many errors (see on this strabo 13. 1. 54, and see below, note 78).

41. Porphyry viewed the Jews favorably and was well versed in their beliefs, history, and cus-
toms, in addition to being familiar with all the writings of Josephus, and at least Genesis from the 
Pentateuch (on this, see stern, GLAJJ 2: nos. 456b, 466, and a reservation on p. 424 n. 6). His detailed 
response to the Book of daniel, large fragments of which are preserved in Jerome, also displays the 
extent of his familiarity with Jewish sacred literature.

42. see Dissoi logoi 2. 14 ( = d-K 90. 2. 14 [2: 408]), which refers for example to the custom of 
the Massagetai, inhabitants of the region between the caspian sea and lake ural, of eating their 
deceased parents, saying that their stomach is the best grave (cf. Hdt. 1. 216). The writer adds that if 
any Greek were to perform such a deed, he would be exiled from his land and “would die miserably 
as one who had done terrible and shameful deeds.” see also Dissoi logoi 2. 12 – 14 and 16 on the cus-
toms of various peoples and tribes that cultivated Greeks would not dream of following. The peoples 
mentioned include the Macedonians, Thracians, scythians, Persians, and lydians — and even the 
spartans in a small matter.
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the Messenians (Paus. 7. 18. 8 – 13; 4. 31. 7).43 The aetolians, residing in a mountain-
ous and almost inaccessible region, were not considered Hellenes by the civilized 
and cultivated Greeks. They were generally described as primitive tribes thriving 
on war and robbery.44 The distance between the athenians and the Messenians, 
the helots of the spartans, was greater, and there was also a geographical barrier 
making access difficult. it is quite doubtful whether Theophrastus was aware 
of these eccentric local customs: he was based in the lyceum and did not travel 
around Greece, and even then, he used to complain about having no time to 
write his books because of the need to check details for his public lectures (Letter 
to Phanias  — diogenes laertius 5. 37). a comprehensive, popular geographic-
folkloristic work on Greece, of the sort written by Pausanias centuries later, was 
unavailable in his time.

Whatever the case may be, these two isolated but mutually connected instances 
could not signify Hellenic acceptance of the custom, just as human sacrifices 
in arcadia, still performed in the time of Theophrastus (Porph. Abst. 2. 27. 2), 
seemed to him not to represent enlightened Greek culture and athenian norms.45 
Theophrastus could, therefore, have stated confidently that had his audience — 

43. in the annual ceremony held in calydon in honor of the goddess artemis laphria, birds, wild 
boars, deer, bear cubs and fox cubs, and mature beasts of prey were customarily thrown into the fire 
on the altar. Pausanias (7. 18. 11 – 13) adds that this cult was moved to Patrae in achaea in the reign 
of augustus under special circumstances after the destruction of calydon. The cult was apparently 
adopted much earlier by the Messenians, when they were close to calydon, after naupactus was 
handed over to them (425 b.c.e.; Paus. 4. 31. 7). Pausanias also tells of a similar cult in a temple of 
eileithyia in Messenia (31. 9). The details indicate that this was a variation of the adopted aetolian cult.

44. see Thucydides’ celebrated comments: 1. 3. 5; 3. 94. 4 – 5. on the customs and religion of the 
aetolians, see anthonetti (1990).

45. on the practice of human sacrifice to Zeus lykaios on Mt. lykaion in arcadia, see Hughes 
(1991) 96 – 107, 115 – 16. The usual interpretation of Theophrastus’s statement concerning the customs 
of the arcadians is questioned by dennis (1988) 213 – 17. see also dennis’s conclusion concerning 
the Greeks’ attitude in the classical period toward human sacrifice (364 – 67). i should add (contra 
Burkert [1985] 61 – 62) that other fire cults known from the Greek world do not seem to have included 
animal sacrifice without the animal being killed first. The sources, only some of which are adduced 
by Burkert, say nothing about throwing live animals into the fire. in these ceremonies human 
dummies made of wood were thrown onto the fire, as were bronze statues, work tools, weapons, 
ornaments, clothes, booty, etc., but no mention is made of live victims being cast into the flames. 
in one case — Hyampolis in Phocis — the aetiological story in at least one version clearly hints at 
prior killing of the victim (Paus. 10. 1. 2; see also on this point nilsson [1906] 223). it is also worth 
noting the fire cult in honor of Heracles on Mt. oita in memory of the legend of his self-immolation 
there (see, e.g., ov. Met. 9. 230 ff.). nilsson (1955) 131, in his discussion of this event, thinks that the 
myth was created following the local custom of throwing dummies onto the fire. archaeological 
remains found at the site indicate that tools, weapons, bronze statues of Heracles, ostraca inscribed 
with oaths to Heracles, and animals were all burnt there (nilsson, 131 and 87). However, there is 
no evidence or hint in the sources that victims were burnt alive, not even in the relatively detailed 
story about the sacrifice in diodorus 4. 38 – 39. if there is anything to be learned from the condensed
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athenians and other cultivated Greeks — been commanded to burn victims while 
they were still living, they would have recoiled from the deed. The reader would 
also have been able to understand why the Jews were so ashamed of the act, hiding 
it from the eye of the sun, and making haste to cover their tracks.46

Theophrastus states that this form of sacrifice has been performed by Jews 
since ancient times. The very burning of the animal in addition to the abstention 
from its flesh indicates adherence to an ancient tradition. Theophrastus stated 
earlier that plant sacrifices were completely burnt in honor of the gods, and 
explained that this was done in order to bestow upon the plant sacrifices eternal 
life such as that enjoyed by the gods — the heavenly bodies similar to fire.47 it 
would seem that in his view this was done first, and for the same reason, in the 
case of human and animal sacrifices. only later, as a result of the institution of 
the accompanying feast, were animals killed prior to being burnt. some of the 
limbs were burnt on the altar, and the rest were eaten by the celebrants.48

• • •

reference to the cult of Heracles on Mt. oita in the scholion on Iliad 22. 159 (ed. erbse [1977]), it is 
that the bull (if it was to be sacrificed) was skinned before being burnt, from which we may infer 
that it was already dead (an inference that may also be made from the line in the Iliad that is being 
interpreted). on the non-Greek origin of the cult on Mt. oita, and on the main feature, the burning 
of the image of Heracles, see the approach of Farnell (1928) 166 – 74. Be that as it may, Mt. oita was 
in the “Wild West” of ancient Greece, in northeast aetolia. on the mountain itself lived a smatter-
ing of aetolians whose links with mainstream Hellenic culture were quite tenuous. The sacrifice of 
Heracles on Mt. oita was a local custom and not a Panhellenic event. it is interesting that Pausanias, 
who made a special effort to provide information on any eccentric type of cult at the sites he visited, 
made no mention of this cult, although he mentions and describes Mt. oita in about a dozen places, 
and despite his obvious inclination to elaborate on Heracles cults in other places.

46. cf. the removal of traces of human sacrifice by egyptians: Plutarch On Isis and Osiris 380d. 
in the same case it is explicitly stated that the victim was burnt alive.

47. see pp. 19–20 above.
48. it is worth noting that the location of the particle γάρ (for) at the beginning of paragraph 2 

(“for they do not eat sacrificed [animals] but burn them completely at night”) does not pose any real 
problem for the interpretation suggested above. The particle does not refer to the previous sentence, 
as an explanation of why Greeks recoil from the act. That sentence is an especially strong rhetorical 
statement that does not need any explanation (in fact, an elaboration would only detract from its 
force). What follows γάρ serves to give a practical explanation for the basic statement about the Jews, 
placed two sentences before: they burn the victim alive, since they do not eat the flesh. The reason-
ing is that eating the victim is what necessitates its being killed prior to burning. The flexible use of 
γάρ is discernible in the same passage in paragraph 4, where it obviously does not refer back to the 
previous sentence (the “fact” that the Jews were the first to sacrifice animals and humans cannot 
be an explanation for their engaging in philosophy and astronomy) but refers to 2. 25. 7 (“having 
done this out of necessity” [26. 4] as against “for the sake of enjoyment” [25. 7]). Theophrastus is not 
exceptional in this usage. it was already noticed in the nineteenth century that Herodotus often 
uses γάρ to refer not to the previous sentence but to a much earlier sentence: see Broschmann (1882)
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Greeks would have found more offensive than the reference to the mode of ani-
mal sacrifice the statement appearing at the end of the passage, according to 
which the Jews were the first to perform animal and human sacrifice. it is not 
stated here whether the Jews continue to perform human sacrifice.49 The anthro-
pological development itself, described by Theophrastus, is common to some 
societies; he knows that the carthaginians, the arcadians, and the albanians 
still perform human sacrifice (2. 27. 2), but he singles out the Jews as the first. He 
is certainly not attempting to idealize them. if Theophrastus does not apply harsh 
words against Jewish human sacrifices, this is only because this reference is part 
of the general survey striving to describe scientifically the anthropological pro-
cess (unlike the reference to the sacrifice of animals, which is the issue at stake). 
For this reason Theophrastus does not explicitly condemn the arcadians and the 
carthaginians, who continue to sacrifice humans even in his time.

t H e sou rce s oF i n For M at ion

nothing Theophrastus writes fits real Jewish sacrificial customs: the Jews did not 
sacrifice only burnt offerings; they did not refrain from eating the meat parts 
of the sacrifice; they did not burn a victim while it was still alive; the sacrifice 
was not performed at night; the participants fasted neither during the sacrifice 
nor after it; they did not pour honey and wine over the victim, and the torah 
even explicitly forbids the sacrifice of honey (lev. 2.11).50 at least two of the 
other activities that the Jews are said to carry out at the time of sacrifice, in their 
capacity as “philosopher-priests” — observing the stars and discussing matters 
divine — did not accompany the Jewish sacrifice; and the first of these activities 

17 – 18. denniston (1954) 63 – 64, in his classic work on the Greek particles, adduced on this point a 
list of examples from attic tragedy, including many examples where the speaker uses γάρ to refer 
to something he has said earlier, although another character has spoken since. The phenomenon is 
well represented in historical, ethnographic, and partly philosophical texts, especially where γάρ is 
preceded by a main statement, followed by secondary ones (as is the case in paras. 1 – 2).

49. That the Jews are not explicitly mentioned in the following passage (Porph. Abst. 2. 27), 
where carthaginians and arcadians are cited as examples of peoples who perform human sacrifice 
“even now,” does not necessarily imply that Theophrastus thought that the Jews had desisted from 
the practice. The carthaginians and the arcadians are only examples, and, furthermore, the con-
tinuation of the sentence is cut off: οὐκ . . . μόνον . . . ἀλλὰ . . . (“not only the carthaginians and the 
arcadians but also . . . ”). What comes after ἀλλά in the text does not conform with the sentence, 
indicating a lacuna. in any case, i would have expected Porphyry to omit any reference to the Jews 
performing human sacrifice (if there were such a reference). He knew very well that the Jews did not 
sacrifice humans in his own day. That they did it in the past he could conclude from the story of the 
sacrifice of abraham in Genesis, with which he was very familiar (see note 41 above).

50. This was known even to some Greeks, in one way or another, at a later time, although it was 
accompanied by inaccurate interpretations and additions. see Plutarch Quaestiones convivales 672B.
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was alien to them at that time. The sacrificial rite described by Theophrastus is a 
dark and somber ceremony that is hidden from the eye of the sun. in actual fact, 
the Jewish sacrifice was a public ceremony performed with joy and accompanied 
by music and song;51 and to argue against the statement that the Jews were the 
first to perform human and animal sacrifice would be redundant. it is clear, then, 
that the source for this information could not have been Jewish, not even a Jewish 
source modified by Theophrastus.52

From the second century b.c.e., Greek anti-Jewish writers drew inspiration 
from egyptian rumors and written sources. in the early Hellenistic period, when 
Greek authors had no reason to be hostile toward the Jews, there is all the more 
reason to regard egyptian rumors as Theophrastus’s sources of inspiration for 
this sort of information. indeed, Theophrastus is known to have used egyptian 
sources in a number of his works,53 and received oral reports from Greeks return-
ing from egypt.54 it may therefore be suggested that Theophrastus gained from 
such sources the information concerning Jewish human sacrifice as well as the 
notion that the Jews sacrificed animals by burning them alive.

certain details of Theophrastus’s anthropological theory indicate application 
of egyptian traditions. Theophrastus, like aristotle and other Greek authors, 
regarded egypt as the cradle of civilization, and the egyptians as the wisest of 
humans (Abst. 2. 5. 1, 26. 5).55 For this reason he attributes to the egyptians the 
institution of the first — the vegetarian — stage of sacrifice (Abst. 5. 1). The second 
stage began, according to the main version (the “famine” version), when men 
neglected sacred matters and were accordingly punished with famine (Abst. 27. 1). 

51. The gloomy character of the ceremony in contrast to the joyfulness of the Jewish cult has 
already been noticed by Bernays (1866) 11; Guttmann 1: 80.

52. Various suggestions based on the assumption that Theophrastus used Jewish sources of 
information have been offered, esp. by Bernays (1866) 111 – 14 (a trace of the sacrifice of abraham; 
the fasting of the clan of priests on duty [אנשי המעמד]; fixing the end of the day of fasting by the 
appearance of the stars; the requirement to burn by morning whatever is left of the meat of the 
victim; and the continual burnt offerings [קרבן התמיד]). These suggestions have been rejected by many 
and have been replaced by other associations (the story of cain and abel; a comparison with the 
Phoenician-carthaginian custom, etc.); see esp. the reservations and refutations of reinach (1895) 
8 n. 3; radin (1915) 82; Jaeger (1938a) 143; (1938b) 135; Guttmann 1: 78 – 80 (who is inclined to accept 
some of Bernays’s suggestions); stern, GLAJJ 1: 11; Gabba (1989) 619 – 20; Mélèze-Modrzejewski (1989) 
9. see also note 81 below on Bernays.

53. see the references of Theophrastus to lists (ἀναγραφαί) of egyptian kings and to works on 
egyptian kings in On Stones 24, 55; and cf. eichholtz (1965) 9 – 10.

54. on information Theophrastus received orally on botanical matters in egypt, see Fraser 
(1994) 180 – 81. see also notes 4, 8, and p. 17 above.

55. on egypt as the cradle of man and civilization see esp. Hecataeus in diodorus 1. 10 ff. 
Herodotus reported this in the name of the egyptians themselves and the inhabitants of elis in his 
egyptian logos (Hdt. 2. 160).
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This led to the decline of mankind, from human sacrifice to cannibalism, animal 
sacrifice, and ultimately the eating of animals. The sequence of the second stage 
is peculiar to Theophrastus, as are the details themselves, being without parallels, 
so far as we know, in old Greek traditions concerning the stages of the decline 
of mankind.56 The causal connection between impiety and famine is well known 
from classical egyptian sources, as well as from texts originating in the Ptolemaic 
period, such as the celebrated “oracle of the Potter.” These elements and can-
nibalism are to be found separately in Greek traditions about egypt. Thus, the 
Bibliothēkē, wrongly attributed to apollodorus of athens, relates that Busiris, 
the mythological egyptian king, established a sacrifice of strangers to appease 
the god after nine consecutive years of drought (2. 5. 11; followed by a number of 
later Greek and latin authors and scholiasts). Pseudo-apollodorus is to be dated 
to the first or second century c.e., but the traditions are much earlier. all these 
have their parallels in anti-Jewish egyptian stories that were passed on to Greek 
authors in the Hellenistic age. Jewish disdain for the egyptian gods is said by 
lysimachus of alexandria to have brought famine upon the land of egypt,57 and 
the second version of the egyptian blood libel imputes cannibalism to the Jews 
(Joseph. Ap. 2. 95),58 thus also recalling the statement that the Jews were the first 
to introduce human sacrifice.

That Theophrastus was inspired by egyptian oral sources and rumors in form-
ing his theory is thus rather plausible. What still deserves attention is the possible 
role of the Jews in the theory. significantly enough, immediately after stating that 
the Jews were the first to perform human and animal sacrifices (26. 4), at the end 
of the passage on the Jews, Theophrastus adds the following sentence (26. 5):

This may be seen in observing the egyptians, the wisest of all, who refrain so much 
from killing any animal that they turned the images [of animals] into representa-
tions of the gods.

That is to say: the claim that the Jews were the first to perform animal and human 
sacrifice is corroborated by the fact that the egyptians refrained from killing 
animals.59 What is the connection between the two items? a link in the chain 

56. excluding the “neglect” of the gods, which also appears in Hesiod Works and Days 136; this, 
however, is but one of a series of sins perpetrated in the silver age, and the punishment is not famine 
but war.

57. lysimachus in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 305 – 6, and see below, pp. 321 – 24, on the second 
version, according to which the dyssebeis (men disrespectful of the gods and of cultic worship) 
caused akarpia (crop failure). cf. Hecataeus in diodorus 40. 3. 1 – 2, on the neglect of religious duties 
by the egyptians themselves, caused by the conduct of the Jews, as the reason for the plague.

58. see below, pp. 259 – 63.
59. animal sacrifice and the eating of meat by the egyptians is well known from egyptian 

sources and is described in Greek sources. see, e.g., Herodotus 2. 37 – 42, 47 – 49; Hecataeus in
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of reasoning is missing. Porphyry may well have abbreviated what he found in 
Theophrastus, as was sometimes his wont (2. 32. 3–5; cf., 2. 7. 2). although other 
possibilities should not be ruled out, the intent may well be that in the distant 
past, when famine struck the land of egypt, the Jews turned to human sacrifice, 
and later to animal sacrifice. The indigenous egyptians, however, being the wis-
est of humans (cf. 2. 5. 1), refrained from harming animals, as they continue to 
do to this day. in this context it is worth mentioning a statement of Hecataeus of 
abdera, reported in abbreviated form and not too clearly by diodorus (1. 84. 1). 
according to the extant text, there are those who say that in the distant past, 
when egypt was suffering from a great famine, many people ate their fellow 
men, but none of the egyptians ate the meat of sacred animals. as is usual with 
Hecataeus, this report is based on egyptian traditions. accordingly, the autoch-
thonous egyptians not only avoided cannibalism but also refrained from eating 
animals. The cannibals were obviously the foreigners staying in egypt, but who 
they were is anyone’s guess.

The reference to the Jews fasting (26. 3) may also be ascribed to egyptian 
influence. observing the fast in close proximity to the sacrifice (before and after 
the deed), and the mention of this immediately after the statement that the act 
was “terrible,” would imply that the fasting was intended as form of purification 
and atonement.60 it is not a Greek fast, a rarity in itself, of a purely ritual nature 
to commemorate events in the lives of the gods. it is a fast along egyptian lines, 
with a view to purification and atonement. Greeks knew ever since the time of 
Herodotus that egyptian priests would fast before sacrifices and would even whip 
themselves.61

if indeed the Jews played a central role in Theophrastus’s anthropological 
theory, this still does not make Theophrastus anti-semitic. He had met no Jews 

diodorus 1. 70. 4 ff. Theophrastus’s remark appears to be a hasty generalization based on informa-
tion about the abstention of egyptians from harming species of sacred and certain other animals.

60. The fast could not be related to the subsequent account about Jewish philosophers observing 
the stars, discussing matters divine, and praying. it is not an act of ascetism intended to distance 
the participants from the material world and concentrate minds on the divine. The context of the 
sentence indicates otherwise.

61. see esp. Herodotus 2. 40, and the detailed description by chaeremon of the egyptian priest-
hood (Porph. Abst. 4. 6 – 8). on the fasts of the egyptian priests, see lloyd (1976) 182. From the clas-
sical Greek world we know only of fasts in honor of demeter and those in the eleusinian mysteries, 
if we exclude mere limitations on food and drink of one sort or another, which occurred in other 
places and on different occasions. on fasts in classical Greece see erbsman (1929), where they are 
discussed indifferently with roman fasts, according to types of fast; l. Ziehn, RE s.v. “Νηστεία,” 
cols. 88 – 107; Gerlitz (1954); nilsson (1955) 94 – 95; erbsman (1969) 456 ff. unfortunately, the reference 
to the time of the Jewish fast is corrupt (see note 31 above), and we cannot ascertain whether the fast 
precedes the sacrifice or follows it.
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62. This has been noted by Bernays (1866) 111 and repeated by many others using various socio-
logical terms. The objection of Jaeger (1938b) 132 n. 4 is unjustified. cf. stern, GLAJJ 1: 10; Philhopfer 
(1990) 73 – 75; and note 24 above. in fact, scholars speak about a “caste” or a “sect.” Both are wrong. 
Theophrastus described a group of people of common descent (“philosophers by descent” — para. 
3), concentrated around their temple. “community” seems to be the appropriate term. cf. below, 
p. 81, note 112.

and hardly knew anything about them. at best he is a witness to the beginnings 
of egyptian anti-Judaism. But he was certainly not an admirer of the Jews.

t H e J eWs a s a coM M u n i t y  
oF PH i losoPH er-Pr i e st s

The second central component of the passage is the description of the Jews as phi-
losophers, and the activities accompanying the sacrifice: conversation on matters 
divine, observation of the stars, and prayer. all this sounds complimentary; but 
is it enough to balance the negative impression of Jews created by their sacrificial 
practices? let us first trace the sources of information and/or inspiration, and 
place the classification of the Jews in its historical context.

From the passage as a whole we can learn — and indeed this has been remarked 
upon by scholars — that Theophrastus regards the Jews as a community of phi-
losopher-priests among (or “of”) the syrians.62 They are continually engaged 
exclusively in matters of cult worship and activities to do with the divine. The 
statement that the Jews are “philosophers by descent” (or “from birth” — para. 3) 
indicates that their occupation in philosophy is due not to individual but rather 
to collective hereditary talent and/or inclination. as Theophrastus did not know 
anything about Jewish beliefs, this portrayal would not have been his invention. 
it seems to be based on a widespread popular rumor. it is reminiscent of explicit 
statements made by two younger contemporaries of Theophrastus. clearchus, 
the Peripatetic philosopher-author, wrote: “The philosophers are called [ . . . ] 
Jews among the syrians” (Joseph. Ap. 1. 179); and Megasthenes, who was sent to 
india as an ambassador of seleucus i, implicitly compared the status of the Jews 
among the syrians with that of the Brahmans among the indians (clem. Strom. 
1. 15 [72. 5]).

The description of the Jews as a community of philosopher-priests is under-
standable when considered against the broader background of the general and 
inexact notions the Greeks of that time had about oriental peoples, with regard 
to their beliefs, customs, ethnic relationships, and social structure. Greek authors 
wrote about the existence of sects, castes, or communities of priests, philosophers, 
or philosopher-priests throughout the orient. The most prominent of these were 
the egyptian priests, the Magi among the Persians, the chaldaeans (a misnomer 
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in Greek literature referring to the priests of Mesopotamia) among the assyrians 
and the Babylonians, and the Brahmans among the indians.63 all of these were 
entrusted with cult worship, and each had some sort of distinctive feature that 
caused the Greeks to label them “philosophers,” be it particular views on the 
origin and destiny of the soul, a dualist belief, activities such as observation of 
the stars, or extreme ascetic conduct intended to increase spiritual awareness, to 
mention but a few. The rumor that the Jews were philosopher-priests was prob-
ably based on a combination of vague information concerning the central status 
of the temple in Jewish communal life, and the uniqueness of the Jewish cult and 
religion, above all their refraining from idol worship, which should have been 
noticed by curious Greek visitors.64 The difficulty in distinguishing among the 
various syrian ethnic groups may account for the Jews being defined as a syrian 
community.

The activities ascribed to the Jews in their capacity as philosophers are dis-
cussions about divinity, which are held before and after the sacrifice; stargaz-
ing on the nights of the sacrifice; and calling on God through prayers. it was 
only natural for philosophers who doubled as priests and performed sacrifices 
to engage in theological discussions at a time of sacrifice. also, the observa-
tion of the stars, the visible gods, was considered a theological activity: it was 
responsible for the very creation of the faith, constantly strengthening it, and 
inspiring people to think about various aspects of it.65 The alleged performance 
of sacrifices at night inevitably invited the attribution of stargazing to the Jews.66 

63. These things are known from many sources, both historical and ethnographic. it will suf-
fice to mention the lists of such groups in two late authors quoting or relying upon sources from 
the beginning of the Hellenistic period: diogenes laertius 1. 1 – 11; clement Stromateis 1. 15 – 16 (see 
also strabo 15. 1. 68, 70; 16. 2. 39; diodorus 4. 31. 2. 4). among the additional tribes or ethnic groups 
appearing in those sources are the druids among the Gauls, the Getae among the Thracians, and 
the samanaioi among the Bactrians. For a description of the egyptian priesthood as a caste, see, e.g., 
Herodotus 2. 36ff.; Hecataeus in diodorus 1. 70. 5 – 12, 73. 1 – 5; chaeremon in Porphyry On Abstention 
4. 6 – 8.

64. The first explicit piece of information on the abstention of Jews from anthropomorphism 
and the worship of idols, and their belief in one god, is to be found in Hecataeus of abdera (diod. 
40. 3. 4), which appeared some ten to fifteen years after the writing of Theophrastus’s account. see 
in detail pp. 95 and 133 below.

65. see Jaeger (1938b) 132 – 34 and esp. Guttmann (1956) 159 – 65; 1: 80 – 86 (and references there to 
Plato); stern, GLAJJ 1: 8, 11. see, e.g., the detailed account by Hecataeus of abdera on the emergence 
of religious thinking following the observation of heavenly bodies (diod. 1. 11 – 13).

66. The three pursuits attributed to the Jews by Theophrastus, stargazing, theological discus-
sions, and praying, are reminiscent of three of the characteristics of the Magi, “the philosophers 
among the Persians” (diog. laert. 1. 6 – 8, citing authors of the early Hellenistic period). in the pre-
liminary Hebrew version of this chapter (Bar-Kochva [2000b] 54 – 56), i suggested that Theophrastus 
was influenced by a contemporary rumor that the Jews descended from the Magi (diog. laert. 1. 9; 
on the source of the rumour, see below, p. 85, note 124). This link now seems to me rather doubtful;
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as for prayers, the performers of priestly duties in Greece were skilled both in 
sacrifices and in prayers (e.g., Pl. Pol. 290c-d), and every sacrifice was accompa-
nied by prayer.67

t H eoPH r a st us on “PH i losoPH er s ” a n d et H ic s

now that the classification of the Jews has been set in its historical context, it is 
time to consider the moral judgment of Theophrastus. do the epithet “philoso-
phers” and the related activities square with the negative features of the Jewish 
sacrificial customs? anyone called a philosopher in the Hellenistic period was 
obviously assumed to have the knowledge and ability to deal with matters in the 
fields of philosophy. However, what interests us in the context of the passage as a 
whole is the moral evaluation of the Jews. 

aristotle argued that anyone who failed to realize ethical principles in his per-
sonal life was not worthy of the title “philosopher.” such people could be called 
at best “philosophizers” (οἱ φιλοσοφοῦντες), or something similar.68 Theophras-
tus has his own variation. a testimonium attests to his distinguishing between 
“philosopher” and “true philosopher.” The testimonium survives in arabic in 
a commentary on aristotle’s Categories, written by abū l-Faraj ibn al-tayyib, a 
nestorian monk and physician who was active in Baghdad in the first half of the 
eleventh century. He wrote commentaries on several of aristotle’s books and on 
a work by Theophrastus. The testimonium runs as follows:69

There is another group headed by Theophrastus that claimed (i.e., Theophrastus 
says)70 that the beginning [of philosophy] should be in the sciences of values (eth-
ics), and used this reasoning: they thought (i.e., Theophrastus thinks) that a man 
must above all train his soul and habituate it to good customs and let it act in noble 

Theophrastus did not need such a rumor, and it is a little too speculative to attribute to him such a 
combination of issues on a Jewish matter that has no bearing on the arguments of his book. at the 
same time, i would add that these three features were not standard in the descriptions of groups of 
philosopher-priests. Particular features and activities were attributed to each group.

67. see Pullegn (1997) 7 – 14, 161 – 63.
68. see, e.g., aristotle Nicomachean Ethics 1095a2 ff. on “philosophers,” see, e.g., aristotle EN 

1098b16 – 18; cf. the distinction made by dicaearchus between the wise of the past and the philoso-
phers of his time; see Wehrli (1944) 29, 30 ( = Mithardy [2000] frr. 37, 43).

69. see the text in Fortenbaugh et al. (1992) 2: no. 466b. on the translation of Theophrastus into 
arabic, see Gutas (1992) 63 – 102.

70. The source quoting Theophrastus read οἱ περὶ Θεόφραστον, which is a normal way of 
expressing “Theophrastus himself.” The translator understood the expression literally as “those 
around Theophrastus.” cf. no. 466a in vol. 1 of the collection of Fortenbaugh (1992), taken from 
another arabic source. it begins: “as to the family of Theophrastus, they think that a man should 
begin with the theory of correcting behavior.”
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things . . . and they (i.e., Theophrastus) also adduce as evidence the words of Plato71 
that the true philosopher72 is the one who exercises himself beautifully and habitu-
ates his soul to worthy customs, and not the one who preserves [in his memory] 
opinions (of others) or the one who solves doubts.

The distinction inferred from this may be illustrated by two parallels: Posido-
nius of apamea, following his predecessors, calls the druids, who he says are in 
charge of human sacrifice, “the philosophers among the Gauls” (in diod. 5. 31. 2. 
4, 31. 3);73 the moral image of the Magi, the “philosophers” among the Persians, 
was rather low in the Greek world. The story about the conspiracy of the Magi 
(the rebellion of smerdis) after the death of cambyses, made famous by the 
detailed account of Herodotus (3. 61ff.), attributed to them deceit and cruelty. The 
Persian celebration in memory of the killing of the Magi (magophonia) was also 
well known in the Greek world.74 Moreover, Greek authors used the term “Magi” 
to denote any type of tricksters or charlatans.75

to conclude the discussion of the description of the Jews as “philosophers” 
and of their activities, the question still pending is, why was this description 
placed in the context of the passage on Jewish sacrificial practices, itself part 
of the argument against the eating and sacrificing of animals? it has been sug-
gested that Theophrastus wished to say that a nation of philosophers was actu-
ally reluctant to sacrifice animals.76 We have already seen, however, that their 
shame stems not from the sacrifice itself but from its mode of execution. one 
does not need to be a philosopher to be ashamed of this. in any case, the term 
“philosophers” in Theophrastus does not imply proper moral judgment. it seems 
that Theophrastus, who gave the Jews a certain role in his argumentation and 
possibly also in his anthropological theory by and large, just wished to give his 
Greek reader some idea of who these people were.

• • •

71. such explicit statements were not written by Plato in his dialogues, although they may be 
deduced from the various comments made by his socrates. sayings (apophthegmata) of philosophers 
were brought together in collections and could have reached Theophrastus even by oral tradition. 
This may even be an apocryphal saying. similar comments were made by Polemo of athens (end of 
the fourth century) according to diogenes laertius 4. 18, although they are not directed specifically 
at philosophers.

72. The original would appear to have read ὁ τῷ ὄντι φιλόσοφος or ὁ ὡς ἀληθῶς φιλόσοφος.
73. on the Posidonian source for the Gallic excursus of diodorus, see Kidd 2: 308 ff. on the 

druids as “philosophers among the Gauls,” cf. diogenes laertius 1. 1; clement Stromateis 1. 15 [71. 4].
74. The sources are in clemen (1928) 512 – 13.
75. see Bickerman and tadmor (1978) 251, and the sources there. on the Magi in classical litera-

ture, see de Jong (1997).
76. so Bickerman (1988) 16.
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Theophrastus’s account of the Jews is thus morally negative, but intellectually pos-
itive. He does not seem to have bothered to acquire accurate information about 
the Jews but relied on common rumors and hearsay, partly hostile, partly imagi-
nary, mostly coming from egypt. after all, the role of the Jews was only to serve as 
an illustration for Theophrastus’s anthropological theory, itself intended to help 
justify his opposition to the sacrificing and eating of animals. Theophrastus had 
no personal interest in the Jews as such and had no personal feelings toward them. 
The account well reflects the lack of real knowledge the Greeks of his generation 
had about the rather isolated community in the Judaean hills.

t H e i M Pac t oF t H e Pa s saGe

Because of his high standing in the Hellenistic world of thought and science, and 
because he is the first author to refer to the Jews in some detail, Theophrastus 
must have had some influence on the formation of Greek opinion regarding the 
Jewish people at the beginning of the Hellenistic period. The description of the 
Jews as philosophers, for example, by clearchus and Megasthenes may have been 
influenced by Theophrastus, although they could have been relying rather on the 
same prevalent rumors as had Theophrastus himself. The Theophrastean Jewish 
sacrifice may also have inspired the partially preserved reference by Hecataeus to 
the exclusive and unique nature of the Jewish sacrifice (diod. 40. 3. 4), if the latter 
was not directly influenced by egyptian informers.77

However, there is no further echo of Theophrastus’s account in references 
to the Jews until the time of Porphyry, not even in Josephus and clement, who 
took such pains to trace references to the Jews in Greek authors. This is to be 
explained by the transmission of the writings of Theophrastus, on the one hand, 
and their vast quantity, on the other. His writings were passed from one private 
collection to another and were even hidden for a long time, so that they were not 
worked on until the first century b.c.e., when sulla transferred them to rome. 
There they were edited, corrected, and copied and began slowly to circulate.78 
during the two and a half centuries in which the Jewish stereotypes took shape, 

77. on this matter, see below pp.  117 and 132.
78. see esp. strabo 13. 1. 51; Plutarch Sulla 26; Porphyry Vita Plotini 24. The information refers 

to aristotle and Theophrastus together. There has been much debate on the accuracy of the detailed 
information given by strabo, especially concerning the disappearance of the writings of aristotle. 
some believe that there were still copies available in athens, albeit unread by philosophers of that 
period, who preferred to argue with their contemporaries on problems of concern to them. on the 
fate of aristotle’s writings in that period, see esp. Gigon (1959); chroust (1962); Moreaux (1973) 1: 
20 – 30; Guthrie (1981) 6: 59 – 65; sandbach (1985); Blum (1991) 53 – 64; Wilker (2002). The subject is also 
discussed here and there in the collection of articles edited by Fortenbaugh and steinmetz (1989) esp. 
23 – 73. it is interesting that even cicero, in the middle of the first century b.c.e., was still not directly
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the writings of Theophrastus were virtually unavailable to most writers. later, 
the sheer quantity of his literary output seems to have presented an obstacle (see 
the enormous list of his works in diog. laert. 5. 45 – 50), although Peri eusebeias 
became quite influential at the end of the roman period.79 The passage on the 
Jews (and possibly another reference) was just a drop in the ocean, easily lost to 
view, and Theophrastus’s views on the Jews would have been looked for naturally 
in his writings on laws.80 Porphyry was able to trace the passage because he had 
collected material for his work on vegetarianism, quoting and paraphrasing from 
Peri eusebeias, and besides, was especially interested in Jewish matters. His rela-
tively extensive writing on Jews and Judaism is one of the main factors drawing 
eusebius’s attention to Porphyry’s work. eusebius in his Praeparatio evangelica 
(9. 1. 3) says explicitly that he found the passage in Porphyry’s On Abstention. due 
to the accidental nature of the preservation of Hellenistic literature, it is impos-
sible to arrive at more definite conclusions.

• • •

The prevailing conception in modern research on Theophrastus’s attitude toward 
the Jews is that he praised and even admired them. This interpretation originated 
with Bernays and other scholars of former generations who seized upon any 
thinker in times past who said, or appeared to say, positive things about the 
Jews. Presumably this is why they overlooked the major negative statement of 
Theophrastus’s account that the Jews were the first to perform human sacrifice, as 
well as the logical and historical difficulties arguing against the received reading 
ζῳοθυτοῦσι (sacrifice animals). This reservation is not to detract from the great 
achievements of these scholars. Their achievements are to be appreciated all the 
more in view of the political, cultural, and material obstacles and pressures they 
had to face.81 even good old Homer drops off occasionally.

acquainted with the writings of Theophrastus, but only indirectly through the lectures of antiochus 
of ascalon; see cicero De Finibus 5. 1, 8.

79. on which, see esp. obbink (1988) 273.
80. see pp. 16 – 17 above.
81. a good example is Jacob Bernays, the scholar who placed research of Peri eusebeia on a solid 

footing. The son of the orthodox rabbi of Hamburg, Bernays adhered to his religious education and 
faith despite all the pressures put upon him, including his ineligibility for an ordinary university 
appointment. considering the internal and external tensions to which he was subject, it is easy to 
understand the great effort he devoted to squaring Theophrastus’s account with Jewish sources, and 
why this outstanding philologist did not pick up on the negative aspects of the passage. His inclina-
tion to square Theophrastus with the Jewish sources may also be explained by his great familiarity 
with the latter, that degree of expertise that sometimes encourages one to find parallels where they 
do not exist. on Jacob Bernays, see the biographical articles of toury, orbach, and Glucker in 
Glucker and laks (1996) 3 – 56.
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in Contra Apionem 1. 177 – 82, Josephus offers a fragment and a testimonium 
from a passage about the Jews in a work by clearchus of soli, a Peripatetic author 
and one of aristotle’s pupils, who flourished at the beginning of the Hellenistic 
period. The passage, taken from clearchus’s lost work On Sleep, described an 
interesting meeting between an intellectual Jew and aristotle while the great 
Greek philosopher was staying in asia Minor (347 – 345 b.c.e.). The passage 
included details concerning the origin of the Jews, their abode, and the particular 
qualities of the Jew who met aristotle.

clearchus provides the sole surviving testimony of a Greek concerning a meet-
ing and conversation between a Jew and a Greek philosopher or author of the 
classical period. consequently, the story has received much attention in scholarly 
literature. While the meeting itself has been generally dismissed as unhistorical, 
the comments attributed to aristotle have been frequently cited as the most out-
standing piece of evidence for the accepted view that Greek authors at the begin-
ning of the Hellenistic period expressed great admiration for the wisdom of the 
Jews. The account of clearchus has even been cited occasionally as evidence that 
elements of the later myth about Greek philosophy originating in Judaism were to 
be found already in the writings of Greek authors of the early Hellenistic period.1

i shall attempt to ascertain whether the passage is indeed enthusiastic about 

1. see Bernays (1866) 110 – 11, 187; labhardt (1881) 19 – 23; von Gutschmid (1893) 578 – 89; reinach 
(1895) 10 ff.; radin (1915) 84 – 87; silberschlag (1933) 66 – 77; Jaeger (1934) 116; (1938a) 129 – 33; (1938b) 138 – 

42; lewy (1938) 205 – 35; Festugière (1945) 29 – 31; Wehrli (1948) 47 – 48; lewis (1957) 264 – 66; Guttmann 
1: 91 – 102; Hengel (1973) 467 – 69; stern, GLAJJ 1: 47 – 52; id. (1976) 1109 – 11; Momigliano (1975) 85 – 86;

2

aristotle, the learned Jew, and 
the indian Kalanoi in clearchus
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the wisdom of the Jews; what qualities the passage attributed to the Jewish people; 
why clearchus regarded these qualities as worthy of emulation; why the author 
attributed these qualities to the Jews; and finally, what the passage as a whole was 
intended to convey.

t H e l i Fe oF cl e a rcH us ,  H is Wor K s , 
a n d t H e t r e at ise ON SLEEP

Very little is known about the life of clearchus. no ancient account devoted to him 
has come down to us, and we must rely on random pieces of information from 
various sources, and references to personalities and occurrences that are found 
in fragments and testimonia.2 From these sporadic data we learn that clearchus 
was born in soli in cyprus, and that he was a pupil of aristotle. another piece of 
information, found in a scholion on Plato Laws 739a, allows us to fix clearchus’s 
dates with greater precision. The testimonium includes a number of sentences 
reportedly from Arcesilaus, a dialogue by clearchus.3 arcesilaus of Pitane (316/5 – 

241/0) became scholarch of the academy in 268 or 265. accordingly, it has been 
argued that clearchus continued writing down to the 270s or even a little later.4 
since he also happened to be a pupil of aristotle, who died in 322, clearchus 
must have been born no later than the late 340s. it follows already from this that 
clearchus could not have been an eyewitness to the meeting he attributes to 
aristotle (not that he claims that he was). important biographical information can 
also be deduced from a fragmentary inscription discovered during the excavation 
in ai Khanum (now in afghanistan), a Greek settlement on the banks of the 
river oxus in Bactria, an area settled by Greeks of the generation of alexander, 
which eventually became an independent kingdom bordering india. The inscrip-
tion relates that a certain clearchus brought to the place proverbs he had copied 
at delphi. The proverbs that have survived deal with the life of the individual 
from adolescence to death. louis robert, the great French epigraphist who recon-
structed and interpreted the inscription, identified the author with clearchus of 

Gabba (1989) 620 – 21; Feldman (1993) 5, 203, 525; ‘amit (1996) 254 – 55; Kasher (1997) 164 – 65. deviating 
from the consensus on admiration: Mélèze-Modrzejewski (1989) 10 – 11. on the later myth, that the 
torah was the source of Greek philosophy, see pp. 204–5 below.

2. on clearchus, see W. Kroll, RE s.v. “Klearchos,”  cols. 580 – 84; stein (1930/1) 251 – 59; Wehrli 
(1948) 45. The biographical testimonia are scattered throughout Wehrli’s collection.

3. Wehrli (1948) 11, 49. on arcesilaus, see Glucker (1998) 302 ff., and references there to previous 
literature.

4. stein and Wehrli find additional support in the passage on the meeting with the Jew from On 
Sleep, which they date to after 292 b.c.e. on the understanding that clearchus had in front of him 
Megasthenes’ reference to the Jews (stein [1930/1] 258 – 59; Wehrli [1948] 46). This supposition fails on 
several counts; see pp. 81 – 82 below.
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soli, assuming that he had set out on journeys in the Far east in order to spread 
delphic wisdom.5 robert’s suggestions are quite plausible and have been almost 
unanimously accepted. The biographical data about clearchus arising from the 
inscription have certain ramifications for the issues discussed below, and not only 
because clearchus states in his account that the Jews originated in india.

clearchus was not one of aristotle’s more senior disciples; he was far from the 
stature of eudemus, aristoxenus, or dicaearchus, not to mention Theophrastus. 
There is little originality of thought in what has survived of his writings on philo-
sophical matters, and the subjects he chose to discuss were marginal to Peripatetic 
preoccupations, apparently avoiding important questions such as those concern-
ing logic and ontology. at the same time, clearchus was quite a prolific author, 
if we are to judge from the number of works mentioned in the fragments and 
testimonia. not a few of his works have some sort of connection with the subjects 
to be discussed below, and should therefore be surveyed beforehand.6

clearchus devoted two works to Plato: Encomium of Plato, and On the Things 
Said in Plato’s Politeia Concerning Mathematical Matters.7 These works demon-
strate that this pupil of aristotle had a special admiration for Plato, which is also 
reflected in fragments from his treatise On Sleep, where the story of the meeting 
with the Jew is preserved. Plutarch also bears witness to clearchus’s straying 
from the Peripatetic way (Concerning the Faces of the Moon Revealed in Its Course 
920F). Fragments from another work by clearchus, On Education (Peri paideias), 
outline those values he considered important.8 other works by clearchus are the 
following:

 1. On Friendship (Peri philias): a subject and title adopted by several authors 
of clearchus’s time, including Theophrastus; remains of clearchus’s work by 
this title are limited to anecdotes concerning symposia and homosexual love

 2. Gergithios or On Flattery: a work on parasites and flatterers and the life of 
luxury and pleasures

 3  Erotica: stories of homosexual and heterosexual love and desire, bestiality, 
and even erotic love for a statue

 4. Sayings (Paroimiai), and On Riddles (Peri griphōn): collections of epistles, 
sayings, and riddles, and some humorous material

 5. Lifestyles (Bioi): a wide-ranging work in eight books containing a great deal 
of material on the ways of life (diaita) of peoples, tribes, cities, and famous 
individuals

5. robert (1968) 416 – 57.
6. For more detailed surveys of clearchus’s works, see Kroll (note 2 above); and Wehrli (1948) in 

various places, and in his collection of passages.
7. see Wehrli (1948) frr. 5 – 10.
8. a number of scholars regard the information in diogenes laertius (1. 9) that the Jews origi-
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at least some of these works were arranged in the form of aristotelian dia-
logues. The work On Sleep, from which Josephus drew clearchus’s passage on 
the Jews, is of this type. unlike the more familiar Platonic dialogue, in which the 
participants argue back and forth as in an ordinary conversation, an aristotelian 
dialogue had a formal arrangement in which one participant after another would 
deliver a speech on a particular subject, while the remaining participants merely 
added the occasional polite remark, trivial observation, or prompt. no aristo-
telian dialogue has survived, but the structure is inferred by comparison with 
extant ciceronian dialogues that we know were in the aristotelian style (cic. 
Fam. 1. 9. 23. 6). The aristotelian dialogue form will have some bearing on the 
discussion later.

Just three fragments have survived from On Sleep.9 one of the fragments 
contains the description of the alleged meeting between aristotle and the 
learned Jew. The other two have been preserved in Proclus, the fifth-century 
neoplatonic philosopher. They tell of deeds and events that are said to have 
taken place in the presence of aristotle and that are supposed to prove that 
the unembodied soul has eternal existence.10 Many readers of the Platonic 
dialogues, probably including many of his pupils, assumed that this was an 
opinion held by Plato himself.11 Whatever the case may be, it was not an opin-
ion held by aristotle, at least not in his later period and after the death of 
Plato. clearchus tried, therefore, to attribute to the later aristotle this allegedly 
Platonic opinion. it has consequently been assumed that this was the aim of 
the work as a whole. as one would expect of an aristotelian dialogue, however, 
this was not the only aim. around the subject of sleep it was possible to develop 
a discussion on a variety of issues, such as the essence of sleep, the nature of 
dreams, and so on.

as for the date of the dialogue, we do not have an explicit reference. an 
estimate can be made from the little biographical data at our disposal, combined 
with a comparison of what clearchus and other early Hellenistic authors knew 
about the Jews. By such means we can place the writing of On Sleep in the last 
decade of the fourth century.12

nated among the Magi as deriving from clearchus’s work On Education. This, however, is unaccept-
able; see note 124 below.

9. Wehrli (1948) frr. 6 – 8.
10. cf. also Wehrli (1948) fr. 38. For various suggestions on the aim of the work, see Wehrli, p. 47.
11. such sentiments are voiced in various dialogues, including Phaedo, Phaedrus, and Politeia; 

but opinions expressed in the dialogues — even by the character socrates, who is so often re-
garded as a mouthpiece of Plato — should not automatically be assumed to be the opinions of 
Plato.

12. see below, pp. 81 – 82.
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t H e Fr aGM e n t a n d t H e t e st i Mon i u M 
oF cl e a rcH us i n JosePH us

Josephus cites clearchus’s passage about the Jews for the same reason that he cites 
passages from other Greek (or allegedly Greek) authors in his Contra Apionem: 
to prove to the reader that the Jewish people is not young, since the Greek world 
long knew of the Jews. The passage from clearchus appears immediately after 
passages from Hermippus of smyrna, Herodotus, and (pseudo-)choerilus, the 
epic poet (Ap. 1. 164 – 75), and before passages from the treatise On the Jews, which 
is falsely attributed to Hecataeus of abdera, and a passage from agatharchides of 
cnidus (Ap. 1. 183 – 212). Josephus begins by stating that the account of clearchus 
testifies that the Greeks not only knew the Jews but also admired them, and that 
clearchus was one of the most important of aristotle’s pupils ( Ap. 1. 175 – 76). 
Following this is a fragment from On Sleep in which aristotle is describing 
his meeting with the learned Jew (Ap. 1. 177 – 81; henceforward, “the fragment”). 
The fragment does not include everything said in the story about the Jew. it is 
accompanied by Josephus’s own summary of the rest of the story (Ap. 1. 182; 
henceforward, “the testimonium”). Josephus concludes with an invitation to the 
reader to take another look at the work by clearchus, from which it may be 
understood that Josephus (or his aides) used not an intermediate source, but 
clearchus’s work directly.13

two other ancient sources are of some assistance for understanding the pas-
sage from clearchus: the fragment (without the testimonium) was copied as it 
appeared in Josephus by eusebius (9. 5. 1 – 7). eusebius’s version helps here and 
there in establishing the correct readings of the Greek text of Josephus.14 a brief 
testimonium on the occurrence of a meeting between aristotle and the Jew, 
apparently based directly on clearchus’s work and not on Contra Apionem, is to 
be found in clement of alexandria (Strom. 1. 15 [70. 2]). it is possible to deduce 
from it (in addition to other considerations) whether the original text does indeed 
have aristotle expressing admiration for the wisdom of the Jew.15

The following is a literal translation of the passage in Josephus:

(175) it is easy to know that not the most worthless of the Greeks, but those most 
admired for wisdom, not only were aware of the Jews, but even admired those of 
them whom they encountered. (176) For clearchus, the pupil of aristotle, and sec-

13. see the excursus of this chapter, pp. 85 – 89 below.
14. it is interesting to note in an aside that the corrupt latin translation of eusebius led to the 

mistaken claim in latin and Hebrew literature of the fifteenth century and later that aristotle was 
a Jew; see Wirszubski (1990) 4 – 6.

15. see below, pp. 52–53, and the text in note 41.
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ond to none of the philosophers of the Peripatos,16 says in the first book of On Sleep 
that aristotle his teacher related the following concerning a certain Jewish man, 
and attributes the account to aristotle. it is written thus: (177) “While it would take 
a long time to name the many [things this man did], nevertheless it would not be 
too bad ( = “one could do worse than”; that is, it would be appropriate or desirable) 
to detail as many of that man’s [things/deeds] as have a certain wonder and, simi-
larly, a certain philosophy.17 “Know clearly, Hyperochides,” he said, “i shall appear 
to tell you wonderful things equal to dreams.” 18 and Hyperochides discreetly said, 
“Why, for this very reason we are all asking to hear [the account].”(178) “Well, 
then,” said aristotle, “according to the precept of the orators, we are to detail first 
his origin, lest we disobey the teachers of pronouncements.” 19 “say what seems to 

16. τῶν ἐκ τοῦ Περιπάτου φιλοσόφων οὐδενὸς δεύτερος: see the discussion, pp. 85 – 89 below.
17. θαυμασιότητά τινα καὶ φιλοσοφίαν ὁμοίως: Von Gutschmid ([1893] 579) proposes reading the 

two nouns as a hendiadys ( = θαυμάσιόν τινα φιλοσοφίαν); however, the presence of ὁμοίως shows 
that not one but two ideas are being presented. see also the testimonium, and in more detail below, 
pp. 54, 57–58.

18. ὀνείροις ἴσα: l (laurentianus, the eleventh-century archetype for most of the extant Mss of 
Contra Apionem) reads θαυμαστὸν ὀνείροις ἴσα, which must be corrupt. θαυμαστόν makes no sense 
as an adjective (we might at least have expected θαυμαστόν τι), and there is no way to link it with the 
plural ἴσα. it is also impossible to follow Müller ([1877] 168) in taking it as an adverb, both because 
of the absence of a verb and because clearchus is unlikely to have used this form rather than the 
attic form of the adverb. The word is absent from the version in eusebius and is omitted in the edi-
tions of dindorff and Bekker; niese, however, follows l, and he is followed by Thackeray (1926) and 
reinach and Blum (1930), who, respectively, translated the whole phrase “as wonderful as a dream,” 
and “singulières comme des songes.” neither translation is possible. The reading of manuscript s, 
which represents another transmission tradition, and the editio princeps that followed s (see pp. 
480–81 below), deserve attention: θαυμαστόν τι καὶ ὀνείροις ἴσα. since θαυμαστόν appears at first 
sight so rooted in the Mss tradition, one might be tempted to believe that s and the editio princeps 
have preserved the true reading (as in many other cases; cf., for example, οὐ χεῖρον [s] as against 
οὐχ εὗρον [l] in the beginning of the same sentence). The difficulty with this suggestion is that 
the word ἴσα is to be understood as functioning like an adverb; but connecting it with the verbal 
phrase δόξω λεγεῖν would be forced. For this and other reasons, it seems preferable to accept von 
Gutschmid’s proposed emendation ([1893] 582 – 83): θαυμαστ’, ὀνείροις ἴσα (wonderful things equal 
to dreams). The corruption to θαυμαστόν can easily be explained when the phrase so emended is 
considered as one continuous string of letters: θαυμαστονειροισισα. The emendation also has the 
virtue of explaining ἴσα as an adjective (not an adverb), agreeing with the neuter plural substantive 
θαυμαστ(ά), which itself agrees with the previous ὅσα.

19. ἀπαγγελιῶν: This word, found in eusebius’s version, is a technical term from the field of 
rhetoric and literary criticism (as may also be learned from the beginning of the paragraph). it 
denotes a dry, unornamented report or factual account by the author or speaker concerning events 
to which he was a witness. if it is likely that the prospective audience is unfamiliar with the per-
sonalities or the background to the events, the report is prefaced by an introduction (prooimion) in 
the same style; see, e.g., aristotle Ars poetica 1448a20 ff., esp. 1449b26 – 27, where tragedy is defined; 
pseudo-aristotle Rhetorica ad Alexandrum 20 – 21. The reading of l and s (ἐπαγγελιῶν — “announce-
ments,”, “public rebukes,” etc.) is wrong.
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you,” 20 said Hyperochides. (179) “That man then was by origin a Jew out of Koile 
Syria, but these are descendants of the philosophers in india. The philosophers 
are called, so they say, Kalanoi among the indians but Jews among the syrians, 
taking their name from the place. For the place they inhabit is called Judaea. The 
name of their city is quite a tongue twister, for they call it Hierousalēm. (180) This 
man, then, being entertained as a guest by many, and being in the habit of coming 
down21 from the high places to the coastal places, became Greek not only in his 
language but also in his soul. (181) and then, while we were spending time around 
asia, the fellow turned up in the same places and met both us and certain others 
of the scholastics (members of the school), testing their [and our] wisdom.22 But as 
he had been living together with many of those with an education, he was rather 
imparting somewhat of the things he had [at his disposal].” 23 (182) aristotle has 
said this in [the work of] clearchus, detailing furthermore a great and wonderful 
steadfastness (karteria) and self-control (sōphrosynē) of the Jewish man in his 
lifestyle; it is possible for those who wish, to learn more from the book itself. For i 
am guarding against setting down more than is sufficient. (183) clearchus then has 
said this in a digression; for his subject was something else he mentioned us in this 
way. Hecataeus of abdera, however, both a philosophical man and most proficient 
in practical matters, having reached maturity together with King alexander, and 
keeping the company of Ptolemy son of lagos, he referred [to the Jews] not inciden-
tally, but composed a book on the Jews themselves . . . 

20. ὅτι σοι δοκεῖ: niese followed the reading of l, εἴ τί σοι δοκεῖ, but this makes the speaker 
appear somewhat impatient or reluctant, and this is surely not the tone expected of an ardent 
admirer of aristotle. Furthermore, Hyperochides has already expressed a keen desire to hear about 
the wonderful deeds of the Jew (end of para. 177). There is a similar difficulty in eusebius’s version, 
οὕτως εἰ δοκεῖ (“thus, if it seems [to you]”). This version, reflected in the latin translation (ita si . . . ) 
was adopted by Thackeray. it seems, however, that in this, as in a fair number of instances, the read-
ing of s and the editio princeps  — ὅτι σοι δοκεῖ — is to be preferred. not only is the tone more in keep-
ing with an admirer of aristotle, but it is easy to see how ὅτι σοι could be corrupted both to εἴ τί σοι 
and to οὕτως εἰ. The sentence as a whole concerns the need to follow rhetorical convention by relat-
ing some biographical details about the Jew, while leaving the actual choice of details to aristotle.

21. ἐπιξενούμενός . . . ὑποκαταβαίνων: These participles must be understood as causal. The two 
clauses are complementary and give two reasons why and how the Jew became Greek. The Jew 
became Greek both because he was in the habit of being a guest of “many” — clearly Greeks — in “the 
high places” and in asia Minor, and learned their language and wisdom, and because he would also 
come down from the high places to coastal areas. This second point helps to explain how a Jew could 
become Greek not only in language but also in spirit; his alleged spells of residence in the coastal 
areas would have exposed him to the cradle of Greek culture, the active and vibrant centers of Greek 
life where he could meet Greek thinkers of the first rank, and would have exposed him to the ionian 
coast and the aegean sea, which had contributed so much to the shaping of the Greek character 
and way of life. notably, s adds ἐν οἷς ἧμεν εἰς τοὺς αὐτοὺς τόπους, but this seems to be just a gloss.

22. αὐτῶν τῆς σοφίας: αὐτῶν must refer both to the other scholars and to aristotle and his fol-
lowers, coming as it does after the linking of these two groups by τε καί.

23. on the translation and interpretation of this sentence, see below, pp. 49 – 53.
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 t H e au t H e n t ici t y oF t H e Pa s saGe a n d 
t H e Qu e st ion oF H istor ica l r e l i a Bi l i t y

in the early stages of modern research in the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries, scholars suspected the authenticity of the clearchus passage in Josephus and 
regarded it as a Jewish forgery. in this context it was even claimed that clearchus 
did not write a dialogue On Sleep at all.24 However, in the second half of the 
nineteenth century it became clear that two other fragments of the work had 
survived.25 The other reasons advanced against the origin of the passage have 
also been rejected for many years.26 it is worth adding that the claim that the Jews 
descended from the fictitious indian Kalanoi (Ap. 1. 179) is in itself an argument 
against a Jewish forgery, as is the note about the difficulty in pronouncing the 
name Hierosalēm.27 as will become clearer below, the description of the special 
characteristics of that Jew, and the deeds attributed to him in clearchus’s original 
work, all corroborate the conclusion that the work is not a Jewish forgery.

Quite apart from the issue of the origin of the passage, the historical reliability 
of the account has also been questioned. There has been a tendency to regard 
the story as apocryphal: aristotle never met any Jew, let alone engage in a philo-
sophical discussion with him. The dialogue On Sleep is altogether the product 
of imagination, and it incorporated many stories lacking historical value. at the 
same time, some scholars have given more credit to the possibility of a meeting, 
and to certain other elements of the account.28 it would therefore be appropriate 
to dwell briefly on this matter of the historical reliability of the passage as well.

two anachronisms have been pointed out in the passage. clearchus dates 
the meeting to the period of aristotle’s stay in “asia.” He can only mean the few 
years during which aristotle was in assos, on the northwest coast of asia Minor 
(347 – 345 b.c.e.).29 The Jew from Judaea is said to have spent some time with the 
learned Greeks in asia Minor, and is described by “aristotle” as a Greek not only 
in his language but also in his soul (Ap. 1. 180). it sounds somewhat early for 
such a description to fit a Jew of Judaea in the time of the Persian empire when 
Greek culture did not yet hold sway in the Mediterranean basin. if this argument 

24. see Meiners (1716) 98; ionsius (1781) 212 – 13; creuzer (1806) 70 – 77; Havet (1873) 66 – 69.
25. see the fragments in Wehrli (1948) nos. 7 – 8. They were already known earlier, but they were 

identified with certainty only in the second half of the nineteenth century.
26. see Verraert (1828) 72 ff.; Müller (1840 – 70) 2: 323 – 24; Bernays (1857) 190 ff.; Willrich (1895) 45 – 

46; see also Bernays (1866) 110, 187; Müller (1877) 167 – 70; von Gutschmid (1893) 587 – 88; silberschlag 
(1933) 68 – 74.

27. The last point is made in a note on the name Hierosalēm by Willrich (1895) 46.
28. see von Gutschmid (1893) 586; silberschlag (1933) 75 – 77; Guttmann 1: 101 – 2; Bickerman 

(1988) 15; Kasher (1996) 165 – 66; Millar in schürer et al. 3: 17.
29. on aristotle’s stay in assos, see chroust (1972) 170 ff.
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is not yet decisive, the second anachronism is indisputable: “aristotle” calls the 
indian philosophers “Kalanoi,” after Kalanos, the indian gymnosophist who met 
alexander and accompanied him on his campaigns in 327.

These points still leave room for the possibility that clearchus heard about 
a meeting between aristotle and a learned Jew, and that he adapted it to the 
structure and aims of his work, adding contemporary elements anachronistic 
to the meeting. What settles the matter is a point raised by Werner Jaeger: in 
the works of aristotle there is no mention of the Jews.30 This requires some 
elucidation. The years between aristotle’s stay in assos and his death in 322 saw 
the development of his theology. Had he met the Jew and heard from him about 
the wisdom of the Jews, he would have referred in some way or other at least to 
Jewish monotheism. There is no such reference in those writings of aristotle at 
our disposal, and no indication that there was any such mention in the works that 
have not come down to us. in the ancient world these were the better known part 
of the aristotelian corpus, and Jewish and christian writers would have exploited 
any reference there to the Jews for their own ends. it should also be noted that 
aristotle stresses that the “unmoved mover” is one and not many, and that this 
is called by him “the god” (esp. Metaph. 1072b28 – 30 and 1075b37 – 1067a3); had 
aristotle known about a people in syria believing in one god, he would certainly 
have mentioned the fact. This is his practice on less conspicuous occasions. a 
similar conclusion arises from the remains of a book of eudemus of rhodes, 
apparently called On the History of Theology. eudemus was, unlike clearchus, 
one of aristotle’s outstanding pupils (perhaps second only to Theophrastus). He 
described the religious views of the Babylonians, the Magi, the sidonians, and the 
egyptians, yet there is no reference to the Jews, and it seems from what we have 
that there was no such reference.31

clearchus, therefore, is not to be used as evidence for a dialogue between 
Jews and aristotle and his contemporary sages of the last generation of the clas-
sical period, or for any acquaintance whatsoever between them; but rather as 

30. Jaeger (1938b) 130 – 31.
31. This was noted by Jaeger (1938b). Kasher, advocating the authenticity of the testimony of 

clearchus, overlooks Jaeger’s remarks concerning the writings of aristotle but reacts to the refer-
ence to eudemus: “The writings of eudemus of rhodes are themselves fragmentary, and it is conse-
quently difficult to establish decisively that he had no information about it” (Kasher [1996] 165 – 66 
[my translation]). it is, however, not a matter of “writings,” but of one book only by eudemus (On the 
History of Theology), and specifically, one fragment concerning a survey of basic beliefs of oriental 
religions between Persia and egypt (in roughly geographical order), in which the author passes over 
the Jewish religion; see the fragment in Wehrli (1956) fr. 150, p. 70, l. 20 ff. no less decisive is the fact 
that eudemus is cited by none of the many Jewish and christian authors who were so eager to find 
evidence that Greek philosophers were familiar with Judaism and based their own wisdom on that 
of the Jews.
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evidence for the opinions and concepts of clearchus himself, at the beginning 
of the Hellenistic period. What, then, did clearchus know about the Jews? What 
were his sources of information? How did he regard the Jews? in order to answer 
these questions we must focus on two questions that arise from the passage: How 
are we to understand “aristotle’s” account of his encounter and those of others 
with the learned Jew? (b) What are the “wonderful deeds” the Jew is said to have 
performed?

t H e W isdoM oF t H e J eW a n d  
t H e W isdoM oF a r istot l e

How did “aristotle” describe the wisdom of the Jew? The answer lies in the 
content and formulation of the last two sentences of the direct quotation from 
the dialogue (Ap. 1. 181). These sentences have been traditionally read in one 
variation or another as follows: the Jew tested the wisdom of aristotle and his 
circle and taught them more than he learned from them.32 The wisdom of the Jew 
thus proved to be superior to that of aristotle; hence the recurring statements in 
scholarly literature about the great admiration of “aristotle” (i.e., clearchus) for 
the wisdom of the Jews. But is this really the right way to understand the text?

There is nothing surprising in the “testing” itself. it fits the way the dialecti-
cians set each other questions with a view to rejecting or modifying the concepts 
and opinions of their interlocutors. it is, however, at the outset hardly credible 
that a first generation Peripatetic who idolized his master should even hint that 
anyone, in this case a Jew, might be superior to aristotle in wisdom or learning. 
let us begin with a brief review of the relevant part of “aristotle’s” account:

(180) This man, then, being entertained as a guest by many, and being in the habit 
of coming down from the high places to the coastal places, became Greek not 
only in his language but also in his soul. (181) and then, while we were spending 
time around asia the fellow turned up in the same places and met both us and 
certain others of the scholastics (members of the school), testing their [and our] 
wisdom. But as he had been living together with many of those with an education, 
παρεδίδου τι μᾶλλον ὧν εἶχεν.33

32. see, e.g., lewy (1938) 206; Guttmann 1: 93; Hengel (1973) 469; Feldman (1993) 5; Kasher (1996) 
32. Momigliano (1975) 85 writes: “Having talked to so many sages he was able to instruct aristotle”; 
and stern (1976) 1110 comments: “His cultural level was so high that he had more to tell people he 
met than to learn from them.”

33. (180) οὗτος οὖν ὁ ἄνθρωπος ἐπιξενούμενός τε πολλοῖς κἀκ τῶν ἄνω τόπων εἰς τοὺς ἐπιθα-
λαττίους ὑποκαταβαίνων Ἑλληνικὸς ἦν οὐ τῇ διαλέκτῳ μόνον, ἀλλὰ καὶ τῇ ψυχῇ. (181) καὶ τότε 
διατριβόντων ἡμῶν περὶ τὴν Ἁσίαν παραβαλὼν εἰς τοὺς αὐτοὺς τόπους ἅνθρωπος ἐντυγχάνει ἡμῖν 
τε καί τισιν ἑτέροις τῶν σχολαστικῶν πειρώμενος αὐτῶν τῆς σοφίας. ὡς δὲ πολλοῖς τῶν ἐν παιδείᾳ 
συνῳκείωτο, παρεδίδου τι μᾶλλον ὧν εἶχεν.
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The decisive statement appears in the second clause of the final sentence: παρε-
δίδου τι μᾶλλον ὧν εἶχεν. The word μᾶλλον can be interpreted as a form of 
comparison, “more”; or it can have the absolute sense of “rather,” introducing a 
correction to an impression presumed to have been given by the previous state-
ment. The translators and interpreters who regard “aristotle” as dwarfed by the 
Jew in wisdom treat μᾶλλον as a comparative.34 reading μᾶλλον as “more,” 
however, does not convey that the Jew had more wisdom than “aristotle.” What 
is said is the following: “[The Jew] was imparting somewhat more than the things 
he (the Jew) had [at his disposal]” (τι would need to be taken with ὧν as a partitive 
genitive). This is a very strange sentence: how could a Jew impart more than he 
himself knew? one could suggest the emendation εἴχομεν (we had)35 instead of 
εἶχεν (he had) and understand “somewhat more than the things we had”; that 
is, somewhat more knowledge than “aristotle” had. There is no support, how-
ever, for such an emendation in the manuscripts of Josephus or in eusebius. We 
might have expected eusebius to jump on such a reading had he found it in his 
manuscript of Josephus. nor was this the reading in the manuscript of Josephus 
or clearchus consulted by clement of alexandria, who strove to demonstrate 
the superiority of oriental and Jewish wisdom to that of the Greeks (see further 
below).

in addition to the difficulty of attributing to clearchus a statement indicating 
that the wisdom of the Jew was superior to that of aristotle, the context presents 
the reader with two further difficulities for such an interpretation. The beginning 
of the final sentence (ὡς . . . ) explains its end; that is, the Jew was able to provide 
his audience with what he provided because he had stayed previously in the 
company of many men of learning. How, though, does this explain why he taught 
aristotle more than he learned from aristotle? Had aristotle not spent his life in 
the company of learned men? Furthermore, the plain text indicates that the first 
part of the final sentence refers back to the previous sentences (Ap. 1. 180), where 
it is stated that prior to the meeting with aristotle, the Jew had been given hos-

34. so, for example, in the old english translation of Whiston (1737) 772: “and as he had lived 
with many learned men, he communicated to us more information than he received from us”; and in 
the latin translation of dindorff (1845) 1: 536: “atque cum plurimis doctrina praestantibus familiar-
iter vixerat, plus aliquanto quam acciperet nobiscum ille communicabat”; Guttmann 1: 93 and n. 39: 
“He transmitted something more, from his part, than what he acquired”; lewy (1938) 206: “He com-
municated to us rather more of such things as he knew himself” — a hybrid translation open to vari-
ous interpretations; simchoni (1959) 29: “But he bestowed upon them more than what he received 
from them”; Kasher (1996) 32: “He bestowed [upon us] more than he received [himself from us].” For 
exceptions in modern translations, see note 40 below. This interpretation is reflected more than once 
in Jewish medieval versions of the old myth on the “theft” of Jewish wisdom by Greek philosophers.

35. i.e., “i had” — “aristotle” has already used this polite plural form to refer to himself earlier 
in the passage.
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pitality by many (Greeks), and had thus become a Greek not only in his language 
but also in his soul.36 it follows that the Jew’s learning and thinking would be 
Greek. at any rate, there is no hint of Jewish or oriental wisdom. if that were the 
case, however, what would be the Jew’s advantage over aristotle, a philosopher 
who had read almost all that there was to read in Greek? His voluminous reading 
is evident in his writings, and in his explicit and implicit references to all sorts of 
written material. Plato is said to have called him “the reader” (ὁ ἀναγνώστης).37 
if this is what aristotle’s teacher thought of him, how much more so one of his 
junior pupils?

Therefore, the word μᾶλλον in the sentence under consideration is not a com-
parative (“more”) but must have its absolute sense (“rather”).38 The sentence as 
it stands should be translated as follows: “He (the Jew) was rather imparting 
something of the things he had [at his disposal].” 39 The previous sentence gives 
the impression that the Jew only “tested” his interlocutors. The present sen-
tence corrects this impression by asserting that the Jew imparted “something” 
of his own knowledge, and was able to do so because of his extended stay among 
learned Greeks.40 The story may thus be understood in a number of ways; for 

36. see note 21 above on the construction and meaning of this sentence as a whole.
37. see Vita Aristotelis Marciana, ed. Gigon (1962) para. 6, line 41; the work is an anonymous 

Byzantine composition based on good sources (Gignon, 11 – 21). on the sources concerning aristotle’s 
great private library, see düring (1957) 337 – 38; (1966) 607; Platthy (1968) 124 – 28.

38. The absolute sense of μᾶλλον, which is the common usage in Homeric Greek, appears fre-
quently in Greek prose, including aristotle and Josephus himself. The ratio between this and the 
comparative sense in philosophical and rhetorical works seems to be somewhere between 1:2 and 
1:1 (in historical works the comparative sense is considerably more frequent). in Contra Apionem, 
for example, out of eleven instances the absolute sense is intended four times (1. 11, 37, 81; 2. 125); in 
the fragments of clearchus, twice out of four instances (in the present case, and in the fragment 
preserved in ath. 15. 670e; the comparative sense is intended at ath. 12. 514e; Plut. Concerning the 
Faces of the Moon Revealed in Its Course 920F).

39. The place of the word μᾶλλον in the sentence does not pose any difficulty to the interpreta-
tion that it should be understood in the absolute sense. nor is there a problem with the word order 
τι μᾶλλον ὧν. it is a variety of hyperbaton, a regular rhetorical figure. in the present case, μᾶλλον 
is delayed in order to prevent hiatus (τι ὧν) and to provide emphasis. on the various types of hyper-
baton and their aims, see denniston (1960) 47 – 59. on the prevailing tendency of Greek authors to 
vary word order, well known to readers of Greek, see generally, e.g., dover (1960) passim: “pursuit 
of variety”; “desire to achieve variety”; “deliberate variety of order is as obvious here as variety of 
vocabulary,” etc.

40. Thackeray (1926) 237 (lcl) translates: “it was rather he who imparted to us something of 
his own.” accordingly, the word μᾶλλον indicates a contrast to what has just been said: the Jew 
tested aristotle and his followers, but instead of learning from them, he in fact taught them and 
imparted to them a little of his own knowledge. However, the formulation of the sentence barely 
supports Thackeray’s emphasis (“it was he”) and suffers from the same difficulties already referred 
to above concerning the apparent eclipse of aristotle’s wisdom by that of the Jew. above all, would
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example, when the fellow conversed with aristotle and his colleagues, he did not 
restrict himself to asking questions and listening passively to the answers they 
gave, but, because he had previously stayed in the company of learned Greeks, he 
gave in to the temptation to show off in front of the great Greek philosopher and 
his acquaintances with some of the knowledge he had acquired on the subjects 
discussed; or he did not wait for them to finish answering, but occasionally 
jumped in and answered himself; or he was dragged into their conversation as 
befits one with a Greek soul, and the like. Whatever the case may be, a portrayal 
of the superiority of Jewish or oriental wisdom is not intended.

The “report” on the conversation with aristotle is transmitted in full as a part 
of an account by aristotle himself, and, unlike the story about the “wonderful 
deeds” of the Jew, it seems that it was not abbreviated. Had clearchus presented 
the Jew’s words of wisdom, there would have been no reason for Josephus (or even 
for an intermediate source if there was one) to omit them. The conversation itself 
is not the main point, and it was not for this that “aristotle” mentioned the Jew. 
as we shall see in the next section, the conversation is mentioned only by way of 
introducing the truly significant item — the “wonderful deeds” of the Jew, which 
illustrated his special virtues.

The conclusion that the account attributed to aristotle does not impute to 
the Jew superior wisdom, let alone superior Jewish wisdom, is supported by the 
testimonium of clement of alexandria (second to early third century b.c.e.). He 
states only that “clearchus the Peripatetic says that he knew of a Jew who met 
aristotle” (Strom. 1. 15 [70. 2]).41 This appears in a chapter where clement is doing 
all he can to prove that the source of Greek wisdom is oriental, and particu-
larly Jewish, wisdom. to this end, he has cited Plato, democritus, Pythagoras, 
and Thales. clement would certainly not have missed an opportunity to show 
aristotle claiming priority and superiority for Jewish wisdom had one been 
provided by clearchus. His silence suggests that he was unable to interpret the 
text of clearchus in front of him in this manner; clement was quite capable of 
pushing the interpretation of a text much farther than is reasonable — as in the 
case of Megasthenes on the Jews42

 — in order to prove that the wisdom of the 
Jews preceded that of the Greeks, and yet he apparently could not do that here. 
clearchus’s Greek is straightforward, and clement of alexandria, who appears 

clearchus, of all people, have even allowed “something” of the Jew’s wisdom to be superior to that of 
aristotle? an apparently correct translation into Greek Katharevousa is to be found in Bella (1938) 
1: 39: κατὰ τὴν συναναστροφὴν δὲ μετὰ πολλῶν διακρινομένων ἐν τῇ παιδείᾳ μᾶλλον μετέδιδέ τι 
ἐκ τῶν γνωσεών του (“Because of living together with many excelling in education, [he] rather 
imparted some of his knowledge”). see also reinach and Blum (1930) 35: “il nous livrait plutôt un 
peu de la sienne.”

41. Κλέαρχος δὲ ὁ περιπατητικὸς εἰδέναι φησί τινα Ἰουδαῖον, ὃς Ἀριστοτέλει συνεγένετο.
42. clement Stromateis 1. 13 [72. 5]. see below, pp. 142 – 46. 
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to have been born in athens and had an excellent Greek education, was not mis-
taken in his reading. in the event of any doubt, he would surely have consulted 
clearchus’s original text (if he had not done it in any case).43

at the same time, it should be made clear that “aristotle’s” account of the 
conversation does appear to contain a certain intimation of praise (mingled with 
some surprise). This does not arise from any superiority of the wisdom of the 
Jew, however, but from the very fact that a member of a “barbarian” nation, 
whose native land was remote and whose language was peculiar, had managed to 
acquire Greek speech and learning; that he had been able to display his achieve-
ment in conversation with learned Greeks; nay, with aristotle himself; and all 
this in the period before Greek became widespread in the east. This sort of appre-
ciation resembles that of Germans, for example (or, indeed, modern Greeks), 
for visitors to their country from distant lands (excluding “guest workers”) who 
display a proficiency in the local language and culture. This is well expressed in 
the introduction of the Jew: he became a Greek not only in his language but also 
in his soul. an identical expression is applied by agatharchides of cnidus, 150 
years later, to Boxus, a Persian living in athens (Phot. cod. 250. 5, 442a-b), which 
indicates that it was a common turn of phrase with respect to such people. When 
Josephus talks about the great admiration of Greek writers for Jews (Ap. 1. 176), 
referring to this passage in clearchus, he does not have in mind the wisdom of the 
Jew, but their “wonderful deeds” (see next section). Finally, it must be reiterated 
that there is no claim in clearchus that the philosophy of the orient is superior.44

t H e Won der F u l de e ds oF t H e J eW  —  K A RT ER I A 
a n d SōPHROSy N ē ,  K a l a nos a n d t H e c y n ic s

it had already been remarked by the first scholars to discuss clearchus’s ac-
count that the original text contained one or more wonderful deeds attributed 
to the Jew. indeed, “aristotle” emphasizes in his introductory comments that he 
is about to relate unusual acts (“a certain wonder,” “wonderful things similar to 

43. considering the vast extent of his reading of Greek literature, it is most likely that clement 
was not relying here on secondary sources. He does not quote from Contra Apionem in his works, 
since he did not need it. The only reference to Josephus in clement’s works is found in Stromateis 
1.21 [147. 2 – 3], and not to Contra Apionem but to the Bellum Judaicum (4. 439 – 41). This concerns the 
number of years from Moses to david, and from david to Vespasian.

44. it is worth noting in this context the parallel to aristotle’s account that a number of scholars 
have found in the apocryphal report by aristoxenus (Wehrli [1948] fr. 53) of a meeting between 
socrates and an indian sage; see Willrich (1895) 46; lewy (1938) 218 – 19; Hengel (1973) 469; stern 
(1974) 47; (1976) 1110. However, aristoxenus is not talking about the superiority of indian over Greek 
wisdom; he is merely expressing his opinion concerning philosophical priorities, engaging thereby 
in a purely internal Greek controversy over the matter (see on this below, pp. 74 – 75).
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dreams,” Ap. 1. 177), and that on this issue he will not refrain from relating details. 
it is clear that he is not referring to the dialogue he conducted with the Jew. even 
had the Jew displayed outstanding wisdom, overshadowing aristotle himself, it 
is not to this that the expressions refer; the word thaumasia (wonderful things/
deeds), variations of which appear in the passage, refers to deeds and events that 
cannot be grasped by the mind (paradoxa) or are contrary to the laws of nature 
or experience accumulated over the years, not to the extraordinary intelligence or 
learning of a particular person. The term was regularly used to denote a certain 
literary genre that was already in existence in the classical period but flourished 
particularly in the Hellenistic period, especially in the third century b.c.e. a 
work of this genre was wrongly attributed even to aristotle.45 The statement that 
in these marvelous deeds of the Jew there is “a certain wonder and, similarly, a 
certain philosophy” (Ap. 1. 177) refers, therefore, to the philosophical approach 
motivating them, or to their philosophical implications, rather than to any philo-
sophical argument or dialogue.46

A. The Identity of the Anonymous Hypnotist in Proclus-Clearchus
The fragment does not contain an account of the wonderful deeds performed by 
the Jew. Josephus (or his assistants) made direct use of clearchus’s work, rather 
than an intermediate anthology.47 The omission, therefore, is Josephus’s, and he 
must have had a good reason for it. What was the nature of these deeds? Why did 
Josephus omit them? already in the nineteenth century the omission was being 
supplied by a story preserved in a commentary on Plato’s Politeia by Proclus, the 
fifth-century pagan neoplatonic philosopher.48 Proclus quotes a passage from 
clearchus’s work On Sleep concerning a man whose identity and nationality are 
not mentioned, but who, in the presence of aristotle and his pupils, took the 
soul of a sleeping boy by means of a staff, and afterward returned it. in this way, 
it was demonstrated to aristotle that the soul is separate from the body.49 This 

45. on the part played by thaumasia in ethnographic literature of the period, see trüdinger 
(1918) 1 – 44. on works devoted entirely to wonder stories, which were so popular in the Hellenistic 
period, see susemihl (1892) 2: 463 – 86 and the collection of Giannini (1966). on the popularity of 
wonder stories, see, e.g., aulus Gellius 6. 4.

46. see further, pp. 77 – 80 below.
47. see pp. 85 – 89 below.
48. see Havet (1873) 67; von Gutschmid (1893) 529, 588.
49. Wehrli (1948) fr. 7. a translation of the Proclus fragment follows: “That it is possible for the 

soul to exit and enter the body is shown also by the man who, according to clearchus, used the 
soul-dragging wand on the sleeping youth, and who persuaded the divine aristotle — as clearchus 
says in On Sleep — concerning the soul, concluding that it separates from the body and that it enters 
the body, and that it uses the body like an inn. For he struck the boy with the wand and dragged out 
his soul, and by means of the wand as it were leading it far from the body he showed the body to be
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suggestion has been developed over the years,50 and has been widely accepted 
among scholars. 51

according to the most detailed version of the suggested supplement, that of 
Hans lewy, the whole point of the dialogue On Sleep is to prove Plato’s opinion 
concerning the separate existence of the soul: the account of the (Jewish) hypno-
tist has a central place in the work, and it is he who provides the decisive proof 
that convinces “aristotle.” Why did clearchus describe the hypnotist as Jewish, 
of all nationalities? Because of a rumor that the Jews were descended from the 
Magi (diog. laert. 1. 9).52 since magical deeds were attributed to the Magi, “the 
counterparts of the Jews among the Persians,” 53 and a belief in the survival of the 
soul was attributed to the Jews, clearchus used these elements in his dialogue, 
portraying a Jew proving his belief by means of a magical deed. Why, then, did 
Josephus omit the episode? Because it would detract from the image of the Jews 
in the eyes of “enlightened Greeks” for whom he wrote the work, and because 
Jews, too, would criticize this portrayal as witchcraft prohibited by the torah 
(lev. 19.26; deut. 18.10).

lewy had to deal with another problem arising from this interpretation: why 
Proclus failed to mention the name and nationality of the hypnotist, although 
he does so in other wonder stories appearing in his commentary on the Politeia. 
lewy explains that the pagan Proclus, living when christianity was gaining 
ground in Greece, had no wish to speak in praise of a Jew. For the same reason 
Proclus regularly failed to mention in his writings Jews and christians and never 
cited the holy scriptures. He waged his polemic against the christians without 
being too obvious and yet, despite his caution, was still exiled from athens for a 
while under christian pressure.

at this stage, before making a close comparison of the fragment and the 
testimonium, it should be stated that the link between the hypnotist and the 
Jew is somewhat arbitrary. clearchus would have cited many examples in his 
work to prove his claims. This is clear both from a comparison with fragments 
from his other works and from the general practice of Peripatetic argumenta-

unmoving and to be unfeeling, preserved unharmed like something inanimate, in the face of <the 
blows of the> lacerators. The soul, continuing meanwhile to be far from the body was led back again 
close [to the body] by the wand, and after its entrance reported each and every thing. as a result, 
all those watching such an inquiry, especially aristotle, were convinced that the soul is separable 
from the body.”

50. lewy (1938) 209 ff.
51. see Hengel (1973) 468; Momigliano (1975) 85 – 86; stern (1974) 52; troiani (1977) 115; Gabba 

(1989) 621; Kasher (1996) 170.
52. on this rumor, see note 124 below.
53. see, e.g., diogenes laertius 1. 1; clement, Stromateis 1. 15 – 16, for the description of the Magi 

as the philosophers among the Persians.
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tion. aristotle’s followers for the most part used to collect examples for argu-
ments and particular details under discussion. On Sleep, like any aristotelian 
dialogue, dealt with one or more central subjects, and a large number of side 
issues. examples were cited for all of these, of which only two examples, in addi-
tion to the passage on the Jew, have survived; both are preserved by Proclus in 
his commentary on Plato’s Politeia: the story about the anonymous hypnotist 
under discussion here, and another story about the death and resurrection of 
an athenian named cleonymus.54 Both stories were introduced by clearchus 
to demonstrate the separate existence of the soul, which was one of the central 
issues of the work, if not the central one. Both stories are “wonderful” (the story 
about cleonymus is described explicitly by Proclus as thaumasios). indeed, any 
event proving the independent existence of the soul, apart from the body, is 
naturally “wonderful.” However, we have no guarantee that these were the only 
examples cited on this subject; nor do we know how many “wonderful” examples 
were cited to demonstrate or prove other possible central ideas or secondary 
concepts discussed in the book. since all this is connected in one way or another 
with sleep, it is reasonable to suppose that they did not lack “wonder.” The reason 
only two examples concerning the separation of the soul from the body have sur-
vived is that they were relevant to Proclus’s commentary on the myth at the end 
of Plato’s Politeia: the myth tells how er, son of armenios, a native of Pamphylia, 
fell in battle and wandered twelve days in the underworld taking notes, and then 
came back to life, his memory unaffected.

it should also be observed that Peripatetic authors of the late fourth cen-
tury b.c.e. insisted that the Magi were not at all acquainted with magic (diog. 
laert. 1. 8).55 Whether this is true of the Magi, or not, is another matter. What mat-
ters is the image of the Magi among the Peripatetics. Furthermore, in light of the 
scant information clearchus had on the Jews, it is greatly to be doubted whether 
he could have known about a Jewish belief in the immortality of the soul; and we 
still need decisive evidence for the popularity, if not the very existence, of Jewish 
beliefs concerning the immortality and resurrection of the soul at the end of the 
classical period and before the religious prohibitions of antiochus epiphanes.

only yehoshua Guttmann has criticizes the position of lewy and his prede-
cessors.56 His reasons are not decisive.57 Guttman does not himself propose a 

54. see Wehrli (1948) fr. 8.
55. referring to pseudo-aristotle Magicos and to dinon of colophon. on this, see clemen, RE 

s.v. “Μάγοι,” cols. 206 – 10.
56. Guttmann 1: 94 – 107.
57. to take one example, Guttmann 1: 95 – 96 argues that Josephus would not have omitted the 

story had he known it, since magical deeds are attributed by him to King solomon (AJ 8. 45 – 49; cf. 
Babylonian talmud, Me‘ila 17b), and stories concerning the separation of the soul from the body and 
its wandering in the upper regions are known from talmudic literature (e.g., Bt, Pesahim 51a; Baba
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plausible alternative. He is merely of the opinion that the expressions “wonder,” 
“wonderful things,” and “equal to dreams” should not be understood literally. He 
claims that Plato in the Laws uses the phrase “similar to a dream” even when he 
does not intend to report “extraordinary” deeds or things, and the adjectives used 
by clearchus only express an opinion, in somewhat excessive language, concern-
ing the moral quality of what the Jew said: the Jew described to aristotle the just 
political and social regime in the country of the Jews, a society where “just men 
rule”; this excited the latter, and hence the expressions mentioned.58 However, 
the references adduced by Guttman from the Laws are not to the point. Plato uses 
the word “dreaming” in the sense of “imagining” (656b), and the word “dreams” 
in the sense of “fantasies” or “unrealistic utopia” (746a).59 in these contexts in 
the Laws there is no mention of “wonderful things” or the like. it is also difficult 
to understand why Josephus omitted a description either of Jewish society as 
one in which “just men rule” or of the Jews as role models for an ideal society. 
such a quotation would have contributed considerably to the purpose for which 
Josephus introduced clearchus in the first place.

B. The “Wonderful Deeds” and the Ability 
to Withstand Internal and External Pressures

an examination of the testimonium following the fragment reveals that the nature 
of the wonderful deeds “equal to dreams” needs to be understood differently:

(182) aristotle has said this in clearchus, detailing furthermore a great and won-
derful steadfastness (karteria) and self-control (sōphrosynē) of the Jewish man in 
his lifestyle.60

Bathra 10b). indeed, in the last two generations, mainly in light of material from the Judaean desert and 
amulets from Jewish cemeteries in egypt, and in light of references in 1 enoch, Philo, and Josephus, as 
well as in rabbinic and christian literature, there is no longer doubt about the spread of magic practices 
among Jews of the second temple period, both in the Holy land and in the diaspora (on Jewish magic 
and mysteries, see, e.g., the survey of P. s. alexander in schürer et al. 3: 347 – 79; Betz in Faraone and 
obbink [1991] 250 – 51). However, the exorcism of bad spirits or the wandering of the spirit in the upper 
regions at the moment of death would seem to be of a different order from the expulsion of the soul 
from the body and its return by means of a staff. The performance of miraculous acts by means of a 
staff (albeit not of this kind) is indeed attributed to Moses in the torah, but this paved the way for the 
portrayal by some Greek and roman authors of Moses as a wizard and a charlatan. Josephus was aware 
of these accusations and reacted to them in Contra Apionem (2. 145). He had good reason, therefore, 
not to mention any story about the expulsion of a spirit by means of a staff, if there was any such story.

58. Guttmann 1: 100 – 102.
59. οἷον ὀνείρατα λέγων, ὀνειρώτων. Guttmann gives another reference (957c), but it is errone-

ous, and i have been unable to locate what he intended to indicate. other instances of ὡς ἐν ὀνείρῳ 
in Plato do not support his position.

60. καὶ προσέτι πολλὴν καὶ θαυμάσιον καρτερίαν τοῦ  Ἰουδαίου ἀνδρὸς ἐν τῇ διαίτῃ καὶ σωφρο-
σύνην διεξιῶν.
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Josephus is making a very short summary here of everything he found in 
clearchus’s account after the part he quotes verbatim, namely, the account of 
“wonderful deeds” attributed to the Jew. Josephus says in the testimonium that 
aristotle detailed (διεξίων) the Jew’s unique qualities. This statement is practi-
cally identical to what “aristotle” says at the beginning of the fragment, where 
he promises to go into detail (διελθεῖν) concerning those deeds of the Jew that 
have a certain wonder in them, although in the fragment itself the promise is not 
fulfilled. Josephus uses the adjective θαυμάσιος (wonderful) in the testimonium, 
and this accords with the two expressions appearing at the beginning of the 
fragment, θαυμασιότης (wonder), and θαυμαστ’, ὀνείροις ἴσα (“wonderful things/
deeds equal to dreams”; Ap. 1. 177). The fragment uses the plural “as many of that 
man’s [things/deeds] as have a certain wonder,” and later, “wonderful things/
deeds.” This indicates that the account was not about a one-time event. nor is the 
testimonium only about an isolated deed, but rather a series of deeds and situa-
tions illustrating the karteria and sōphrosynē in the lifestyle of the Jew.

Thus the expressions in the fragment — “[things/deeds] as have a certain won-
der,” and “wonderful things/deeds” — must be understood in the context of the 
testimonium as pertaining to karteria and sōphrosynē. steadfastness and self-
control are certainly not at issue in the episode quoted by Proclus, a case of 
hypnotism. When the fragment and testimonium are taken together it appears 
that “aristotle” gave a string of practical examples demonstrating these virtues of 
the Jew. Josephus, however, omitted these examples. Why? We shall consider this 
question once we have identified what sort of examples he omitted.61

it is worth clarifying here the significance of the term sōphrosynē, which 
underwent many transformations in Greek literature over time.62 one meaning 
that came to the fore in Plato and aristotle is not simply temperance, but self-
control, the result of which is temperance. This meaning is particularly clear in 
cases where sōphrosynē occurs together with karteria. sōphrosynē and karteria 
are actually two aspects of the same characteristic, the ability to withstand pres-
sure, internal and external respectively.

Without going into too much detail, in Plato’s Gorgias, sōphrosynē is con-
trasted with hēdonē (pleasure), and the conduct of the sōphrōn (the temper-
ate man) is described as follows: “controlling himself, and ruling the pleasures 
and desires in himself” (491d10 – e1). aristotle in Nicomachean Ethics (1107b4 – 6; 
1117b23 – 1119a20) regards sōphrosynē as a “middle way” (mesotēs) with respect to 
bodily pleasures and desires (food, drink, sex), not spiritual ones. in this sense, 
then, sōphrosynē is the ability to withstand one’s own bodily desires (EN 1117b30 – 

61. see below, p. 79.
62. on the development of the concept of sōphrosynē in the Greek and Hellenistic world, see 

north (1966) 1 – 243.
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1118a5). The aristotelian sōphrōn is the one who knows the limits of his bodily 
needs and controls his desires accordingly, indulging them to the extent that they 
serve his needs, and no more. Sōphrosynē, then, like karteria, would apply in the 
account of the Jew not to one particular act but to his whole way of life, or to the 
series of acts expressed by such a way of life.

The combination of self-control and the ability to withstand external pres-
sures explains the references in the fragment to “philosophy.” The deeds of 
the Jew “have a certain wonder and philosophy.” These two characteristics are 
virtues (aretai): sōphrosynē is one of the four cardinal virtues, and karteria is 
one prominent aspect of another cardinal virtue, courage (andreia); karteria 
itself appears in aristotle’s extended list of virtues (EN 1221a9).63 The Jews are 
defined by clearchus as “philosophers” (Ap. 1. 179). Therefore, the Jew’s way 
of life, exemplifying as it does both karteria and sōphrosynē, realizes ethical 
ideals. ethics is one of the main pursuits of Hellenistic philosophy. For this 
reason, then, the deeds of the Jew are said to have “a certain [ . . . ] philosophy” 
(Ap. 1. 177).

C. The Jews, the Kalanoi, and the Virtues
The conclusion that karteria and sōphrosynē are the characteristics of the “won-
derful deeds” of the Jew is supported by an examination of the “indian connec-
tion” emphasized in the fragment. The meaning of sōphrosynē in this context as 
“self-control” is also made clearer by this examination.

“aristotle” in the fragment makes a strange double statement to the effect 
that the Jews are descendants of the indian philosophers and that they are called 
Kalanoi (Ap. 1. 179). How clearchus (or rather his sources) arrived at a connec-
tion between the Jews and the indians is a question to be considered later.64 Here 
i shall concentrate on the purpose of the link made between the Jews and the 
Kalanoi. What led clearchus to apply this name, which never actually existed, to 
the indian philosophers, and what did he think about it? Why did he choose to 
link the Jews with the Kalanoi when there were so many real groups, sects, castes, 

63. see also the reference to καρτερία among the characteristics of the “morally good” (spou-
daioi) — Nicomachean Ethics 1145b8. For the definition of karteria, see Nicomachean Ethics 1150a32; 
1221a9. aristotle defines karteria at first as “the opposite of the soft and refined” and later establishes 
that it is the middle way between trypherotēs and kakopatheia, all to do with the reaction to emo-
tions concerning temptation and danger, such as pleasure and pain, where the cause of temptation 
or danger is external. at one extreme, trypherotēs is capitulation to every such emotion; at the other 
extreme, kakopatheia is complete insensitivity to any such emotion. The mean, karteria, is the pos-
session of one who feels all these emotions and yet struggles and does not give in to them. in this 
he differs from the enkratēs  — one who, while aware of the emotions, is serene and has no internal 
conflict (EN 1150b1 ff.). see further below, note 107.

64. see below, pp. 82 – 84.
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and subcastes to choose from? in other words, what is the significance of of the 
link between the Jews and the Kalanoi?

Kalanos was an indian ascetic sophist who had gained a great reputation in the 
Hellenistic world. He was one of those people the Greeks called gymnosophistai 
( naked philosophers; the word “sophist” here having a positive sense).65 Kalanos 
appears in the historiography of the reign of alexander and in ethnographies 
on india as the person who accompanied alexander from india back to Persis. 
of all the legends and rumors surrounding this man, the most famous was the 
(real) story of his death. common to all versions of this story is the report that 
when the man became ill, for the first time in his life, at the age of seventy-two, he 
decided to have himself burned to death. He faced his death joyously in front of a 
great audience comprising alexander and his troops, climbed onto the pyre, and 
thenceforth made no movement, not even when he was engulfed by flames.66 The 
only other gymnosophist named is Mandamis or dandamis, described in some 
of the sources as the wisest of the indians, and older and more consistent in his 
way of life than Kalanos, especially in that he refused to join alexander’s expedi-
tion back west, staying instead in his own country with his indian disciples.67

in our passage, the name Kalanos has been turned by clearchus into an epithet 
for all the indian philosophers, and now appears in the plural. such an occur-
rence is elsewhere unknown in the literature of the Hellenistic-roman period.68 
clearchus himself had been in Bactria, in the immediate vicinity of india and 
had perhaps visited the country. He was aware of the peculiarity of the gym-
nosophists, of whom Kalanos was but a single individual. in a minute fragment 
from his work On Education, preserved in diogenes laertius (1. 9), clearchus 
says: “The gymnosophistai are descendants of the Magi.” The Magi were known 
as “the philosophers among the Persians.” 69 The use of the name Kalanos to 
designate the indian philosophers was therefore not accidental. The aim would 
have been to emphasize all the more strongly the peculiar characteristics of the 
gymnosophists, singled out by Greeks mainly for their karteria. aristobulus of 

65. on the term and its development, see Karttunen (1997) 56.
66. The main sources are strabo 15. 1. 61 (aristobulus), 64 (onesicritus), 66 (nearchus), 68 

(various sources, and Megasthenes); diodorus 17. 107; arrian Anabasis 7. 2 – 4, 18 (Megasthenes); 
Plutarch Alexander 64 – 65 (onesicritus); cicero Tusculanae disputationes 2. 52; De divinatione 1. 47; 
athenaeus 10. 437; aelian Varia historia 2. 41; 5. 6; curtius rufus 8. 9. 32.

67. strabo 15. 1. 65; arrian Anabasis 7. 1 – 2, 5.
68. The Suda, in the entry “Kalanos,” states: Κάλανος, Ἰνδός, ἐκ τῶν Βραχμάνων. οὕτω δὲ πάντα 

σοφὸν οἱ Ἰνδοί προσαγορεύουσιν (“Kalanos, indian, of the Brachmans. Thus do the indians call 
every sage”). That is, indians call every sage a Brahman, not a Kalanos, as the lax formulation might 
seem to indicate. Whatever the case may be, the tenth-century Byzantine lexicon could well have 
drawn on clearchus.

69. e.g., diogenes laertius 1. 1; clement Stromateis 1. 15 (71. 4); cicero De divinatione 1. 47.
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cassandreia, a maintenance man close to alexander, says that the “sophists” who 
met alexander in taxila (taksaśilā in the Punjab) taught him a lesson in karteria 
(strabo 15. 1. 61; cf. arr. Anab. 7. 2. 2), and onesicritus the cretan, a “cynic” sailor 
who also participated in alexander’s campaign, reports that the king heard that 
the gymnosophists devoted themselves to karteria, and for this reason wished 
to meet with them (strabo 15. 1. 63). The acts of karteria performed by the gym-
nosophists were often related in the literature of the time of alexander and the 
successors, and in later authors using these texts as their source; but the reader 
gets the impression that Kalanos surpassed everyone in realizing this virtue. 
This impression is reinforced, for example, by Philo of alexandria, who is here 
drawing upon his sources:

Kalanos was an indian by birth, of the gymnosophistai. This man was considered 
of all his contemporaries the most able in karteria (καρτερικώτατος), and was 
admired not only by his countrymen but also by members of other peoples, and 
what is most rare, by hostile kings, because he combined good deeds with praise-
worthy words. (Quod omnis probus liber sit 93)

Philo is not expressing his own impression of what he has read, but is reporting 
the appreciation of his predecessors. This may be concluded at the very least 
from what comes after this passage, a (fictitious) letter allegedly sent by Kalanos 
to alexander. The letter is not known from any other source, but Philo did not 
usually invent letters of this sort.

Karteria, then, is the most peculiar characteristic of the gymnosophists, and 
Kalanos was regarded as the most outstanding of all of them in this respect. The 
image of Kalanos was established by his dramatic self-immolation in alexander’s 
camp in the presence of all the army and attendants. This act was recorded for 
posterity in great detail by various authors, some of whom were eyewitnesses. The 
modern reader, too, while browsing through the various fragments of alexander’s 
authors and of contemporary and later ethnographers, is particularly impressed 
by this act and the ornamental ceremony accompanying it in the sources, such 
as the procession alexander organized in honor of Kalanos on that occasion, the 
magnificent chariot in which Kalanos lay at the top of the pyre, and the fanfare 
of trumpets accompanying his burning. The image of Kalanos and his acts of 
karteria were deeply engraved on historical memory. The account of his self-
immolation, while itself not exactly in accord with Greek taste, drew attention to 
his other deeds and turned him of all people into a model for karteria in its most 
prominent form.

The portrayal of the Jews as “philosophers” originating from the Kalanoi is 
also connected with sōphrosynē, the second characteristic attributed to them by 
“aristotle”-clearchus. on which, most relevant is the account of onesicritus on 
his first meeting with Kalanos. onesicritus found Kalanos lying on stones in the 
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blazing sun and told him that he had been sent by alexander to hear from him 
the wisdom of the indians. Kalanos burst out laughing at the external appearance 
of onesicritus, dressed as he was in an army overcoat, broad-rimmed hat, and 
army boots, and then told him the following myth:

in ancient times, all things were full of barley meal and wheat meal, just as now 
[they are full of] dust; and springs flowed, some with water, others with milk and 
similarly with honey, some with wine, and certain ones with olive oil; but by plenty 
and self-indulgence, men fell into arrogance (hybris). Zeus, hating the situation, 
destroyed all things and assigned a life through labor. When sōphrosynē and the 
rest of virtue70 came into the middle ( = became common), there was again an 
abundance of good things. But the state of affairs is now already near to satiety 
(insolence?) and arrogance, and a destruction of the things that are is in danger of 
happening. (preserved in strabo 15. 1. 64)71

The context clearly shows that sōphrosynē is self-control, especially concern-
ing food and drink, but also with regard to luxuries. of all the virtues, only 
sōphrosynē is mentioned explicitly as the one that returned to the world its natu-
ral abundance. onesicritus goes on to say that Mandamis (dandamis), described 
as the oldest and wisest of the indians, asked alexander to use his position and 
royal authority to persuade people to acquire sōphrosynē — self-control (πειθεῖν 
σωφρονεῖν). The acts attributed to Kalanos himself in the same passage fall under 
the category of karteria.

Kalanos embodies the ideals of sōphrosynē and karteria. The unique statement 
in the testimonium, therefore, that the Jew excelled in karteria and sōphrosynē, 
does not stand alone. it is necessarily connected with clearchus’s other unique 
statements, that indian philosophers were called Kalanoi, and that the Jews were 
descended from the Kalanoi. The karteria and sōphrosynē of the Jew and his won-
derful deeds demonstrating these qualities must therefore be understood (and 
identified) in the light of the customary deeds of the alleged ancestors of the Jews, 
the indian Kalanoi. This elucidation will be of use later in this discussion, when 
we attempt a more precise identification of the “wonderful deeds” (pp. 75 – 80).

D. Clearchus on the Life of Luxury and Self-Indulgence (Tryphē)
The above conclusion raises the question of clearchus’s interest in such matters. 
What place did karteria and sōphrosynē occupy in his writings in general? The 
answer will provide greater insight into “the indian connection” that clearchus 

70. The expression τῆς ἄλλης ἀρετῆς means “the rest of virtue” ( = all the other virtues, which, 
together with sōphrosynē, comprise virtue in general), and not “the other virtue,” as if there were 
only one other virtue in addition to sōphrosynē. see, e.g., aristotle EN 1178a9.

71. on the source of the myth, see below, p. 72 and note 94.
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attributes to the Jews, and more important, it may enhance our understanding of 
his aims in attributing these virtues to the Jews.

an examination of the fragments and testimonia on clearchus’s great work 
Lifestyles (Bioi) shows that sōphrosynē held an important — if not the most impor-
tant — place in his scale of values in that work. all the material that has been pre-
served from this work — a quarter of all the fragments of clearchus — is devoted 
to a condemnation of tryphē, a life of luxury and self-indulgence, particularly an 
overindulgence in the pleasures of food and drink, all of which constitutes the 
opposite of sōphrosynē. Tryphē is presented as the cause of disaster and destruc-
tion, while sōphrosynē is offered as a recipe for long life.

all but three of the passages that have survived from this work of clearchus 
have come down to us in athenaeus, the alexandrian author-excerptor of the 
second century c.e., as have passages from clearchus’s other works expressing 
condemnation of the life of luxury (such as his Gergithios). athenaeus’s work, 
the Deipnosophistai (The Learned at Table), includes many passages on indulging 
the pleasures of eating and drinking. That almost all the material from the Bioi 
of clearchus, and not a little from his other works, survived thanks to athenaeus 
might incline one to doubt that clearchus’s condemnation of tryphē  held a 
central place in his ethical doctrines. clearchus, however, was not the only one to 
attack the life of luxury, and his sentiments matched those of other contemporary 
mainstream authors writing about events of the time. it should be noted that 
athenaeus is quite reliable in transmitting his sources and tended to copy them 
verbatim.72

We have twenty-seven fragments from the Bioi. The work included a great 
deal of material on the ways of life of peoples, tribes, cities, kings, political and 
military leaders, and philosophers. Works with the same title were also written 
by some of the other early Peripatetics — Theophrastus, dicaearchus, and strato 
of lampsacus. it was thus an accepted genre in the time of clearchus, in which 
thinkers could express their opinions on ethical matters, and in the manner 
of pupils of aristotle, particularly by means of practical examples rather than 
remaining on the theoretical level.

clearchus describes in the passages that have survived from this work the 
tryphē of various bodies and personalities, and the disasters it brought upon 
them. among the peoples mentioned are the Medes, the Persians, the lydians, the 
sicilians, and even the scythians; among the cities — Miletus, samos, colophon, 
and tarentum; among the personalities — dionysius the younger, tyrant of sicily; 
darius iii; sardanapalus; and the philosopher anaxarchus. The list of deeds 
exemplifying tryphē is quite varied, including constant gluttony and drinking 

72. see Brunt (1980) 480 – 82.
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and public indecency (partly forced); the wearing of women’s clothes, cosmet-
ics, and wigs by men; and the total removal of body hair. in addition, there is a 
detailed list of strange acts connected with eating, such as the prior chewing of 
food by servants, wrapping the tongue in a membrane, and other acts of extreme 
fastidiousness. to exemplify the wealth of descriptions, three passages preserved 
in athenaeus follow. The first describes the way of life of the inhabitants of 
tarentum in southern italy:

clearchus says in the fourth [book] of his Lifestyles that the inhabitants of taren-
tum, having acquired strength and power, advanced to such a great degree of luxury 
(tryphē) that they smoothed the whole of their skin and preceded everyone else in 
this depilation. He says that they all wore a transparent bordered robe on which 
[kinds of] things the “way of life” ( = fashion) of women now gives itself airs. later, 
led by self-indulgence into arrogance (hybris), they made a ruin of Karbina, a city of 
the iapygoi, gathering out of it children and maidens and women in their prime into 
the temples of the inhabitants of Karbina, and making an exhibition, they presented 
the naked bodies to everyone for a day to look at. and anyone who wanted could 
jump as if into an unfortunate herd and feast with his desires on the blooming youth 
of the assembled. . . . The divine power (to daimonion) was so upset that it blasted all 
those of the inhabitants of tarentum who offended in Karbina. (12. 522d-e)

in the second passage, clearchus describes the behavior of the philosopher anax-
archus of abdera (the teacher of Pyrrho the skeptic), who accompanied alexan-
der on his campaign:

about anaxarchus, clearchus of soli in the fifth [book] of his Lifestyles writes 
thus: to anaxarchus, called eudaimonikos (one who regards happiness as the chief 
good), there fell wealth through the ignorance of his contributors, and his wine was 
poured by a naked girl nearing puberty, chosen for being superior to the others in 
beauty, thereby exposing (lit. “drawing toward the truth”) the lack of self-control 
of those using her in this way. The baker kneaded the dough while wearing gloves 
and a muzzle about his mouth, so that neither would sweat drip nor would the 
kneader breathe on the lumps of dough. (12. 548a-b)

athenaeus adduces another exposé by clearchus of a similar type:

clearchus in the fifth [book] of his Lifestyles says that sagaris of the Mariandynoi 
out of luxury was fed all the way to old age from the mouth of his nurse so as not 
to exert himself with chewing, and never extended his hand lower than his navel. 
(12. 530c)

clearchus repeatedly calls all these practices tryphē and regards them as central 
factors in the decline and fall accomplished either by divine intervention or by 
human action. Thus at the end of his account of the love of luxury and self-indul-
gence evinced by dionysius, son of dionysius, the tyrant of syracuse, he says:
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We must beware what is called tryphē, being an upsetter of lives, and hybris †[ . . . ] 
to be considered destructive† of all. (12. 541e)

lack of self-restraint as a cause of arrogance and destruction we have seen above 
in the myth related by Kalanos as told by onesicritus (strabo 15. 1. 68). against the 
life of luxury and pleasure clearchus sets the way of life of Gorgias of leontini, 
the fifth-fourth century rhetor-sophist, who reached a very advanced age without 
losing his mental faculties:

For by how much better than these [was] Gorgias of leontini, about whom the 
same clearchus says in the eighth [book] of his Lifestyles that through living in a 
self-controlled manner (τὸ σωφρόνως ζῆν — a life of sōphrosynē) he lived about 110 
years with his wits about him. and when someone asked him what his regime was 
that allowed him to live for so long so harmoniously and with perception, he said: 
“never having done anything for the sake of pleasure.” (ath. 12. 548c)

Gorgias’s regime (diaita) is portrayed as refraining completely from pleasures. 
His sōphrosynē is self-restraint, the opposite of tryphē, the life of luxury.

The motif of tryphē as the cause of the degeneration and weakening of indi-
viduals, cities, nations, and empires, and consequently of their decline and fall, is 
not the invention of clearchus. it is, in fact, one of the two or three main themes 
of the myth of the ages of Man, the written versions of which begin with Hesiod. 
The promotion of a life of simplicity was attributed to Pythagoras by his admirers 
(e.g., diod. 10. 5; Justin 20. 4. 2 – 10), as was the view that pleasures and exces-
sive desires were the greatest evil in human life, leading to personal destruction 
(iambl. VP 77 – 78; cf. 41 – 42). along the same lines, Herodotus had expressed the 
opinion that a pampered life of luxury undermines the ability to resist and to 
fight (1. 155; 6. 11; 9. 122). There are also places in Plato where “socrates” expresses 
very similar opinions (e.g., Resp. 4. 422a). antisthenes, who flourished in the 
first half of the fourth century, and was wrongly regarded later as the father of 
the cynics, was vehemently opposed to the pleasures of the individual,73 as of 
course were the real cynics. in the second half of the same century there were 
others who attacked the self-indulgence of some societies and regarded it as the 
reason for the sharp changes in fortune of certain cities and kingdoms. The most 
prominent of these critics was Theopompus of chios, who flourished in the third 
quarter of the fourth century.74 He influenced in one way or another his younger 
contemporaries, timaeus of tauromenium, and, to a lesser degree, duris of 
samos (both died around 260), and Phylarchus (died around 200).75

returning to the Peripatetics, aristotle himself does not discuss tryphē as the 

73. see the fragments in de cleva caizzi (1966): nos. 29a, 34, 37a-b, 108.
74. on tryphē in Theopompus, see Flower (1994) 67 ff., 150 – 52, 191, 202 – 3.
75. see Flower (1994) 166 – 67; Brown (1958) 44 ff.
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reason for degeneration and destruction, and only in one place, referring to the 
inhabitants of Miletus, does he say that exhaustion and decline were caused by 
surfeit and self-indulgence.76 aristotle’s rejection of a life of self-indulgence, how-
ever, is a logical outcome of his notion of virtue as the middle way. it is known 
that two third-century Peripatetic authors wrote works titled On Ancient Tryphē  
(περὶ παλαιὰς τρυφῆς).77 little information concerning the contents of these works 
has reached us, but judging from the material preserved from clearchus and 
other contemporary authors, the main object of interest would have been peoples 
and cities that declined from former greatness because of overindulgence in a 
life of luxury. Preaching a life of simplicity was also an objective of a work called 
Lifestyle of Greece (Βίος  Ἑλλάδος) by dicaearchus, one of aristotle’s foremost 
pupils (unlike clearchus). This at least appears to be the case from a long testi-
monium/fragment describing the simple life of “the Golden age” (preserved in 
Porph. Abst. 4. 2), and from another testimonium contrasting the tryphē of the 
Persians with the simple life of the early Greeks (ath. 13. 557b).78 Theophrastus, 
too, in his work On Good Cultic Practice, regards tryphē as one of the sick evils of 
man, clearly referring to his own time (in Porph. Abst. 2. 60. 1).

The widespread use of the tryphē motif in the second half of the fourth century 
was a result of events of the time. Greek contemporaries witnessed two impres-
sive developments following the rise of Macedon: Philip ii’s conquest of the 
Greek cities, and then the glorious campaign of alexander deep into the Persian 
empire. This was the first time that the Greeks experienced for themselves the 
consequences of the appearance of a new empire and the collapse of the previous 
world power. They were naturally occupied with the reasons for these cycles 
in world hegemony. Theopompus attempted to explain in his Philippics what 
facilitated Philip’s domination of the Greeks and other peoples.79 clearchus in 
his Lifestyles indirectly explained what led to the collapse of the Persian empire. 
among other things, he elaborated on the life of luxury of the Medes and the 
kings of Persia, and especially of darius iii, the last of the achaemenids.80

76. see rose (1886) fr. 557.
77. one of these works has been attributed to aristippus of cyrene, a contemporary of socrates 

and an advocate of a life of pleasure (diog. laert. 1. 96); but it was composed by a Peripatetic author 
in the middle of the third century b.c.e. The second work is the that of Hieronymus of rhodes. on 
this, see von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff (1881) 48 – 54.

78. on the Βίος  Ἑλλάδος of dicaearchus, see Wehrli (1944) 56 – 64; schütrumpf (2001) 255 – 77. 
on the fragment/testimonium in Porphyry: saunders (2001) 241 – 49.

79. Flower (1994) 71 – 130.
80. see athenaeus 12. 514d (the Medes); 529d (the Persians); 539b (darius iii). references to 

Persian luxury already appear in aeschylus, not, however, as a direct reason for military defeats, 
but rather for the gods’ anger at their hybris — the Persians used silver and gold utensils, which the 
athenians believed should be granted only to the gods. see shefton (1972) 148 – 49.
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These descriptions, and similar accounts by clearchus on cities, peoples, 
and other kingdoms, were also intended to serve as a warning about the future. 
as has been suggested, clearchus traveled to the new settlements in Bactria in 
order to promulgate Greek wisdom, and he may well have toured other clusters 
of Greco-Macedonian settlement. For this reason he was able to sense more than 
other Peripatetics who had remained at home the risks inherent in the economic 
prosperity and subsequent life of luxury of Greeks in the east: the conquering 
class, a minority in the population, acquiring its new high standard of living 
at the expense of the natives, was liable to sink and degenerate into a life of 
luxury, while forever on guard against potentially disastrous internal uprisings. 
as someone who wandered thousands of kilometers to remind the Greeks in 
the Far east of the fundamental principles of man at the various stages of life, 
clearchus regarded it as his duty to warn the Greeks of the peril facing all 
the Greek settlements. We cannot know whether he was already expressing 
such sentiments in Bactria, or whether they crystallized only upon his return 
home. The inscription he left in Bactria has not been fully preserved. only a few 
extremely general ancient sayings having to do with the life of the individual 
remain.

it is worth adding that the motif reappeared in the second century b.c.e. 
when historians attempted to explain the extinction of the Hellenistic kingdoms. 
Polybius began the trend, which acquired a notably satirical edge in the Histories 
of Posidonius of apamea.81 later on, it was applied by livy, sallust, and others 
in their sharp criticism of the licentiousness toward the end of the republican 
period, which they identified as a reason for the decline of the roman republic. 
There is no need to demonstrate here the recurring use of the motif, in all its 
possible variations, in literature of the roman Principate.

Thus in his account of the sōphrosynē of the Jews clearchus delivered a rel-
evant and timely message to all the conquerors and settlers in the east; but this 
was not clearchus’s only message.

E. Real Karteria: Between Clearchus and the Cynics
clearchus’s opinion about karteria has reached us indirectly through his criti-
cism of contemporary cynics. in order to examine this criticism properly, it 
should be noted at the outset that many aspects of cynicism relevant to the 
discussion are disputed: especially the identity of the first cynics and the con-
nections between them; the stages of development of the cynic “ideology” and 
practice; and the cynic way of life. testimonia give conflicting reports, and it is 
impossible to reach a final conclusion on any of these matters. The traditional 
picture of a cynic succession (diadochē) has antisthenes (445 – 360 b.c.e.) as the 

81. see below, pp. 422 – 31.
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father of the “school,” which he bequeathed to diogenes of sinope (403 – 321), who 
in turn passed it on to crates of Thebes (365 – 285), who gave it to Zeno of citium, 
the founder of stoicism (335? – 263?). it is clear today that this is a late and artificial 
construction.82 at the same time, it can be accepted that when clearchus wrote 
his book there were already not a few men who were called cynics, who followed 
crates, and who regarded diogenes’ way of life (in reality and in legend) as a role 
model. it is possible that already at that time antisthenes was referred to as the 
founder of this “school of thought.” 83

since the cynics were not a “school” in our modern sense of the word and 
were not students receiving a systematic doctrine from their master, differences 
of expression in words and deeds were considerable, and not infrequently a cynic’s 
lifestyle would go to the extreme. it should be allowed, however, that some of 
the deeds attributed to cynics may have been no more than figments of their 
opponents’ imagination, and that other instances reported in later literature are 
no more than reflections of developments characterizing the unrestrained cynics 
of the roman period.

Whatever the case may be, it is clear that karteria was a fundamental element 
in the cynic way of life from its beginnings.84 clearchus reacted to this directly in 
his work On Education, where he addresses the cynics: “you do not lead a life of 
karteria, and in reality you lead the life of a dog” (in ath. 13. 611b).85 later in the 
same passage (b–c), clearchus lists the qualities of a dog and concludes that the 
cynics have adopted only the negative ones and added further negative qualities 
that are the opposite of a dog’s positive features. He emphasizes their aloofness 
from human society, their provocative and hostile behavior, their life on the 
streets, lacking any purpose or direction, their wantonness and the contempt in 
which they are held by everyone. clearchus adds that they eat anything they can 
get their hands on, and bolt down their food just like a dog. He concludes:

By reason of all these things you are alien to virtue, and useless with regard to 
anything useful in life. For there is nothing more unphilosophical than [you self-]
styled philosophers. (611d)86

82. on the last point, see Mansfeld (1986) 295 – 382, reprinted in Mansfeld (1990) 343 – 428.
83. on these issues, see esp. von Fritz (1926); dudley (1937); sayre (1937), (1948); Höistad (1948); 

Pagnet (1975) 29 – 119; niehues-Pröbsting (1979); Bracht Branham and Goulet-cazé (1996) 1 – 135, 
414 – 15.

84. see, e.g., diogenes laertius 6. 2, 15, 23; cf. cicero De oratore 3. 60; epictetus 1. 24. 8; 3. 22. 58, 
24. 64.

85. οὐ καρτερικὸν βίον ἀσκεῖτε, κυνικὸν δὲ τῷ ὄντι ζῆτε.
86. The following sentences — ἐξ ὧν ἁπάντων ἀλλότριοι μὲν ἀρετῆς μάταιοι δὲ <ἐστέ> εἰς τὸ 

τοῦ βίου χρήσιμον. οὐδὲν γάρ ἐστι τῶν καλουμένων φιλοσόφων ἀφιλοσοφώτερον — were omitted 
by Wehrli from his collection of fragments of clearchus (Wehrli [1948] fr. 16), apparently upon 
the assumption that these were an addition by athenaeus with reference to all the philosophers in
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as mentioned above, karteria is a socratic ideal and one of the aristotelian 
virtues. clearchus’s attack on the attribution of karteria to the cynic way of life 
stems from the vast difference between the assumptions and principles of the 
Peripatetics and those of the cynics, and the perceived threat to stable society 
posed by the cynic way of life. The cynics claimed that the life of the polis 
was opposed to nature. anyone attempting to live according to nature, accord-
ing to them, had to remove himself from society. accordingly, the cynics cut 
themselves off from society, contributed nothing to it, mocked and challenged 
all social conventions and institutions, lived wherever they wished, performed 
a variety of sexual acts and other bodily functions in public, although such 
acts were considered obscene, offended and insulted other people, ate like dogs, 
praised cannibalism, let their hair and beard grow wild, and wandered around 
in filthy, worn-out rags. For aristotle, however, karteria and its fellow virtues are 
not opposed to the social order. indeed, they are virtues that require the existence 
of a community for their fulfillment. one cannot, for example, manifest justice 
and magnanimity without social interaction. aristotle’s very definition of man 
as a “political animal,” an animal that lives in a polis, shows that he regards the 
life of the polis as expressing, rather than oppressing, the nature of man. For 
aristotle, then, the cynic position is opposed to human nature and the virtuous 
life.

The eating habits of the cynics were far from expressing sōphrosynē as under-
stood by the Peripatetics. The cynics were indeed opposed to luxuries and sophis-
ticated food, but our sources describe them as eating anything they happened 
to come across, without restraint or moderation. clearchus describes them as 
bolting their food in the manner of dogs. a later example of this is cynulcus, 
an imaginary cynic character participating in athenaeus’s Deipnosophistai: in 
contrast to the other participants, he is impatient with the various speeches 
delivered during the meal and demands to receive his food at once (4. 156b). 
The same cynulcus delivers several fierce speeches against tryphē (esp. 15. 687a). 
athenaeus (4. 156b-d) also mentions a work called The Symposium of the Cynics 
by Permaniscus of Metapontum, a grammaticus of the second century b.c.e. 
in the cynics’ “symposium,” an unlimited amount of food is served, and the 
participants are filled to bursting; but the food is simple and crude — lentil soup. 
The difference between the cynics and those who indulge in tryphē  in the matter 
of food and drink, therefore, concerns only table manners and the quality and 
variety of food. This has nothing to do with real sōphrosynē, certainly not as 

the context of his discussion (cf. Wehrli’s commentary, 50). There seems to be no justification for 
this omission, however. The sentences sound like an inseparable part of clearchus’s comments on 
the cynics.
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clearchus sees it. We shall see below further evidence that the cynics attributed 
to themselves sōphrosynē in matters of food and drink.

Beyond the ideological dispute there were personal motivations at work: the 
cynics used to mock philosophers for their involvement in the life of the polis, 
particularly offending the Peripatetics, who were always ready to advise kings 
and write laws. Hence the strong words of clearchus quoted above. The enmity 
between clearchus and the cynics would also have stemmed from their differ-
ent attitudes toward Plato, whom clearchus greatly admired. antisthenes was 
already expressing hostile sentiments against Plato, likening him to the male 
organ (σάθων), and attacking him in a dialogue bearing the same epithet (diog. 
laert. 3. 35; ath. 5. 220d; 11. 507a). even if in clearchus’s generation, antisthenes 
was still not regarded as the father of the cynics, diogenes of sinope was cer-
tainly described as such. Many of the barbs of diogenes against Plato, together 
with Plato’s own negative remarks about diogenes, are to be found among the 
many anecdotes and sayings littering the biography of diogenes of sinope in 
diogenes laertius (6. 7, 24 – 26, 40, 41, 53, 58).87 We have no way of knowing how 
many of diogenes’ followers personally abused clearchus himself during the 
course of his life and literary activity.

let us return now to karteria and its appearance as a characteristic of the Jew 
who spoke with aristotle. Karteria is an ethical-philosophical ideal, a virtue 
whose exact character is debated by clearchus. in his view, the cynic model is 
unacceptable. That is not karteria at all. The Jew who met aristotle, however, 
more than met clearchus’s expectations for karteria. His way of life served as a 
role model for this virtue. Would it be going too far to suggest that clearchus’s 
praise of the Jew’s karteria is in fact a (disguised) continuation of his debate with 
the cynics?

This is particularly plausible in light of the connection clearchus makes be-
tween the Jews and the indian Kalanoi, a link that parallels the attempt made by 
his contemporary, onesicritus, to demonstrate a similarity between the cynics 
and the indian sages in his praise of karteria and sōphrosynē. onesicritus, a 
 native of the tiny island of astypalaea in the southern cyclades, a sailor and au-
thor described as a cynic, took part in alexander’s campaign — at least in its later 
stages — and served as a “chief navigator” during the advance downstream into 
india. He also participated in the journey led by nearchus from the mouth of the 
indus along the coast of the indian ocean and the Persian Gulf up to the tigris.88 

87. For a collection of Plato’s alleged comments against diogenes and antisthenes, and theirs 
against him, see riginos (1976) 98 – 101, 111 – 18, 147 – 49.

88. on onesicritus, see Fisch (1937) 129 – 43; strassburger, “onesikritos,” RE 18 (1939) cols. 460 – 

67; Pearson (1960) 83 – 111; Brunt (1983) 446 – 47; Pédech (1984) 71 – 90; and esp. Brown (1949). see also 
the books and articles mentioned below, notes 91 – 95.
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activity of this sort does not suit someone who has adopted a cynic way of life, 
and the information (attributed to onesicritus himself) that he was a “pupil” of 
diogenes (e.g., diog. laert. 6. 34; strabo 15. 1, 65) is doubtful. For this reason it 
is supposed that he was an admirer of diogenes and that his writing, but not his 
lifestyle, was influenced by the cynics. His work How Alexander was Raised (πῶς 
Ἀλέξανδρος ἤχθη) — written along the lines of Xenophon’s Cyropaedeia — was 
known in the classical period to be unreliable and full of imaginary and amazing 
stories. it included descriptions of indian philosophers, their wisdom and their 
way of life, introduced in the context of actual or fictitious meetings between 
them and alexander or his emissaries. There is a striking similarity between 
many of the opinions and customs attributed by onesicritus on these occasions 
to the indian philosophers — especially concerning karteria — and those of the 
cynics (see esp. strabo 15. 1. 63 – 65; and note the emphatic mention of diogenes 
of sinope in that context, 1. 65; and arr. Anab. 7. 2. 6). For this reason it has been 
assumed that onesicritus deliberately described the indian sages in cynic guise 
as a way of bestowing upon the cynic lifestyle prestige and a glorious antiquity.89 
it does indeed seem likely that he also made explicit in his work a link, real or 
imaginary, between the opinions and behavior of the indian philosophers and 
those of the cynics. at the same time, onesicritus must have concealed entirely 
the antisocial characteristics of the cynics, particularly their disrespect for oth-
ers, and the provocative nature of their speech and actions, all completely at odds 
with the “respectful” way of life of the indian gymnosophists.90

89. sayre (1948) 40 – 41; Brown (1949) 4 – 7, 41, 49, and elsewhere. The approach of these two schol-
ars has been widely accepted and adopted without much modification. For a more detailed account 
using this approach, see Hansen (1965).

90. on the positive attitude of the gymnosophists toward society, see, e.g., strabo 15. 1. 59, 64, 
following Megasthenes and aristobulus. descriptions of the indian gymnosophists appearing in the 
Greek sources generally fit the “normative” Hindu ascetics — those who enjoyed state funding and 
provided in return various social services. it is quite likely that these are the people of alexander’s 
army and other travelers would have met. There were, however, other ascetics (the aghorīs and the 
Gorakhnāthīs) among the worshippers of the god Śiva, the destroyer of Worlds, whose behavior was 
similar in its antisocial aspects to that of the cynics (albeit for different reasons). They tried to imi-
tate Śiva in various ways: they lived in disposal grounds for the ashes of the dead or in rubbish heaps; 
they avoided physical contact with other humans; their external appearance was repulsive; they 
even used dogs (considered an unclean animal) as companions. onesicritus did not mention them, 
judging by the lack of references in surviving sources based upon onesicritus, strabo chief among 
them. it is interesting that sayre (1937) and those after him who claim an indian origin for the cynics 
(esp. with regard to the way of life of diogenes), and who are obliged to offer rather forced evidence, 
are unaware of the groups of ascetics of the god Śiva and other similar groups. Their special relation 
to dogs, at the very least, should have raised the suspicion of a possible origin for the appellation 
“cynic” (although the similarity is most likely purely coincidental). at the same time, it must be 
said that there is no evidence for síva worship, properly speaking, in the fourth century b.c.e. on 
the ascetics of síva, see, e.g., Gonda (1970) 43 ff.; cross (1979); Hartsuiker (1993).
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The tendency to attribute to the indian gymnosophists some of the charac-
teristics of the cynics, occasionally mitigated somewhat, and to bestow upon 
the cynics roots or at least parallels in an ancient culture, is also discernible in a 
papyrus acquired in cairo in 1930 and attracting detailed discussion from 1959 
onward.91 This long papyrus contains a number of cynic diatribes. The first of 
these (cols. i – Viii) describes a discussion between dandamis, the indian sophist, 
and alexander. dandamis speaks harshly to the Macedonian king in the cynic 
manner and is highly critical of the moral and social faults of the Greeks. He 
advocates a “natural” ascetic life (including vegetarianism) as the remedy for all 
of society’s ills. The papyrus is dated to the middle of the second century c.e., 
yet it contains material deriving from much earlier sources. This first diatribe 
is almost certainly derived from the literature of the early diadochic period, or 
soon after it.92

at this point it is worth returning to the passage from onesicritus (strabo 
15. 1. 64), in which Kalanos narrates the myth of the world cycle of want and 
plenty caused by the tendency of humans to live a life of luxury and abandon 
sōphrosynē.93 This myth, as reported by onesicritus, is an interpretatio Graeca of 
a well-known indian myth.94 in none of the versions of the original myth is there 
a term parallel to sōphrosynē, and the acts of humans in the age of decline cannot 
be described as the opposite of sōphrosynē. There is instead a general reference 
to an abandoning of the “law” and the existing norms. since onesicritus colors 
the views and habits of Kalanos in cynic tones (with all the necessary “improve-

91. The first publications: Martin (1959) 77 – 115; Photiadès (1959) 116 – 39.
92. see esp. Hansen (1965) 351 – 66. on later christian reworkings, see Hansen, 366 ff., and 

derrett (1960) 64 – 135.
93. see the text above, p. 62.
94. Various scholars speculate that this myth is Greek-cynic. see esp. Brown (1949) 41. How-

ever, it originates in a celebrated indian myth. The myth tells of the four or five ages that together 
comprise the cosmological cycle of the worlds, with decline occurring from age to age. The varia-
tion of the myth reported by onesicritus-strabo refers to the second age, the age of tretā. The first 
age, the age of Krta, was superior to all the succeeding ages in that there was no need of food at 
that time. Food became necessary only in the second age, but at least it was abundant. The food 
supplies declined during the third and fourth ages, forcing humans to work hard just to survive. 
The general decline is ascribed to a gradual drop in respect for, and reliance upon, “the law.” in 
the third and fourth ages, this development leads to an addiction among the unlearned masses to 
luxuries. The cycle ends in a cosmic catastrophe, after which a new cycle begins, and so on forever. 
on earlier versions of the myth concerning the second age, see Śatapatha Brāhmana 13. 6. 2, 9 – 10; 
Mahābhārata 3. 188. 9 – 13; Manu smrti 1. 83, 85 – 86. later, more detailed versions vary considerably 
among themselves. The dating of these versions is rather obscure. However, it is agreed that the first 
formulation of the Śatapatha Brāhmana is of the seventh – sixth centuries b.c.e., while the earliest 
parts of the Mahābhārata (whichever they may be) are from the early fourth century b.c.e. The same 
is true for the Manu smrti. see dimock (1978) 14 – 20; van Buitenen (1978) XXiii – XXV; Brockington 
(1988) 26 – 27.
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ments” this entails), we may conclude from his version of the myth (while ignor-
ing other aspects of the cynics’ gastronomic habits) that contemporary cynics 
regarded their abstention from luxuries in food and drink as an expression of 
sōphrosynē.

We do not have direct evidence that clearchus knew onesicritus’s work or any 
part of it; but it is chronologically possible. clearchus’s work On Sleep was written 
near the end of the fourth century. The date of publication of onesicritus’s work 
is disputed. While some have dated it to no later than 310,95 it has been suggested 
that the first books of the work could have appeared shortly after alexander’s 
death, and the fourth book may have appeared only around 305.96 Whatever the 
case may be, the work was out before clearchus wrote On Sleep. since clearchus 
went to Bactria, he would have been particularly interested in any Greek work on 
india and alexander’s travels in that region. it is, therefore, quite probable that 
clearchus was aware of the direct or indirect comparisons made by onesicritus 
between the indian sages (especially Kalanos) and the cynics.

in his treatise On Education, which contained the polemics against the cynics 
(ath. 13. 611b-d), clearchus expressed the view that the indian gymnosophists 
originated from the Magi (diog. laert. 1. 9). The book may well have described 
the way of life of the “indian philosophers” in the context of a survey of different 
forms of paideia. it is not impossible that in this treatise he also hinted at, or 
even explicitly referred to, the attempts of onesicritus and others to find a link 
between the lifestyle of the indians and that of the cynics.

• • •

to conclude, we have seen above that clearchus states that the Jews originate from 
the indian philosophers whom he falsely calls Kalanoi. He presents as an exem-
plary model the Jew with his prominent characteristics karteria and sōphrosynē, 
both also characteristics of the indian gymnosophists, and especially of Kalanos. 
We have also seen that clearchus explicitly condemns the cynic conception 
of karteria as false and similarly dismisses their whole system of virtue. all 
this when his contemporary onesicritus has recently (indirectly) praised cynic 
karteria, and sōphrosynē, attributing their origin to the indian gymnosophists. 
in light of all of the above, it appears probable that the Jew with his prominent 
features karteria and sōphrosynē is portrayed in relative detail, not only to act 
as a foil to the luxurious way of life of clearchus’s contemporaries, but also in 
order to serve as an indirect reply to the explicit or implicit comparison made by 
contemporaries between the cynics and the gymnosophists. The example of the 

95. F. Jacoby, RE s.v. “Kleitarchos (2),” cols. 652 – 53; id., FGrH ii. d. no. 134, p. 468; strassburger, 
RE, col. 466 (see note 88 above); Pearson (1960) 85.

96. Brown (1949) 4 – 7.
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Jew allows the reader to see how gymnosophists really behave, since the Jews are 
descended from the Kalanoi. The wonderful deeds of the Jew exemplify karteria 
and sōphrosynē in the indian style. They are by no means antisocial acts, and in 
fact the Jew contributes to society in his own way. He respects his interlocutors 
and humans in general, and he in turn earns their respect. The positive social 
aspect is emphasized by the fact that the Jew is used to associating with learned 
Greeks, including aristotle and his pupils so hated by the cynics.

clearchus is not alone in availing himself of an imaginary indian character 
through which to express opinions in a debate between rival Greek philosophical 
groups or schools of thought. aristoxenus of tarentum, the mousikos, a con-
temporary of clearchus and himself a pupil of aristotle, was antagonistic, if not 
downright hostile, toward socrates. He relates an alleged encounter between 
socrates and an indian sage.97 The indian mocks socrates for engaging only 
in the study of human life and tells him that no one can understand the affairs 
of men without understanding the affairs of the divine. This order of priori-
ties reflects the aristotelian conception, which stands in marked contrast to the 
socratic tradition. socrates is attributed with saying that instead of studying the 
divine, where certainty is impossible in any case, man would do better to discuss 
human affairs (Xen. Mem. 1. 12 – 16). Platonic writings also reflect the socratic tra-
dition in this respect, apart from the Timaeus, where the speaker is not socrates 
but timaeus. Plato has his socrates explain in the Phaedo when and why he 
abandoned entirely his interest in nature, a subject that greatly occupied the 
pre-socratics (the physikoi), and devoted his full attention to human affairs (Phd. 
95e ff.). aristotle, however, not only returned to the subject of nature, but also 
stressed that this study is necessarily prior to understanding the soul of man (De 
An. 402a ff.). aristoxenus is thus supporting his master, aristotle, by attacking in 
this way socrates’ preoccupation with human affairs and his disengagement from 
matters of nature and the divine.

The use of a fictitious external character was an acceptable device in polem-
ics of the period and in the controversies between the philosophers. This prac-
tice resembles, to some extent, the tendency of authors at the beginning of the 
Hellenistic period to provide descriptions of imaginary peoples, or imaginary 
descriptions of real peoples, as ideal philosophical models (e.g., Aegyptiaca and 
On the Hyperboreans of Hecataeus, the indian ethnography by Megasthenes, 

97. out of the book Vita Socratis, quoted by eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 11. 3. 8 ( = Wehrli 
[1948] fr. 53): φησὶ δ’ Ἀριστόξενος ὁ μουσικὸς  Ἰνδῶν εἶναι τὸν λόγον τοῦτον. Ἀθήνησι γὰρ ἐντυχεῖν 
Σωκράτει τῶν ἀνδρῶν ἐκείνων ἕνα τινά, κἄπειτα αὐτοῦ πυνθάνεσθαι, τί ποιῶν φιλοσοφοίη. τοῦ 
δ’ εἰπόντος ὅτι ζητῶν περὶ τοῦ ἀνθρωπίνου βίου, καταγελάσαι τὸν Ἰνδόν, λέγοντα μὴ δύνασθαί 
τινα τὰ ἀνθρώπινα κατιδεῖν ἀγνοοῦντά γε τὰ θεῖα. on the apocryphal character of this story, see 
Karttunen (1989) 111. on aristoxenus’s attitude toward socrates, see Wehrli (1945) frr. 51 – 60.
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Sacred Scripture by euhemerus, and many other works by other authors). The 
most outstanding work of this type on the Jews, namely, the Jewish ethnography 
by Posidonius of apamea, preserved in strabo’s Geographica (16. 2. 35 – 37), was 
written much later.98

Why was a Jew of all people chosen by clearchus to exemplify the true charac-
teristics of the gymnosophists? a meeting between aristotle and a Jew in western 
asia Minor at the end of the classical age would have been considered plausible 
by clearchus’s intended audience, a generation after aristotle, and much more 
credible than a meeting between aristotle and an indian gymnosophist, cer-
tainly more than the meeting described by aristoxenus between socrates and the 
indian sage. indians, with the exception of auxiliary troops who only occasion-
ally served with the Persian forces in the campaigns against the Greeks (Hdt. 7. 
86), reached the Mediterranean basin only later during the Hellenistic period, 
and not as philosophers, but as mahouts. Jews, on the other hand, were in evi-
dence in asia Minor already at the end of the classical age, and their permeation 
throughout the Greek-speaking world increased after the conquests of alexander.

F. The Wonderful Deeds and Their Omission by Josephus
now that we have considered the meaning of karteria and sōphrosynē, the virtues 
clearchus attributes to the Jews, and his possible motives for doing so, we may 
try to identify the “wonderful deeds” that Josephus omitted from his testimony. 
i shall begin with a close examination of an interesting and widely held theory 
first advanced by Hans lewy.99

lewy made the link between aristotle’s remark in the fragment about “won-
derful things equal to dreams” and the account of the hypnotist in Proclus (n. 49 
above); at the same time, taking into consideration the references in the testimo-
nium to the karteria and sōphrosynē of that same Jew, he suggested separating 
the wonderful things hinted at in the fragment from the deeds hinted at in 
the testimonium.100 continuing this line of thought, lewy attempted to find 
in a passage in olympiodorus some specific deeds of the type clearchus must 
have been referring to, in his opinion, in the testimonium. olympiodorus, a 
christian neoplatonist of the second half of the third century c.e. and a resident 
of alexandria, wrote commentaries on several Platonic and aristotelian works. 
in two places in his commentary on Phaedo, olympiodorus relates a story about 
two wonderful men whom aristotle met in person. This is what he reports:

98. on which see chapter 11, pp. 355 – 98.
99. lewy (1938) 222 – 28.
100. lewy translates the relevant sentence in the testimonium as follows: “the great and miracu-

lous endurance of the Jewish man in diet and temperament.” However, the Greek word diaita, that 
appears in Proclus, means not diet but a way of life in general (diet = diaitēma).
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That the whole human race should be nourished in this way is made clear by (the 
case of) the man who was nourished in this way, from the rays of the sun only. 
aristotle told about him, having himself seen him. . . . Then aristotle told about a 
man both sleepless and nourished by the sunlike air alone. 101

olympiodorus does not reveal his source for aristotle’s account. The names and 
origins of the wonderful men are not reported, but it is clear that in the original 
account their role was to demonstrate that a human being could dispense with 
customarily essential bodily requirements and yet remain alive thanks to the 
separate existence of the soul. For this reason, it is usually assumed that the sto-
ries were taken from the young aristotle’s dialogue Eudemus, which has not been 
preserved. in this dialogue, the separation of body and soul was emphasized, a 
notion that the older aristotle no longer held. However, Jacob Bernays suggested 
that the source might be clearchus’s dialogue On Sleep, where aristotle was por-
trayed as the main speaker. Bernays further suggested emending olympiodorus’ 
text to read ἄπνουν (breathless = lacking life) instead of ἄϋηον (sleepless).102 
according to this suggestion, clearchus would have portrayed aristotle report-
ing that he had seen a man remaining a long time without any signs of life, 
nourished apparently from nothing but the sun’s rays, who eventually returned 
to life. Bernays regarded the account as similar in message to the story of the 
hypnotist in Proclus-clearchus, both proving in a somewhat similar way the 
separate existence of the soul.

lewy accepted Bernays’s suggestion in general, but not Bernays’s emenda-
tion:103 aristotle saw a man who survived a very long time without sleep and 
without food. This feat would have sufficed to demonstrate great stamina. The 
man in question would have been the Jew whom aristotle met and conversed 
with. The qualities of the man were summed up by Josephus, without going into 
details, as a wonderful feat revealing karteria.

Why olympiodorus failed to mention the man’s Jewish origin still needs to 
be explained. This omission is curious given the strenuous efforts of christian 
authors to find evidence for admiration of the Jews expressed by classical authors. 
Furthermore, if Bernays’s emendation is accepted, the man’s apparent lifelessness 
would have nothing to do with either karteria or sōphrosynē and would certainly 

101. ὅτι δὲ δεῖ τι καὶ ὅλον γένος ἀνθρώπων εἶναι οὕτω τρεφόμενον, δηλοῖ καὶ ὁ τῇδε ταῖς 
ἡλιακαῖς ἀκτῖσι μόναις τρεφόμενος, ὃν ἱστόρησεν Ἀριστοτέλης ἰδὼν αὐτός . . . εἰ ἐνταῦθα ἱστόρη-
σεν Ἀριστοτέλης ἄνθρωπον ἄυπνον καὶ μόνῳ τῷ ἡλιοειδεῖ τρεφόμενον ἀέρι. see norwin (1913) 200, 
ll. 3 – 6, and 239, ll. 19 – 21.

102. Bernays (1866) 187, no. 37.
103. lewy (1938) 225 n. 90. olympiodorus sets down what he concludes from the case prior to 

the testimonium, and it indicates that the account concerned not a man “lacking life,” but a man 
“lacking sleep.”
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not fit the Jew who conversed with aristotle. if, on the other hand, we agree with 
lewy in rejecting Bernays’s emendation, the man’s abstention from sleep, food, 
and drink for years on end would also have little to do with sōphrosynē. it would 
be an extreme form of behavior rarely practiced, according to aristotle’s own 
statement on the matter, and for this reason it lacks a proper term to describe 
it (NE 1107b7 – 11; 1118b15 – 20; 1119a6 – 12). The same may be said about complete 
and long-term abstention from sleep. The very identification of clearchus as the 
source for olympiodorus is only a guess and has not been accepted by editors.104 
it may equally well be speculated that the source is any one of a whole string of 
Peripatetic works on sleep, the soul, or other topics, related or not. as mentioned 
above, it is usually assumed that olympiodorus drew on aristotle’s Eudemus.

to get some idea of the “wonderful deeds” omitted by Josephus, the results 
of the investigations on the following topics need to be combined: (1) the com-
parison of the fragment with the testimonium; (2) the meaning of karteria and 
sōphrosynē in Greek philosophy; (3) the curious statement about the descent of 
the Jews from the Kalanoi; (4) the characteristics of the Kalanoi and the indian 
gymnosophists by and large in Greek historiography and literature; (5) the ideals 
and values of clearchus himself and his part in the “wars of the philosophers.” 
Thus the “wonderful deeds” seem to have been of the sort attributed to the indian 
gymnosophists, and which could demonstrate sōphrosynē and karteria, the abili-
ties to withstand internal and external pressure respectively.

among the wonderful deeds illustrating karteria that were attributed in Hel-
lenistic literature to indian “sophists” we find lying and sleeping upon rocks 
come rain or shine, lying upon hot sand, or even floating in midair; standing, 
sitting, or lying motionless for an extensive period; eating only while standing; 
standing on one leg for a whole day while holding a heavy log (changing legs 
only once).105 in ancient indian literature there are dozens of examples of various 
types, such as fasting continuously for twelve days; abstaining from sleep for 
twelve days in a row; standing on one leg or holding one hand raised for twelve 
years; obtaining nourishment from milk alone for a number of years, or from one 
sesame seed a day for a number of months; living in a dark cave without leaving it 
for years; meditating while sitting in a frozen river (in winter) or surrounded by a 
circle of fire (in summer); standing erect, barefooted and motionless, for a num-

104. The passage was included in the collection of aristotelian fragments by rose (1886) 47, fr. 
42. Wehrli chose not to include it with the fragments of clearchus, although he was well aware of 
Bernays’s suggestion. see Wehrli (1948) 7 – 8.

105. such examples in a variety of forms are scattered throughout Hellenistic and roman lit-
erature. The greatest collection of earlier sources is to be found in strabo 15. 1. 59 – 70, with explicit 
references, all from the diadochic period (aristobulus, onesicritus, nearchus, and Megasthenes). 
on floating in midair, see Philostratus Life of Apollonius of Tyana 3. 15. see also aulus Gellius Noctes 
Atticae 2. 1, on people standing motionless for a day and a night with eyes fixed on one spot.
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ber of days on top of an anthill; going on a pilgrimage of hundreds of kilometers, 
pausing every three paces to fall flat on the face in obeisance; and so on and so 
forth.106 other strange practices characterizing the indian holy men of today 
(Sādhus) continue a tradition of thousands of years. i should just mention taking 
a dip in icy water, holding one hand in the air for days, and sleeping propped up 
against a wall.107 all these had their variations in duration. clearchus, who spent 
some time in Bactria, which bordered india, must have been acquainted with 
Greek writings of the time about india, and he could have selected and mitigated 
what he found there so as to record only more moderate indian customs most 
suitable for his purposes. since the title of his work was On Sleep, it would seem 
most likely that he described less extreme activities having to do with sleep, such 
as abstention from sleep for just a few days, a special asceticism concerning the 
place or the type of material upon which to sleep, or the sleeping position.108

some of the deeds mentioned above also demonstrate in this context a degree 
of sōphrosynē, the ability to withstand internal pressure. However, since the frag-
ment reports social meetings with learned people, it seems that this quality is 

106. such deeds are scattered throughout the two great Hindu epics, the Mahābhārata and the 
rāmāyana, and in the book of laws, the Manu smrti.

107. The reader may find a collection of, and sociological and anthropological investigations 
into, such strange activities in cross (1992), a dissertation presented to the university of california, 
Berkeley, later published in india. see also Ghurye (1964); tripathi (1978). For a short survey and an 
illustrative collection, see Hartsuiker (1993).

108. Holding up the karteria of the indian philosophers rather than the fake karteria of the 
cynics as a somewhat counter example to follow raises the question of whether the activities 
described do not contravene somewhat aristotle’s golden mean (see note 63 above on karteria) or 
his opinion that “pain is an evil to be avoided” (EN 1153b1 – 5). However, we do not know whether 
clearchus fully accepted aristotle’s ethical principles, since no theoretical discussion by him on 
these subjects has come down to us. The Peripatetics, as opposed to the epicureans, did not treat 
their master’s doctrines as sacred. Just as Theophrastus often diverged from aristotelian principles, 
so could have clearchus, particularly if he met indian gymnosophists on his travels. We have 
already seen that he preferred Plato’s opinion (or at least an opinion attributed to Plato) to aristotle’s 
on the major question of the separation of the soul from the body. certain traits and deeds attrib-
uted to socrates in Plato’s Symposium bear a mild resemblance to those mentioned above: an ability 
to enjoy wine without becoming intoxicated, wearing just a simple cloak (ἱμάτιον) and walking bare-
foot even in deepest winter, going without sleep and standing for a whole day while puzzling out a 
problem, and so on (Symp. 219e5 ff. — the speaker is alcibiades). This characterization of socrates was 
well known to Peripatetics of clearchus’s generation, and he could have served them, as he served 
others, as the model of a sage. The gymnosophists obviously have completely different explanations 
for their actions, but these are irrelevant to the present discussion; Greek travelers and authors 
would naturally have given their own interpretations to what they saw. as for pain, the activity can 
be presented not as an end in itself, but as a form of exercise to promote the ability of soul and body 
to withstand external pressures that may come to all men. Furthermore, the realization of karteria, 
a virtue, is itself a good that outweighs the concomitant evil of pain (cf., e.g., the case of a boxer who 
is prepared to suffer pain for the promise of fame — EN 1117b3 – 9).
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treated as pertaining to eating and drinking: certain social events combined 
philosophical discussion with a meal, where it was customary to eat and drink to 
excess. The Jew would have eaten moderately, just to satisfy his minimal bodily 
requirements, while also observing certain strict table manners, as is expected 
of a good Brahman.109 Perhaps clearchus had reported how the Jew was satisfied 
with just an olive a day, or with milk or strange herbs, in the way of indian ascet-
ics. This would not exactly correspond with aristotelian sōphrosynē, but neither 
is it complete abstention. Furthermore, we do not know where clearchus, a pupil 
of aristotle, placed the limits of sōphrosynē.

Whatever the exact identity of the wonderful deeds, such karteria and 
sōphro synē are not Jewish features, and certainly not the sort of things that a 
Greek author at the beginning of the Hellenistic period could observe in prac-
tice. Parallels drawn either from later Jewish sages advocating the need for 
self-restraint in food and drink or from accounts of Jewish martyrology (which 
occurred later, in any case),110 are hardly relevant to the issue. clearchus attrib-
uted to the Jews features that were known to him as particularly characteristic of 
the indian gymnosophists, the most famous of whom was Kalanos.

considering the drift of everything said above, we can understand why Josephus 
thought it better not to include a detailed account of the deeds of karteria and 
sōphrosynē: he must have sensed that these examples were drawn from another 
culture, and that the model was not of a Jew but of one of the indian Kalanoi. 
Various references in the works of Josephus show that he was reasonably well read 
on the inhabitants, customs, and beliefs of india.111 such descriptions would not 
have contributed to the image Josephus was trying to present of the Jews. They 
would certainly not have furthered his main purpose of proving that Greek authors 
knew Jews and met them; a knowledgeable, intelligent reader would have realized 
that these examples only prove the opposite. such considerations may have been at 
the back of his mind when Josephus wrote at the end of the episode: “i have taken 
care not to add more than is necessary” (Ap. 1. 182), presumably a slip of the pen, 
not surprising for a rather negligent historian.

109. Given the mediocre quality of knowledge the Greeks had about the indians, the suggestion 
is not affected by the fact that in india one refrains from eating while talking philosophy; or that 
indian “table manners” have much more to do with purity than with sōphrosynē. These customs 
appear in various versions in the law books of the Brahmans. see, e.g., the apāstamba (1. 6. 18. 4), 
apparently from the fourth century b.c.e., where there also appear strict instructions pertaining 
to “table manners” (1. 6. 17 – 18): location, participants, body posture, purification, defilement of the 
dead, the acquisition and preparation of foods (and limiting the time), a complex “hand-washing” 
ritual, guttural hygiene, the way to chew, and so on and so forth.

110. suggested by lewy (1938) 214 – 15.
111. esp. Bellum Judaicum 7. 351 – 57; Contra Apionem 2. 144; and cf. Antiquitates Judaicae 1. 38, 147.
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This reconstruction of the contents and purposes of the account may be 
concluded with a consideration of its context in the treatise On Sleep. i would 
surmise that aristotle was mentioning principles concerning one problem or 
another arising from the phenomenon of sleep (not necessarily the question of 
the separation of body and soul, from which discussion came the episode surviv-
ing in Proclus). He may have prefaced his remarks with some general comments 
praising the gymnosophists or Kalanoi, then mentioning his meeting with one 
of their descendants, a Jew, and given an eyewitness account of characteristic 
wonderful deeds relevant to the topic in question. since the meeting was social, 
he would have mentioned not only the Jew’s marvelous abilities regarding sleep, 
but also his wonderful eating habits, thereby underlining the Jew’s virtues of 
karteria and sōphrosynē, which were so characteristic of the Kalanoi. aristotle’s 
enthusiasistic eyewitness account of these features gave validity and authority 
to the opinion of clearchus on three subjects: (1) matters of sleep; (2) the life of 
tryphē adopted by his Greek contemporaries occupying the east; (3) the cynics’ 
claim that their way of life realizes genuine karteria and sōphrosynē, and their 
supporters’ claim that they are related to the indian gymnosophists.

cl e a rcH us a n d t H e J eWs  — 

sou rce s oF i n For M at ion

although the original passage in which clearchus described the meeting between 
the Jew and aristotle was quite long relative to other references to Jews in surviv-
ing Hellenistic and roman literature (excluding ethnographic excursuses), his 
real information about the Jews is scant in the extreme. all that he knows is that 
they reside in Judaea, that their city is Jerusalem, and that they are singled out 
from the other ethnic groups in syria (without knowing actual details).

in contrast to these snatches of real information, clearchus states that the 
Jews originate from the indians, and that their position as philosophers among 
the syrians is similar to that of the Kalanoi among the indians. He further 
elaborated on their unusual ability and great willingness to withstand external 
and internal pressures of the type associated with the indian gymnosophists. The 
Hellenistic name “Hierosolyma” for Jerusalem is unknown to him, and he makes 
no mention of the Jewish monotheistic religion or the Jews’ abstention from any 
material representation of the divine. it is a matter of speculation whether he had 
heard about these things or not. on the one hand, his statement that the Jews 
are the descendants of indian philosophers might indicate that he knew nothing 
substantial about the Jewish cult or Jewish beliefs. With all the knowledge about 
india that he acquired at least in Bactria, clearchus must surely have known 
about the polytheistic nature of the religion of the Brahmans and about their 
great variety of religious statues. on the other hand, the same clearchus states 
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that the gymnosophists are descended from the Magi (diog. laert. 1. 8), although 
the Magi, according to our many testimonia, refrained from making images and 
believed in dualism (e.g., diog. laert. 1. 6). on this argument, then, it is impos-
sible to decide whether clearchus knew anything of substance about the Jews’ 
basic religion.

How did clearchus come to claim that the Jews are a community112 of philoso-
phers, originating in india, and holding the same position among the syrians 
as that of the Kalanoi in india? What is the connection between all this and the 
descriptions and other references pertaining to the Jews that have reached us 
from the period of the successors? The notion that the Jews constitute a com-
munity of syrian philosopher-priests is first encountered in Theophrastus. it 
appeared in his work On Good Cultic Practice, which was written between 319 and 
315 b.c.e.,113 and it is probably based on a widespread rumor.114 clearchus, a pupil 
of aristotle, must have been aware of this work by Theophrastus, aristotle’s heir 
to the Peripatetic school, all the more so since it conveyed a practical significance 
for the members of the school; it was written as a philosophical-anthropological 
defense against the charge of asebeia — disrespect toward the gods — for which 
Theophrastus was standing trial in athens. clearchus at the time of the trial was 
still a young man, probably in his twenties, and the indian features in his work 
suggest that he wrote On Sleep only after his return from the Far east. a reason-
able amount of time between the death of aristotle in 322 and the composition 
of this work is required not only because of the story of the fictional meeting 
between aristotle and the Jew but all the more so because clearchus attributes to 
aristotle the Platonic opinion that the soul can exist without a body, a view not 
shared by the mature aristotle. at the same time, clearchus’s “information” to 
the effect that the Jews were a group of philosophers could equally well be based 
on popular rumor. Be that as it may, clearchus’s Jewish account is later than that 
of Theophrastus.

it can be determined with a high degree of certainty that clearchus did not 
know the Jewish excursus by Hecataeus of abdera (in diod. 40. 3. 1 – 6). There 

112. i have preferred to use in this context the word “community,” rather than terms such as 
“caste,” “class,” “sect,” “nation,” each of which is problematic in its own way. clearchus was aware 
that the Jews were an ethnic group concentrated in its own territory. This does not accord with any 
of the four (or rather five) ancient indian social divisions, nor with the position of the gymnosphists 
who were outside or beyond this system and had no territory of their own. terminological confu-
sion prevails in the writings of Greek authors (even those who stayed in india) attempting to define 
the various indian castes, sects, and groups (see Karttunen [1997] 55 – 64, 82 – 87). The vague meros 
(“part”; e.g., strabo 15. 1. 39, 40) was the Greek substitute for the sanskrit varna. confusion by out-
siders is only to be expected, and clearchus was no exception.

113. see p. 15 note 1 and pp. 30 – 34 above.
114. on the background to the creation of the rumor, see above, pp. 34 – 36.
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is nothing in his account that depends on Hecataeus. clearchus includes none 
of the relatively detailed report on the Jewish faith and Jewish customs to be 
found in Hecataeus,115 and clearchus’s statement about the strangeness of the 
name Hierousalem (Joseph. Ap. 1. 179) should be contrasted with Hecataeus’s ref-
erence to the settlement of the Jews in Hierosolyma (diod. 40. 3. 3), a name no 
longer alien to Greek ears.116 Hecataeus inserted his Jewish ethnography as an 
excursus within his great work on egypt, written between 305 and 302 b.c.e.117 
The position of Hecataeus in the egyptian court and the topical aims of his work 
would most probably have ensured fair circulation among Greek intellectuals soon 
after its publication, as appears from the significant influence it had on the writ-
ings of Megasthenes, Hecataeus’s contemporary, who lived far from alexandria. 
clearchus, therefore, seems to have written his work in the last decade of the 
fourth century or close to it.

t H e de sce n t oF t H e J eWs

How did clearchus arrive at the strange link between the Jews and the indians? 
it has been speculated that he was influenced by Megasthenes’ reference to the 
Jews (clem. Strom. 1. 15 [72. 5]).118 envoy of seleucus i to the court of the indian 
king, chandragupta, Megasthenes wrote a comprehensive ethnographical work 
on india and its peoples, presumably in the nineties of the third century.119 
even allowing for the chronological difficulty, however, it is hard to see how 
Megasthenes’ reference could have been a source of information for clearchus. 
There is nothing in it to suggest that the Jews originated from the indians, nor 
that they had similar views. indeed, the phrasing of Megasthenes even indicates 
that the theological opinions of the Jews differ from those of the Brahmans.120 
Moreover, Megasthenes elsewhere described Kalanos as “lacking self-restraint” 

115. There is no connection between the Jewish karteria in clearchus and that in Hecataeus of 
abdera (diod. 40. 3. 6). The latter is referring only to fighting ability, in the context of his description 
of Moses’ military preparation of the younger generation.

116. The similarity between -salem and the name solymi elicited the form solyma and a later 
legend about the descent of the Jews from the solymi (Manetho in Joseph. Ap. 1. 248; tac. Hist. 5. 
2. 5). The lycian solymi are mentioned in Homer (Il. 6. 184, 204), but they had disappeared by the 
classical age. references to them are to be found mainly in the works of the grammarians writing 
commentaries on Homer, in etymologies, or in accounts of origins of the sort mentioned. The name 
Hierosolyma first appears in Hecataeus and was probably invented by him, in line with his tendency 
to give his material Greek connotations to make it more easily digestible.

117. see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 15 – 16.
118. Jaeger (1938a) 132 n. 14; (1938b) 141 – 42; lewy (1938) 220; (1960) 27 – 28; Hengel (1979) 467; 

conzelmann (1981) 56; Karttunen (1997) 99; but see stern (1976) 1110 – 11. see also note 4 above.
119. on the date of composition, see pp. 141 – 42 below.
120. see below, pp. 156 – 58. This was the only reference to the Jews in the work of Megasthenes.
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(ἀκόλαστος, ἀκρατής), since he joined alexander’s entourage and was for this 
reason sharply criticized by the indian “sophists” (in arr. Anab. 7. 2. 4; strabo 15. 
1. 68). The description of the Jew in clearchus, however, emphasizes self-control. 
Megasthenes is even explicitly critical of Kalanos’s voluntary self-immolation 
(strabo 15. 1. 68).121 since clearchus uses Kalanos as a general name for a group 
noted for Kalanos’s qualities, it appears that his main source of information about 
india praised Kalanos unreservedly as the very essence of an indian philosopher. 
This was how Kalanos was described, for instance, by onesicritus (see strabo 15. 
1. 63 – 65), and probably also by nearchus, the commander of onesicritus.

it only remains to repeat the suggestion already raised in the past, that the 
attribution of indian descent to the Jews was inspired by the similarity between 
the names indoi and ioudaioi.122 Thus the descent of the Jews was explained by a 
practice well known in Greek and roman literature, namely, that of identifying 
genealogical links and origins of peoples simply on the basis of a similarity — real 
or imagined — between the names of peoples, individuals, countries, and also 
geographical features, social structures, customs, and beliefs.123 at the same time, 
a genealogical link between the two groups was explicitly suggested by the rumor 
mentioned by clearchus himself, that “the gymnosophists are descendants of the 
Magi,” combined with a second contemporary rumor, that “the Jews originate 
from the Magi” (both rumors appear consecutively in diog. laert. 1. 9).124

i would not rule out the possibility that the creation of the genealogical link 
was aided by some vague and general rumor about the Jewish abstention from 

121. on Megasthenes’ position regarding the self-immolation of Kalanos, see Brown (1960) 133 – 

35; Hansen (1965) 359 – 60; Karttunen (1997) 62, 63.
122. so, e.g.,  Feldman (1993) 463 n. 1.
123. see note 116 above on the connection between the Jews, Jerusalem, and the solymi; cf. also 

tacitus Historiae 5. 2. 5, suggesting that the Jews originate in crete (based on the similarity between 
Judaea and [Mt.] ida). For the rumor about the common ancestry of the Jews and the spartans, based 
probably on their exclusiveness, see 1 Maccabees 12.7, 21; 2 Maccabees 5.9; Josephus Antiquitates 
Judaicae 12. 225 – 27. For the motives behind the invention of common ancestries in Greco-roman 
literature, see the detailed bibliography in isaac (2004) 110 n. 197.

124. Κλέαρχος δὲ ὁ Σολεὺς ἐν τῷ Περὶ παιδείας καὶ τοὺς Γυμνοσοφιστὰς ἀπογόνους εἶναι 
τῶν Μάγων φησίν. ἔνιοι δὲ καὶ τοὺς Ἰουδαίους ἐκ τούτων εἶναι (“clearchus of soli in his work On 
Education says that the [indian] gymnosophists are descendants of the Magi. some [say] that the 
Jews too originate from them”). as appears from the formulation in this context, the intermediate 
source for the remark on the Jews is not clearchus (contra robert [1968] 451). it was taken from a 
source dating from the end of the classical period and the beginning of the Hellenistic period. This 
is suggested by the references to the sources in the detailed description of the Magi and the other 
groups of priest-”philosophers” woven into diogenes laertius’s introduction. The Jews and the Magi 
had one outstanding common feature: consistent abstention from any depiction of the divinity, be it 
in sculpture or painting (e.g., Hdt. 1. 131; diog. laert. 1. 6). The Greco-Macedonian conquerors who 
came to Judaea could not but notice the absence of statues.
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certain foods (a naturally prominent feature of Jews in their first meetings with 
Greeks, indicated, if not explicitly mentioned, by Theophrastus125), which would 
have brought to mind the various codes of dietary restraints and original cus-
toms of indian priests and groups of ascetics.126 notably, the geographical dis-
tance imposed no obstacle, nor would there have been a difficulty with the tradi-
tion (as perhaps explicitly reported by Theophrastus) that the Jews originated in 
egypt. The ethiopians, for example, were usually presented alongside the indians 
and the egyptians as exemplifying an autochthonous nation, but they were also 
occasionally portrayed as originating from india (Philostr. VA 3. 2). Hellenistic 
ethnography went wild in genealogical matters. Josephus was aware of this but in 
the given context had no reason to argue with clearchus.

The link between the Jews and india was not invented by clearchus but was 
a rumor that he picked up and exploited to his own ends. He states that the 
name ioudaioi originates with the land ioudaia. as for the indian connection, 
clearchus is responsible for the invention of the Kalanoi, a group that never 
existed, named after the indian whom Greeks most identified with steadfast-
ness and self-control. it is this fictitious indian group whom clearchus equates 
with the Jews in order to use them as a model for true karteria and sōphrosynē, 
contrasting them with the cynic way of life, on the one hand, and decadent 
hedonism, on the other.

• • •

The apocryphal episode about a meeting between aristotle and the Jewish sage 
contributes nothing of substance to our knowledge of the Jews in the diadochic 
period, save for the confirmation that Greeks outside egypt knew very little about 
them. The account is valuable because it sheds light on the priorities of an author 
who belonged to the first generation of the Peripatetics, his concern for social 
and moral problems and values, and his stance in the “war of the philosophers.” 
in this, clearchus was no different from other contemporary writers. Hellenistic 
literature is replete with imaginary information on people bearing little cor-
respondence to the facts, designed to exemplify philosophical ideas and the like. 
certainly, this episode in no way indicates Greek assent to the notion of any 
superiority of Jewish or oriental wisdom to that of the Greeks.

125. see p. 24 above.
126. on the dietary restrictions of the Brahmans, see, e.g., the long and varied list in the fifth 

chapter of the book of laws, Manu smrti (55 – 56). Here are just a few examples: garlic, onions, and 
mushrooms; cow’s milk ten days after calving, sheep’s milk, milk of wild beasts; dishes of corn 
mixed with butter, milk, and sugar, if they are not sacrificed to the gods (and likewise dishes of a 
certain rice); meat of animals with uncloven hoof (!); all birds of prey, all fish-eating birds; almost 
all types of fish and choice meat in general (meat is allowed only as part of a sacrifice). on “table 
manners,” see above, note 109.
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e Xcu r sus:  JosePH us ’ s  di r ec t sou rce For 
cl e a rcH us ’ s Pa s saGe on t H e J eWs

Throughout the discussion in this chapter of the wonderful deeds of the Jew 
described by clearchus, i work on the assumption that Josephus was directly 
acquainted with clearchus’s book On Sleep. two prominent scholars have specu-
lated that Josephus was not directly acquainted with this work but availed himself 
of an anthology on Jews or other subjects.127 The patchiness of the report could 
then be attributed not to Josephus but to the excerptor-editor of the collection.

neither possibility, an anthology on Jewish subjects or a general anthol-
ogy on subjects and personalities, conforms with what Josephus himself says. 
concluding his compressed testimony, Josephus says that anyone who wants to 
know more about the issues discussed can peruse clearchus’s book. Josephus 
even explains that he refrained from citing more than was necessary in order 
to prove that the Jews were known to, and even admired by, the greatest of the 
Greek thinkers and authors. a similar reference is to be found in Josephus con-
cerning only one other passage, out of the many passages he adduces from other 
authors (passages occasionally gleaned from intermediate sources). This refer-
ence is found at the conclusion of the passage in which he adduces a fragment and 
testimonia from On the Jews, which was attributed to Hecataeus of abdera (Ap. 
1. 205). in this instance, there is no reason to doubt that Josephus had the whole 
work in front of him. it would not be surprising that Josephus managed to locate 
a passage on the Jews in the work of a prolific but fairly unimportant author such 
as clearchus. Just as he used assistants in the writing of Bellum Judaicum (Ap. 1. 
50), so he must have used assistants later on for locating references to the Jews in 
Greek literature.128

127. see Guttmann 1: 97; stern, GLAJJ 1: 47 – 48.
128. However, it is worth noting the article by luz (1982), which may seem to entertain the 

view that clearchus was an immediate source for Josephus. luz tries to prove that the second 
speech attributed to eleazar, the commander of the zealots in Massada (Joseph. BJ 7. 341 – 88), 
is partly based on clearchus’s On Sleep. i, however, find it difficult to accept his arguments. 
as other scholars have already demonstrated, what is written about sleep in that speech (BJ 7. 
349 – 50) is identical to what Posidonius writes about dream prophecy (ap. cic. Div. 1. 63, 64, 115, 
129 – 30). The actual (if partial) parallels luz adduces for the subject of sleep are from aristotle’s 
dialogue On Philosophy, and luz only speculates that these points were also expressed in 
clearchus’s On Sleep. Furthermore, it might be asked why Josephus or his assistants could not 
then have taken these points directly from aristotle, whose works were far more widespread. 
When Josephus wrote the Bellum Judaicum, the aristotelian “acroamatic” corpus that we know 
today had been in circulation (after having been rediscovered) for some 150 years, alongside 
the more popular “exoteric” writings, now lost. Finally, the contrast in the speech between the 
attitude of the indians regarding death and the fear of death evinced by the zealots of Massada 
bears no similarity to the comparison made by clearchus between the Jews and the Kalanoi. Why
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The only proof offered for the use of an intermediate source is Josephus’s com-
ment in his introduction to the passage, in which he describes clearchus as “sec-
ond to none among the philosophers of the Peripatos” (Ap. 1. 176). clearchus is 
similarly presented by athenaeus as “second to none of the pupils of aristotle the 
wise” (15. 701c).129 athenaeus wrote his voluminous work Deipnosophistai some 
130 years after Josephus’s Contra Apionem. The work, essentially a compilation 
of quotes from various authors, never mentions Josephus, although athenaeus 
could find ample material for his purposes in Josephus’s works. as it may well be 
that athenaeus availed himself of anthologies in the compilation of his work,130 
one could conclude that both athenaeus and Josephus took their estimation of 
clearchus from an anthology that contained quotations from his works or from 
an anthology devoted to a certain topic. However, the anthologies known to us 
from the classical world were devoted to subjects, not authors; and if there were 
anthologies on authors, we might suppose that they would have been devoted 
to authors of the stature of Plato rather than clearchus. as for the second pos-
sibility, the passage in Josephus is taken from On Sleep, while athenaeus quotes 
from “sayings” (paroimiai) of clearchus. There is no connection or similarity 
between the contents of the two passages: the meeting with the Jew in Josephus; 
in athenaeus, the origin, nature, and significance of the compound exclamation 
ἰὴ παιών (according to the account it can be traced to a myth in which letho 
warns her son apollo to beware of a predatory animal). it is therefore unlikely 
that the two passages were to be found in the same thematic anthology.131 it is 

should Josephus have relied on clearchus of all people for something as well known in Hellenistic 
and roman literature as the indian attitude toward death? in any case, we have no evidence that 
clearchus referred to this in his work On Sleep, and in the speech of eleazar no mention is made of 
the Kalanoi.

129. remarked upon by Guttmann 1: 97 and n. 40*; troiani (1977) 115; repeated by Kasher 
(1996) 164. Josephus writes: Κλέαρχος γὰρ ὁ Ἀριστοτέλους ὢν μαθητὴς καὶ τῶν ἐκ τοῦ περιπάτου 
φιλοσόφων οὐδενὸς δεύτερος; and athenaeus: Κλέαρχος ὁ Σολεὺς οὐδενὸς ὢν δεύτερος τῶν τοῦ 
σοφοῦ Ἀριστοτέλους μαθητῶν.

130. athenaeus quotes clearchus seventy-two times, and in each case names the work cited; 
there are sixteen works in all. The quotations are concentrated on a small number of topics, particu-
larly anecdotes about pleasure and luxury (tryphē) taken from a number of works of clearchus. such 
quotations could have been found in one or more anthologies. Thus among other topics treated in 
the quotations from clearchus is suicide (4. 157c). The subject is treated, for instance, by Favorinus, 
the Gallic philosopher-compiler and contemporary of Hadrian, who devoted to it a chapter in his 
twenty-four-book anthology Miscellaneous Inquiry (παντοδαπὴ ἱστορία). in this work were grouped 
together anecdotes about famous people according to topics such as suicide, old age, the death pen-
alty and the preceding trial, and the first person to do or invent something. Favorinus himself used 
previous anthologies and biographies, and later compilers of anthologies (e.g., the fifth-century John 
stobaeus) used his. see ludlam (1997) 141 – 44. see also the end of note 131.

131. Guttmann 1: 97 n. 40* compares Josephus referring the reader to the whole book of clearchus 
(“Those who wish to can learn more out of the book itself,” Ap. 1. 182) with athenaeus’s statement
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also unlikely that the sentences derived from a biography of clearchus (no such 
biography is known to us), if only because the meeting between aristotle and the 
Jew has nothing to do with clearchus himself. in any case, clearchus was not 
an outstanding author of the sort who attracted biographers. even were there a 
gnomologion — collection of opinions — of the Peripatetics of the generation after 
aristotle, clearchus would have been overshadowed by Theophrastus and other 
outstanding Peripatetic figures. The episode, in any case, hardly fits that genre.

it would seem, therefore, that the similar (not identical) presentations of clear-
chus in Josephus and athenaeus are purely coincidental. The expression “second 
to none” does not mean “first,” but “of the first rank.” 132 it appears only rarely 
in classical Greek literature (e.g., Hdt. 1. 23) but becomes quite common later, 
appearing hundreds of times in Hellenistic and Byzantine sources. clearly, the 
expression lost much of its force over the generations, becoming more of a general 
commendation and no longer indicating only the first rank.133 We cannot trace 
this process accurately, but the use of this expression by Josephus in another place 
(AJ 1. 11) indicates that in the present passage he intends the later meaning.134 
Josephus portrays clearchus as a writer of the first rank in accordance with his 

(“so said clearchus; and if, my friend, you do not believe this, since i have the book, i shall not keep 
it from you: from it you will learn much, and will acquire [an undiscovered treasury] of questions,” 7. 
276a). There is, however, no justification for seeing here traces of a common source or any influence 
whatsoever. not only is the phrasing of the sentence completely different, but the passage quoted 
in athenaeus is taken from On Riddles (περὶ γρίφων), which is concerned with the etymologies of 
names of holidays and so forth. Furthermore, the sentence in athenaeus is spoken by cynulcus, 
one of the fictional participants in the banquet, who on this occasion describes clearchus only as 
“a pupil of aristotle, and from soli in origin.” i would add that this declaration is still not evidence 
that athenaeus used clearchus directly; the claim to have the whole book is put in the mouth of 
one of his imaginary participants in a fictional symposium. The reference in Josephus is a different 
case. Josephus must have been aware that his polemical statements were bound to be challenged by 
curious, suspicious, or downright hostile readers.

132. a good example of this can be found in the comparison between Pompey and caesar made 
by dio cassius in his roman history: γνώμῃ μὲν γὰρ τοσοῦτον ἀλλήλων διέφερον ὅσον Πομπήιος 
μὲν οὐδενὸς ἀνθρώπων δεύτερος, Καῖσαρ δὲ καὶ πρῶτος πάντων εἶναι ἐπεθύμει (“in opinion they 
differed from each other to the extent that Pompey desired to be second to no man while caesar 
desired to be the first of all,” 41. 54)

133. on the weakening of the expression, see the examples from athenaeus below, note 135. it 
appears in Polybius only six times (7. 10. 1 – 2; 12. 3. 3; 31. 27. 10; 32. 8. 2; twice in quotations in the 
Suda — Α no. 3744, and Π no. 1295), but since only about a quarter of his Histories has survived, we 
may assume that he used it much more. Galen, the second-century c.e. physician, uses it more fre-
quently, as do philosophers such as alexander of aphrodisias (second – third centuries), Themistius 
of constantinople (fourth century), and John Philoponus of alexandria (fifth century).

134. Josephus writes in the introduction to Antiquitates about the High Priest eleazar, known 
from the pseudo-Aristeas as “second to none of the High Priests in aretē.” Josephus knew very well 
that eleazar’s brother, simon the Just, was the embodiment of perfection. He mentions simon and 
his aretē explicitly in the historical exposition (AJ 12. 43, 157; cf. siracides 50. 1 – 29), while eleazar,
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declared aim of showing that the Jews were known and admired not by the most 
worthless (οἱ φαυλότατοι) of the Greeks, but by “those most admired for wisdom” 
(Ap. 1. 175). in view of his declared aim, Josephus may have described clearchus as 
belonging to the first rank without knowing his real status among the successors 
to aristotle (and there is no reason to suppose that Josephus was an expert on 
such matters).

as for athenaeus, the expression in his time was already well worn. He uses it 
in two other places, where it is clear that the people referred to are not the best in 
their profession.135 a common and unexceptional expression in the passages from 
Josephus and athenaeus thus does not prove a source common to both.

Finally, the context of the reference in athenaeus should noted. two of the 
many references to clearchus in athenaeus describe him as one of the Peripatet-
ics (4. 160c; 7. 285c), and one as “a citizen of soli, one of aristotle’s pupils” (6. 
234f). That clearchus is one of aristotle’s most prominent pupils appears only 
from the reference under discussion (which is the last one), in the context of a 
speech by one of the (fictional) participants at the meal, democritus of nico-
media. This character makes frequent use of superlatives and flattering epithets 
when introducing the authors upon whom he rests his claims,136 even when these 
authors have been cited earlier by the other participants. Thus, for instance, 
when democritus introduces Theopompus of chios,137 a degree of exaggeration is 
clearly discernible. This is one way in which athenaeus attempts to put some life 

who is also mentioned several times, is not praised, and Josephus makes do with the factual descrip-
tion of his cooperation in the initiative of Ptolemy Philadelphus to translate the torah into Greek 
( AJ 12. 44 – 85, and 127).

135. see athenaeus 1. 1c on Masurius sabinus, the Julio-claudian roman lawyer, called ἀνὴρ 
καὶ κατὰ τὴν ἄλλην παιδείαν οὐδενὸς δεύτερος, which means no more than “having an excellent 
general education.” in 9. 402c, it is said about clitomachus of carthage (187 – 110 b.c.e.): οὐδενὸς 
δεύτερος τῶν ἀπὸ τῆς νέας Ἀκαδημείας κατὰ τὴν θεωρίας ὤν (“being second to none of the [mem-
bers] of the new academy regarding ‘theory’ ”). clitomachus was certainly not in the first rank of 
philosophers of the “new academy” (whether this term refers to the period from arcesilaus to Philo 
of larissa [159 – 84 b.c.e.], or only to the two generations between carneades and Philo). clitomachus 
was no more than the faithful pupil who recorded the lectures of carneades (214 – 129 b.c.e.), not 
necessarily understanding every point made by carneades, and certainly lacking his master’s ana-
lytic and innovative ability (see carneades’ own estimation in cic. Orat. 51; Luc. 78, 139). carneades 
stood head and shoulders above everyone else in his generation, and, according to cicero, he valued 
charmades (and apparently Metrodorus) much more highly than clitomachus. athenaeus lived in 
a period when information on the “new academy” was still available. His comment on clitomachus 
must, therefore, be understood to mean that he was one of the best, and no more than that.

136.  e.g., 3. 85a; 6. 269d; 15. 671e, 696a. on the characterization by athenaeus of the participants 
in the feast, see Mengis (1920) 23 – 45, although he says little about the special characteristics of 
democritus.

137. “a lover of truth who spared no expense for the sake of examining historical accuracy” (3. 85a).
138. There is an interesting parallel in synesius of cyrene, a fourth-fifth century christian 
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into his characters, who are really no more than a literary device upon which to 
hang numerous quotations from previous periods of Greek literature. an exag-
gerated estimation of one pupil or another of aristotle by later sources is not all 
that rare.138 it seems therefore that athenaeus himself added the complimentary 
description of clearchus and did not take it from an older source.

The case of Theopompus raises another possible explanation for the praise 
bestowed upon clearchus: this historian (c. 378 – 320 b.c.e.), whom many contem-
porary and later authors criticized for his way of writing and his unreliability, 
bestowed compliments upon himself in his introduction to his Philippica and 
often praised himself in other works. These enthusiastic comments were copied 
independently by authors and compilers as if they gave an objective appraisal 
of Theopompus. it may well be that athenaeus drew upon this introduction 
for his inspiration when his democritus came to praise Theopompus.139 The 
Philippica was famous even before alexander’s death,140 and it was known to 
clearchus: contemporary authors, possibly clearchus, were greatly influenced by 
Theopompus’s opinion regarding the cause of the decline and fall of individuals, 
cities, and countries.141 clearchus may also have been influenced by Theopompus 
in the way he wrote his own introductions, among other things, by giving him-
self encomia. These would have influenced both Josephus (or his assistants) and 
athenaeus. 

who engaged in rhetoric and philosophy. in his book on dio chrysostom he cites the second-third 
century Flavius Philostratus as naming, in a list of philosophers, eudoxus of cnidus, the astrono-
mer, as “the first among aristotle’s pupils” (ἐν οἷς ἀριθμεῖ καὶ τὸν Εὔδοξον ἄνδρα τὰ πρῶτα τῶν 
Ἁριστοτέλους ὁμιλητῶν). see lassere (1966) p. 9. However, the original passage of Philostratus 
is known to us from his book Lives of the Sophists (484a), in which eudoxus appears without any 
accompanying description at all. in fact, eudoxus was not a pupil of aristotle. synesius, there-
fore, added the description himself, although he had a thorough philosophical training (unlike 
athenaeus). His motives are unclear. it is possible that he just wished to give a general compliment.

139. on the encomium of Theopompus in the introduction to his Philippica, see Flower (1994) 
18 – 19. The relevant testimonia are dionysius of Halicarnassus Epistle to Pompey 6; strabo 1. 2. 35; 
Photius (see FGrH ii. B, no. 115, f. 25 [p. 540]); and the words of athenaeus. a parallel to athenaeus 
is to be found in the Suda, s.v. “Theopompus.” among the writers who expressed particularly nega-
tive opinions about Theopompus, we might mention speusippus (Plato’s nephew and heir to the 
academy), duris of samos, Phylarchus, Polybius, cornelius nepos, aelian, and lucian. see Flower 
(1994) 52 – 53, 167, 217. The value of Theopompus as a historian is still a controversial issue.

140. see Flower (1994) 32.
141. see above, p. 65.
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3

The Jewish ethnographic 
excursus by Hecataeus of abdera

The first Greek author to leave us a relatively extensive description of the Jewish 
people is Hecataeus of abdera. The description, included in an excursus worked 
into his monumental ethnographic work on egypt, constituted a mini-ethnogra-
phy on the Jewish people and is one of the most detailed surviving accounts on 
Jews and Judaism in Greek and roman literature. its position as the first Jewish 
ethnography, coupled with the fame of the egyptian ethnography of which it 
was a part, and the reputation of Hecataeus as a trailblazer in the ethnographic 
genre, all contributed to making it a sort of vulgate on which later authors drew 
for information on the Jews.1 even later authors whose approach to Judaism dif-
fered — for better or worse — depended to a certain extent, directly or indirectly, 
on Hecataeus, despite the availability in their time of more detailed, up-to-date, 
and reliable information.

1. This applies especially to the explanation of Jewish exclusivity as a reaction to their expul-
sion from egypt, the accusation against the Jews of a hatred toward foreigners (misoxenia), their 
apanthrōpia (perceived as misanthrōpia), and the attribution to Moses of the settlement in Judaea 
and the establishment of Jewish institutions and practices, and the absence of any reference to the 
kings of Judaea of the First temple period. see, e.g., diodorus 34/35. 1. 1 – 2; lysimachus in Josephus 
Contra Apionem 1. 309 – 11; Pompeius trogus in Justin 36. 2. 11 – 15; tacitus Historiae 5. 3. 1, 4. 1, 5. 1 – 4; 
and the unique version of Posidonius of apamea, preserved in strabo 16. 2. 35 – 36. in contrast, there 
is no doubt that Josephus was unfamiliar with the excursus of Hecataeus, since he quotes nothing 
from it in Contra Apionem when he was desperate to show that Greek authors were aware of the 
antiquity of the Jews. The evidence he adduces refers to the Persian period at the earliest, while 
quoting Hecataeus would have allowed him to refer to the exile in egypt and the occupation of the 
land of Judaea.
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For these reasons — and especially because it was the first of its kind — 

Hecataeus’s excursus has also been the subject of much research, attracting far 
more attention than the writings on the Jews of any other Greek or roman author 
(apart from tacitus).2 This said, however, there still remain a number of topics 
requiring examination or reconsideration: recent challenges to the authenticity 
of the excursus; the transmission of the original text; the composition of the 
excursus: namely, how, and from what sources, Hecataeus collected his material 
and how he worked up his information; where exactly the Jewish excursus was 
located in Hecataeus’s work; and to what end. to these basic subjects may be 
added further issues dealing with details such as the absence of a reference to 
circumcision, kosher food, and the sabbath in the list of customs characterizing 
the Jews; the unique character of Jewish sacrifice, according to Hecataeus; his 
strange assertion that the Jews never had a king; and the meaning of the reference 
to Jewish apanthropia and hatred of strangers. a consideration of these subjects 
and others is required in order to answer the main question: what after all was 
Hecataeus’s attitude toward the Jews?

Wor K s on t H e J eWs at t r i Bu t e d to H ecata eus

More than one Jew in the ancient world attributed their own enthusiastic works 
on the Jews to Hecataeus on the supposition that the reader would not detect 
a forgery. These authors wished to take advantage of Hecataeus’s reputation to 
promote their own ideas and provide them with an air of authority. indeed, 
one work from these pseudonymous compositions has succeeded in misleading 
many modern scholars: Josephus adduced in his Contra Apionem quotations 
and paraphrases from On the Jews, a treatise attributed to Hecataeus, in order 
to prove the antiquity of the Jews and the admiration he claimed was expressed 
toward them by Greek authors (1. 183 – 205; 2. 43). Josephus adds that the book is 
accessible (1. 205), from which we may infer that it was catalogued and kept in 

2. discussions on various aspects of the excursus may be found in reinach (1895) 14 – 20; Will-
rich (1895) 48 – 51; (1900) 86 – 91; radin (1915) 92 – 96; Meyer (1921 – 23) 2: 28 – 30; engers (1923); Jaeger 
(1938a) 143 – 44; (1938b) 139 – 41; dornseiff (1939) 52 – 66; Jacoby, RE s.v. “Hekataios (4),” col. 2765; id., 
FGrH iiia, no. 264, pp. 39 – 52; nock (1944) 174, 179; Walton (1955); Guttmann 1: 49 – 66; tcherikover 
(1961) 56 – 59, 119 – 25; denis (1970) 263 – 64; Murray (1970) 158 – 59; (1973); Gager (1972) 26 – 37; Hengel 
(1973) 464 – 65 and passim; stern (1973); id., GLAJJ 1: 29 – 35; (1976) 1105 – 9; lebram (1974); Wacholder 
(1974) 85 – 93; diamond (1974), (1980); Momigliano (1975) 84 – 85; Wardy (1979) 638 – 39; Konzelmann 
(1981) 56 – 58; Mendels (1983); Will and orrieux (1986) 83 – 92; Bickerman (1988) 16 – 18; Gabba (1989) 
624 – 29; Mélèze-Modrzejewski (1989) 6 – 14; sterling (1992) 75 – 78; Feldman (1993) 8 – 9, 46, 149 – 50, 
234 – 36; schäfer (1997a) 15 – 17; Hansen (2000) 11 – 17; schwartz (2003). The current discussion is a 
much expanded and adapted version of my previous survey on the Jewish excursus in Bar-Kochva 
(1996d) 18 – 43.
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at least one public library in rome. neither Gentile nor even Jewish literature, 
however, provides unambiguous evidence that the treatise was used or read. The 
only quotation from it adduced by eusebius (PE 9. 4. 2 – 9) is taken directly from 
Josephus. The authenticity of the book was seriously doubted by the first-second 
century pagan author Philo of Byblos (origen C. Cels. 1. 15), but his familiarity 
with the work may only have been secondhand, through Josephus. like Philo of 
Byblos, other authors and grammarians would surely have doubted its authentic-
ity, since the Jews are treated there overenthusiastically, while the beliefs and 
customs of Gentiles are mocked and despised. Were the work widely regarded 
as a forgery, this would explain why it had little influence and why it was almost 
entirely ignored in ancient literature. or it may have been entirely unknown, 
since it had been intended for a Jewish readership.

ever since the “northern” renaissance the question of the authenticity of 
the book has aroused controversy among scholars. already at the beginning of 
the seventeenth century, Joseph scaliger, one of the greatest classical scholars 
of all time, determined categorically that the work was a forgery. in 1730, the 
Hamburg scholar Peter Zorn wrote a monograph that tried hard to prove the 
book’s authenticity. The development of classical source criticism and increasing 
anti-semitism caused the negative view to prevail. The German scholar Hugo 
Willrich published a book in 1900 summarizing all the claims for inauthenticity 
raised until then, and adding still more (in his markedly anti-Jewish manner). 
This consensus was maintained almost universally until the thirties of the twen-
tieth century, when Hans lewy published his article on Hecataeus. The burgeon-
ing of Jewish studies after the second World War, together with the desire to 
remove at any price the taint of anti-semitism frequently accompanying earlier 
research, brought about a gradual acceptance of the treatise On the Jews as 
authentic. some negative voices were still to be heard: a small if distinguished 
minority of classical scholars.3

i studied the treatise in a monograph published sometime ago. Through a 
detailed analysis of the text i attempted to show that almost all the statements 
and pieces of information in the work are anachronistic or contradict reliable 
information at our disposal, or cannot be attributed to Hecataeus. Besides that, 
there is no real, positive evidence that the passages originated with Hecataeus or 
even in his period.

as regards the composition of the work, i suggested that the treatise was writ-
ten at the end of the second century b.c.e. by an alexandrian Jew belonging 
to the moderate “orthodox” stream of egyptian Jewry, for whom it served as a 
kind of manifesto. its main purpose was to legitimize and justify the continued 

3. For bibliographical references, see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 4 – 6, esp. nn. 5 – 15.
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Jewish residence in egypt, which was actually forbidden by the Pentateuch, at a 
time when Judaea was an expanding independent Jewish kingdom desperately 
short of experienced Jewish manpower. legitimation, as so often in such cases, 
was religious: the initiative for Jewish settlement in egypt allegedly came from 
the highest religious authority of the nation, the High Priest in Jerusalem. This 
imparted authoritativeness to the move, just as the alleged role of the High Priest 
in Jerusalem in the translation of the torah into Greek was intended by the author 
of pseudo-Aristeas to make the septuagint appear legitimate and desirable. The 
ultimate purpose of the settlement — to aid the Jewish state — justified the initia-
tive. now that the Jews had taken root and had integrated into the Ptolemaic 
governmental system, filling senior positions in the army and administration, 
and playing a major role in economic life, they could and did exercise influence at 
court on behalf of their brethren in Judaea. one such intervention by senior Jewish 
army officers on behalf of the Jews in Judaea is reported (Joseph. AJ 13. 353 – 55): in 
the year 103/2 b.c.e., around the suggested time of the composition of On the Jews, 
alexander Jannaeus was severely beaten by Ptolemy iX lathyrus and watched 
helplessly as the Ptolemaic internal conflict between mother and rebellious son 
played itself out on the soil of the Holy land. in this situation, cleopatra iii 
contemplated annexing Judaea to the Ptolemaic kingdom, but her Jewish supreme 
military commanders threatened to abandon her if she did so. Their argument 
carried the day; cleopatra desisted, and the Jewish state thus spared continued to 
enjoy independence.4 This was not the only instance of such intervention.

a work called On Abraham and the Egyptians is also wrongly attributed to 
Hecataeus of abdera. some half dozen christian authors, beginning with clement 
of alexandria (Strom. 5. 14 [1. 113]), quote nine verses said to have been found in a 
work by Hecataeus called On Abraham and the Egyptians. The verses themselves 
were presented in that work as sophoclean. a work bearing a similar name (On 
Abraham) and attributed to Hecataeus, presumably the same work, was already 
mentioned by Josephus (AJ 1. 159). The quoted verses express an absolute faith 
in only one god, who formed the universe and who administers it constantly. 
Furthermore, they strongly criticize and even mock the worship of idols and the 
public rites associated with them.

as the verses could not have been written by sophocles, modern scholars, both 
classical philologists and Jewish historians, from the eighteenth century onward, 
have unanimously proclaimed the work a Jewish forgery.5 This common view has 
recently been challenged by a leading scholar in the field of Jewish mysticism.6 

4. see in detail Bar-Kochva (1996d) 54 – 142, 182 – 254; (2000/1). see also p. 107 and notes 50 and 51 
below for further evidence for the falsification.

5. For bibliography, see Bar-Kochva (2001b) 327 – 28 nn. 1, 3.
6. liebes (2000) 85, 95, 294 – 98.
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His arguments, however, do not stand up to scrutiny.7 The following discussion, 
therefore, will deal only with the Jewish excursus of Hecataeus, which comprised 
part of his egyptian ethnography.

H ecata eus oF a Bder a a n d H is Wor K s

Hecataeus of abdera appears to have served in various capacities at the court 
of Ptolemy i.8 His major work and literary masterpiece was the ethnography on 

7. see Bar-Kochva (2000/1b), and the response of liebes (2001/2). liebes does not actually answer 
the basic claim that the verses could not have been written by sophocles. First, the verses have the tone 
of a sermon, and the references to cult and religious festivals are outspokenly ironical and mocking, 
reminiscent of 2 isaiah on paganism. They present an absolute and uncompromising monotheism, 
leaving no room for any other belief system (εἷς ταῖς ἀληθείασιν, εἷς ἐστὶν θεός, “one in truth, one is 
God”). sophocles, above all other Greek authors (more than all the athenians, as dicaearchus says), 
was renowned for reverence to the gods and devotion to their cult and would not have written such 
things, with such force, in any literary framework, context, or intention. The examples liebes adduces 
from aristophanes and euripides (252) are irrelevant for the pious sophocles, who is so different from 
them in his approach to religion and tradition, and besides, the examples referred to by liebes pertain 
to atheism and not to belief in one god, the creator and manager of the world, as expressed in the 
verses under consideration. second, whence would sophocles have acquired the revolutionary views 
expressed in the verses? of all of them, only the opposition to anthropomorphism and idol worship 
are known from pre-socratic writings. yet Xenophanes, whom liebes quotes, does not believe in one 
god only. He is not a monotheist but a henotheist, one who believes in a god of gods, the lord of the 
other gods, who are subject to him (what else could be the meaning of his celebrated verse “There is 
one god, and he is greater than gods and men”?); moreover, the pre-socratic god does not create the 
cosmos. liebes mentions Pherecydes (sixth century) and Plato, but Pherecydes (who besides is very 
different from other pre-socratics) talks of a continuous creation of the world at the hands of a succes-
sion of gods (among them, offspring of Kronos), and not by one god alone (the fragment: Kirk, raven, 
and schofield [1983] 56), while Plato’s account of the demiourgos is half a century later than the death 
of sophocles (the Timaeus was written probably around 360), quite a long time in a period of dynamic 
progress of ideas; finally, the pre-socratic god does not conduct the world’s day-to-day affairs. This 
last idea is first found in stoicism, that is, not before the third century b.c.e. now, are we to believe 
that, of all the Greek authors of the fifth century, the devout polytheist sophocles gave vent to each 
and every one of these revolutionary ideas? early acquaintance with the Jewish people and its religion, 
actually suggested by liebes (263

 – 64), is impossible in view of the absence of any reference to their 
unique religion in classical Greek literature, especially in aristotle; and liebes’s argument that the 
Jewish excursus quoted by Photius was taken from Hecataeus of Miletus (sixth – fifth century b.c.e.) 
does not make sense (see note 43 below). as for liebes’s remarks on the “monotheistic” tendencies 
of Hecataeus of abdera and his enthusiasm for the Jewish religion (258 ff.), see below, pp. 132 – 34. at 
any rate, once the forgery of the verses has been established, the forgery of the work On Abraham is 
also proved. Hecataeus would not himself have forged the verses attributed to sophocles, and Jewish 
forgers of classical literature were not yet active in his generation.

8. For circumstantial evidence gleaned from Contra Apionem 1. 183, 189, and 191, diodorus 1. 46. 8, 
and the contents and apparent aims of Hecataeus’s Aegyptiaca, see Murray (1970) 143 – 44; sterling 
(1992) 74 ff. (and n. 8); Bar-Kochva (1996d) 7 – 8 nn. 1 – 2, contra diamond (1974) 117, 139, 140 – 41.
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egypt (Aegyptiaca), written in the years 305 – 302 b.c.e.9 Thanks to his high posi-
tion at court, he was able to avail himself of a variety of oral and written sources 
for the ethnography and history of egypt.10 since the egyptian ethnography 
was, for the Greek reader, quite original and comprehensive, and its author of 
high official rank, it was widely recognized in the Greek world — along with the 
egyptian logos of Herodotus — as a major authority on egypt and its customs and 
was regarded as a model for ethnographical writing.11

This great work on egypt has not come down to us, but an abbreviated version 
of it does exist, made by diodorus siculus and constituting a substantial portion 
of the first book of his Historical Library.12 This version is supplemented by some 
testimonia of Plutarch and other authors. The work of diodorus begins with 
the origins of man and civilization, setting the scene in egypt. His first book 
is consequently an egyptian ethnography, elaborating on the autochthonous 
origin of the egyptians and the geography of their land and presenting a his-
tory of egyptian rulers and egyptian customs. Most of the book is based on 
Hecataeus of abdera, apart from the section on geography (paras. 30 – 41), which 
is taken from another source, agatharchides of cnidus, and certain passages 
toward the end of the book, composed by diodorus himself, and based on his 
personal knowledge. diodorus adheres to the structure and order of the original 
Hecataean ethnography, including all the topics common in Greek ethnography.

in addition to this major work, we know of a utopian exercise by Hecataeus 
called On the Hyperboreans, an account of the mythical Hyperboreans that 
combines Hecataeus’s vivid imagination and his notion of an ideal society. The 
Hyperboreans according to legend were living somewhere in the far north, 
“beyond the dominion of Boreas” (e.g., Hdt. 4. 32 – 36). What little has survived 
of this work is also to be found for the most part in diodorus’s Library (2. 47. 
1 – 6).13 Beside these works, Hecataeus wrote one or more philosophical treatises, 

9. Bar-Kochva (1996d) 15 – 16. add to the testimonia diodorus 1. 47. 7 – 8 (the 118th olympiad, 
i.e., 308 – 304 b.c.e.). For different dating: Murray (1970) 143; (1973); stern (1973); Gabba (1989) 625; 
sterling (1992) 76 – 77.

10. diodorus 1. 21.1, 26.1, 43.6, 69.7, 86.2, 96.2.
11. see esp. Murray (1970) 166 – 69; (1972) 208; Fraser (1972) 504 – 7.
12. see schneider (1880); schwartz (1883) 223 – 62; leopoldi (1892); susemihl (1892) 1: 312 – 14; 

schwartz, RE s.v. “diodorus,” cols. 669 – 772; Jacoby, RE s.v. “Hekataios (4),” cols. 2759 – 60; id., FGrH 
iiia, 75 – 76; Murray (1970) 145, 148 – 49, 151 – 52, 164, 168 – 70; (1972) 207 ff.; Fraser (1972) 1: 496 – 509, 
2: 1116; lloyd (1974) 287 – 88; Griffiths (1976) 122; Hornblower (1981) 23 ff.; sterling (1992) 61 – 64; 
Bar-Kochva (1996d) 289 – 90. The attempts to deny or minimize a Hecataean origin for diodorus’s 
egyptian ethnography have been rightly refuted. For such attempts, see spoerri (1959), (1961); Burton 
(1972) 1 – 34; cf. sacks (1990) 206; but see sachs, OCD2, s.v. “diodorus (2),” col. 472. on this, see Bar-
Kochva (2000/1) 125 – 30.

13. on this work, see esp. Jacoby, RE s.v. “Hekataios (4),” cols. 2755 – 58; id., FGrH iiia, no. 264, 
pp. 52 ff.; Guttmann 1: 42 – 45.
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whose titles are unknown, and grammatical discussions on Homer and Hesiod, 
of which nothing has survived.14

Hecataeus of abdera opened a new era in the field of ethnography,15 just as 
Thucydides before him had started a new era of historiography. sea voyages and 
other journeys undertaken by Greeks, the Greek colonization movement with its 
demand for written guides, and the advance of the Persian empire westwards all 
contributed to the rise of classical Greek ethnography, beginning with Hecataeus 
of Miletus in the sixth century, and consolidated by Herodotus. in the classi-
cal age, Greek ethnography explicitly aimed at collecting and arranging any 
available scraps of information within a previously determined scheme, with no 
attempt at selection (e.g., Hdt. 2. 118, 123; 7. 152). The basic scheme was as follows, 
and usually in this order: origo — an account of the origin and development of 
the people under discussion (mostly through migration, but sometimes through 
autochthonous development); geography — the land and its features (mainly cli-
mate, flora, and water sources); nomima — laws and customs; history — usually the 
achievements of the rulers/kings (as might be expected, military victories, long-
range expeditions, and monumental building enterprises, and less frequently the 
establishment of customs and institutions). in some cases the geography section 
changed places with the origo or the nomima.16

The new Greek ethnography, which was motivated in particular by the con-
quests of alexander, and appeared in the form both of independent monographs 
and of excursuses in ethnographic and historiographic works, owed much to the 
work of Hecataeus of abdera. While preserving the basic sections in their usual 
order,17 Hecataeus strove to filter out or at least distance himself from pieces of 
information that seemed to him unreliable. accordingly, he rebukes Herodotus 
explicitly for his lack of selectivity and criticism (diod. 1. 37. 4, 69. 7). in addition, 
Hecataeus would omit insignificant information, preferring “useful” data (1. 69. 
2, 72. 6), particularly such as might be consistent with his aims. However, for the 
sake of popularity, he was also inclined to report “extremely strange customs” 
(diod. 1. 69. 2; cf. 30. 4).

another great innovation in Hecataeus’s writing was the fairly consistent 

14. Suda s.v. Ἑκαταῖος. see Jacoby, RE s.v. “Hekataios (4),” cols. 2753 – 54; id., FGrH iiia, no. 
264, p. 32; Bar-Kochva (1996d) 8 – 9, and there, n. 5 on the question of whether Hecataeus was a 
Pyrrhonian.

15. on Hecataeus as an ethnographer, see Jacoby, RE s.v. “Hekataios (4),” cols. 2755 ff.; Guttmann 
1: 42 ff.; Murray (1970); (1972) 207; Fraser (1972) 1: 496 – 505; Mendels (1983); sterling (1992) 61 – 78; 
Bar-Kochva (1996d) 13 – 18.

16. on the ethnographic genre in the classical period, see Jacoby (1909) 4 ff.; trüdinger (1918); 
dihle (1961); K. e. Müller (1972 – 80); Fornara (1983) 1 – 15; sterling (1992) 20 – 102; Bar-Kochva (1996d) 
10 – 13, 191 – 219.

17. see the discussion in Bar-Kochva (1996d) 194 – 99.
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addition of causal links between the various components of the information 
he provided. He exploited the sequence of four sections of the ethnography to 
this end, using one section to explain features in another. Thus customs were 
explained as mainly a reaction to, or result of, events referred to in the origo 
section, the account of the origins of the people under discussion. alternatively, 
or additionally, customs were frequently explained as the result of special geo-
graphical, particularly climatic, conditions in the people’s country of residence. 
not a few pieces of information, individually or together, also receive their own 
causal explanations. egyptian animal cults, for example, considered ridiculous 
and despicable by most Greek authors, are explained by Hecataeus positively, as 
an expression of gratitude for the ecological benefit brought by certain animals 
to egypt, such as the elimination of pests (diod. 1. 86 ff.), for example. even the 
belief in the divinity of crocodiles (which according to Hecataeus himself arouses 
the astonishment of everyone, considering that crocodiles prey upon humans) 
receives an explanation: it is an expression of gratitude for the protection the 
crocodiles provide egypt against the robbers from arabia and libya who do not 
dare cross the nile for fear of being eaten (1. 89. 1 – 2; cf. the additional explana-
tion, 3). The egyptian custom of incest, especially of brother marrying sister 
(rejected, according to Hecataeus, by all humanity), is explained by Hecataeus 
as influenced by the successful marriage of isis to her brother osiris, her refusal 
to remarry after his death, and her resolute persecution and punishment of the 
murderers of her husband/brother (1. 27. 1). The explanations and causal connec-
tions often diverge from the reality of the people being described, influenced as 
they are by Greek experience, historical tradition, and typical ways of thinking, 
and often by the original thinking and inventiveness of Hecataeus himself.

similarly, Hecataeus added his own touch to the ethnographic data, adapting 
them to Greek literary-historical conceptions and schemes, and modifying them 
with Greek concepts, terms, and names from all fields. This also did not always 
conform with the history, reality, and beliefs of the people concerned. in many 
instances, deviations from historical truth do not result from the very act of writ-
ing in Greek, but from the way in which Hecataeus interpreted the information 
he had at hand, either because this was how he understood it, or because of his 
endeavor to make it intelligible to his Greek readership.

The selection of the data and the causal explanations give the work a scien-
tific air. They were imitated by other authors already in Hecataeus’s own gen-
eration, evidently by Megasthenes, for one.18 Hecataeus’s Aegyptiaca was not, 
however, an impartial history-ethnography. it had two objectives: to raise the 

18. on Hecataeus as a model for imitation by later ethnographers, see Jacoby, FGrH iiia, no. 
264, pp. 37 – 38; Murray (1970) 150, 166 – 69; (1973) 166; Fraser (1972) 1: 497, 504 – 7. For his influence on 
Megasthenes: Murray (1972) 208; (1973) 166.
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prestige of Ptolemy, the successor of the kings of old egypt, in the eyes of Greco-
Macedonians living under other Hellenistic rulers, in an attempt to attract to 
egypt competent manpower and the intellectual elite of the Greek world by 
glorifying the pharaonic past; and internally, to avoid violent confrontations 
between the Greco-Macedonians settled in egypt and the natives, particularly 
the strong priesthood, by emphasizing the royal policy of respecting egyptian 
traditions and customs (see, e.g., diod. 1. 83. 6 – 8).19

in order to achieve these aims, Hecataeus adduced in great detail the account 
of the egyptians concerning the beginning of the human race in the land of 
egypt, the identity of the egyptian world of gods with that of the Greeks, the first 
development of human civilization in egypt, and a whole list of inventions of the 
egyptians that promoted the material and spiritual life of mankind. Hecataeus 
reports all this with hardly any reservation, and occasionally with explicit consent 
(more such agreements may well have been in the original work), while empha-
sizing now and then that he does not adduce egyptian sources just as they are 
if they are unsupported or implausible (1. 29. 5 – 6, 69. 7). Moreover, he gives an 
idealized portrait of the pharaonic kingdom and regime, which appears akin to a 
constitutional monarchy, run according to old laws and under the supervision of 
the priesthood.20 He even goes so far as to attempt to remove stigmas concerning 
egyptians and their lifestyle commonly found in Greek literature. His efforts 
extended not only to rationalizing egyptian animal worship. Thus he attributes 
the notorious egyptian hostility toward foreigners to the egyptian kings of old,21 
saying that there had been an extreme change for the better in the treatment of 
foreigners, due to a royal initiative on the part of King Psammetichus (1. 67. 9 – 10).22

19. see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 16 – 17. For the point of the work, see the various suggestions in 
schwartz (1885) 233 – 62; Wendland (1912) 116 – 19; Jacoby, RE s.v. “Hekataios (4),” cols. 2757 – 65; Meyer 
(1928) 529 ff.; Jaeger (1938b) 136 – 37; Welles (1949) 39 – 44; Kienitz (1953) 49 ff.; Guttmann 1: 45 ff.; 
Murray (1970) 1 – 2, 157 – 69; Fraser (1972) 1: 497 – 505; drews (1973) 126 – 32, 205 n. 157; Mendels (1983) 
95 – 96; sterling (1992) 73 – 75; stephens (2003) 32 – 39.

20. The main source is diodorus 1. 70 – 72. see Jacoby, RE s.v. “Hekataios (4),” col. 2763; Murray 
(1970) 159. Murray explains that Hecataeus could offer programmatic strictures to the Ptolemaic 
monarchy because he was writing during the formative stages of the Ptolemaic regime, when the 
main concern was to appease the egyptian priesthood. i would add that a Greek thinker would 
still have been able, or would at least have tried, to influence the shaping of the new monarchy 
without risking punishment. The unhistorical description of the decisive influence of the egyptian 
priests on the pharaoh, according to which he is no more than a pawn in their hands, is the result of 
Hecataeus’s overreliance on Theban priests, who presented him with supposedly ancient sources; see 
Murray (1970) 152 – 57, and for sources, 151 n. 3.

21. see, e.g., Plato Laws 953e; strabo 17. 1. 6, 19 (taken from eratosthenes); ps.-apollodorus 
Bibliotheca 2. 5. 11.

22. influenced by Hdt. 2. 154. Hecataeus’s version, however, is an idealization of Psammetichus’s 
treatment of foreigners; see Burton (1972) 203 – 4.
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t H e J eW isH e Xcu r sus  —  Pr e serVat ion, 
con t e X t,  t e X t,  a n d t r a nsM is sion

Hecataeus’s Jewish excursus had been inserted into the fortieth book of dio-
dorus. The book has not survived, but certain parts of it have been preserved 
in Byzantine anthologies, and the Jewish excursus has reached us through the 
similarly named Bibliotheca of Photius, the ninth-century patriarch of constan-
tinople (cod. 244, 380a – 381a). This passage is preceded by diodorus’s version of 
the account of the siege of Jerusalem by antiochus Vii sidetes in 132 b.c.e. (34/35. 
1. 1 – 5), in which serious accusations were launched against the Jews (including the 
ass libel).23 The two passages are quoted by Photius in order to prove his assertion 
that diodorus spread “lies” about the Jewish people.

Photius states in his introduction to this passage that it comes from the for-
tieth book of diodorus, and diodorus’s introduction to the excursus states that 
it preceded the account of the war of the romans against the Jews, namely, 
Pompey’s conquest of Judaea (63 b.c.e.). all the signs suggest that the excursus 
followed a passage, surviving in a Byzantine anthology (Excerpta de sententiis), 
about the alleged appearance of an embassy of Jewish notables before Pompey.24 
it is told there that they expressed opposition to Hasmonaean rule, pointing 
out that monarchy was alien to the Jewish people and that in the past the Jews 
were ruled only by the High Priests (2. 1 – 3 in the reconstructed fortieth book of 
diodorus). The excursus, as diodorus himself says explicitly at the outset (3. 1), 
serves as a necessary introduction to the main features of the Jewish people prior 
to the accounts of the first confrontations between the Jews and the romans, that 
is, the clashes between aristobulus ii and Pompey. These accounts, which have 
not reached us, would originally have followed the Jewish excursus. The features 
attributed to the Jews contributed to a better understanding of the stubborn 
opposition in certain Jewish circles to the romans, and their military strength. 
The excursus was also used to illustrate the main historical claim attributed to 
the alleged Jewish embassy, for it states that “the Jews never had a king” (40. 3. 
4). i suspect that this connection is why diodorus preferred to place the Jewish 
excursus in this context, and not beforehand as an introduction to one of the 
earlier confrontations between the Jews and the Hellenistic monarchies.25

23. on this account, see p. 441ff.
24. on the embassy and the contents of the complaint, see Bar-Kochva (1977) 179 – 81.
25. diodorus did not use the excursus to introduce his account of the siege of Jerusalem by 

antiochus sidetes (34/35. 1. 1 – 5), because it contributes nothing to the reader’s understanding of the 
events, and in any case does not conform with the description of the Jews given in that account in 
great detail by the advisers of antiochus sidetes. Why did diodorus not use the excursus as a preface 
to the story of the conflict between Ptolemy i and the Jews in 301, or to the story of the great and 
proctracted confrontation with antiochus iV? These stories are not to be found in the fragments
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The version of the excursus of Hecataeus with the introductory note of 
diodorus and the conclusion added by Photius (Phot. Bibl. cod. 244, 380a – 381a; 
diod. 40. 3. 1 – 6) follows:26

(Photius’s opening remark)
From the fortieth book around the middle.

(Diodorus’s introduction)
[3.1] Being about to write up the war against the Jews, we consider it appropriate 

to narrate beforehand in main points (ἐν κεφαλαίοις),27 both the foundation [ktisis] 
of this nation from the beginning, and the customs [nomima] among them.

(The excursus)
in ancient times (τὸ παλαιόν), when there was a pestilential circumstance 

throughout egypt, the many began to ascribe the cause of their troubles to divine 
power; for with many and varied strangers dwelling [there] and practicing different 
customs concerning the holy and the sacrifices, it turned out that their own ances-
tral acts of worship of the gods had lapsed. [3.2] Because of this the natives of the 
land understood that unless they removed the foreigners, there would be no reso-
lution of their troubles. straightaway, therefore, the foreigners were banished, of 
whom the most outstanding and active (ἐπιφανέστατοι καὶ δραστικώτατοι), having 
banded together, were cast out, as some say, into Greece and certain other places, 
having notable leaders, of whom danaus and cadmus, being most outstanding, led 
the others; but the great multitude (πολὺς λεώς) was driven out into what is now 

preserved from the lost books of diodorus, and one cannot know whether the description of these 
events was extensive enough to justify a long ethnography, or whether the details of the descriptions 
were in the spirit of the excursus.

26. The marking of the paragraphs of the extract follows the edition of Vogel and Fischer (1888). 
The edition of Photius: Henry (1959 – 77) 6: 132 – 37.

27. The expression ἐν κεφαλαίοις means “in heads,” “in topics,” “in main points/issues,” “sum-
marily,” etc. The level of detail here, the numerous explanations, and the sparse use of the participle 
are unusual for a typical summary. diodorus means, therefore, that he is reporting the main issues 
touching on the foundation story and the Jewish customs relevant to his purpose, while omitting 
everything else. Within these points he omitted, as usual, some relevant details (see below, p. 103). 
on a similar use of the expression ἐν κεφαλαίοις, cf. diodorus 1. 9. 4 in the introduction to the 
egyptian ethnography: “We would not make exact distinctions concerning the antiquity of each, 
and which nations antedate which of the others and by how many years, but we shall write up the 
main points (ἐν κεφαλαίοις), aiming at proportion, what has been said among each concerning 
their origin and ancient deeds.” From what follows, it would appear that diodorus intends to copy 
select passages rather than consistently summarize his source in its entirety. cf. also Porphyry On 
Abstention from [the Meat of] Animals 2. 32. 3: “ . . . the main points (τὰ μὲν δὴ κεφάλαια) for it being 
necessary not to sacrifice animals, these are from Theophrastus, apart from the few inserted stories 
added and shortened by me.” Porphyry adduces from Theophrastus select passages, which he copies 
with some omission, and does not intend to provide a summary of Peri eusebeias in its entirety (see 
pp. 18–19 above).
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called Judaea, which while lying not far from egypt was nevertheless utterly desolate 
(παντελῶς δὲ ἔρημον) in those times. [3.3] The man called Moses led the colony 
(apoikia), [he being] greatly superior both in prudence and in courage (φρονήσει 
τε καὶ ἀνδρείᾳ). on taking possession of the land, this man founded, besides other 
cities, the one that is now the most outstanding, called Hierosolyma. in addition he 
built the temple most honored among them, established the offices and rites for the 
divinity, codified and arranged the things relating to the constitution (politeia). He 
also divided the people into twelve tribes on account of this (διὰ τό) being regarded 
as the most perfect number and corresponding to the number of months making 
up the year. [3.4] But he constructed no image at all of gods, through (διὰ τό) not 
believing the god to be man-shaped; but [believing] only the heaven, holding all 
around28 the earth, to be god and master of all. He established sacrifices and modes 
of conduct for everyday life differing from those of other nations;29 for as a result 
of (διὰ γάρ) their own expulsion (xenēlasia) from egypt he introduced a [way of] 
life that is somewhat (= quite?) removed from [the society of] men and [somewhat?] 
hostile to strangers.30 Having picked out the men of most refinement and the most 
able to head the entire nation, these he appointed as priests; and he ordered their 
occupation to be concerning the temple, and the offices and sacrifices for the god. 
[3.5] These same men he also appointed to be the judges of the greatest disputes, 
and entrusted to them the guardianship (phylakē) of the laws and customs. and 
for this reason (διὸ καί) [there] never [has been] a king of the Jews, but the leader-
ship of the multitude (plēthos) is always given to whichever of the priests appears 
to excel in wisdom (phronēsis) and excellence (aretē). They call this man high 
priest and believe him to become a messenger to them of the commandments of 
the god. [3.6] They say that this man proclaims the commands in the assemblies 
and other gatherings, and that the Jews are so obedient on this point that they 
immediately fall to the ground and make obeisance to the high priest interpreting 
[the laws] to them. There is appended even to the laws, at the end: “Moses having 
heard these things from the god says [them] to the Jews.” The lawgiver gave much 
forethought to military deeds and used to force the young men to practice both 
bravery and steadfastness, and in general, the endurance of every hardship. [3.7] 
He made military expeditions into the neighboring lands of the nations and, hav-
ing acquired much land, apportioned it out to private citizens, assigning equal 
allotments (klēroi), but to the priests greater ones in order that they, by receiving 
more ample revenues, might be undistracted and attend continually to the offices 
of the god. it was not possible for the common people to sell their individual allot-

28. on the meaning of περιέχειν in this context, see in detail pp. 161 – 62 below.
29. τὰς δὲ θυσίας ἐξηλλαγμένας συνεστήσατο τῶν παρὰ τοῖς ἄλλοις ἔθνεσι, καὶ κατὰ τὸν βίον 

ἀγωγάς. it is clear from the subsequent sentence that not only the sacrifices but also the Jewish way 
of life mentioned in the second clause differed from those of other nations. see also para. 8 on Jewish 
marriage and burial practices.

30. διὰ γὰρ τὴν ἰδίαν ξενηλασίαν ἀπάνθρωπόν τινα καὶ μισόξενον βίον εἰσηγήσατο. on the 
ambiguity of the qualifier τινά and its connection with μισόξενον βίον, see p. 131 below.
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ments, lest there be some who, through [a desire for] having more [than their fair 
share], should buy them up, and, by oppressing the poorer, bring on a scarcity of 
manpower. [3.8] He forced those on the land to rear their children; and since (καὶ 
δι’) offspring were brought up with little expense, the nation (genos) of the Jews was 
always populous. He made both the [matters] regarding marriages and the burials 
of the dead differ greatly from the [same matters] of other men.

(A concluding note by Diodorus)31

But during the [foreign] rules that happened later (κατὰ δὲ τὰς ὕστερον 
γενομένας ἐπικρατείας), out of mingling (epimixia) with men of other nations — 

both under the hegemony of the Persians and of the Macedonians who overthrew 
this [hegemony] — many of the traditional customs of the Jews were distorted.

(The comment added by Photius)
so he (diodorus) says also here (as in his account of the advice of the “friends” 

given to antiochus sidetes: diod. 34/35. 1. 2 – 5) about customs and laws common 
among Jews, and about the departure of those same people from egypt, and about 
the holy Moses, telling lies about most things, and going through the [possible] 
counterarguments, he again distorted the truth, and using a cunning device as a 

31. it is rightly accepted by many scholars that this last sentence of the diodorean excerpt was 
added by diodorus himself (see, e.g., Jacoby, FGrH iiia, no. 264, p. 62). it records changes during the 
Hasmonaean period and is connected with the alleged complaints of the Jewish notables to Pompey 
against the Hasmonaeans for their deviation from the ancient style of government approved by the 
Jews. The reference to the “rule . . . of the Macedonians who overthrew the Persians” indicates that 
it was written long after the end of Persian rule in Judaea, that is, long after the time of Hecataeus. 
a similar note, which has escaped the attention of scholars, was supplemented by diodorus at 
the end of his epitomē of Hecataeus’s egyptian ethnography (1. 95. 6): “in later times many of the 
customs regarded as good were removed, when the Macedonians conquered and finally destroyed 
the kingdom of the locals.” Hecataeus, who was eager to point out the Ptolemaic continuation of 
egyptian tradition and style of kingdom, would not have described the Macedonian occupation as 
a final destruction of the kingdom of the locals. The expression “in later times” also shows that the 
sentence was not written by Hecataeus. Jacoby (52) argues that the concluding sentence on the Jews 
was written by diodorus under the influence of the Jewish excursus of Posidonius, which reports 
the decline of Jewish customs and religion in the later period (preserved in strabo 16. 2. 37). This 
seems reasonable, given diodorus’s extensive use of Posidonius’s Histories. The remark about the 
egyptians, however, is probably based on diodorus’s own impressions when he visited egypt and 
saw the change that had taken place as a result of foreign influence on egyptian laws and customs 
(at least in alexandria). The attempt of Willrich (1895) 51 and (1900) 89 to explain that the sentence 
reflects Hecataeus’ opinion of the Jews whom he met shortly after Persian rule does not hold water; 
likewise the explanations of diamond (1974) 118 – 28. see also Gabba (1989) 628 (without explanation). 
a considerable part of Hecataeus’s account actually reflects specific Jewish customs of the Persian 
period and the beginning of the period of Macedonian rule (paras. 4 – 6). He would certainly have 
seen no revolutionary change, according to his view, in Jewish apanthrōpia, misanthrōpia, and the 
exclusive customs.
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refuge for himself, he attributes to another [author] the above said things, which 
are contrary to history. For he (diodorus) adds: “as concerns the Jews, this is what 
Hecataeus of Miletus32 relates about the Jews.”

some comments on the transmission of the text and its preservation are re-
quired. in view of Photius’s declared purpose to expose diodorus’s “lies” and 
considering the typically diodorean style and turn of phrase, it has rightly been 
assumed that Photius faithfully transmitted the text of diodorus in full.33 This 
is supported by Photius’s practice in the transmission of extracts from codex 238 
onward.34 as far as diodorus is concerned, even a cursory reading of the excursus 
reveals that the Hecataean text was not transmitted by diodorus in its entirety.35 
The abbreviations are clear in two paragraphs. diodorus omitted details about 
the rites of Jewish sacrifice (3. 4), marriage, and burial (3. 8).36 He appears to 
have been interested mainly in the system of the Jewish regime, as well as Jewish 
preparations for war, which were all relevant to the context in which he inserted 
the excursus — Jewish internal strife and the imminent confrontation with the 
romans. consequently he abbreviated and omitted details irrelevant to his pur-
pose. The account of Jewish belief was recorded chiefly due to its relevance for the 
Jewish theocratic system of government indicated by the delegation to Pompey.37

apart from the abbreviation of some customs and the possible omission of 
others, the references to the Jewish origo and nomima by diodorus seem to repre-
sent the contents of the original text. in three cases there is a striking similarity of 
content between the excursus and references to egyptians and Jews in Hecataeus’s 
Aegyptiaca.38 Most notable is the prolific use of causal explanations reminiscent 

32. Hecataeus of abdera is meant, as is almost universally accepted; see pp. 105 – 6 and note 43 
below.

33. For a possible (but insignificant) exception, see diamond (1974) 10 – 11.
34. Photius adheres to his sources in these codices, apart from slight and insignificant linguistic 

improvements. abbreviations were made only to avoid duplications and stylistic awkwardness, 
or with regard to redundant details that detract from the main issue. see Palm (1955) 16 – 26, 29 ff., 
48 ff.; Hägg (1975) 9 ff. and 197 – 203, esp. 201 – 2. treadgold (1980) 129 is probably mistaken in assign-
ing diodorus’s excerpts in cod. 244 to what he calls class iic; it should be class iiic (see treadgold’s 
classification, 82 – 83, 86, 90 – 91).

35. see Jaeger (1938b) 150 – 51; Murray (1970) 144 – 46; (1973) 168; stern, GLAJJ 1: 34; diamond (1974) 
111 – 17. on ἐν κεφαλαίοις used by diodorus (para. 1), see note 27 above. 

36. The feeling that the reference to marriage and burial customs was abbreviated, or that the 
beginning of this new topic was omitted, can perhaps be further supported by stylistic observation: 
the new topic is introduced with the conjunction καί, which in the previous sentences has been used 
only to connect ideas within a topic; new topics have regularly been introduced with the particle δέ.

37. see p. 99 above.
38. see diodorus 1. 73. 7 – 9, 80. 6. cf. diodorus 40. 3. 7 – 8 (the egyptian agrarian arrangement 

and the encouragement of births). see further pp. 127 – 28 below.
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of Hecataeus’s method. These parallels in content and form indicate that even 
if some of the statements and explanations were abbreviated by diodorus, and 
the phrasing may here and there sound clumsy, the original meaning and tone 
were preserved. significantly, diodorus was not tempted by the hostile libels 
about Jewish origins and the sharp remarks about their attitude toward strang-
ers that he included elsewhere in his work (34/35. 1. 1 – 4),39 nor was he tempted 
by his own prejudice (40. 2. 2, “lawless behavior of the Jews”): the Jews expelled 
from egypt are not described as lepers, and the reason given for their expulsion 
is not insulting; the Jewish lifestyle is actually described as apanthrōpos (para. 
3. 4) and not misanthrōpos (as in diod. 34/35. 1). This suggests that apanthrōpos 
is Hecataean. The question whether, and to what extent, diodorus adhered to 
Hecataeus’s vocabulary and syntax is more problematic. it can only be said that 
there are not a few traces of the diodorean style in the excursus.40

as for the sequence of the two components, the origo and the nomima, there 
is no reason to doubt that it generally adhered to that of Hecataeus. The internal 
sequence of the nomima section more or less accords with what is customary in 
foundation stories.41 only the remark concerning marriage and burial customs 
actually closing the account (para. 8) appears to be out of place. it was misplaced 
by diodorus in the process of its drastic abbreviation. The original location 
would have been somewhere in paragraph 4, as an illustration of the contrast 
between Jewish daily customs and those of the egyptians and other nations. The 
remark was transferred to its present location to serve as a bridge to the conclud-
ing sentence of the excursus added by diodorus concerning the change in Jewish 
customs following the Persian and Macedonian conquests.

Hecataeus’s original excursus thus opened with the origo, in this case the expul-
sion of Jews from egypt, followed by the nomima section, containing institutions, 
provisions, and customs introduced and initiated by Moses. For a reason that 
still has to be clarified, the excursus did not contain a geographical and historical 
section, which was common in Greek ethnographies. However, as became cus-
tomary in the new, Hellenistic ethnography, the author uses one section to explain 
another, indicating a causal relationship between them. Here he stresses the influ-
ence of the origo on the development of Jewish customs. The expulsion explains 
the apanthrōpia and “hatred of strangers” (3.4), as well as the striking difference 
between some Jewish daily customs, such as those of sacrifice, marriage, and 

39. on the Posidonian source for this passage, see p. 412 below. Posidonius quotes the advice of 
the “friends” of antiochus Vii to the king, but he disagrees with the libels and the hostile portrayal 
of the Jews; see pp. 444 – 55 below.

40. see the detailed discussion of diamond (1974) 13 ff.; cf. Fraser (1972) 2: 1116.
41. see pp. 120 – 22 below.
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burial, and their foreign counterparts.42 Jewish beliefs, governmental institutions, 
and social provisions are similarly not just listed but given a causal reasoning.

t H e at t r i Bu t ion oF t H e e Xcu r sus 
to H ecata eus oF a Bder a

The excursus is identified with Hecataeus because of the statement by diodorus 
at the end of the account that “this is what Hecataeus of Miletus narrated.” it 
has long been unanimously accepted that the statement should be emended to 
read “Hecataeus of abdera.” 43 The slip is the error of a copyist who knew about 
the great pioneering work of Hecataeus of Miletus, the sixth-fifth century b.c.e. 

42. The references to Jewish marriage customs probably stressed Jewish incest prohibitions as 
opposed to egyptian permissiveness (mentioned by Hecataeus, diod. 1. 27. 1), and the Jewish rejec-
tion of mixed marriages. it is possible that Hecataeus’s account of the different sacrificial customs of 
the Jews included the rumor that the Jews burn their sacrificial victims alive (see pp. 25 – 30 above).

43. see, e.g., reinach (1895) 20 n. 1; Willrich (1900) 89; Jaeger (1938a) 135; (1938b) 139; Jacoby, FGrH 
iiia, no. 264, pp. 34, 46 – 48; Guttmann 1: 50; Henry (1971) 137; Gager (1972) 28 n. 8; diamond (1974) 128 – 

30; stern, GLAJJ 1: 34 – 35; Gabba (1989) 626; sterling (1992) 76 n. 86; Hansen (2000) 12 n. 2. The view of 
dornseiff (1939) 52 – 65 (supported recently by liebes [2001/2] 263), that the reading “of Miletus” should 
be retained, does not hold water. a Greek of asia Minor who flourished at the beginning of the Persian 
period, in the first generation of the return to Zion, could not have had such detailed knowledge of the 
Jewish people, or quote a verse from the Pentateuch. The following should be added to the arguments 
of Jacoby. First, Hecataeus of Miletus was well known in the Greek world, certainly to Herodotus, 
who mentions him, and to aristotle, “the reader” (see p. 51 above); however, there is no indication 
that any Greek historian or philosopher of the classical period was acquainted with the excursus, 
even when dealing with unique religions and beliefs, when expressing somewhat similar opinions 
in any field, or elsewhere when such a reference is naturally to be expected (cf. pp. 16 – 17 and p. 48 
above on Theophrastus and aristotle). second, the selective nature of the information and the con-
sistent tendency to offer causal explanations are characteristic of Hecataeus of abdera, but not of the 
Periēgēsis by Hecataeus of Miletus (of which we have over three hundred extracts), which is proposed 
by dornseiff as a source for the excursus. indeed, the work of Hecataeus of Miletus was adjudged 
by an ancient critic acquainted with it in its entirety to have the opposite characteristics (dion. Hal. 
Thuc. 5). Third, the account of the Jewish agrarian and child-rearing laws is too similar to Hecataeus’s 
description of the cultivation of the status of warriors in ancient egypt (see below, p. 127). liebes (263) 
argues that Hecataeus of Miletus described the distant land of the ethiopians and could therefore 
have known about the much closer land of Judaea. But what did Hecataeus of Miletus (though he 
visited egypt) really know about the ethiopians? and what did Herodotus (who also visited egypt) 
and other Greek authors of the  fifth – fourth centuries really know about the ethiopians? How can this 
be compared with the knowledge reflected in the Jewish excursus of Hecataeus? The first worthwhile 
information on ethiopia reached the Greeks only during the reign of Ptolemy ii Philadelphus (283 – 

247 b.c.e.) as a result of his expeditions to the south (see diodorus 3. 11; cf. 1. 37. 5, 37. 10 – 39. 13) and was 
first recorded in literature — at least as far as we know — only by agatharchides of cnidus, who flour-
ished around 160 – 145 b.c.e. even Hermippus, the late third-century b.c.e. alexandrian scholar, could 
still report that a dog was the ruler of an ethiopian tribe and barked out its orders (ael. NA 7. 40).
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father of the popular ethnographic genre. diodorus, who often quoted from the 
Aegyptiaca of Hecataeus of abdera, could hardly be responsible for the error,44 
although he may have contributed to it by failing to mention his provenance here 
as in other places (1. 46. 8; 2. 47. 1), thereby allowing a later copyist (Photius?) to 
make the wrong identification. it was quite easy to confuse the names, as at least 
one ancient author quoting Hecataeus of abdera was well aware (ael. NA 11. 1).45

The attribution to Hecataeus of abdera is considered suspect by a few scholars 
who have claimed the excursus is a Jewish forgery. one of these argued that the 
excursus was written by a Jewish contemporary of John Hyrcanus (135 – 104 b.c.e.) 
who wished to present the Hasmonaean reign as an ideal one, to extol Jewish 
exclusivity, and to portray the Hasmonaean leader — who embraced the roles of 
priest, prophet, and ruler (Joseph. AJ 13. 299) — in the image of Moses, the founder 
of the nation.46 another scholar has further argued that the excursus was taken 
from the treatise On the Jews, attributed to Hecataeus, while accepting that the 
treatise as a whole was a forgery composed by a Hellenistic Jew living in egypt in 
the Hasmonaean period.47

any claim that the excursus is a forgery should be backed up by weighty evi-
dence and strong arguments. in the present case, the difficulties raised in order to 
challenge the accepted view are nonexistent or resolvable.48 although this should 
suffice to uphold the claim of authenticity, given the importance of the excursus, 

44. Jaeger (1938b) 139 n. 37; diamond (1974) 10; Gabba (1989) 626.
45. aelian feels obliged to clarify from whom exactly he took his information: “Hecataeus, not 

the Milesian but the abderitan” ( Ἑκαταῖος, οὐκ ὁ Μιλήσιος ἀλλ’ ὁ Ἀβδηρίτης). diodorus mentions 
Hecataeus of Miletus once with his place of origin (10. 25. 4) and once without (1. 37. 3).

46. lebram (1974) 244 – 53; cf. Meyer (1963) 364.
47. schwartz (2003).
48. difficulties of this type are adduced in schwartz’s article: (a) according to the epitome of 

the Aegyptiaca by diodorus, the Jews were egyptians who left their country because of overpopula-
tion (1. 29), while according to the excursus, they were foreigners who were expelled from egypt 
(on this matter, see below, pp. 111 – 14); (b) the excursus cannot be placed anywhere in diodorus’s 
summary-epitome of Hecataeus’s work on egypt, from which it is to be inferred that it was not 
part of that work; in fact, the excursus would have been at home in the egyptian ethnography (see 
below, pp. 109 – 15); in any case, failure to locate a certain passage in a diodorean-style epitome of 
a monumental work is hardly a valid argument;  (c) the excursus fails to mention the custom of 
circumcision, while the epitome mentions it twice in connection with the Jews (1. 29. 2, 55. 1) (on this 
matter, see below, p. 115); (d) schwartz points out that Photius (ninth century c.e.) doubted that the 
source of the excursus was Hecataeus; however, there is no proof, no hint of a check having been car-
ried out, nor is any authority referred to; by and large, Photius never claimed to be engaged in source 
criticism and philology as we know it; on the errors of Photius in such matters, and his aims, see 
treadgold (1980) 67 – 110; (e) the excursus concludes with the statement that the customs of the Jews 
changed under Persian and Macedonian control, which could not have been written by Hecataeus 
of abdera; this sentence, as has already been recognized by many, is an addition by diodorus (see 
note 31 above); (f) the excursus appears as an introduction to the description of the occupation of
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it may be worthwhile to examine some of the assumptions of the proposed falsifi-
cation theories. First, the conjecture that the excursus was included in the forgery 
On the Jews. Josephus used passages from this work in his Contra Apionem in 
order to prove from Greek sources the antiquity of the Jewish people (1. 183).49 The 
passages adduced, however, prove only that the Jewish people was already mature 
in the time of alexander and the diadochs. Josephus declares with undisguised 
pride: “it is therefore clear that our nation was at its peak in his (Ptolemy i’s) time 
as well as in that of alexander” (1. 185). now, the Jewish excursus in diodorus 
gives a detailed account of the Jewish sojourn in egypt and the establishment of 
Jewish settlement in Judaea, conducted by Moses. What better evidence could 
Josephus have supplied to demonstrate the antiquity of the Jews had the excursus 
been in his possession? He certainly would not have failed to exploit it had it 
been part of the work On the Jews. nor was Josephus acquainted with the work of 
diodorus, and he never mentions him.

scholars have already remarked upon the difference between the glorification 
of the Jews and enthusiasm for their actions in the passages from On the Jews, and 
the rather detached treatment of them in the excursus.50 Much emphasis has been 
placed on pseudo-Hecataeus’s praise for the destruction of foreign cult, as against 
the reservation concerning Jewish misoxenia in the excursus. i would add that 
the passages from On the Jews contain not even one causal explanation for the 
information provided, even when this is badly needed,51 as opposed to the large 

Judaea by Pompey; schwartz, following others, considers the source for the account of the conquest 
to be a work of Theophanes of Mytilene on Pompey; applying the widespread (and correct) “one 
source” theory concerning the books of diodorus (“diodorus normally followed the same source 
for a long segment for his history”), schwartz suggests that the excursus was taken by diodorus from 
Theophanes, who took it from the forgery On the Jews; this argument is neither here nor there so 
far as the claim of forgery is concerned, since Theophanes could have drawn from Hecataeus; as for 
the way diodorus composed his work, it is worth quoting Jacoby on a similar point: “es ist diodors 
art kleinere partieen aus seinen Hauptquellen herauszunehmen, um sie in späteren Büchern und 
für einen anderen Zusammenhang zu verwenden” ([1943] 46). examples abound. We are, after all, 
concerned with an excursus, not a continuous historical description.

49. cf. 1. 2 – 5, 72, 161, 162, 166, 168, 172, 176.
50. on Hecataeus’s balanced and unbiased evaluation of the Jews, see below, pp. 129 – 35. even 

one who believes that Hecataeus admired the Jews and treated their institutions and practices as 
models for imitation must admit that the tone of the work is significantly different from the sweep-
ing enthusiasm of On the Jews; see, e.g., Ap. 1. 191 – 92 on Jewish martyrology; 193 for the statement 
that “it is just to admire them (the Jews)” for destroying temples and altars of foreigners; 196 for the 
enthusiastic description of Jerusalem; 201 – 4 for the Mosollamus story, in which the wisdom and 
rational thought of the Jew is contrasted with the idiocy and superstitious nature of the Greeks. is it 
conceivable that the author of all this in On the Jews could have portrayed the Jews as inferior to the 
descendants of danaus and cadmus (diod. 40. 3. 2)?

51. The absence of causal explanations can be added to the many arguments against the authen-
ticity of On the Jews. For a Jewish practice that necessarily required explanation, see, e.g., Josephus
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number of causal explanations, explicit or implied, accompanying the statements 
in the excursus (in line with Hecataeus’s practice in the Aegyptiaca).52

as for the suggestion that the excursus was a Jewish forgery, the contents of 
some parts of the excursus remove the possibility that they were written by a Jew. 
a Jew would not have given a description of the exodus that is so at odds with 
the traditional Jewish account (1. 1 – 2). after all, this is not a marginal detail that 
may not have been known to a Jewish author, nor would a Jewish author have 
felt free to distort a cornerstone of Jewish tradition and identity; a Jew would 
hardly have described the Jewish way of life as apanthrōpia and misoxenia, even 
to a minor degree of severity.53 nor is it likely that any Jew, let alone pseudo-
Hecataeus, would have presented the Jews as inferior to the followers of danaus 
and cadmus (para. 2). one may doubt whether any Jew (apart from an apostate), 
not to mention an admirer of the Hasmonaeans or the orthodox author of On the 
Jews, would have failed to include circumcision among the main Jewish customs 
seen by Jews as characterizing their identity.

in addition to the rejection of the theories about a Jewish falsification, there 
is positive comparative evidence — if such is still needed — that the excursus is 
indeed Hecataean: the prominence of the Hecataean innovations in ethnographic 
literature in the Jewish ethnography (the strict selection of the material and 
the consistent use of causal explanations); the general scheme of the excursus, 
containing unusually only the origo and nomima (without the geography and 
history sections), like Hecataeus’s Babylonian excursus, which was adduced by 
diodorus in a particularly abbreviated form (1. 28. 1);54 the similarity to the 
choice of subjects and the sequence of information in this truncated Babylonian 
ethnography — the emigration from egypt under the leadership of Belus (the 
eponymous father of the Babylonians), the foundation of Babylon by Belus, and 
the arrangement of institutions and social activities by him (diodorus preserves 
the appointment of priests and the functions and special privileges of the priests); 
and finally, the striking identity of subject matter between Hecataeus’s detailed 
account concerning the agrarian laws of the pharaohs and the increasing natural 
birth rate among the egyptians, including the rationale for both, and what is said 

Contra Apionem 1. 198 (on the construction of the altar in the Jerusalem temple from unhewn 
stones; see further Bar-Kochva [1996d] 149 – 50). a Greek, used to his ornamental marble altars, 
would certainly have wondered why the Jews had such a wretched altar, especially considering that 
their temple was so magnificent, and that in the same context there was a detailed reference to the 
incense altar made of gold. The complete absence of causal explanations may be added to the many 
arguments against the authenticity of On the Jews.

52. see below, pp. 125 – 26.
53. on the two possible interpretations of τινα in the sentence, see p. 131 below.
54. see the text of the Babylonian excursus below, pp. 109–10, and the explanation of the abbre-

viated structure, pp. 114 – 15.
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in the Jewish excursus about the parallel laws and customs instituted by Moses, 
with accompanying causal explanations.55

t H e or iGi na l locat ion oF  
t H e e Xcu r sus a n d i t s Pu r Pose

in which work of Hecataeus of abdera did diodorus find the Jewish excursus? 
Was it located within the egyptian ethnography of Hecataeus, as several scholars 
think? and if so, where exactly? The answer affects a number of major questions 
pertaining to this chapter.

at least one scholar has suggested that Hecataeus dedicated a monograph 
to the Jews, and this was abbreviated either by diodorus or by an intermediate 
source in the form and size of an excursus.56 This is a fairly remote possibility. 
The forger of On the Jews who aspired to gain credibility would hardly have 
attributed to Hecataeus a monograph on the Jews (as opposed to a treatise on a 
single affair or character, such as On Abraham) had Hecataeus already written 
an extensive work on the same subject. Furthermore, a full work on the Jews by 
Hecataeus would have had to contain a geography section and another section on 
history. These sections are absent from the excursus for reasons stemming from 
the context in which the excursus was placed by Hecataeus.57 such sections would 
have been highly relevant to the context in which diodorus placed the excursus 
(the future arena of war between Pompey and the Jews, and the undermining of 
the legitimacy of the Hasmonaean monarchy). diodorus would not have omitted 
them had they existed.

We are left, then, with the accepted view that the excursus was taken from the 
Hecataean egyptian ethnography. as for determining its exact location, most 
significant is the reference to the Jews in the first paragraphs of what we may 
call the appendix to the egyptian origo section, adduced in summary form by 
diodorus (1. 28 – 29).58 after elaborating on the adventures and settling achieve-
ments of the egyptian god-kings of the mythological period (such as osiris, isis, 
and Horus), Hecataeus writes (28. 1 – 3):

(28. 1) at any rate, the egyptians also say that after this (the mythological period) 
very many colonies were scattered throughout the inhabited world out of egypt. 
Belus, for instance, believed to be the son of Poseidon and libya, led colonists to 
Babylon. Having established himself on the river euphrates, he instituted priests 
who, like those in egypt, were exempt [from paying taxes] and absolved from 

55. see pp. 125 – 28 below.
56. Guttmann 1: 49 – 50.
57. see pp. 114–15 below.
58. on the origo section and its “appendix,” see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 195 – 96.
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shouldering public expenses; these the Babylonians call chaldaeans, and they 
observe the stars, mimicking the egyptian priests and “physicists” and astrologers. 
(2) and they (the egyptians) say that the followers of danaus similarly went out 
(ὁρμηθέντας) from there (egypt) to settle argos, almost the oldest of the cities 
of the Hellenes, and that also the people (ethnos) of the colchi made settlements 
in Pontus and that of the Jews made settlements between arabia and syria, [both 
nations] being [originally] certain [people]59 who left them (the egyptians); (3) for 
this reason, among these nations, it has been passed down from of old the [custom 
of] circumcising the boys at birth, this custom being brought out of egypt. (Next 
follow the Egyptian arguments for the Egyptian descent of the Athenians.)

Following Werner Jaeger, a number of scholars have accepted that the Jewish 
excursus of Hecataeus was adduced in its entirety after this reference to the 
Jews, and thence passed into the fortieth book of diodorus.60 Felix Jacoby, how-
ever, asserted that it was impossible to know where the Jewish excursus had 
been located in Hecataeus’s egyptian ethnography. He noted the incompatibility 
between the statement that the Jews were autochthonous egyptians who emi-
grated, apparently voluntarily,61 to set up their own settlements (28. 2), and the 
opening of the excursus, where the Jews are described as foreigners in egypt who 
were expelled.62 to these apparent difficulties it should be added that, accord-
ing to the passage quoted above, egyptians prove that the Jews and the colchi 
originated in egypt by referring to the egyptian custom of circumcision (28. 3). 
circumcision, however, is entirely absent from the detailed list of Jewish customs 
in the excursus.63 considering all the other allegedly negative features of the Jews 
that he had emphasized, diodorus, living in rome, would hardly have omitted a 
custom that the romans found so deplorable.

59. τινὰς ὁρμηθέντας παρ’ ἑαυτῶν. reading τινάς (certain men/people) as in apposition to the 
two nations just mentioned (the colchi and the Jews), we are given to understand that in these cases 
the people who left egypt were autochthonous egyptians, and they became nations separate from 
egypt only when they settled. see further below on the colchi.

60. Jaeger (1938a) 146; (1938b) 137; Walton (1955) 256; Murray (1970) 146 – 47; denis (1970) 263; 
Gager (1972) 28 – 29; Bar-Kochva (1996d) 208 – 11.

61. This can be understood from the use of the verb ὁρμηθέντας (see also note 59 above on 
τινάς), and from the reference to the Jews in close proximity to the colchi, who Hecataeus states 
elsewhere were, according to the egyptians, native egyptians settled by the Maeotian lake (the sea 
of azof) during an egyptian expedition (diod. 1. 55. 4). Moreover, in the last reference the Jews are 
mentioned once more in the context of the evidence provided by the egyptians for the egyptian 
descent of the colchi (5. 5. 5). The introduction and the ending to the appendix (28. 1, 29. 5 – 6) explic-
itly state that the egyptians regarded the nations and tribes mentioned in the appendix as a part of 
a settlement initiative instigated by their forefathers.

62. Jacoby, FGrH iiia, no. 264, pp. 49 – 52; Guttmann 1: 49 – 50; cf. Gager (1972) 28 – 29; conzel-
mann (1981) 57; sterling (1992) 76 – 77; Hansen (2000) 16.

63. noted by schwartz (2003) 186.
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Was the excursus originally located not in the appendix but somewhere in the 
section on the history of the kings of egypt? it might, for instance, be suggested 
that the excursus formed part of the history of Bocchoris (diod. 1. 65. 1, 79. 1 – 3; 
cf. 94. 5 – 95.1), who appeared in egyptian traditions as the king who expelled the 
Jews (lysimachus in Joseph. Ap. 1. 305 – 11), or another king believed to be the 
pharaoh of the exodus/expulsion. This possibility, however, is not supported by 
the use of the general and vague term τὸ παλαιόν (long ago) at the beginning 
of the excursus (3.1) to date the expulsion, instead of a reference to a particular 
egyptian king (cf. 1. 28. 3 and 69. 4).

However, a close examination of the egyptian origo of Hecataeus and the 
accompanying “appendix” shows that the Jewish excursus was indeed part of the 
original “appendix” of Hecataeus and served there as a reaction to the egyptian-
origin reference to the Jews now surviving in diodorus (1. 28. 3). That is, the excur-
sus was a different version of Jewish descent that Hecataeus adopted as being more 
trustworthy than the one he had just recorded. a brief survey of the egyptian origo 
in the egyptian ethnography and its “appendix” will elucidate this matter.

some preliminary remarks are in order. Hecataeus accepted, or at least did not 
question, the egyptian theory that the human race originated in egypt (diod. 1. 
10. 1 – 2), as well as the egyptian tradition that the human race, almost destroyed 
by the Flood, began yet again in egypt (10. 4 – 5). For the sake of the discussion 
it should also be added that, following egyptian tradition, Hecataeus divided 
egyptian history into two eras: the mythological era up to Horus (son of isis 
and osiris), when god-kings ruled (13.1 – 5, 44. 1), and the historical era from the 
time of Menas onward, when human kings reigned (45.1). yet in the conclusion 
to the appendix he does not accept the sweeping egyptian theory, sometimes 
accompanied by specific stories and/or arguments, that many tribes, peoples, and 
cities of the inhabited world are no more than egyptian settlers (apoikoi) sent out 
of egypt on the initiative of the kings, some in the mythological era and others 
in the historical era in order to solve the problem of overpopulation.64 What 
remains of the appendix allows us to conclude that Hecataeus regarded the stages 
of the spread of civilization and the generation of nations and cities throughout 
the inhabited world as much more complex and varied.

let us now turn to the appendix itself. Judging from its opening and ending 
(28. 1; 29. 5 – 6), its purpose was to discuss the egyptian theory with regard to the 
hisorical period. The appendix opens with a statement of the egyptian theory 
about the spread of humankind from egypt in the historical period (28. 1). Then 

64. 29. 5 – 6 (presented below). However, Hecataeus seems to have accepted the egyptian tradi-
tion regarding the mythological period only in the case of certain settlements, such as in india and 
Macedonia. see diodorus 1. 19. 6 – 8, 20. 1 – 3, 27. 5. on the disagreement between the egyptians and 
the Greeks concerning the source of settlements in the mythological period, see 23. 8.
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come the remains of a Babylonian mini-ethnography (28. 2), demonstrating the 
egyptian descent of the Babylonians through their origo and nomima. This is 
followed by rather short references to the egyptian tradition about the egyptian 
descent of the danaoi, colchi, and Jews (28. 3; the proof — the latter two nations 
preserve the egyptian practice of circumcision). Then we find the evidence cited 
by the egyptians for an egyptian descent of the athenians (28. 4 – 29. 4). The argu-
ments comprise a detailed comparison of athenian and egyptian terms, names, 
sociopolitical classes, mythological traditions, customs, and the like. Hecataeus 
rejects this claim as an egyptian attempt to build upon the fame of the celebrated 
Greek city (29. 5). The appendix closes with a general statement regarding the 
egyptian theory as a whole (29. 5 – 6):

(5) . . . in general, the egyptians say that their forefathers sent out very many settle-
ments to many parts of the inhabited world through the superiority of those who 
reigned among them65 and through the excess of abundant population; (6) but 
since no evidence has been provided and no historian worthy of trust has wit-
nessed [these things], i have decided that the things said are not worth writing.

The conclusion thus repeats the sweeping egyptian claim, supplemented by the 
historical-economic background provided by the egyptians themselves (29. 5). 
Hecataeus states that there is no point in referring to specific egyptian tradition 
about many people where no evidence is provided (29. 6). Hence it appears that he 
rejects the theory in its comprehensive egyptian version, and that the appendix 
comprised egyptian arguments with regard to some other nations and settle-
ments, accompanied by Hecataeus’s specific response. This is clearly seen in the 
negative reaction concerning the alleged descent of the athenians.

The appendix has been drastically and clumsily reduced by diodorus, as hap-
pens not infrequently in his books.66 The abbreviation is evident in the first 
paragraphs (28. 1 – 3): no evidence is quoted for the egyptian descent of the 
danaoi, while Hecataeus had said that he would not mention nations for which 
no evidence had been brought; Hecataeus’s comment on the egyptian claim with 
regard to the Jews and the colchi is missing altogether, and even with regard to 
the danaoi, where the Greek reader would naturally expect Hecataeus to react;67 

65. ὑπεροχὴν τῶν βασιλευσάντων. The world in the historical period was already inhabited by 
people who had gone out of egypt in the mythological period.

66. on the negligence of diodorus in abbreviating his sources, even to the extent of omitting, 
without any apparent reason, the most important details and accounts (such as an account of the 
decisive stage of a battle, while other stages are described in detail), see below, p. 411, esp. note 33.

67. on the mythological background to the connections made by Greeks and egyptians between 
Belus and danaus and the eponymous father of the egyptians, aegyptus, see Jaeger (1938a) 134 – 35; 
Burton (1972) 118 – 21.
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the claim for an egyptian descent of the colchi is considered in much greater 
detail later in the egyptian ethnography in the context of the expeditions of 
King sesoösis (55. 4 – 5; cf. sesostris in Hdt. 2. 104); and there is no reference to the 
alleged egyptian descent of cadmus and his followers, although the name shared 
by the Greek city of Thebes and the egyptian city of Thebaid-Thebes suggested 
his connection with egypt. Hecataeus explicitly mentions the egyptian version 
elsewhere in great detail (1. 23. 4 ff.), while in the Hecataean Jewish excursus the 
danaoi and the people of cadmus are described as foreigners who were expelled 
from egypt.

taking the remains of the original appendix together with Hecataean refer-
ences elsewhere, it seems that Hecataeus accepted the egyptian claims so far as 
the Babylonians and the colchi were concerned. The insertion of what appears 
to be a Babylonian excursus, written in the spirit of the egyptian claims, and 
the recurring, unreserved reference later on to the descent of the colchi in 
the account of the reign of sesoösis (55. 4 – 5; sesotris in Hdt. 2. 104), indicate 
his positive attitude toward the egyptian claims in these two cases. in other 
cases, however, namely, with regard to the athenians, the Jews, and the people 
of danaus and cadmus, Hecataeus rejected this version. His reaction to the 
egyptian tradition about the athenians has survived in the diodorean appendix 
(29. 5). His response to the alleged egyptian descent of the rest appears in the 
Jewish excursus (1 – 2): they are described as foreigners who practiced their own 
cults, and for this reason were expelled from egypt.

The Jewish excursus thus finds its proper place in the appendix, following the 
reference to the Jews’ alleged egyptian descent, and the proof adduced by the 
egyptians — the practice of circumcision. Hecataeus responded to this egyptian 
tradition with his Jewish ethnographical excursus, which not only explicitly 
states that the Jews are not originally egyptian, but also argues that their prac-
tices differ from the egyptian ones. as a matter of fact, Hecataeus’s account of 
the expulsion of the Jews is also basically egyptian. The multiplicity of theories 
about the link between the Jews and the egyptians is known from egyptian tra-
ditions preserved in Hellenistic literature.68 Besides the portrayal of the Jews as 
autochthonous egyptians, and the exodus as an expulsion or flight or the result 
of an agreement, there are the descriptions of the Jews who resided in egypt as 
foreigners and were expelled for this or that reason, or accompanied foreign 
conquerors who withdrew to their own lands.

The version of the excursus speaks for itself. at the same time, an explicit 
statement prior to the Jewish excursus, rejecting the egyptian tradition concern-
ing the Jews and the followers of danaus and cadmus, may well have disappeared 

68. Manetho in Josephus Contra Apionem 1: 89, 229, 235 – 38, 248, 251; lysimachus, 306; chaer-
emon, 288 – 92.
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when diodorus lifted the Jewish excursus from the original context and planted 
it in the fortieth book of his Library. as a matter of fact, a negative particle or the 
like would have sufficed to contrast the excursus with the preceding egyptian 
argument.

How, then, did Hecataeus perceive the origin of the Jews and the Hellenic 
elements mentioned with them? Their anthropological origin was egypt, like 
that of other peoples, families, and groups that migrated in one way or another 
from egypt in the mythological period and coalesced into nations and cities 
beyond the bounds of egypt.69 They later returned to egypt for various reasons 
as separate ethnic groups and were considered foreigners. Their different cults 
caused friction with the egyptian populace, for which they were expelled. Then 
they settled in the lands that they now occupy.

The relative length of the Jewish excursus poses no problem to its inclusion in 
the appendix. We do not know how long the Babylonian excursus was, but it could 
not have been short. The comparison between the athenians and the egyptians is 
only a little shorter than the Jewish excursus (and allowances must be made there 
too for diodorean omissions). The inclusion of the Jewish excursus by Hecataeus 
in his appendix is not surprising. of all the ethnic groups reported to have origi-
nated or dwelt in egypt, the Jews were the only people to emphasize an egyptian 
connection in their own origo traditions. Furthermore, as a rapidly developing 
religious-ethnic group in egypt of Hecataeus’s time, they obviously attracted his 
attention. The ethnographic excursus, surveying the origins both of the people 
and of their practices, was the most scientific and ostensibly objective method of 
presenting them and producing evidence and arguments for his reaction to the 
egyptian theory. Hecataeus devoted an excursus to the Babylonians and another 
to the Jews, possibly also one to the colchians. in the case of the athenians and 
the people of danaus and cadmus, there was no need to introduce them to the 
Greek reader, and a direct reference to the egyptian evidence would have sufficed.

The conclusion concerning the original location of the excursus is corrobo-
rated by its structure. as already mentioned above, the excursus comprises only 
an origo section and a nomima section and lacks the sections on geography and 
rulers characterizing ethnographical accounts and compositions (including the 
Aegyptiaca of Hecataeus) since the inception of this genre. The same deficient 

69. Hecataeus was aware of various rumors about Jewish descent. He was probably himself 
responsible for the invention of the name Hierosolyma for Jerusalem, which suggested Jewish descent 
from the legendary solymi, or some other genealogical connection between them (see p. 82 note 116 
above). He could also have been acquainted with the rumors of Jewish descent from the indians or 
the Magi known in his time (see p. 83 and note 124). The latter rumor may have inspired Hecataeus 
in shaping his version of the Jewish religion according to the Herodotean account of Persian belief 
(see pp. 125–26, 133 below). With regard to the descent of the men of cadmus and danaus, there was 
a variety of Greek traditions, the best known being cadmus’s Phoenician connection.
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structure is discernible in the extremely truncated remains of the Babylonian 
excursus. The absence of a geographical and historical section is due to the origi-
nal context. Hecataeus was interested in proving his view of the egyptian theory 
and saw no point in distracting the reader’s attention by elaborating on irrel-
evant geography and later history. He was therefore content with writing mini-
ethnographies containing only the origo and nomima sections, the latter one 
providing evidence for the real descent. in the case of the Jewish ethnography, 
there was also no room for a section on Jewish rulers in light of the description 
of the Jewish theocracy in the nomima section, and the statement that the Jews 
never had a king.

The absence from the excursus of the custom of circumcision is explicable 
when the purpose for introducing the Jewish nomima in the given context is con-
sidered. circumcision is mentioned in the context of the egyptian theory, where 
the Jews and colchi are described as formerly autochthonous egyptians who 
left egypt; their observance of the egyptian custom of circumcision is offered 
by the egyptians as the only evidence for their alleged egyptian descent (28. 3; 
cf. 55. 5). The excursus description of the Jews as foreigners whose customs and 
lifestyle (bios) were deliberately different from those of the egyptians prevented 
this practice from being listed among the Jewish nomima. Hecataeus carefully 
screened the ethnographical material at his disposal, utilizing only what he 
regarded as “useful” (1. 69. 2, 72. 6), namely, interesting and/or serving his goals. 
after all, neither he nor his readers regarded circumcision as peculiarly Jewish. 
Herodotus had already reported that circumcision, originating and practiced in 
egypt, had been adopted by various nations, such as the colchi, the ethiopians, 
the Phoenicians, and some syrian people (Hdt. 2. 104. 1 – 3), while aristophanes 
mocks the egyptians and Phoenicians for practicing circumcision (Av. 465 – 69). 
Hecataeus, therefore, could have omitted the practice of circumcision without 
feeling that he was thereby depriving the Greek reader of a feature that distin-
guished the Jews from all other nations.

Hecataeus had a similar reason for passing over the Jewish dietary restrictions. 
egyptian abstinence from the flesh of many types of animals, and its influence on 
egyptian exclusivity and aversion to dining with aliens, are explicitly mentioned 
by Herodotus (2. 41) and were therefore well known in the Greek world. at the 
same time, the restrictions may have been omitted by diodorus, who could be 
content with the general statement about Jewish apanthrōpia.

eGy P t i a n a n d J eW isH sou rce s oF i n For M at ion

We shall begin with the source of the origo story (paras. 1 – 2), called by diodorus 
ktisis (“the foundation story,” para. 1), the appropriate, specific Greek classifi-
cation for this sort of origo. The Jewish departure from egypt is portrayed as 
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part of the expulsion of all the foreigners. a plague had broken out in egypt, 
and the egyptian masses attributed it to the gods, who had become angered by 
the neglect of the autochthonous egyptians in matters of cultic practice. The 
masses defended themselves by blaming their neglect on the bad influence of the 
presence of foreigners in egypt, who worshipped their own gods in their own 
cults. consequently they decided that they could best return to their traditional 
customs and appease the gods by expelling all the foreigners. a minority of the 
foreigners, “the most outstanding and active,” headed by danaus and cadmus, 
landed on the coasts of Greece and neighboring lands, while the vast majority 
turned to nearby Judaea (paras. 1 – 2).

This version, designed to counter the egyptian opinion about the origin of all 
nations from egypt, is by itself nothing but a reworking of egyptian stories — 

surviving in later Hellenistic and roman literature — concerning the expulsion of 
the foreigners as punishment for the foreigners’ (especially the Jews’) disrespect 
for the egyptian gods, which brought disasters upon the country.70 in citing 
and reacting to the egyptian theories on the origin of peoples, Hecataeus men-
tions explicitly, and several times, that he used egyptian sources.71 influence of 
egyptian sources of information can also be detected in what has survived of 
Hecataeus’s account of some Jewish customs.72 in the account we have, it is the 
autochthonous egyptians, not the Jews, who neglected their cults. This change 
was made by Hecataeus not necessarily for the sake of the Jews, but for the Greek 
tribes. The xenophobic egyptian version would not have served Hecataeus’s aim 
of improving relations between the egyptian and the Greek population at the 
beginning of Macedonian rule in egypt. Whatever the case may be, such an 
account could not allow Moses a prominent role in this section, and it would 
have been out of place to narrate the marvels of Moses that Hecataeus would have 
heard from his Jewish informants. Furthermore, the addition of insults to the 
egyptians would have detracted from the idealization of the egyptian people and 
its customs, the motif running through the egyptian ethnography.

70. see lysimachus in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 305 – 6; diodorus 34/35. 1. 1 – 3; tacitus Histo-
riae 5. 3. 1; and see pp. 321 – 24 below. Willrich (1895) 48; reinach (1895) 15 n. 1; Jaeger (1938b) 144 – 45; 
Gager (1972) 28; Will and orrieux (1986) 83 and Bickerman (1988) 17 rightly claim that the informa-
tion derives from hostile egyptian sources, but they overlook the inversions and the softening of the 
material; cf. reinach (1895) 15. Gabba (1989) 627 argues that Hecataeus added the expulsion story, 
which he found in egyptian sources, to the Jewish tradition of the exodus and the Greek tradition 
about cadmus and danaus bringing egyptian culture to the Greeks.

71. explicit references to written sources (ἀναγραφαί): 1. 26. 1, 31. 7, 44. 4, 45. 1, 46. 7, 8, 69. 7, 
73. 4, 81. 4, 92. 2, 6, 96. 3, 98. 1. as for oral sources, the formulae “the egyptians say,” “they claim,” 
etc., appear many times in the egyptian ethnography and serve to indicate oral sources (although 
elsewhere such phrases often indicate written sources).

72. see p. 132 and notes 73, 122 below.
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in the more detailed and more extensive section called by diodorus nomima 
(para. 1), Moses plays a central role (paras. 3 – 8). He is described as a leader 
outstanding in his wisdom (phronēsis) and courage (andreia, para. 3). Hecataeus 
attributes to him the establishment of the Jewish settlement in Jerusalem and the 
land of Judaea, the Jewish constitution, and all types of Jewish institutions and 
customs. Moses’ activities as a founder include the following: 

 1. Guiding the Jews to a desolate land (later called Judaea), after their expul-
sion from egypt (para. 3)

 2 Founding Jerusalem and other cities (para. 3) 
 3. Building the Jewish temple and establishing the cult there (para. 3) 
 4. dividing the Jewish people into twelve tribes (para. 3) 
 5. determining the fundaments of the peculiar Jewish religion: a belief in 

one god, identified with the sky, and a cult devoid of statues and images 
(paras. 3, 4) 

 6. transmitting the laws to the Jews (the laws are considered by the Jews to be 
of divine origin, passed to them through the mediation of Moses) (para. 3) 

 7. introducing a way of life differing from that of other nations, described 
as “somewhat (or quite) removed from [the society of] men and hostile 
to strangers” — all because of the trauma and ordeal of the expulsion from 
egypt (para. 4) 

 8. entrusting the future leadership of the Jews to the priests, who were chosen 
on the strength of their qualities (not their descent) and whose duties 
included not only the sacrifice of victims but also judicial functions and 
supervision of observance of the laws (paras. 4 – 5) 

 9. determining that the priests would be headed by a High Priest, a position 
to be filled by the most gifted of the priests (in certain cases, the High Priest 
receives guidance directly from God) (paras. 5 – 6) 

 10. organizing the army, training the youth for war, and instituting special 
rules toward this end (para. 6) 

 11. leading campaigns against the neighboring peoples and distributing their 
lands equally among the Jews, with bigger lots for the priests, to enable them 
to perform their public duties (para. 7)

of Jewish laws and customs, the only ones detailed are agrarian — the prohibition 
on the permanent sale of land, and the inducement to bear many children and 
keep them alive (paras. 7 – 8). other laws and customs (as opposed to institutions) 
are mentioned by diodorus in passing, especially those concerning sacrifices, 
marriage, and burial. it is only emphasized that they differ from parallel laws of 
other peoples (paras. 3, 8).

one hardly needs to be a biblical or a classical scholar to realize that we have 
here a Greek reworking of information drawn indirectly from the Bible and from 
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Jewish life at the time of Hecataeus. Most obvious is the reflection (despite the 
substantial differences) of biblical stories from different periods: the wandering 
from egypt to the Promised land; Moses’ role as legislator, receiving the torah 
from God on Mt. sinai; the invasion of canaan, its conquest, and settlement; 
the central status of Jerusalem and the temple in Jewish life; the belief in one 
God and the prohibition against anthropomorphic images of the divine entity; 
the division of the nation into twelve tribes; the role of the priests as interpret-
ers of the torah, both overseeing its enforcement and acting as judges; 73 the 
appointment of a High Priest who counsels with God (namely, with the help 
of “innocents”); 74 the existence of mass ceremonies in which the words of the 
torah are transmitted to the people by the High Priest or someone of similar 
authority; 75 the reference to obeisance before the High Priest, which seems to be 
an inaccurate reflection of the practice of falling upon the ground and bowing 
before the lord on such occasions; 76 the prohibition against the permanent sale 
of land; 77 the command to be fruitful and multiply, and the high birth rate, as 
appears from the stories of the Patriarchs and the exodus. The text even includes 
a paraphrase of biblical verses saying that Moses received the torah from God 
(para. 6).78 to this can be added information based on Jewish life in the time 
of Hecataeus, such as the provision of greater lots for the priests (para. 7), an 
interpretation reflecting second temple reality when large estates were held by 
priestly families.79 The same also applies to the relative density of the population 
in Judaea proper in the time of Hecataeus.80 even the mistaken definition of the 
Jewish God reflects Jewish terminology of that period: Hecataeus says that the 
Jews regard heaven as “god.” He was obviously misled by the forms of address 

73. deuteronomy 17.8 – 12, 19.17, 21.5. cf. Malachi 2.7; 2 chronicles 17.8 – 9, 19.5 – 10, which reflect the 
Persian period. see also stern, GLAJJ 1: 31; Will and orrieux (1986) 85 – 86. some of the Jewish priest-
hood’s functions and rights parallel those of the egyptian priesthood as described by Hecataeus 
(diod. 1. 73. 2 – 5). Hecataeus emphasizes that in Greece there is no priestly class (5).

74. numbers 27.21; 1 samuel 28.6; ezra 2.63; nehemiah 7.65. Walton (1955) 255 and Mendels (1983) 
106 refer to Malachi 2.7. see also reinach (1895) 18 n. 1.

75. apart from the ceremony on Mt. sinai, it is worth mentioning deuteronomy 27.9 ff., 31.10 – 13; 
Joshua 8.31 – 35, 24.1 ff.; ezra 3.1 – 13, 10.9 – 17; nehemiah 8.1 – 8; 2 chronicles 29.4 ff., 34.29 ff.

76. nehemiah 8.6. cf. sirach 50.18: the kneeling of the people at the temple on the day of 
atonement.

77. see leviticus 25.25 – 34; cf. numbers 26.54; 1 Kings 21.3 – 4; and the word גורל (lot), which recurs 
in Joshua. see further Guttmann 1: 56. tcherikover (1961) 122 – 23 drew attention to nehemiah’s social 
reform.

78. leviticus 26.46, 27.34; numbers 26.13; deuteronomy 28.69, 32.44 (lXX).
79. Gager (1972) 33; stern, GLAJJ 1: 32 – 33; Mendels (1983) 106. cf. Willrich (1895) 51.
80. on overpopulation in the Judaean mountains, see stern, GLAJJ 1: 34; Bar-Kochva (1977) 169 – 

71; (1989) 56 – 58; rappaport (1986); applebaum (1986); (1989) 9 – 29; safrai (2000) 70, 78.
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for God — “heaven” and “God of heaven” — common among Jews in his time as a 
substitute for the tetragrammaton.81

Hecataeus wrote his account before the translation into Greek of the torah, 
not to mention the other books of the Bible. Ptolemy i ruled for some spells of 
time over Judaea (320 – 316, 312 b.c.e.), the last approximately a decade before the 
composition of the Aegyptiaca. The court must have been acquainted with Jewish 
life not only in egypt but also in Judaea. This knowledge could have served a 
court official like Hecataeus. However, the bulk of the information referring to 
remote periods, and detailed internal information (however adapted to Greek 
tastes it may have been), indicate personal consultation with local Jews. We may 
therefore accept the suggestion proposed by many that Hecataeus consulted Jew-
ish informants — perhaps with a priestly background — resident in egypt.82

sou rce s oF i nsPi r at ion, 
or t H e Gr e eK sl a n t on t H e i n For M at ion

as a result of the reworking of the information into a Greek mold, Hecataeus’s 
account differs significantly from that provided by his sources. it would be redun-
dant to list all the basic errors, many of which are self-evident. it will suffice to 
note that Moses did not enter the Promised land, did not found Jerusalem, and 
did not build the Jewish temple; and the mainstream biblical tradition describes 
an extremely violent conquest of canaan.

a good number of scholars in the past have noted the Greek coloring of 
the excursus, or its being an interpretatio Graeca.83 However, the principles of 
the Greek reworking of the material, as well as the many details, still have to 
be properly and fully identified. at the same time, it must be said that many 
of the parallels drawn with Greek tradition do not stand up to criticism. The 
Greek world embraced a variety of regimes, societies, customs, and traditions 
both mythological and historical, which developed over centuries, acquiring and 
discarding guise after guise. For this reason, it is not difficult to find some Greek 
counterpart to almost every clause in the excursus, while it is to be doubted 

81. rightly noted by Mélèze-Modrzejewski (1989) 6 – 7, referring to the cyrus decree, two of the 
elephantine papyri, and 1 Maccabees. Hecataeus’s misconception may also have been influenced by 
the reference to the divinity of Heaven in Herodotus’s account of the Persian religion (1. 131), which 
seems to have been the general inspiration for Hecataeus’s causal explanation for the features of 
Jewish belief (see pp. 125, 133 below).

82. suggested by Willrich (1895) 50; Jaeger (1938a) 146; (1938b) 139 – 40; Jacoby, FGrH iiia, no. 
264, p. 51; Guttmann 1: 51; nock (1959) 9; Murray (1970) 158; Gager (1972) 37; diamond (1980) 81, 87; 
Mendels (1983) 98 – 110; Will and orrieux (1986) 91 – 92 and passim; Gabba (1989) 627.

83. see, e.g., Jaeger (1938a) 140 – 43; Guttmann 1: 50 – 66; Hengel (1973) 465 – 67; diamond (1974); 
Mendels (1983).
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whether some of them really influenced its design. a sense of proportion needs to 
be employed, therefore, when tracing the influence of Greek terms and concepts 
and assessing the degree to which they played a part in the reworking of the 
information Hecataeus had at his disposal.

even more problematic is the effort of a number of scholars to find a common 
denominator for all the items in the excursus in one or another Greek tradi-
tion or doctrine. Thus some have described the excursus as a “Platonic ideal,” 84 
while others have regarded it as a “spartan model” or an “egyptian sparta.” 85 
one scholar views the excursus as a hybrid Platonic-spartan constitution,86 and 
another has even suggested profound Peripatetic influence.87 The range of pro-
posals itself speaks against the exclusivity of any one of them. in fact, each model 
could explain only a small number of the items and assessments in the excursus, 
while a large portion of the text would fall far outside that model’s embrace or 
oppose it completely. The excursus of Hecataeus was not written according to a 
uniform model, for there was no Greek theocracy. sorting out the details and 
considering them together with what has been said above about the Jewish and 
egyptian sources will enable us to understand how the excursus was composed.

The Greek coloring is the result of the following features of the excursus: (a) 
the telescoping of central events in Jewish history and their attribution to the 
“founder,” (b) the use of Greek terms and concepts, and (c) the influence of Greek 
institutions, beliefs, and values in the description of Jewish ones.

A. Telescoping of the Central Events in Jewish History and 
Their Attribution to the “Founder”

The account of Moses’ deeds telescopes the events and developments of three 
phases in israelite and Jewish traditional history: the wandering in the desert, the 
early settlement of the country, and Hecataeus’s own time.88 Hecataeus telescoped 
all his information into one generation, concentrating everything around the 
personality of Moses. in so doing, Hecataeus upheld a well-developed literary 
tradition. already in the late thirties of the twentieth century, Werner Jaeger had 
observed that Moses was portrayed as the classical figure of the founder of a Greek 
polis.89 This basic comment requires elucidation, amplification, and qualification.

84. Jaeger (1938a) 151 – 52; (1938b) 141 – 42; Guttmann 1: 73 – 79; cf. Gager (1972) 36; Hengel (1973) 
465; Bickerman (1988) 17. But see Jacoby, FGrH iiia, no. 264, p. 52; diamond (1974) 236 ff.

85. Ginsburg (1934) 117 – 22; Murray (1970) 158 – 61; Will and orrieux (1986) 86 – 88.
86. Mélèze-Modrzejewski (1989) 6.
87. diamond (1980) 82 – 92.
88. That the excursus reflects Jewish life in the Persian period was stressed by radin (1915) 92 – 95; 

tcherikover (1961) 56 – 59, 119 – 25; and particularly Mendels (1983).
89. Jaeger (1938b) 140 is content with the following comment: “This sequence is in harmony 

with the Greek scheme typical for such a historical development: first comes the emigration of the
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The excursus is clearly influenced by the foundation literature (ktisis) that was 
widespread in Greek culture following the colonization movement of the seventh 
and sixth centuries b.c.e. This literature tended to attribute to the legendary 
founder (ktistēs, oἰkistēs) of the city, settlement, or tribe the activities essential 
to the setting up of a new community, and used to regard him as responsible for 
the features and customs for which the place was later famous.90 some or all of 
the following activities were attributed to each founder: the actual initiative to 
emigrate; leading the expedition; building the city and the temple; organizing 
the cult; establishing the constitution; instituting the governmental authorities; 
setting up the army; campaigning and conquering neighboring territory, with 
the subsequent division of the lands. The sequence of undertakings attributed to 
Moses the founder follows that of foundation stories in the main. The prohibition 
against selling land and the requirement to rear children in order to increase the 
population also have their parallels in foundation stories.91

The basic design led Hecataeus to add information that had not been supplied 
by his Jewish informants but was typical of many foundation stories. The follow-
ing are just a few examples: the Jewish settlement was established in a desolate 
area (para. 2);92 the founder — Moses — prepared the younger generation for war 
by developing their stamina through exacting exercises (para. 6); after the con-

settlers, then the struggle with the people whose land they conquer, then the foundation of a city 
(πόλις), and finally the legislation. Thus if Hecataeus was told that Moses was the legislator of the 
Jews, all the other steps had to be put before this final act. He may even have corrected on his own 
account what the Jewish theologians told him, since this was the normal and natural order.” The 
editing of material according to the scheme of foundation stories has been noted by Jacoby, RE 
s.v. “Hekataios (4),” col. 2765; lebram (1974) 248 – 50; stern, GLAJJ 1: 21; Gabba (1989) 627 – 28; Bar-
Kochva (1996d) 26; cf. reinach (1895) 16 n. 1. Mendels (1983) 101 – 7, while accepting the influence of 
foundation stories, regards the order and attribution of all the activities to Moses as originating in 
trends and developments in the Persian period, and in its unique view of earlier Jewish history. For 
an interesting comparison between colonization stories in the book of Joshua and Greek foundation 
stories, see Weinfeld (1987).

90. on this trend in foundation literature in general, see schmid (1947) 178 – 80; Virgilio (1972); 
Graham (1962) 25 – 39, 151 – 52; leschhorn (1984) 85 ff., 106 ff.; dougherty (1993) 22. For an earlier 
parallel, see Odyssey 6. 7 – 10.

91. on the equal distribution of lands, and literary tradition concerning their inalienability in 
Greek colonies, see Graham (1962) 151 – 52; asheri (1966) 5 – 24, 108 – 21. cf., for rome, dionysius of 
Halicarnassus 2. 7. 4. The most detailed literary reference to the demand to rear children: 2. 15. 1 – 3.

92. see, e.g., dougherty (1993) 4. The attempts by several biblical scholars to find in Hecataeus 
support for their view that the settlement of the israelites in canaan was — at least in part — peaceful 
and directed toward the empty territories are fundamentally flawed. Hecataeus did not conduct 
research in biblical criticism and archaeology before writing his account. For such an attempt, see, 
e.g., Weinfeld (1993) 209 n. 53; cf. the counterarguments of stern: GLAJJ 1: 29 – 30. it is worth adding 
to the sources mentioned by stern Odyssey 9. 116 – 24; Plato Laws 704b. diamond (1976) 246 – 49 gives 
another explanation for the source of this statement.
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quest of lands beyond the original settlement, Moses divided the plots among the 
settlers (para. 7).

Hecataeus even attributed to Moses the invention of the Jewish religion (paras. 
3, 4), although no Greek founder ever invented a new religion, remaining faithful to 
the gods and cult of the metropolis, the mother city. The unusual religion, however, 
was one of the most prominent features of Jews mentioned by him, and Hecataeus 
would have been led, by the format he had chosen, to attribute it to the founder.

There is a clear lacuna in the telescoped chain of historical events, namely, 
the kings of the biblical period. Hecataeus even states explicitly that since the 
executive powers were invested in the priests, the Jews never had any need for a 
king (para. 5). Had Hecataeus heard such a thing from his Jewish informants? it 
has been suggested that Hecataeus’s informants were egyptian Jews opposed to 
the renewal of kingship in Judaea, and for this reason they covered up its previous 
existence.93 i have my doubts, especially since there are no real traces of Jewish 
opposition to kingship either in the Persian period or in the time of Hecataeus, in 
Judaea or in the diaspora, nor was there any reason for it. Quite the contrary: the 
prophets, including second temple prophets, clearly pine for the House of david, 
a sentiment shared by other books of the Persian period.94 This said, it is not 
known what undercurrents of thought circulated through egyptian Jewry, par-
ticularly during the period in which the egyptian priesthood was adopting and 
propagating new concepts about the authority and personality of the ideal ruler,95 
and at the same time that the Hellenistic world was seesawing between the two 
traditions of the Greek polis and Macedonian kingship. The possibility cannot 
therefore be ruled out that certain egyptian Jews, perhaps of priestly origin, who 
regarded the First temple monarchy as the source of all the evils visited upon 
the Jewish people, provided Hecataeus with this piece of mistaken information.

There exists another possibility: the sentence as a whole is actually formulated 
in a way similar to the causal sentences of the excursus, the statement about 
the absence of kinship among the Jews being in fact the result of the role of the 
high priest, previously described in much detail. Here, however, the prepositions 
indicate that the cause is a historical fact, while the result is the author’s own con-
clusion.96 The statement as a whole should therefore be regarded as Hecataeus’s 
own interpretation, and not a summary of what was told him by his Jewish infor-

93. see Mendels (1983) 100 – 101.
94. see liver (1959) 1109 – 10; Japhet (1977) 334 – 412. cf. the doubts of Gruen (1998) 54 n. 46. 

Willrich (1895) 50 (cf. reinach [1895] 19 n. 3) notes the similarity to the description of the Jewish 
theocracy in Josephus Contra Apionem 2. 184, 187, but Josephus’s account does not reflect the Persian 
period.

95. see note 20 above.
96. see para. 3: διὰ τό; para. 4: διὰ τό and διὰ γάρ; para. 8: καὶ δι’, as against para. 5: διὸ καί.
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mants. yet how did Hecataeus arrive at the conclusion that the Jews never had a 
king? i would suggest that the omission is due to the writing scheme Hecataeus 
devised from the outset, together with his method of collecting information: 
when he gathered data from the Jewish informants — a miniscule fraction of the 
vast research effort that preceded the composition of the egyptian ethnography — 

he concentrated only on collecting material pertinent to the origo and nomima 
sections, the only sections that would appear in the mini-excursus. Hecataeus, 
then, would not have asked his informers about the kings, nor, even if told about 
them, would he have noted it down. When editing the collected information and 
writing the final version — possibly after quite some time — things he may have 
heard incidentally about the Jewish kings would have been forgotten amidst the 
myriad of other details he had acquired for his egyptian ethnography. He was 
thus in a position to link the facts at his disposal concerning the position of High 
Priests both Mosaic and of his own time and the Persian period, and deduce 
that the Jews never needed any kings, since they had always had priests with 
executive powers to lead the people. Hecataeus may have inclined to this conclu-
sion because of his general aim to demonstrate the great difference between the 
practices and lifestyles of the Jews and the egyptians.

The vast amount of information collected for the Aegyptiaca as a whole, and 
the length of time between the collection of material and the actual writing 
of the excursus, might explain the absence of any reference to the sabbath, a 
Jewish custom that more than almost any other could have helped Hecataeus 
to emphasize Jewish exclusivity. even assuming some mishap in the registering 
or preservation of the information by Hecataeus, however, the omission of any 
reference to the sabbath by the author could have occurred only at a time when 
Greeks were still not fully aware of the strangeness of the Jewish day of rest. The 
Hecataean ethnography was published around 305 – 302 b.c.e., before Ptolemy i’s 
capture of Jerusalem on the sabbath and his expulsion of many of its residents to 
egypt (Joseph. AJ 12. 6 – 8; Ap. 1. 205 – 11). it was only after this expulsion that the 
Jewish community in alexandria and the egyptian chōra became a distinctive 
factor in everyday egyptian life, and Jewish recruitment into the Ptolemaic army 
began probably after that. no author of the caliber of Hecataeus would after all 
that have forgotten to mention the sabbath in a Jewish ethnography. it is still 
possible, however, as noted above with regard to the Jewish dietary laws, that the 
omission of the sabbath was due to diodorus. Whatever the case may be, as a 
result of the absence of the sabbath, Jewish exclusivity is exemplified only by the 
customs of sacrifice, marriage, and burial (paras. 3.4, 8); and here it is certainly 
diodorus who omitted the details.97

97. to anticipate some alternative suggestions, it is worth pointing out that although the con-
densing of the events is strongly influenced by the genre of foundation stories, the Jewish excursus
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B. The Use of Greek Terms and Concepts 
Hecataean coloring is evident in the casual use of Greek terminology and even 
data pertaining to personalities, institutions, and the Jewish way of life. The 
word apoikia, for example, is used to denote the settlement in Judaea (para. 3). 
it meant literally “a settlement away from home,” usually signifying a volunteer, 
organized settlement, but it was also occasionally applied to exiles.98 over time, 
the word came to mean simply “a settlement,” without reference to a preexisting 
metropolis (e.g., dion. Hal. Ant. rom. 2. 2. 4). The expulsion of the Jews from 
egypt is described as xenēlasia (para. 4), a term usually denoting specifically 
the spartan practice of expelling foreigners.99 The Jewish torah is called simply 
politeia (para. 3) — literally, “the constitution of the polis” — apparently for want 
of a suitable term denoting a divine constitution (nomoi would have been more 
fitting; theokratia first appears in Josephus’s Contra Apionem [2. 165]). The Jewish 
settlements founded by Moses are called simply poleis (para. 3), “independent 
city-states,” and there are many other Greek terms far from Jewish tradition and 
reality.

C. The Influence of Greek Institutions, Beliefs, and Values
Beyond the casual use of Greek terminology, Greek elements of government are 
included in the characterization of Moses and among the institutions established 
by him. Moses is presented as a man who excelled in the virtues of phronēsis 
 (prudence) and andreia (courage). There is no mention here of his moral and reli-
gious qualities. one might have expected him to be called, for instance, eusebēs, 
a pious respecter of the god, but he is not.100 The qualities ascribed to him are 
only those required and typical of a Greek founder-leader-legislator. The priests 
draw their authority not from noble descent but from those personal qualities 
that make them fit for public service. Hecataeus calls them “the men of most 

as a whole is not of this genre. The second part of diodorus’s introduction, which may well reflect the 
presentation of the elements of the excursus by Hecataeus himself, states that he is about to narrate 
the ktisis and the nomima. These are the first — and primary — sections of the ethnographic genre. 
The excursus also refers explicitly to the customs of later Judaism (paras. 5, 6, 8), something referred 
to only implicitly or in concealed fashion in foundation stories. it is also worth noting that unlike 
the case in foundation stories, Moses is described not as leading the Jews out of egypt, but only as 
founding the settlement in the new land.

98. in sinope and Barca, see Graham (1982) 143; in elea, see schmid (1947) 171.
99. noted by Ginsburg (1934); Guttmann 1: 108 – 11; Murray (1970) 158 – 59.
100. noted by Bidez and cumont (1938) 1: 241; Jacoby, FGrH iiia, no. 264, pp. 51 – 52; diamond 

(1974) 228 – 29; (1980) 83 – 84.
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refinement (most civilized?) and the most able” (para. 4: τοὺς χαριεστάτους καὶ 
μάλιστα δυνησομένους),101 which reflects the ideal of the aristocratic state, where 
the good are those with superior abilities (e.g., arist. Pol. 1279a34, 1293b1 – 6, 
1294a9) and are not necessarily the wealthy. The High Priest is superior to the 
other priests in his prudence (phronēsis) and his excellence (aretē). at this point, 
Hecataeus is not drawing on philosophical terminology, where phronēsis and 
aretē would hardly be treated as two discrete entities, but is adopting a more 
popular usage of the terms. These are characteristics the average Greek would 
expect a leader to have. There is no trace of the biblical tradition according to 
which the priests and the High Priest were appointed by Moses by virtue of their 
family descent, their outstanding religious devotion, and their unreserved belief 
in the one God, when put to the test. The requirement of the young “to practice 
both bravery and steadfastness . . . the endurance of every hardship” (para. 6) 
is typical of the Greek paideia.102 The mistaken notion that the Jews regarded 
heaven as god, originating in a misunderstanding of the common contemporary 
Jewish usage of “heaven” and “God of heaven,” 103 may have been inspired by 
Herodotus’s causal explanation of the Persian religion and cult: he says that the 
Persians call “the whole circle of heaven” Zeus (1. 131).104

t H e a PPl icat ion oF l i t er a ry Fe at u r e s  
a n d a i Ms Pecu l i a r to H ecata eus

Hecataeus’s innovations in ethnographic writing are prominently displayed in 
the Jewish excursus, and these too contributed to the departure of his account 
from the information he had obtained from his Jewish informants. i shall con-
sider here the two most important innovations: causal explanations and messages 
for society.

A. Causal Explanations
The excursus abounds in causal links and explanations, some inspired by Greek 
tradition and thought, some the product of Hecataeus’s inventiveness. The Jews 
settled in their land because it was desolate (3. 2). Jewish exclusivity and hatred 
of foreigners are explained as a reaction to the unpleasant experiences suf-

101. cf. aristotle Nicomachean Ethics 1095a18 – 19, b22; Politica 1267a40, 1297b9, 1320b7 (see 
diamond [1980] 94; Feldman [1993] 235).

102. noted by Jaeger (1938a) 152; see, e.g., Plato Laws 704b-c. stern, GLAJJ 1: 32, referring to 
Polybius 6. 48. 3 ff., sees here a spartan feature.

103. see note 81 above. For the reference of Herodotus, see p. 133 below.
104. see further below on the avoidance of anthropomorphism; cf. pp. 159 – 60 below.
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fered by the Jews after their expulsion from egypt (para. 3.3); the same applies 
to Jewish sacrificial practices, and most probably marriage and funeral rites 
(paras. 3.4, 8). The Jewish prohibition against worshipping idols and images is 
explained by the Jewish belief that God is not anthropomorphic (para. 3.4); this 
idea is mistaken, at least for the time of Hecataeus,105 but it is a logical conclu-
sion inspired by the explanation given by Herodotus (1. 131) for why statues of 
the divinity are not made by the Persians.106 The Jews believe in Heaven as the 
“god and master of all,” since it “encloses” the earth on all sides (para. 3. 4). 
Hecataeus explains the division into twelve tribes by noting that twelve is the 
most perfect number and agrees with the number of months in a year (para. 
3. 3); this explanation has no parallels in early Jewish tradition, but it echoes 
remarks made about the number twelve in Plato’s Laws (745b-d).107 The Jewish 
priests receive greater lots to provide them with enough leisure to perform their 
public duties (para. 7),108 while according to the Bible the israelite priests were 
not allotted lands. The detailing in Greek dress of the qualities of Moses, the 
High Priest, and the priests (paras. 3 – 5) is in fact a causal explanation for their 
status. There are traces of additional causal explanations, which were either 
abbreviated by diodorus or only implied in Hecataeus’s account. causal expla-
nations were also given for Jewish laws and customs relating to landownership 
and child-rearing.

105. Biblical texts and second temple literature of most types are replete with anthropomorphic 
descriptions of the divinity. only Jewish Hellenistic allegorical literature and its forerunners escape 
this tendency. despite all attempts to interpret the texts as metaphorical, or as opposing anthropo-
morphism, it is impossible to explain away so many varied references. indeed, in the last genera-
tion, archaeological evidence has been unearthed proving the existence of anthropomorphism with 
regard to the israelite god among the inhabitants both of samaria and of the southern kingdom. it 
will suffice to refer the reader to just a few bibliographical items. For the biblical and postbiblical 
period: Kaufmann (1960) 1: 226 – 44; for the literature of the sages: lorberbaum (2000) 3 – 54; (2004) 
62 – 104. For recent archaeological evidence: Meshel (1978); olyan (1988) 22 ff.; dietrich and loretz 
(1992) 94 ff. The absence of images in Judaea in the Persian period (see e. stern [1999] 245 – 55) testifies 
to strict observation of the prohibition against pictures and idols, but not necessarily to a change in 
the old anthropomorphic perception.

106. suggested by Gager (1972) 31. cf. Hecataeus (διὰ τὸ μὴ νομίζειν ἀνθρωπόμορφον εἶναι τὸν 
θεόν) with Herodotus (ὡς μὲν ἐμοὶ δοκέειν ὅτι οὐκ ἀνθρωποφυέας ἐνόμισαν τοὺς θεούς). Herodotus 
himself indicates that the causal explanation is his own. Hecataeus found it ready made. on 
Hecataeus’s “dialogue” with Herodotus’s Histories, see Murray (1970); cf. p. 96 and note 22 above.

107. see in detail Guttmann 1: 53 – 54; more references in stern, GLAJJ 1: 30; diamond (1974) 
81 – 83.

108. cf. aristotle Politica 1269a35, 1273a34; for egyptian influence, see diodorus 1. 72. 2 – 3. cf. 
also euhemerus’s utopian treatise on the Panchaeans, where the priests are given, for the same 
reason, a double share of the produce (diod. 5. 45. 5).
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B. Messages for the Hellenistic Society 
of Hecataeus’s Time

Hecataeus seems to have developed information he had acquired concerning the 
high Jewish birthrate and the prohibition in the torah against the sale of land in 
perpetuity. according to Hecataeus, Moses made sure that the division of land 
was equal, and he prohibited the sale of land in order to prevent a concentration 
of land in the hands of a few, which eventually would have led to the oppres-
sion of the poor and the subsequent scarcity of manpower (para. 3.7). This is 
followed by the statement that Moses demanded from the Jews a high birthrate, 
and that they should raise all their children, a requirement made economically 
possible by the private ownership of land sufficient for each farmer (para. 3. 
8). The passage as it is formulated sounds somewhat incoherent and confused, 
but this may be the result of unintelligent cutting or reformulation on the part 
of diodorus. it becomes more comprehensible when considered alongside the 
detailed parallel in the egyptian ethnography, where Hecataeus explains how 
the ancient egyptian kings secured a continuous and stable supply of qualified 
and loyal manpower for their armies (diod. 1. 73. 7 – 9): ownership of lands by the 
warrior class (machimoi), besides ensuring their loyalty and fighting spirit, was 
meant first and foremost to enable high birthrates (cf. 80. 5 – 6 on the low cost 
of child maintenance) and to encourage members of the warrior class to send 
their offspring willingly to the army, being highly motivated both to defend their 
country and to add to its territory. The final demand that Hecataeus attributes to 
Moses, to raise the children, is a veiled criticism of the Greek custom of killing 
“superfluous” children (ekthesis), widespread because of the scarcity of resources 
in mainland Greece of the classical age.109 to drive the point home, Hecataeus 
praises the Jews for being a populous nation (para. 3. 8). The egyptians receive 
praise for the same reason (1. 80. 6).

Hecataeus’s explanation for the agrarian laws and child-rearing both of the 
pharaohs and of the Jews seems to be inspired by Greek foundation literature, 
alleged spartan practices, and especially social theories found scattered through-
out philosophical literature.110 all these were adapted so as to convey a message 
to the Ptolemaic authorities and the Greek-Macedonian population in egypt. 
The settlers of “european” extraction suffered from a serious shortage of man-
power and were a small minority in the midst of the native egyptian population, 
which was in part hostile. Hecataeus was outlining a plan of action designed 
to reduce as far as possible the demographic gap, and to ensure a continuous 

109. see stern, GLAJJ 1: 33; Kraemaer (1993) 108. on this practice, see Patterson (1985).
110. see references in Guttmann 1: 56 – 57; Gager (1972) 34; stern, GLAJJ 1: 33; diamond (1974) 

105 – 8; (1980) 88 – 90. see also note 102 above.
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supply of efficient manpower ready to fight, if need be, against the egyptian 
population and the nomads of the west and south, as well as against the rival 
Macedonian powers. indeed, the lesson with regard to child-rearing seems to 
have been learned, at least in part. There are indications that over time efforts 
were made in the Ptolemaic kingdom to improve the demographic balance by 
increasing the birthrate and investing in child welfare. This trend is noticeable in 
Ptolemaic egypt, for instance, in the relatively frequent appearance of images of 
children in the plastic arts (as children, not miniature adults, as was the case in 
classical Greek sculpture). as for the agrarian regulations, the Ptolemaic military 
settlement may be regarded as the (unsuccessful or partial) realization of such 
plans. Hecataeus seems to have been motivated by the topical significance of 
the above messages to ignore for a short while the main aim of the excursus, the 
refutation of the egyptian theory regarding the origin of the Jews by emphasizing 
the difference between the customs and traditions of the Jews and the egyptians.

• • •

Having traced the sources and analyzed characteristics of the various elements 
of the excursus, let us try to picture the process by which the nomima section was 
constructed. in line with the purpose of the excursus and the context in which 
it was to be inserted, at the stage of collecting material Hecataeus was looking 
for information for the origo and nomima alone. He was especially interested 
in data about the real connection between the Jews and the egyptians. For 
this he used oral sources, both Jewish and egyptian. after sorting through the 
material, he placed Moses at the center of this section, making him responsible 
for all the important initiatives and activities pertaining to the beginning and 
the development of the Jewish people, as well as for the characteristic features 
of the Jewish people. yet in the origo section the role of Moses was omitted for 
reasons connected with the special portrayal of the expulsion and its extent. 
The accumulated data for the nomima section were arranged according to the 
usual sequence of the genre of Greek foundation stories, Jewish concepts were 
reformulated in Greek terms, and the information as a whole given Greek color-
ing and adapted to the new way of writing ethnographies, causal explanations 
being appended to items of information. since the excursus was after all based 
on information pertaining to the Jews, the Greek features integrated in it do 
not represent a single, uniform Greek political or philosophical system but are 
eclectic. in addition, particular Jewish laws and practices relating to agrarian 
ownership and birth were applied and adapted to serve as a message to the 
contemporary Greek reader. This technique in one variation or another is not 
essentially different from that used in the construction of any other excursus or 
ethnographic account of a people, oriental or otherwise, by Hecataeus or Greek 
writers who followed in his footsteps.
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t H e at t i t u de oF H ecata eus 
toWa r d Mose s a n d t H e J eWs

The discussion above allows us to assess Hecataeus’s attitude toward the character 
and practices of the Jewish people. scholars, with a number of exceptions, have 
tended to regard the excursus as a conscious idealization of Judaism and a model 
for imitation. some have even gone so far as to portray the excursus as “enthusi-
astic” and “most favourable,” and the attitude toward Moses as “admiration.” 111 
The historical explanation for this has been that in the time of Hecataeus there 
were as yet no confrontations between Jews and Greeks, and the Greeks were still 
inclined to wonder at the newly revealed eastern cultures. it would, however, be 
nearer the truth to regard Hecataeus as an author who strives to be, or at least to 
appear to be, unbiased, objective, and balanced. The excursus was intended at the 
outset to refute the sweeping theory of the egyptians that all nations originated 
in egypt. Hecataeus’s argument with this required him also to elaborate on the 
descent and practices of the Jews. He found it especially appropriate to do so 
because he was naturally interested in this minority community living in egypt. 
For him, the Jews were no less worthy of attention than other oriental peoples 
encountered by Greeks after the conquests of alexander, which were described in 
detail by him and his contemporaries. Their religion and system of government 
aroused curiosity, and there were also a few Jewish laws that could be usefully 
adopted by contemporary Greeks and Macedonians in egypt: the agrarian laws 
and those relating to the birthrate and rearing of children, all essential for the 
maintenance of an effective army and for the survival of the Greek settlement in 
egypt.

yet the Jews also had some less savory characteristics. Hecataeus does not 
overlook them. everyday Jewish customs (τὰς κατὰ τὸν βίον ἀγωγάς, para. 4) 
differ from those of every other people. Hecataeus cites as examples sacrificial, 
marriage, and burial customs, all of which — so he says — differ entirely from 
those of other peoples. diodorus may well have omitted other examples offered 
by Hecataeus. The author goes on to explain that Moses introduced a way of life 
(bios) that is characterized as “somewhat (= quite?) removed from [the society 
of] men and [somewhat?] hostile to strangers” (ἀπάνθρωπόν τινα καὶ μισόξενον, 

111. Willrich (1895) 50 – 51; (1900) 59, 89; Jaeger (1938a) 149, 151 – 53; (1938b) 140 – 43; Walton (1955) 
255 – 57; isaac (1956) 59; Guttmann 1: 53 – 68; schalit (1969) 747 – 48; Gager (1972) 33 – 37; Murray (1970) 
149, 158 – 59; (1973) 167 ff.; Hengel (1973) 564 ff.; stern, GLAJJ 1: 21, 30; (1976) 1109; diamond (1980) 85 – 86; 
Will and orrieux (1986) 87 – 92; Bickerman (1988) 17 – 18; Gabba (1989) 628 – 29; Mélèze-Modrzejewski 
(1989) 12 – 13; liebes (2001/2) 258 – 60; Kasher (2003) 62; schwartz (2003) 192. in contrast to these 
views, see Jacoby, FGrH iiia, no. 264, pp. 48 ff.: “es ist ganz deutlich, dass er (Hekataios) das jüdische 
wesen nicht als vorbildlich, sondern nur als fremdartig empfunden hat”; cf. tcherikover (1961) 367; 
sevenster (1975) 189; conzelmann (1981) 58; and esp. schäfer (1997a) 16 – 17.
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para. 4). it should be emphasized that the evaluation as it stands refers to the 
Jewish way of life in its entirety.

Both concepts — separateness from men and hostility toward strangers — are 
opposed to mainstream Greek thought and tradition. Misoxenia, hostility toward 
strangers, attributed especially to the egyptians and the spartans ever since 
the classical period, and deplored in the case of the egyptians by all authors 
referring to it, in the case of the spartans by most of them, needs little elabora-
tion.112 it was later imputed to the Jews and singled out by many pagan authors 
as their most annoying defect. Hecataeus himself indicates his negative attitude 
toward hatred of strangers elsewhere in the Aegyptiaca (diod. 1. 67. 8 – 11; cf. 69. 
4), praising hospitality toward Greeks, as he also does in his utopian exercise 
On the Hyperboreans (diod. 2. 47. 4 – 5). as for apanthrōpia, separateness from 
men, it not only stands in contrast with what is said by most Greek philosophers, 
especially the Peripatetics, concerning the nature of man and the proper order 
of state and society, but it is also often portrayed in comedy, biography, and 
historiography as the stage before degeneration into misanthropy, the hatred of 
men — and sometimes these two terms are used interchangeably.113

i would advise against sweeping Hecataeus’s evaluation under the carpet on 
the strength of the appended causal explanation (“as a result of their expul-
sion”), as quite a few scholars have done.114 it has already been noted that Greek 
and roman authors used to explain various personalities’ misanthropy as the 
result of disappointments and travails that beset them.115 The causal reasoning 
does not legitimize hatred of strangers and apanthrōpia. Hecataeus used such 
explanations to mold the ethnographic material and provide it with a scientific 
veneer. Thus, for example, he explains the ancient egyptian custom of sacrificing 
redheaded humans as a sort of revenge on typhon (or an imitation of the pun-

112. see, e.g., the references and comment by lewy (1960) 148 n. 146; sevenster (1975) 89 – 144; 
Berthelot (1999) 192 – 93.

113. examples abound at least from the beginning of the Hellenistic period. it will suffice here 
to look briefly at the comedy Dyskolos by Menander, a contemporary of Hecataeus. in the open-
ing speech, Knemon, the hero, is presented emphatically as apanthrōpos (line 6 — ἀπάνθρωπός τις 
ἄνθρωπος). in the course of the play he is seen to be a misanthrope in every respect. in line 32 he 
is even described explicitly as μισῶν ἐφεξῆς πάντας (“forever hating everyone”). in lines 156 – 59 he 
declares that he would be happy were he able to turn everyone into stone. in lines 442 – 53 he curses 
the worshippers in the temple of Pan, accuses them of deceiving the gods, and wishes them to perish. 
and so on. on misanthropy attributed to the Jews and others, see the sources and comment in stern, 
GLAJJ 2: 93; Feldman (1993) 125 – 31; schäfer (1997a) 173 – 79.

114. Meyer (1921 – 23) 2: 30; Jacoby, FGrH iiia, no. 264, p. 49; Gager (1972) 35; in effect, also stern, 
GLAJJ 1: 30; diamond (1980) 85 – 86; Will and orrieux (1986) 93; Gabba (1989) 629; schwartz (2003) 
192; Kasher (2003) 77.

115. see lewy (1960) 148 n. 146, who mentions Plato Respublica 620b; cicero Tusculanae disputa-
tiones 4. 27; Pliny Natural History 7. 80; Plutarch Antonius 69; Kern (1922) fr. 115, p. 34.
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ishment inflicted by isis on the murderer of her husband, diod. 1. 88. 4 – 5). does 
this mean that Hecataeus approves of human sacrifice? Moreover, it is implied by 
evidently anti-Jewish authors that the Jewish hatred of strangers resulted from 
the trauma of their expulsion from egypt; 116 are the versions of these authors as 
well to be regarded as sympathetic or apologetic? a broken home might explain a 
youth’s decline into crime, but the explanation does not legitimize such behavior 
or turn the deed into something positive.

it has also been argued that the enclitic pronoun tis, qualifying the adjectives of 
censure, apanthrōpon and misoxenon, tones down the criticism.117 linguistically, 
this is true in many cases; but the qualifier is also often used in an opposite sense, 
as an understatement reinforcing the terms it qualifies.118 Furthermore, tis does 
not necessarily refer also to misoxenon; if so, the characteristic, standing alone 
and unqualified, is presented extremely negatively and without any softening. 
an examination of the context cannot decide among the various possibilities. 
one can only be sure that the original Hecataean meaning, if not wording, has 
been transmitted by diodorus.119 Be this as it may, the statement was certainly 
not intended to be understood as praise. an admirer of Moses wishing to present 
his deeds as worthy of imitation would not have described the Jewish way of life 
instigated by Moses as tainted with misanthropy and apanthrōpia, whether to a 
larger or lesser extent; and misanthropy is hardly praiseworthy, even if accompa-
nied by only a certain amount of apanthrōpia.120

116. lysimachus in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 303; diodorus 34/35. 1. 15 (reflecting anti-Jewish 
views of seleucid court historians). The causal connection appears from the sequence. a nuance of 
this reasoning is indicated by tacitus (Hist. 5. 3. 1): Moysen unum exulum monuisse ne quam deorum 
nominumve opem exspectarent utrisque deserti (“Moses, an exile, exhorted them not to expect any 
help from gods or men, having been abandoned by both”). cf. the curious explanation of Pompeius 
trogus (who was not hostile to the Jews) in Justin 36. 1. 15. in this case, the connection is explicitly 
stated.

117. e.g., Gager (1972) 35; schwartz (2003) 192 et al.
118. see, e.g., smyth (1956) 310, para. 1268, and examples there. it is also worth adding an exam-

ple from diodorus (5. 39. 1): “We shall now turn to the ligyes. These occupy land [which is] rough 
and entirely wretched. Because of toils and the continuous ill effects of hard work they have a quite 
laborious and unfortunate life (ἐπίπονόν τινα βίον καὶ ἀτυχῆ ζῶσι).”

119. This in view of the much harsher anti-Jewish accusations and their wording elsewhere in 
diodorus (34/35. 2. 1 – 4).

120. The desire to regard Hecataeus’s account as an idealization and a model for imitation has 
led scholars to extremes, as may be seen in the case of Guttmann’s comment on the sentence under 
discussion: “all the paragraphs in the description of Hecataeus testify to the idealizing treatment 
of all the details of the regime of life in israel, of the constitution of the People of israel, and even of 
the customs which in his opinion distanced the People of israel from other peoples, and hence his 
account . . . was not intended to rebuke the People of israel but to explain the factors preserving the 
religious and social regime of the people in its purity for many generations” (1: 63); similarly, Kasher 
(2003) 192 and liebes (2002) 260. Where, however, does Hecataeus say anything about the connec-
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The implied criticism of Jewish customs and the Jewish way of life contrast 
markedly with Hecataeus’s determination to justify or explain away every deplor-
able or strange aspect of egyptian life. His exaggerated recurring rationalization 
of the egyptian animal cult is just one example. He also took pains to expunge 
from the egyptians unfavorable characteristics attributed to them by Herodotus. 
Thus, for instance, the notorious egyptian rejection of strangers is removed to the 
distant past and said to have been completely reversed by King Psammetichus (1. 
67. 8 – 9), and the powerful absolute egyptian monarchy is described as restrained, 
almost constitutional (1. 70 ff.), which is far from the historical truth. More-
over, Hecataeus claims that not a few of the egyptian customs had long been 
“admired” by the Greeks (diod. 1. 69. 2), and the greatest Greek statesmen, poets, 
and philosophers came to egypt to study the egyptian laws and way of life with 
a view to utilizing them. Hecataeus emphasized in various ways throughout his 
work the profound contribution of the egyptians to human culture (e.g., diod. 
1. 69. 1 – 7). He did not invent all these, but this is how Hecataeus idealizes his 
subjects when he wants to.

The negative reference to the Jewish bios was not necessarily entirely inspired 
by hostile egyptian rumors; it may reflect Hecataeus’s own impressions formed 
by some personal acquaintance with Jews.121 at the same time, it may well be 
that part of the information on Jewish sacrifice, marriage, and burial customs, 
emphasizing the negative aspect of Jewish life, was based on egyptian sources. in 
the absence of any detailed account of these customs, one can only guess at their 
contents and aims.122

some scholars, emphasizing the description of the Jewish religion in Hecataeus 

tion between Jewish separateness and preserving the “religious and social regime of the people in 
its purity”? This reason was actually given in the Jewish ethnography of Posidonius (strabo 16. 2. 
35; and see chapter 11 below), but not in Hecataeus. Hecataeus is generous with his explanations for 
every custom, and Jewish separateness is explained by him as the result of the trauma incurred on 
the departure from egypt. and would preserving the “religious and social regime of the people 
in its purity” require hatred of strangers? it would have sufficed to adopt amixia, nonmixing with 
foreigners (e.g., Jos. AJ 13. 247; see p. 432 below on the Posidonian source). Kasher even tries to find 
support for his view in Josephus’s praise for the separateness of the spartans (Ap. 2. 257 – 61); but what 
connection is there between the Josephan forced defense against the charge of Jewish misanthropy 
and an account by an early Hellenistic author such as Hecataeus who reflected Hellenic sentiment 
in his negative view of the spartan attitude toward foreigners (as may be seen, for example, in the 
unflattering use of the spartan term xenēlasia in connection with the egyptian kings preceding 
Psammetichus [diod. 1. 69])?

121. suggested by sevenster (1975) 189; Gabba (1989) 629; schäfer (1997a) 16.
122. see, on Jewish sacrifice practices, pp. 24 – 34 above. in this context it is noteworthy that, con-

trary to modern scholars, Photius, who preserved the Hecataean Jewish excursus for us, deplored 
the account of diodorus-Hecataeus as a tissue of lies about the Jews. Was he referring to the tele-
scoping of events or to the attribution of negative characteristics and customs, or to both?
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(4. 3), see in it a central element in the idealization of the Jewish people.123 it is, 
however, no more than mere wishful thinking on the part of readers who regard 
the features described as ideal. Hecataeus was far from monotheistic in his out-
look, explicitly praising worship of idols, and even justifying egyptian animal 
cults.124 For his version of the Jewish faith and cult, Hecataeus drew on Jewish 
informants and just added a causal explanation. There is a striking resemblance, 
even verbally, with the Herodotean account of the Persian religion (Hdt. 1. 131. 
1 – 2):

i know that the Persians have such customs: it is not in their custom to erect 
statues, temples, and altars, and attribute folly to those who do because, as it seems 
to me, they, unlike the Greeks, do not regard the gods as having human nature. (2) 
They go up to the tops of mountains and make sacrifices to Zeus, calling Zeus the 
whole circle of heaven.

The causal explanation used by Herodotus reappears in Hecataeus. did Herodo-
tus also intend to present the Persian faith and cult to the Greeks as an ideal and 
model for imitation? did Herodotus also think that the gods were not anthropo-
morphic? one does not have to identify with one’s theological explanation for a 
custom. Furthermore, in his blunt excursus on the Jewish people, tacitus makes 
similar statements about the cult and faith of the Jews (Hist. 5. 5. 4):

The Jews with their intellect alone understand that there is one divine power; and 
that wicked are any who make images of the god out of perishable materials and 
in the form of men; that [divine power] is the highest and eternal, it cannot be 
imitated and will not perish. Therefore they set up no statues in their cities, let 
alone in their temples; not for kings this worship, not for the caesars [this] honor.

are we to infer that tacitus admired the beliefs of the Jews? did he intend to 
justify the Jews’ refusal to participate in the emperor cult?

What about the Jewish form of government? Was it the ideal form of gov-
ernment aimed at by Hecataeus? The Jewish regime is actually described by 
Hecataeus as a theocracy, and he stresses that the Jews never had a king (para. 
5). yet Hecataeus earned his keep at the court of Ptolemy i. His account of the 
pharaonic kingship (diod. 1. 70 – 75) is an idealization meant to set a precedent 
and example for the new Macedonian kingdom of egypt to imitate. are we to see 

123. see, e.g., Guttmann 1: 58 – 62; liebes (2001/2) 259 – 60. on the other hand, schäfer (1997a) 
17 went so far as to suggest that Hecataeus has a negative view of Jewish religion, since he sets the 
description in the context of the Jewish “misanthropic” customs. However, the reference to these 
customs and their negative characterization, as well as the accompanying explanation concerning 
the ordeal of the expulsion from egypt, appear only afterward and separately from the account of 
Jewish religion.

124. see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 98 – 99; (2000/1) 344 – 46.
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in the Jewish theocracy a model for Ptolemy and his Greco-Macedonian settlers 
to follow, with hints in the direction of abolishing the monarchy?

The Jewish account by Hecataeus should be seen in its proper place and per-
spective. despite the Greek “coloring” and adaptation, there is no need for us to 
get carried away by notions of conscious idealization in every detail and in the 
description as a whole. Hecataeus was doing little more than making the infor-
mation he had at his disposal palatable to a Greek readership (perhaps even to 
himself), and this also included tailoring it to the strictures of the ethnographic 
genre, made more rigorous by himself in his own writing. Thus the explanation 
for the division of the Jewish people into twelve tribes on the grounds that twelve 
is the perfect number was not intended to make the Jewish people appear perfect 
or better than they were (nor does it make it so), but was simply more comprehen-
sible to a Greek; and the characteristics attributed to Moses the “founder,” and 
to the priestly leaders and judges, are no more than what might be expected of a 
Greek author relating an old, unbiased foundation story. The Jewish excursus was 
not the only ethnography to be given the Greek touch by Greek ethnographers, 
and only a few of them were interested in idealizing their subjects and setting 
an example. nor should we forget that the basic aim of Hecataeus in writing 
the Jewish ethnography was after all just to examine (or rather, respond to) the 
alleged descent of certain nations and ethnic groups from egypt, presented in the 
egyptian ethnography itself as the cradle of humanity.

one should not be misled by the ostensibly restrained style of presentation 
of the text into believing that Hecataeus was not averse to some of the phenom-
ena he was reporting. The absence of emotion stems in part from a deliberately 
detached reporting of the facts, and in part from the attempt to provide causal 
explanations for them. These are two major features that give the writings of 
Hecataeus a veneer of scientific objectivity. causal reasoning per se is not an 
expression of consent, certainly not of admiration; and one or two positive mes-
sages for the benefit of his Greek readers should not be taken as proof that the 
excursus as a whole was intended to idealize the Jews and set them up as a general 
model for imitation.

at the same time the intentions of Hecataeus must be distinguished from 
the perception of the excursus by Jews, who would have regarded the account 
as a source of pride. From their point of view, here was a famous Greek author 
relating the exodus without putting the Jews in a negative light, and even men-
tioning them in the same breath with the followers of danaus and cadmus, 
fixing the time of the settlement in Judaea and the establishment of Jewish rule 
as contemporaneous with the settlement of mainland Greece by Hellenic tribes, 
a point proving Jewish antiquity and their affinity with the Greeks. The causal 
explanations would certainly have been considered by Jews as a form of praise: 
the reason for the division of the Jewish people into twelve tribes; the reasoning 
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for belief in one god and opposition to idolatry; the considerations that guided 
Moses in forming a Jewish system of government; the virtues of Moses, the 
High Priest, and the priests he appointed; Moses’ concern for the welfare of all 
layers of society, especially the poor farmers. The average Jewish reader could not 
have been unaware that the description was far from accurate and dissimilar to 
biblical traditions, but this would not have detracted from his sense of pride. The 
account would necessarily have appeared to him to be a great compliment in the 
spirit of the period. some characteristics and deeds that by their nature a Greek 
would have condemned, a Jew would have accepted without question: being a 
seclusive people shunning human society (i.e., pagan society) was something the 
Jews did not deny and some actually took pride in. The statement about hatred of 
strangers would seem to be more problematic. some Jews denied that they hated, 
for example, egyptians, or pagan inhabitants in the Holy land (in the distant 
past and in the present). yet other Jews in the Hellenistic age did not regard such 
hatred as a vice and even brought it to prominence in their writing.125

at least two egyptian Jews jumped at the chance of using the name of Heca-
taeus as a pseudonym, one for a “biography” of abraham, the other for a kind of 
ethnography of the Jewish people in his time. The anonymous orthodox author 
of On the Jews certainly did not consider misoxenia to be a blot on the Jewish 
character: he mocks the beliefs of the Greeks and relishes reporting the acts of 
destruction of Hellenistic cult worship in the Holy land and states that these 
deeds were worthy of praise (Joseph. Ap. 1. 193, 200 – 204).126

• • •

Many scholars have rightly used the Jewish ethnography of Hecataeus of abdera 
as their starting point for any discussion of the attitude of the Greek and roman 
world toward the Jewish people. it is also considered to be of great value as a main 
source for the history of the Jews at the beginning of the Hellenistic period and 
is consulted as an authority on various points pertaining to the development of 
religion and cult, and especially social life and government, in the second temple 
period. However, many of Hecataeus’s statements, adduced to support general 
and specific theories and conclusions, lose much of their authoritativeness after 
careful inquiry into Hecataeus’s sources of information and inspiration and the 
role of every detail in each particular context. notwithstanding, the general 
concept of Jewish political system as a theocracy (four centuries before the term 
was first used [Jos. Ap. 2.165]) is well verified by the sources to Hecataeus’s days.

125. see, e.g., pseudo-Aristeas 128 – 84; Sapientia Salmonis 11 – 19; many examples are to be found 
in Josephus and Philo regarding both the hatred of egyptians and distancing from idolators.

126. see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 57 – 71, 97 – 101.
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alexander’s campaign in india and the subsequent unification under one rule of 
the lands from the Mediterranean to the indian subcontinent for various periods 
during the third century b.c.e. greatly facilitated communication and accessibil-
ity between Greece, the near east, and india. This necessarily led to an exchange 
of cultural influences. a number of authors and professionals accompanying 
alexander on his indian campaign or who were in the area at the time wrote a 
great deal about the land of india, its wonders, and the customs of its peoples. 
later authors copied from them, with occasional improvements from their own 
imaginations. This wealth of material was augmented by writings of authors who 
had visited india or its neighborhood at the beginning of the seleucid kingdom.

Modern scholarship, acknowledging the possible implications of the new cir-
cumstances created in the Hellenistic period, and being aware of the openness of 
Greek and Macedonian emigrants to oriental traditions, has proposed a number 
of speculative theories concerning the degree to which indian thought and ways 
of life may have influenced Greek thought. The alleged connection of the Jews 
with india and the indians has to be considered in this context. 

i n t er Pr etat ions oF 
M eGa st H e n e s ’  r eFer e nce to t H e J eWs

two fragments of the early Hellenistic authors clearchus and Megasthenes have 
been interpreted as showing, at the very least, that there was a widespread rumor 
at the beginning of the Hellenistic period that the Jews originated in india, and, 
more importantly, that there was a striking similarity between the views and 

4

Megasthenes on the “Physics” of 
the Greeks, Brahmans, and Jews
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customs of the Jews and those of the Brahmans. since these ancient authors had 
special connections with india or its neighbors, and Megasthenes was consid-
ered the leading expert on indian affairs, some scholars have supposed that the 
statements of clearchus and Megasthenes concerning the Jews were accepted 
as authoritative and greatly influenced the way the Jews were perceived at the 
time. clearchus’s curious statement that the Jews are of indian descent, and the 
implications of this alleged genealogy for his account of some features of Jewish 
behavior, have all been discussed above in chapter 2.1 Megasthenes, the second 
source, is the subject of the present chapter.

Megasthenes was a Greek diplomat and author who wrote a four-book ethnog-
raphy on india and its peoples. This work, called Indica, was for the knowledge 
of india what the Aegyptiaca of Hecataeus of abdera was for the study of egypt 
throughout the Hellenistic and roman periods. in a single sentence-fragment 
taken from the third book of Indica, Megasthenes compares the opinions of the 
Greeks, Brahmans, and Jews on “things concerning nature” (τὰ περὶ φύσεως — 

i.e., “physics,” a broad subject including theology).2 The fragment has been pre-
served by clement of alexandria (Strom. 1. 15 [72. 5]; repeated by eus. PE 9. 6). 
clement himself sees in Megasthenes’ statements evidence for his opinion that 
the written philosophy of the Jews predated that of the Greeks.

since so few sources have survived, and because generations of Jews and 
christians have been so eager to seize upon any early reference to the Jews, 
much has been read into this one sentence. some scholars, influenced by clem-
ent’s introductory remarks, have regarded Megasthenes’ sentence as claiming 
that philosophical works containing opinions considered Greek were written 
by Jews, or were at least current among them, long before such things were 
written by Greeks.3 others, in the wake of some church patriarchs, have gone 
so far as to interpret Megasthenes’ statement as indicating that the Greeks took 
their wisdom from the Jews,4 which would mean that he was one of the sources 
for the celebrated myth about the Greek “theft” of Jewish wisdom. still others 
have attributed to Megasthenes the view that Jewish opinions on “physics” 
are similar or identical to those of the Brahmans,5 the indian priestly caste 
considered in ancient literature to be the most elevated of the indian castes. it 

1. Pp. 82 – 84 above.
2. Physika is the area of philosophy concerning questions pertaining to what is in the universe, 

why, and how. Theology from the Hellenistic period onward was treated as a part of “physics,” until 
it was split off by the neoplatonists, and methodically so, beginning with Proclus of athens in the 
fifth century c.e.

3. see Guttmann 1: 90; Feldman (1993) 7 – 8; Kalota (1978) 119; and, somewhat hesitantly and 
obscurely, Gabba (1989) 622.

4. so Gabba (1989) 622 (implicitly); Feldman (1993) 7 – 8.
5. see radin (1915) 86; Guttmann 1: 89 – 90; Hengel (1973) 144; and implicitly, Feldman (1993) 551.
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has been suggested that this view is reflected in what remains of the writings 
of numenius of apamea, the Pythagorean philosopher and the forerunner of 
neoplationism, who lived in the time of the Bar Kohba revolt.6 There are also 
those who have seen in the sentence a hint of a shared origin between Jews 
and indians,7 and others have inferred that clearchus was influenced by Meg-
asthenes’ mention of Jews alongside the Brahmans when he made his strange 
statement that the Jews originated from the indian Kalanoi.8 as for the original 
formulation of the sentence, it has been suggested that clement abbreviated his 
source, and that Megasthenes wrote additional things about the Jews.9 some 
have even speculated that the theological-physical views of the Jews were pre-
sented by Megasthenes in a stoic coloring (or were so understood by him).10 
concerning the sources for Megasthenes’ statement, it has been supposed that 
it is independent of earlier Greek authors writing on the Jews (e.g., Hecataeus 
of abdera),11 and that it drew on Jewish informants.12 of all the different inter-
pretations and suggestions, only one is acceptable: Megasthenes considered the 
Jews a community of priestly philosophers similar in their occupation to the 
indian Brahmans.13

in order to interpret the sentence and its intent properly, we must first become 
acquainted with Megasthenes, his life, and the time and places of his residence 
(and, accordingly, his possible contacts with Jews); then get to know his Indica, 
the literary genre he chose, the model he was following, its characteristics and 
structure, and his motives for writing; and finally locate the sentence exactly 
as possible in the original work and define the characteristics of the chapter in 
which it appeared. in addition, we must determine why this sentence was quoted 
by clement, as well as its original formulation and whether it contains everything 
Megasthenes wrote about the Jews. only then may we turn to Megasthenes’ 
treatment of the Jews, try to understand its meaning and purpose, and trace its 
sources of inspiration.

6. so implies Feldman (1993) 551.
7. Feldman (1993) 8; (1983) 282; Kasher (1997) 144.
8. see p. 82 note 118 above.
9. Guttmann 1: 89 – 90; Hengel (1973) 467. Both believe that Megasthenes detailed the main 

characteristics of the Jewish religion.
10. Hengel (1973) 467, following the view of stein, the author of the entry on Megasthenes in 

RE, concerning stoic influence in the comparison Megasthenes makes between the “physics” of the 
Greeks and that of the indians (strabo 15. 1. 59).

11. Hengel (1973) 467; Gabba (1989) 614.
12. Jaeger (1938a) 132 n. 14; (1938b) 141 – 42; Guttmann 1: 89; conzelmann (1981) 56; Gager (1972) 79.
13. rightly inferred by Jaeger (1938a) 132 n. 14; Guttmann 1: 89; Gager (1972) 79; Gabba (1989) 622; 

Feldman (1993) 8; Kasher (1997) 144; stern, GLAJJ 1: 43; Mélèze-Modrzejewski (1989) 5. on the use of 
“community” in this context and elsewhere, see p. 81 note 112 above.
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M eGa st H e n e s ’  l i Fe a n d Wor K s 
Megasthenes’ life is shrouded in obscurity. He was a Greek, perhaps from western 
asia Minor,14 who first served sibyrtius (arr. 5. 6. 2), the satrap appointed by 
alexander to rule over archosia, Gedrosia, and the oreitae (within present-
day afghanistan and Pakistan). This satrap actually became independent after 
alexander’s death and held office until at least 316 b.c.e. (diod. 19. 48, drawing 
on a contemporary, Hieronymus of cardia).15 We do not know whether sibyrtius 
was then deposed by antigonus Monophthalmus, or only by seleucus i after the 
reconquest of Babylon (312 b.c.e.), or whether Megasthenes continued to serve in 
these places under other satraps. Be that as it may, at some point he transferred 
his services to seleucus i (clem. Strom. 1. 15 [72. 5]).16 This transition must have 
occurred after 312, when seleucus reestablished control over Babylon and began 
his expansion toward india. The expansion came to a halt with his campaign 
against the indian king sandracottus (candragupta), who founded the Maurya 
dynasty and the first indian empire (324/321). in the peace treaty of 304/303, 
seleucus gave up most of his conquests along the indian border and in return 
received, among other things, a large number of elephants that participated in his 
wars,17 and won the day at ipsus, where the fate of alexander’s empire was finally 
decided: 18 the former satraps seleucus, lysimachus, and cassander defeated 
antigonus Monophthalmus, who had been attempting to unify the whole empire 
under his regime (301 b.c.e.).

it has been widely accepted that Megasthenes served as an ambassador of 
seleucus i at the court of sandracottus. some have suggested that he stayed 
for most of the time in india in this capacity from 312 b.c.e., while others have 
suggested 304/3 for the start of his office.19 Though these assumptions and sug-
gestions lack textual evidence, they have been taken for granted, and the sources 

14. see Witkowsky (1898/9) 22 – 24; reuss (1906) 304 – 5; reservations in stein, RE s.v. “Megasthenes 
(2),” cols. 230 – 31.

15. on sibyrtius, see Berve (1926) 2: 353; stein, RE s.v. “Megasthenes (2),” col. 231; Brown (1957) 
13 – 15.

16. Μεγασθένης ὁ συγγραφεὺς Σελεύκῳ τῷ Νικάτορι συμβεβιωκώς (“Megasthenes the author 
who lived with seleucus nicator”).

17. on the agreement and questions pertaining to it, see in detail schober (1981) 155 – 93; tarn 
(1940) 84 – 89; (1951) 100; Mehl (1986) 153 – 93; Grainger (1990a) 107 – 12.

18. on the number of elephants and their role in the battle of ipsus, see Bar-Kochva (1976) 76 – 77; 
Grainger (1990a) 107 – 12. For additional details, see Will (1979 – 82) 1: 89; Mehl (1986) 153 – 93.

19. For the accepted opinion, see susemihl (1891 – 92) 1: 547; Bevan (1902) 1: 271, 297; stein, RE 
s.v. “Megasthenes (2),” col. 232; Brown (1955) 18; dahlquist (1962) 9 – 10, 35; seibert (1967) 48; altheim 
and stiehl (1970) 284 ff.; Müller (1972 – 80) 1: 245 – 47; olshausen (1974) 127; (1979) 292; Zambrini (1982) 
71 – 75; seibert (1983) 146 – 47; Karttunen (1986) 84 – 86; (1997) 70 – 72 (with reservations).
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have not infrequently been misquoted. some elaboration on the available infor-
mation and the circumstantial evidence is therefore required.

We know from arrian (Anab. 5. 6. 2) that Megasthenes went on a diplomatic 
mission (or missions) to sandracottus while serving sibyrtius.20 The other refer-
ences to his missions to india do not mention seleucus or any other master 
(strabo 2. 1. 9; arr. Ind. 5. 3). nor is there any explicit indication about their 
duration. in addition, sending envoys to foreign states was quite common in the 
Hellenistic period, but there is no parallel for a long, permanent ambassadorial 
mission.21 These arguments, however, cannot be taken as decisive, given the scar-
city of information and the state of preservation of Megasthenes’ fragments.22 We 
can assume that Megasthenes’ mission to india was not confined to one isolated 
and short visit. He must have been sent there several times or have stayed at least 
once for a lengthy period. it is explicitly stated that he had close connections 
with sandracottus (arr. Ind. 5. 3),23 and his detailed accounts of the indian court, 
army, and society, as well as of the capital Palimbothra (Pātaliputra) and its sur-
roundings, are evidently the testimony of an eyewitness.24 now, as such accounts 
are likely to have been written soon after the termination of the mission, and 
the work of Megasthenes could not have been written before the 290s,25 he was 
probably sent to india by seleucus as well. it is also hardly credible that seleucus 
would have failed to send the man, who “assisted him” (clem. Strom. 1. 15 [72. 5]) 
and was formerly in a close relationship with sandracottus, to the indian court 
at a time when peace negotiations were being held and a settlement was vital. 
These considerations are not compelling, but they seem to tilt the balance in favor 
of the accepted hypothesis. We can therefore assume, with all due caution, that 
Megasthenes served seleucus in one or more lengthy missions, or in several visits 
to the indian king, from 312 or 304/3 b.c.e. Megasthenes’ diplomatic career seems 
to have terminated no later than the death of sandracottus (estimated at 296/292 

20. ὃς συνῆν μὲν Σιβυρτίῳ . . . πολλάκις μὲν λέγει ἀφικέσθαι παρὰ Σανδράκοττον. The sec-
ond part of the sentence can be interpreted to mean either that Megasthenes was sent often to 
sandracottus or that he often refers to his visit to the indian king. The sentence as it stands seems 
to refer only to the period in which Megasthenes was in the service of sibyrtius. For other questions 
involved, see Karttunen (1997) 71.

21. see olshausen (1979) 291 – 309. on this and other considerations, Karttunen (1997) 70 – 71.
22. see, e.g., strabo 15. 1. 36: καθάπερ τὸν Σανδρόκοττον, πρὸς ὃ ἧκεν ὁ Μεγασθένης πεμφθείς 

(“like sandracottus, to whom Megasthenes came, having been sent”). information about the sender 
(ὑπὸ . . . ) may have been lost at the end of the sentence.

23. [Μεγασθένης] συγγενέσθαι γὰρ Σανδροκόττῳ λέγει (“[Megasthenes] says that he socialized 
with sandracottus”).

24. e.g., strabo 15. 36, 53, 57; arrian Indica 10. 5 – 7. see Kalota (1978) 61 – 70; Karttunen (1997) 71, 
76 – 81, 88 – 92.

25. see p. 142 below.
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b.c.e.): strabo states (2. 1. 9) that daïmachus, who also wrote a book on india, was 
sent to allitrochades, the son and heir of sandracottus.26 Whether Megasthenes 
retired to antioch, or to Babylon, the parallel seleucid court, or moved to a 
nearby office, he had enough opportunities to meet Jews if he so wished.

We know that Megasthenes wrote an ethnographic work of four books called 
“indian affairs” (Indika). The work has not come down to us, but it served as a 
main source for the surveys of india written between the first century b.c.e. and 
the second century c.e. by such authors as diodorus, strabo, curtius rufus, and 
arrian; it also influenced other authors, such as Pliny the elder. consequently, 
a good number of fragments and testimonia (some quite extensive) have been 
preserved.27 an examination of the material indicates that the work included 
the four basic sections of a Greek ethnographic composition of the classical and 
Hellenistic periods, in the following order: geography, origo, customs, and his-
tory of the rulers.28 Just as Hecataeus of abdera did in his work on egypt and its 
people, Megasthenes collected material selectively in accordance with his aims, 
provided explanations for various phenomena, and rationalized the beliefs and 
strange practices of the peoples he dealt with by pointing out causes and effects 
both between the basic sections of his composition and between the various 
details pertaining to each section. likewise prominent is his wish to idealize 
the political and social institutions of the natives, described together with their 
customs and internal divisions. 29

consequently, it has been suggested that Megasthenes’ indian ethnogaphy 
was planned as a seleucid response to Hecataeus’s Ptolemaic-sponsored egyptian 
ethnography.30 The Aegyptiaca does seem to have been written in order to boost 

26. on daïmachus, see olshausen (1974) no. 124.
27. see the collection of fragments in schwanbeck (1846); Müller (1841 – 70) 2: 397 – 439; Jacoby, 

FGrH iiic, no. 715 (pp. 603 – 39). see the survey of Karttunen (1997) 73 – 74.
28. see the discussions in trüdinger (1918) 75 – 80; stein, RE s.v. “Megasthenes (2)”; dihle (1961) 

211 – 13, 222; Müller (1972) 1: 245 – 52; derret (1975) 1150 – 54; sterling (1992) 95 – 104; Bar-Kochva (1996d) 
200 – 205, and there on the inclusion of wonder stories (θαυμάσια) within the description of the 
castes, and not as an independent element. Megasthenes’ indian ethnography began with a geogra-
phy, as was more customary concerning autochthonous peoples, and not with an origo, the starting 
point for ethnographies on immigrant peoples.

29. see Brown (1955), (1957); Murray (1972) 207 – 8; (1973) 166; Zambrini (1982) and (1985) passim; 
Bar-Kochva (1996d) 200; Karttunen (1997) 73.

30. see Murray (1970) 141 – 71; (1972) 207 – 8; (1973) 163 – 68. it is worth quoting two of Murray’s 
statements: “The work . . . was a direct reply to Hecataeus, and modelled on the method, form and 
contents of his work . . . it is an attempt to show that india is an even better land than Hecataeus’ 
egypt, a Platonic ideal state with a rigid caste system and philosophers on top, and that all civi-
lization springs from india not egypt” ([1972] 208); “each of the Hellenistic kings wished to be 
persuaded of the cultural superiority and great antiquity of his own kingdom and so of the special 
importance of himself and his task” ([1973] 166).



142   from alexander to antiochus epiphanes  

the prestige of the Ptolemaic regime, by idealizing egypt’s past and portray-
ing Ptolemy as the legitimate successor to the glorious pharaonic monarchy. 
Megasthenes, however, could not have performed a similar service for seleucus i: 
seleucus i did not rule india; and syria, the center of his kingdom, was thousands 
of kilometers away from the land of sandracottus. a proper “seleucid response” 
would have taken the form of an ethnography of Babylon. at the same time, a 
Hecataean influence is quite certain, given Megasthenes’ similar approach to 
the ethnographical material. as Hecataeus’s ethnography was composed in the 
years 305 – 302,31 Megasthenes’ work would have been composed no earlier than 
the nineties of the third century.32 if Megasthenes was indeed on an extended 
embassy that terminated in 296/292, he may only then have turned to writing the 
indian ethnography, which also served to some extent as his memoirs.33

t H e Quotat ion i n cl e M e n t: i t s Pu r Pose , 
or iGi na l locat ion, a n d au t H e n t ici t y

Megasthenes’ comment on the Jews has survived in clement of alexandria, the 
athenian who converted to christianity and flourished at the end of the second 
century c.e. clement, well versed in all genres, quoted or paraphrased extensively 
from almost all branches of classical and Hellenistic literature to support his vari-
ous claims. in his work Stromateis, or “Miscellanies,” clement’s aim is, among 
other things, to prove the philosophical nature of the christian and Jewish reli-
gions and its antiquity by pointing out similarities between the ideas of those 
religions and Greek philosophy and showing that the Greeks drew their great 
ideas at least from the old testament.34 in chapter 15 of book 1 of his Stromateis 
clement claims that thinkers of “barbarian” nations influenced Greek philoso-
phers, in particular, Pythagoras, democritus, and Plato. The “barbarian” nations 
mentioned include even the scythians, Thracians, and Galatians, but most 
prominent are oriental nations, such as the egyptians, Persians, Medes, and 
indians. clement goes so far as to claim that some of the more important Greek 
philosophers (Thales, Pythagoras, and antisthenes) were of “barbarian” origin. 
Greek poets are similarly treated, with an egyptian origin being claimed even for 
Homer. in this context there also appears the argument concerning the indian 

31. see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 15 – 16.
32. see also Jaeger (1938a) 142, esp. n. 1 for other reasons; as opposed to stein, RE s.v. “Meg-

asthenes (2),” col. 232.
33. cf. strabo 2. 1. 9 fin.: ὑπομνήματα τῆς ἀποδημίας (“memoirs from a foreign land”). strabo 

is referring to the ethnographies of Megasthenes and daïmachos, and the actual formulation may 
derive from them.

34. on the aims of the work, see lilla (1971) 9 – 59; on the “theft” of wisdom by the Greeks, see 
Bosset (1901) 205 – 18; Molland (1936) 57 – 85; drodge (1989), and pp. 204 – 5 below.
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influence on the religious conceptions of the Greeks and romans. clement devel-
ops this argument at great length in chapters 17 and 20 – 24 of book 1 and in later 
books of Stromateis. in chapter 15 he even raises the claim — perhaps directly or 
indirectly inspired by Varro, the great first-century b.c.e. polymath — that numa 
Pompilius, the second king of rome, was influenced by the laws of Moses (71. 
1 – 2).35 later, he emphasizes that the Jewish people is more ancient than the other 
“barbarian” nations he mentions (72. 4 – 5). clement goes on to claim unambigu-
ously that Philo “the Pythagorean” 36 and aristobulus “the Peripatetic” 37 showed 
that “the written philosophy of the Jews preceded that of the Greeks.” 38 clement 
may well have felt the need to support his claim not only with Hellenistic Jewish 
authors such as these (whose descent he does not mention) but also with a pagan 
Greek author, and it would be for this reason that he quotes Megasthenes. Here is 
what clement says about the precedence of the Jews and their wisdom, followed 
by the fragment of Megasthenes (1. 15 [72. 4 – 5]):39

(72. 4) That [both] the oldest of all these by far, the people of Jews, and their philos-
ophy which came to be written down, preceded the philosophy among the Greeks, 
the Pythagorean Philo proves by means of many [proofs], and not only he but also 
aristobulus the Peripatetic and — so as not to waste time going through every one 
by name — many others. (72. 5) [of these] Megasthenes, the author who lived in the 
company (συμβεβιωκώς) of seleucus nicator, writes most clearly (φανερώτατα) 
in the third [book] of [his] “indian Matters” the following: “However (μέντοι) all 
the [views] which have been expressed (εἰρημένα) about nature (τὰ περὶ φύσεως) 
among the ancients (i.e., ancient Greeks) are also expressed (λέγεται) among 

35. The claim is based on the tradition concerning early rome, according to which the early 
romans did not worship idols, and numa explicitly prohibited the practice. see on this below, 
pp. 510 – 11, and references there.

36. Philo is also called “the Pythagorean” by clement in Stromateis 2. 19 (100. 3). on the back-
ground for the use of the term, see runia (1993) 54 – 76.

37. additional sources in which the Jewish philosopher aristobulus is called “Peripatetic,” as 
well as doubts concerning the reliability of this statement, may be found in Holladay (1983 – 96) 3: 
72 – 73, 204 – 5.

38. on Philo’s comments concerning the Greek “theft” of wisdom, see p. 205 note 176 below. 
on references by aristobulus to Jewish sources for Plato, Pythagoras, and aristotle, see below, 
pp. 197 – 99.

39. The most up-to-date edition of the text is that of stählin (1960) 46: (72. 4) τούτων ἁπάντων 
πρεσβύτατον μακρῷ τὸ Ἰουδαίων γένος, καὶ τὴν παρ’ αὐτοῖς φιλοσοφίαν ἔγγραπτον γενομένην 
προκατάρξαι τῆς παρ’  Ἓλλησι φιλοσοφίας διὰ πολλῶν ὁ Πυθαγόρειος ὑποδείκνυσι Φίλων, οὐ 
μὴν ἀλλὰ καὶ Ἀριστόβουλος ὁ Περιπατητικὸς καὶ ἄλλοι πλείους ἵνα μὴ κατ’  ὄνομα ἐπιὼν δια-
τρίβω. (72. 5) φανερώτατα δὲ Μεγασθένης ὁ συγγραφεὺς ὁ Σελεύκῳ τῷ Νικάτορι συμβεβιωκὼς 
ἐν τῇ τρίτῃ τῶν  Ἰνδικῶν ὧδε γράφει· ἅπαντα μέντοι τὰ περὶ φύσεως εἰρημένα παρὰ τοῖς ἀρχαίοις 
λέγεται καὶ παρὰ τοῖς ἔξω τῆς  Ἓλλάδος φιλοσοφοῦσι τὰ μὲν παρ’  Ἰνδοῖς ὑπὸ τῶν Βραχμάνων, τὰ 
δὲ ἐν τῇ Συρίᾳ ὑπὸ τῶν καλουμένων Ἱουδαίων. The formulation in the Mss of eusebius is identical, 
except for insignificant differences in one Ms (the thirteenth-century Parisinus).
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those who philosophize outside Greece, some [views] among the indians by the 
Brachmans (= Brahmans), and some in syria by those called Jews.

it may be appropriate to consider, first of all, the immediate context and the 
book in which this fragment would have been found in Megasthenes’ work, 
and in light of these findings assess its degree of authenticity and accuracy. The 
formulation and general background of the quotation recalls a testimonium in 
strabo in the context of a survey of the Brahmans (15. 1. 59). The testimonium 
gives a relatively detailed comparison of the opinions of the Greeks and the 
Brahmans on “physics.” Preceding the comparison is the following sentence:

concerning “physics” [Megasthenes] says that in some things they (the Brahmans) 
display simplicity, for they are stronger in deeds than in words, being persuaded 
in many things through myths; but in many [other] things they think similarly to 
the Greeks (i.e., share the same or similar opinions). [e.g.,] those too say that the 
cosmos is created and perishable . . . (the detailed comparison follows) 40

The difference between this testimonium from strabo and that from clement, 
apart from the reference to Jews in clement only, is the degree of detail and exam-
ple. clement’s fragment is short and schematic, without examples. it includes 
everything Megasthenes said about the Jews. Had there been other comments 
about them, or a comparison between their opinions and those of the Greeks, 
clement would have jumped at the chance of quoting them in his effort to prove 
his claim in the introductory sentences to the short testimonium (72. 4) that the 
philosophy of the Jews preceded that of the Greeks,41 all the more so as this claim 
does not accord with the content of the testimonium itself.42

in view of the content and formulation of the comparison between Greeks 
and Brahmans, and strabo’s introductory remarks on the detailed testimonium, 
it seems that the Megasthenes’ fragment on the Jews, which contains only a 
brief statement about similarities between the “physics” of the Greeks, Jews, and 
Brahmans, was the conclusion to the comparison between Greeks and Brahmans 
(following para. 59). at the end of the detailed comparison there would have been 
a point in concluding that opinions expressed by the Greeks concerning “physics” 
were popular in part with the Brahmans and in part with the Jews. The sentence 
did not survive in strabo, who adduced Megasthenes in indirect speech and as 
usual abbreviated his report (as well as adding here and there).43

a major factor linking the fragment in clement with the testimonium in 

40. see the translation and discussion on p. 147 below.
41. Contra Guttmann 1: 89 – 90 and Hengel (1973) 467, who think that Megasthenes elaborated 

about the Jews.
42. see p. 157 below.
43. see below, pp. 151 – 53.
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strabo (and enhancing its authenticity) is the identity of the Greek philosophers. 
The fragment equates the opinions of the Jews and the Brahmans with those of 
the “ancients” (archaioi), a common epithet in the time of Megasthenes for those 
philosophers we now call pre-socratics.44 We shall see below that the comparison 
in strabo between the Greek philosophers and the Brahmans comprises Greek 
opinions on “physics” taken (or deemed taken) from the pre-socratics. some of 
the opinions are even unique to the pre-socratics.

The suggestion that Megasthenes’ comment on the Jews appeared in such a 
context is also supported to some extent by clement’s previous discussion (1. 
15 [71. 5]). clement mentions the indian “gymnosophists” (the “naked philoso-
phers”) among the other “barbarian” peoples and groups of philosophers who, 
according to him, anticipated the Greeks in developing philosophical thought. 
He distinguishes between two types of “gymnosophists,” the Brahmans and the 
sarmans, and notes incidentally some ascetic habits of the Hylobioi, a group 
of the sarmans. His report generally agrees with the information on this caste 
provided by strabo, who is using Megasthenes in the passage following the com-
parison between the Greek and Brahman philosophers (15. 1. 59 fin. ff.).45

clement tells us that the fragment comes from the third book of the Indica. an 
examination of other fragments and testimonia pertaining to this work reveals 
that it comprised four books and was divided into four sections: the geography 
was in book 1; the origo may have begun in book 1 and certainly ended in book 2; 
the nomima spanned books 2 and 3 (book 3 should be seen as a sort of appendix 
to the nomima, describing the castes); book 4 contained a history of rulers.46 our 
fragment, therefore, was included in the “appendix” on castes, and this corrobo-
rates in general the suggestion concerning its location.

to sum up, the Jews were mentioned by Megasthenes only incidentally, by way 
of association, as a people who also had certain opinions similar to those of the 
Greeks, and this in the context of a concluding note to the presentation of the 
“physical” views of the Brahmans. There was no detailed account in Megasthenes 
of the opinions of the Jews here or elsewhere.

44. see aristotle Metaphysica 1069a25; De generatione et corruptione 314a6 (noted by lsJ 
s.v. ἀρχαῖος ii. 1). cf. the expressions οἱ ἀρχαῖοι φιλοσόφοι (“the ancient philosophers” — arist. 
Cael. 271b3); οἱ πρῶτοι φιλοσοφησάντες (“the first philosophizers” — arist. Metaph. 983b14); οἱ 
πρῶτοι φυσιολογήσαντες (“the first investigators of nature” — Metaph. 983b30); and see also οἱ 
ὕστεροι τῶν ἀρχαίων (“the later among the ancients” — arist. Ph. 185b27, concerning lycophron 
and others). clement (Strom. 1. 15 [61. 1]) uses the expression τῶν παρ’  Ἓλλησι πρεσβυτάτων 
σοφῶν τε καὶ φιλοσόφων (“the oldest wise men and philosophers among the Greeks”), intending 
the pre-socratics.

45. on Megasthenes as the source, see strabo 15. 1. 60 init. (the reading “Garmans” is mistaken; 
see Karttunen [1997] 59). on the sarmans and Hylobioi, see Karttunen 57 – 59.

46. see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 200 – 205.
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We are now in a position to further confirm the authenticity and accuracy 
of the reference. Had it been a forgery, we would have expected to find in it at 
least some points of similarity between the “physics” of the Jews and the Greeks. 
Furthermore, a Jewish or christian forger may also have stated explicitly that the 
opinions of the Greek philosophers on “physics” derived from the Jews, or that 
the Jews were already engaged in philosophical activity before the Greeks, or 
some other claim along similar lines. if clement has interfered in the content of 
the quotation, it is only in his identification of the Brahmans as indians, some-
thing that would have been redundant in Megasthenes’ work, but necessary for 
clement’s argument, where he is making comparisons with a number of oriental 
peoples.

it does not tell against authenticity that Josephus, who twice mentioned Meg-
asthenes (AJ 4. 227; Ap. 1. 144), did not avail himself in the first book of Contra 
Apionem of this particular comment in order to help prove his main thesis in 
that book: the antiquity of the Jewish people and the positive esteem with which 
they were regarded by Greek authors. Josephus uses Megasthenes both times 
for matters pertaining to the Babylonian king nebuchadnezzar, and there is 
good reason to suppose that Josephus drew here not on Megasthenes directly, 
but on an intermediate source.47 Whatever the case may have been, he mentions 
only the fourth book of the Indica,48 while, according to clement, the fragment 
comes from the third book. Josephus, or rather the assistants he sent to collect 
information on the Jews,49 could easily have overlooked this short and marginal 
sentence, even if they had access to the original work of Megasthenes, including 
its third scroll.

t H e “PH ysic s ” oF t H e Br a H M a ns a n d 
t H e “PH ysic s ” oF t H e Pr e-socr at ic s

as i have stressed in the introduction to this book, no reference to the Jews in 
Hellenistic literature should be interpreted in isolation from its context if we are 
to have any chance of arriving at a proper understanding of it. This testimonium 
is no exception. The detailed comparison between the opinions of the Brahmans 
and the Greeks that strabo adduces in the name of Megasthenes, which in the 
original preceded the sentence quoted by clement, may provide some insight into 

47. see the philological reasons given in the unfinished commentary on Contra Apionem by von 
Gutschmid (1893) 529; see also Bar-Kochva (1996d) 201 and n. 67.

48. For corroboration of the statement as it is in Josephus, and rejection of proposed emenda-
tions, see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 201 – 2.

49. see Ap. 1.50 with regard to Bellum Judaicum. This was the usual practice for writers of 
Josephus’s standing, all the more so in compilations such as Contra Apoinem.
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Megasthenes’ approach and disclose his sources of information and inspiration 
for the “physics” of the parties concerned. Following an examination of all of 
this, we may be in a position to identify the source(s) for Megasthenes’ general 
comment on the Jews, and consequently be able to explain its meaning. i shall, 
therefore, digress now from the discussion regarding the “Jewish” fragment and 
examine in detail the comparison Megasthenes makes between the opinions of 
the Brahmans and those of the Greek philosophers. to the best of my knowledge, 
a detailed examination of Megasthenes’ comparison has never been undertaken. 
i will begin with a translation of the passage in its entirety (strabo 15. 1. 59 [713]), 
which includes footnotes on specific details, clarifying terms, identifying Greek 
philosophers whose thoughts are reflected in the passage, and, wherever appro-
priate, also indicating indian parallels.

concerning “physics” 50 [Megasthenes] says that in some things they (the Brahmans) 
display simplicity, for they are stronger in deeds than in words, being persuaded 
in many things through myths; but in many [other] things they think similarly to 
the Greeks (i.e., share the same or similar opinions). [e.g.,] those too say that the 
cosmos is born and is perishable,51 and that it is spherical (σφαιροειδής),52 and that 

50. τὰ δὲ περὶ φύσιν (“things concerning nature”). in the context, the expression may appear 
to be a prefatory remark added by strabo, but it is more likely that it was already present in 
Megasthenes; cf. the fragment referring to the Jews adduced by clement — τὰ περὶ φύσεως. in any 
case, despite the gap of three centuries between Megasthenes and strabo, the expression had not 
changed, and continued to mean the same as τὰ φυσικά; cf. above, note 2.

51. γενητὸς ὁ κόσμος καὶ φθαρτός. The cyclical theory involving cosmic conflagration, a famil-
iar feature of stoic philosophy, had already appeared in Heraclitus (sixth – fifth cent.; see simplicius 
in d-K 22 a 10, ll. 18 – 21; diog. laert. 9. 8) and empedocles (fifth cent.; simplicius in d-K 31 a 52, 
ll. 12 – 18). Variations on the cyclical theory that do not involve conflagration are to be found, for 
example, in Xenophanes (flood) and anaximander (drought). Plato implicitly expresses his opposi-
tion to the cyclical theory (Ti. 32b5 – 35a3; 37c2 – 38b5), and aristotle adduces the views of Heraclitus 
and empedocles as reflecting a widespread conception and concerns himself with its opponents 
(Cael. 279b4 – 16, 289b14; Metaph. 984a27). He expresses his own unambiguously negative view of 
it (Cael. 279b17, 280a24), supplies refutations (279b18 – 283b20), and discusses various aspects of the 
problem (in his Gen. corr.).  We have here, therefore, a pre-socratic theory, still well-known in the 
generation of Megasthenes. as for the Brahman opinion on the subject, the belief in the cyclical 
nature of the cosmos was then, as now, a central feature of Hindu cosmology. it was already in 
existence long before Megasthenes (see, e.g., Śvetāśvatara upanisad 6. 1 – 3; cf., e.g., Manu smrti 1. 
68 – 74, 79 – 86; and Mahābhārata 12. 232. 12 – 31, 233. 4 – 7, both of which contain earlier sections from 
the fourth century b.c.e.).

52. This conception may be found in Greek thought already in Xenophanes (sixth cent.; simpli-
cius in d-K 21 a 31, ll. 10 – 11; albeit the testimonium is late and rests on alexander of aphrodisias), 
in Parmenides (sixth – fifth cent.; d-K 28 B 8, ll. 42 – 44; and cf. diog. laert. 9. 21), and later in 
empedocles (simplicius in d-K 31 B 35, ll. 13 – 17), Plato (Ti. 33b, 34a, 44d4 ff.), and aristotle (e.g., Cael. 
279a11, 286b10 – 287a30, 297a8 – 30). on the Brahman view that the world in which we live (one of 
many worlds) is shaped like a sphere (literally, “egg” [anda]), see Kirfel (1920) 4 – 5, and 55 for sources.
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the god53 who manages (διοικῶν)54 and makes (ποιῶν)55 it (i.e., the cosmos)56 [again 
and again, (or “continually”) ]57 wanders 58 (διαπεφοίτηκεν) 59 [all the time] through 

53. θεός, the reference to “god” in the singular. This and the form τὸ θεῖον (the divine) are 
frequent in Greek thought and literature, and their sanskrit equivalents are not uncommon in the 
polytheistic world of the Hindus. Versions of the Hindu myths tend to describe the cosmology in 
terms of one god; for the Brahmans, this god is Brahma.

54. Τhe original etymological meaning is “to manage a household”; hence by extension “to manage 
a polis” and “to manage the world.” Thus, e.g., Plato’s Phaedrus (246c1 – 2), Psyche flies everywhere and 
manages the cosmos (διοικεῖ τὸν κόσμος). yet the Greek creator god of the heroic and classical ages does 
not “manage” the world; he leaves this job to other gods. This is true both of Hesiod’s Zeus and Plato’s 
demiourgos in the Timaeus. aristotle’s god — who from the outset is not a creator — keeps out of the 
business of managing the cosmos, while all things aspire to this god. only the stoic god not only creates 
but also “manages” the cosmos. on the implications of this, and for an analysis of the transmission of 
the text of Megasthenes, see below, pp. 151 – 53. it may be worth pointing out that the verb διοικεῖν, which 
appears in pre-socratic testimonia concerning the divine power (e.g., on Heraclitus [Marcus aurelius 
in d-K 22 B 7, l. 10], anaxagoras [simplicius in d-K 59 a 64, l. 35], and empedocles [Hippolytus in 
d-K 31 B 131, l. 11]), is a later construal of whatever was in the original, or simply an addition: Marcus 
aurelius was inclined to give everything a stoic coloring (on this tendency of his, see Marcovich [1978] 
14 – 15, fr. 4), while simplicius and Hippolytus lent their testimonia respectively a neoplatonic and a 
christian tone (note, e.g., the neoplatonic νοητὸς κόσμος in simplicius’s testimonium).

55. in conjunction with the cosmos (referred to by the pronoun αὐτόν), the participle ποιῶν nec-
essarily means “creating” (see, e.g., the testimonium on Heraclitus mentioned in the previous note). 
one might have expected the order of the participles — “managing” and only then “creating” — to be 
the other way round. strabo might be responsible for the present order; in stoic philosophy, these 
two activities were two aspects of the god’s continual manifestation, and the order of presentation 
would not have mattered.

56. When Megasthenes mentioned a creator god (in Greek terms, not ex nihilo, but the bringer 
of order out of chaos), he could only have had in mind Plato’s demiourgos, the “artificer,” who 
appears in Plato’s popular dialogue Timaeus. There is no such creator god in pre-socratic thought. 
The cosmos — the ordered universe — owes its order not to a creator god, and sometimes clearly never 
was unordered to begin with (see, e.g., the explicit statement of Heraclitus, in d-K 22 B 30, and simi-
lar views expressed by other prominent pre-socratics). The only apparent exception is Pherecydes 
(sixth cent.), who asserts that three elements were born of chronos, but there is no cosmic creation 
or ordering as such (see note 66 below). The aristotelian god, the unmoved mover, is also not a 
creator god, and there is no creation. The universal order is eternal, and the cosmos is unborn and 
incorruptible. after Plato, the stoics were the first to speak of a creator god, but Megasthenes could 
not and would not have referred to their doctrine (see below, pp. 151 – 52). a parallel to the description 
in Timaeus of a demiourgos creating the world out of preexisting material was available in Brahman 
beliefs: the world was not created out of itself, but by god, acting rather like the demiourgos; nor was 
it created ex nihilo. This belief, of which there are many versions, appears already in the earliest texts 
of the Hindu religion, the hymns of rg Veda, orally composed in the period 1200 – 1000 b.c.e. (e.g., 
10. 72, 81 – 82, 90, 121, 129, 190). see also the clarification in chāndogya upanisad 6. 2. 1 – 2.

57. The present participle form (ποιῶν) is to be interpreted as frequentative, referring to the 
cyclical creation (or rather, ordering and organization) of a new cosmos after the destruction of the 
old. Megasthenes combined Plato’s demiourgos with the pre-socratic theory concerning the cycli-
cal nature of the cosmos. such a combination is not surprising considering the eclectic nature of 
Megasthenes’ account as a whole.
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the whole (δι’ ὅλου) 60 of it. and while the principles (archai, i.e., elements) 61 of 
all the things differ from each other,62 the principle of the creation of the cosmos 

58. The verb διαφοιτάω has two possible meanings in this context: “to pass through/to pen-
etrate” or “to wander.” The first sense must be rejected. This would suit the activity of the stoic god 
in his capacity as hēgemonikon of the cosmos, controlling the world by penetrating all of it, also 
expressed in another aspect as the active pneuma, penetrating all things and holding them together. 
However, the stoics used a different verb to denote this activity — διήκω. The verb διαφοιτάω is 
used in this stoic sense only in alexander of aphrodisias (third cent. c.e; see SVF 4: pp. 40 – 41). 
The second sense, “to wander,” is used in Greek with or without the prefix δια- (this is a common 
addition already in literature earlier than Megasthenes; without δια-: e.g., Hes. Op. 255, concerning 
envoys of Zeus wandering around the world on his business; with δια-: e.g., Hdt. passim, concern-
ing envoys of humans). With reference to the activity of god himself, the verb appears in this sense 
in Marcus aurelius (8. 54) and refers to the νοερὰ δύναμις (“mental ability”), a part of god, which 
according to stoic thought is wandering around everywhere and is available to anyone who wishes 
to take advantage of it. it seems that Marcus aurelius drew on earlier stoic sources (lsJ’s interpreta-
tion [s.v. διαφοιτάω] of this use of the verb by Marcus aurelius — “permeate” — is wrong, as is that 
of Farquharson [1944] 781 – 82; the comparison with air, which does not permeate but is everywhere 
available to those who breathe it, makes the point quite clear). The second sense, like the first, when 
referring to the creator god who also manages the cosmos, is thus necessarily stoic. This once again 
has implications for the transmission of the text of Megasthenes.

59. unlike the last two participles in the sentence, which convey the continuous aspect, this 
word represents the perfect aspect. in light of the context, and of the appearance of the verb in 
an identical form and referring to the present in Marcus aurelius (see note 58) and alexander of 
aphrodisias (see SVF 2: p. 308, fr. 1044, l. 3), the form must be regarded as perfectum tantum, serving 
instead of a present (cf. SVF 2: p. 155, fr. 473, l. 34, where the subject under discussion is not god).

60. δι’ ὅλου: Megasthenes would not have used such an expression, but rather διὰ παντός, which 
in his time would have meant “through everything,” “throughout the universe.” early stoics, begin-
ning with Zeno and cleanthes, initiated a distinction between τὸ ὅλον, “the whole,” which is our 
material world, and τὸ πᾶν, “the all,” which is the material world and the limitless surrounding void 
(cf. SVF 4: pp. 103, 111). The void is empty of, and not controlled by, God. What God does control is 
the world enclosed by the void, hence he “wanders” throughout “the whole,” but not “the all.” Here, 
then, is another instance of strabo’s interference with the transmission. in this context, it should 
be noted that lsJ s.v. ὅλος ii is mistaken in presenting aristotle as contrasting τὸ ὅλον, the whole 
universe, with τὸ πᾶν, the universal order, or cosmos. at this point in his discussion,  aristotle is 
referring to accumulations of material in nature: an accumulation whose parts are like it in their 
nature is a ὅλον, while an accumulation whose parts are dissimilar to it is a πᾶν. This distinction is 
not cosmological. on the shortcomings of lsJ regarding philosophical terms, see H. J. Jones in his 
introduction to the revised edition of 1940, pp. viii-ix, and, generally, chadwick (1996).

61. The pre-socratics referred to elements mainly with the word ἀρχαί (see the index in d-K 3: 
75 – 76), and so it appears from aristotle’s remarks on anaximander, anaxagoras, and empedocles 
(Ph. 204b5; Metaph. 992b19, and esp. 1014a26 ff.; Gen. corr. 314a19 and passim). aristotle himself 
uses the term στοιχεῖα (e.g., Cael. 302a30; Metaph. 992b19, esp. in the definition at 1014a26; Gen. 
corr. 314a19 and passim). The two terms appeared in Theophrastus’s doxography on “physics”; see 
Fortenbaugh (1992) 408, 410, 412. it is no accident that Megasthenes used the older of the two terms.

62. The Hindus discerned in the world four material elements: earth, water, fire, and wind. some 
of the references are very old. see, e.g., Brihadaranyaka upanisad 2.3.1 – 3. on Buddhist variations, 
see sadakata (1988) 20 – 21. The clear parallel to all this is the theory of empedocles, whose four
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is water.63 in addition to the four elements (stoicheioi) there exists a fifth nature 
(physis),64 from which [are made] the heaven and the stars. and the earth is set at 
the center of everything (τοῦ παντός, i.e., of the universe).65 also concerning seed 
(sperma)66 and soul67 there are said similar things [among the Brahmans and the 
Greeks] and concerning many other [things]. They (the Brahmans) also combine 
[their views] in myths, as does Plato concerning the immortality of the soul and 
the sentences in Hades and other such things.68 This is what he (Megasthenes) says 
about the Brahmans.

an examination of this passage yields a number of conclusions, all of which have 
direct or indirect implications concerning the reference to the Jews.

elements (or “seeds” — ῥιζώματα — in his poetic language) are earth, air, fire, and water (see d-K 31 
B 6; diog. laert. 8. 76). This view was attributed later to Pythagoras as well (diog. laert. 8. 23). The 
four elements are to be found together also in Plato (Ti. 31b4 ff.). aristotle accepted the four-element 
theory of empedocles and refers explicitly to empedocles as its author (e.g., Gen. corr. 314a15 ff.; 
Cael. 302a30 ff.; Metaph. 984a9 – 11, 985a30 – b4), but not without criticism (Gen. corr. 333a16 ff.; 
Metaph. 989a21 – 30).

63. according to the version appearing already in rg Veda (10. 121. 1, 124. 7 – 8), and more clearly 
in the later Manu smrti (1. 8 – 11), God created the world by means of elements of his body; first 
water, and later seeds mixed in it, resulting in a golden egg from which the earth and the sky were 
separated. also according to the early upanisads, which preceded the rg Veda and the Manu smrti, 
the beginning of the universe was water, from which was created the divine power of Brahma. The 
view that the beginning of creation was water appears in Greek literature in effect with Homer, 
who says at various places in the Iliad that ocean and Thetis are the “parents of creation” (aristotle 
points this out at Metaph. 983b30 ff.). The doxographical tradition attributed to Thales (early sixth 
cent.) the opinion that water was the “first cause” (πρώτη αἰτία — arist. Metaph. 983b20 – 984a5; 
Cael. 294a28 – 30; simplicius following Theophrastus, in Fortenbaugh [1992] 406, fr. 225, ll. 1 – 10; 
diog. laert. 1. 27). This view was shared by Hippo, the “atheist” of samos, a negligible thinker from 
the end of the fifth century (arist. Metaph. 984a4 – 5; simplicius, in Fortenbaugh [see above]). other 
pre-socratics were opposed to this view; e.g., Heraclitus, who argued that fire was the “first cause”; 
anaximenes, who preferred air (arist. Metaph. 984a6 – 8; simplicius in Fortenbaugh [1992] 406, 
408); and empedocles, whose theory of the four elements was adopted by aristotle (note 62 above). 
The view of Thales is hinted at in Plato (Cra. 402b1 – d2), but it is difficult to see from the context what 
Plato himself thought about it.

64. aristotle mentions a fifth element (usually called πέμπτη οὐσία) in several places (e.g., Cael. 
269b14 – 270b31, 289a11 – 35), and it is clear that this is not aristotle’s own invention; cf. De caelo 
270b15 – 25, which attributes this principle to “the ancients” (οἱ ἀρχαῖοι) — namely, the pre-socratics. 
likewise, alongside the more accepted Hindu opinion that the sum of all things, including the 
heaven, was composed of four elements, there was also a widespread view that the outer sphere was 
made of a fifth element, aether (ākāśa), more pure and refined than the other four.

65. The location of the earth at the center of the universe is first mentioned in pre-socratic 
sources by Parmenides (mid-fifth cent. b.c.e.; diog. laert. 8. 48 [following Theophrastus’s doxog-
raphy], 9. 21), and by his younger contemporary, democritus of abdera (aëtius in diels [1879] 380). 
This opinion is expressed in Plato (Ti. 40b; cf. arist. Cael. 293b30 – 32) and by aristotle (Cael. 296a24 – 

297a8). The location of the earth in the universe is discussed in preserved Hindu texts from no earlier 
than the third century c.e., where it is established that the earth is at the center to the Jews (see the
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A. The Reworking of Megasthenes’ Account 
a distinction must be made between Megasthenes’ original account and the 
additions made by strabo. The additions concern the activities of the god. The 
text describes this god as one who continually “makes” and manages the cosmos, 
and wanders through the whole of it.69 The first Greeks to describe such a god 
were the stoics: for them (as for any ancient Greek thinker) the cosmos is not cre-
ated ex nihilo but is formed from already existing material; the stoic god is con-
stantly shaping the material and governs the cosmos at each and every moment.70 
The stoic coloring of the text is discernible not only in the traits attributed to 
the god,71 but also in two distinctively stoic terms, and even in the order of the 
words.72 on chronological grounds, it is implausible that Megasthenes, living in 

detailed survey accompanied by sources in Kirfel [1967] 9 – 15). it is generally recognized that these 
texts preserve older material, and it seems that this opinion is older too; Megasthenes has some value 
here in testifying to the existence of this opinion in Hindu “physics” in his period. at the same time, 
with all the many and various Hindu opinions on “physical” matters, it is not surprising to find the 
opinion that the sun was at the center of the universe (e.g., chāndogya upanisad 3. 19. 1).

66. Pherecydes (sixth cent. b.c.e.) says (probably in response to Hes. Theog. 176 ff.) that chronos 
created the three principles (ἀρχαί) — fire, breath, and water — out of his own seed (ἐκ τοῦ γόνου 
ἑαυτοῦ), whence came the rest of his divine offspring (damascius De principiis  124 = Kirk, raven, 
and schofield [1983] fr. 49). cf. the sperma of chronos in Hecataeus of abdera (diod. 1. 27. 5). indian 
parallels appear in several early cosmogonies, starting with the rg Veda (e.g., 10. 123). There are 
many such myths at the beginning of Manu smrti and later in the Pūranas.

67. This refers to the well-known indian beliefs regarding the ability of the soul to exist apart 
from the body, the soul’s immortality, rewards and punishments after death, and reincarnation. 
all of these have parallels in Pythagoras’s doctrines (following the orphics), although it must be 
stressed that the testimonia are all late, partly because of the secrecy of the early Pythagoreans. The 
immortality of the soul is discussed in Plato’s Phaedo. on Pythagorean influence on theories of the 
soul presented in Plato’s dialogues, see Burkert (1962) 364 ff.

68. in the context of the sentence, the reference to myths in Plato seems specifically directed at 
the myth of er, whose soul briefly departs its body and sees what befalls other disembodied souls 
(Resp. 614 ff.), and the myth of the judgment of souls in Hades (Grg. 522 ff.).

69. see above, notes 54 – 60.
70. More precisely, the cosmos is the ordered state of what is — namely, substance (ἡ οὐσία) — 

when the latter’s active aspect (τὸ ποιοῦν) — namely, god — works on its passive aspect (τὸ πάσχον) — 

namely, matter.
71. The stoic tone of the passage has already been remarked upon by stein, RE s.v. “Megasthenes 

(2),” cols. 259 ff., esp. col. 262, followed briefly by Hengel (1973) 467. While Hengel ascribes this 
stoicizing to Megasthenes himself, stein says that it is difficult to decide how far Megasthenes is 
responsible for the present formulation. stein’s comparison itself rests on a number of mistaken 
assumptions: he describes, for example, the cosmic cycle in the passage as stoic, ignoring the pre-
socratic references (see note 51 above), and interprets the word διαπεφοίτηκεν as “penetrates” (see 
note 58 above).

72. see above, notes 55, 58, and 60.
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the orient, managed to absorb stoic influences from his younger contemporary 
Zeno, the founder of stoicism, who was active in athens,73 and inconceivable that 
Megasthenes would go on to present what were then new and eccentric views 
as opinions current among the Greeks. Besides, Zeno was not Greek. He was 
proud of his Phoenician origin and even declined athenian citizenship in favor 
of retaining the citizenship of his native city, citium, in cyprus.74

The stoic coloring is provided by strabo, who is reworking Megasthenes’ de-
scription of god, itself based on a combination of the demiourgos of Plato’s Timaeus 
and the cyclical theory of some of the pre-socratics. in the Timaeus the god creates 
the world (once) out of primary matter. He does not manage the world or wander 
through it, but, once his work is completed, goes about his own business and leaves 
the control of the world to other gods. There are numerous stoicizing interpreta-
tions such as that of strabo in later introductions to Plato, where distinctively stoic 
terminology is used.75 Many examples of later additions to the Platonic writings, 
organically woven into the fragments and testimonia, are to be found, for example, 
in simplicius, who gives them a neoplatonic tone, and in Hippolytus, whose pre-
sentation has a predominantly christian tone.76

The likes of simplicius and Hippolytus had clear reasons for reworking their 
material as they did. What, however, motivated strabo to rework in stoic terms 
that part of the original comparison by Megasthenes concerning the creator god? 
strabo presents himself in his work as a stoic, and may well have considered 
himself a stoic, but his education was of a more general, well-rounded sort, as 
would have befitted a gentleman of the time. We know, for example, from what 

73. Megasthenes’ work was written in the first decade of the third century b.c.e. (see p. 142 
above). Zeno seems to have been born in 335 and came as a youth to athens to learn with the cynics, 
and later with Polemo in the academy. only around 300, or later, did he begin to publicize his own 
philosophical ideas. even if his novel views on “physical” matters were already widely known at the 
beginning of the third century — and we do not know what they might have been, in this doubtful 
event — it is unlikely that they would have caught the attention of Megasthenes, let alone influence 
his writing of the indian ethnography.

74. Plutarch De Stoicorum repugnantis 1034a; cf. diogenes laertius 7. 12. all this despite the 
great honor and expressions of admiration bestowed upon Zeno by the athenians, particularly the 
erection of a public statue of Zeno and the passing of a special ψήφισμα in his honor (diog. laert. 7. 
6 – 12). it seems that the honor had less to do with his opinions — his Politeia was scandalous — than 
with his personal moral behavior, which made him a positive role model for the young men who 
associated with him (diog. laert. 7. 10).

75. see, e.g., the prooemia and scholia concentrated in Hermann (1902) 109 – 12, 147 ff. These are 
but a drop in the ocean of interpretative literature now lost. We know about this literature from 
Proclus, Photius, the Suda, and other philosophical, ethnographical, and doxographical sources and 
lexicons; see further dörrie and Baltes (1993).

76. cf. note 54 above on simplicius’s and Hippolytus’s additions and terminological modifica-
tions of the opinions of some pre-socratics.
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he tells us, that he studied with a Peripatetic.77 He had no stoic axe to grind, but 
he was reasonably acquainted with the main principles of stoicism, as would 
have been most of his educated readership. it seems that in the present case, 
associations with stoic views in some of the previous points of comparison led 
strabo to expand and interpret his source in a way that would have been intel-
ligible to his audience, who would have been familiar with at least the basic 
tenets of stoicism. What was originally an eclectic blend of features that were not 
peculiarly stoic — namely, the cyclical nature of the cosmos, its spherical shape, 
the making (frequentative or continuous) of the cosmos78

 — when taken together, 
to a first-century mind, described nothing but the stoic universe, and strabo was 
led quite naturally to expand on the description of the creator god in general 
and well-known terms from stoic “physics.” it should be borne in mind that the 
earlier parallels to all these views were not familiar to the average educated man 
of strabo’s generation, except those authors and thinkers who bothered to look 
at doxographies. strabo, like most ancient authors, had little historical perspec-
tive (as a cursory look at his Geographica suffices to show),79 and would not have 
wondered how Megasthenes could have known about stoic philosophy, or could 
have considered stoic philosophy and terminology widespread at the time that it 
was just being started in athens.80

B. The Selection of Greek Views and Their Dating
allowing for the stoic coloring by strabo, it can be said that all the views attrib-
uted to the Greeks were held (or were thought to have been held) by the pre-
socratics.81 taken together, they do not reflect the philosophy of any particu-
lar thinker, nor even of a particular school of thought. Megasthenes presented 
instead a selection of views that he could equate with indian conceptions. These 
were controversial pre-socratic views, some explicitly rejected by the leading 
authorities of Megasthenes’ time, others simply neglected, while just a few found 
favor.

The endeavor to find Greek parallels to Brahman conceptions led Megasthenes 
to look for every possible pre-socratic equivalent. This is most obvious in the 
statement that the “first principle” of the cosmos is water, an opinion expressed 

77. on this subject, see pp. 535–36 below.
78. see above, notes 51, 52, and 55 – 57. strabo naturally tended to regard the verb ποιῶν as per-

taining to continual creation.
79. see, e.g., p. 362 note 15 below.
80. The only other theoretical possibility is that one of the pre-socratics, whose work has not 

survived, expressed similar views; but such exceptional notions concerning the divine would cer-
tainly have been adduced by later Greek philosophers discussed by aristotle, and summarized in 
doxographies.

81. see above, notes 51, 52, 56, 57, and 61 – 67.
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by Thales, considered by many to be the first Greek philosopher (early sixth 
century b.c.e.). it was certainly not an opinion held by Greeks by the time of 
Megasthenes.82 some of the opinions in the list look aristotelian, but they also 
originate with pre-socratics.83 The latest opinion to appear in the list concerns 
the demiourgos-creator god in Plato’s Timaeus.84 Plato’s creation myth, however, 
is presented in the dialogue as delivered by timaeus, portrayed as a follower of 
Pythagoras, and the average reader (and Megasthenes), just like the first two 
successors to Plato’s academy, his nephew speusippus and Xenocrates, as well as 
other interpreters of this work, would have regarded timaeus as expressing the 
opinion of Pythagoras.85 Most decisive in this assessment is the absence of any 
peculiarly aristotelian or Peripatetic opinion, although, as we shall see, Meg-
asthenes drew most of his information from the doxography of Theophrastus, 
aristotle’s successor. Hence he could justifiably define the collection as the views 
of the “ancients.” 86

C. Megasthenes’ Sources of Information on Greek “Physics”
The fragments and testimonia pertaining to Megasthenes’ work on india indicate 
that he had no proper philosophical training, to say the least. The medley of views 
from incompatible systems that he adduces as if part of a consistent and widely 
held Greek doctrine also testifies to this. unlike many contemporary authors, 
including ethnographers, he did not write a philosophical work, or anything 
approaching a philosophical work; at least, we have no evidence that he did. if 
Megasthenes is typical of his age, he would have had a lay interest in philosophy 
and would have read popular philosophical books when so inclined. We should 
not expect such a person to have gleaned the pre-socratic opinions he mentions 
in his comparison from original works (difficult and obscure texts, regularly in 
poetical language and meter). on the other hand, Plato’s work was popular and 
widespread. one of the most popular dialogues, in that period as in any other, 
was the Timaeus, and indeed, Megasthenes draws from that dialogue the notion 

82. see above, note 63.
83. see above, notes 52, 61, and 62.
84. see above, note 56.
85. on this view, held by speusippus and Xenocrates (and later by Posidonius of apamea), see 

Burkert (1962) 64 – 65. on authors who reported that a book by the Pythagorean Philolaus served as a 
source for Plato’s Timaeus, see diogenes laertius 8. 85 (following one of the philosopher biographies 
by Hermippus of smyrna).

86. Megasthenes’ reference to Plato, concerning myths about the separate existence of the soul 
and the judgment in Hades, is irrelevant in this context, since he does not refer to the content of the 
myths as parallels to Greek views but to the very use of myths to express philosophical ideas. The 
opinions expressed therein were held by Pythagoreans long before the time of Plato, and before them 
by the orphics (see note 67 above).



 Megasthenes   155

of the creator god.87 The popular Politeia and Gorgias relate ancient Greek myths 
pertaining to the separation of the soul from the body and trials in the under-
world, myths referred to at the end of the testimonium.88

Megasthenes’ source of information for the pre-socratics seems to have been 
an epitome of the monumental sixteen-book doxography by Theophrastus called 
either “opinions of Physical inquirers” (φυσικῶν δόξαι) or “opinions con cern-
ing Physics” (φυσικαὶ δόξαι).89 The doxography and its epitome have not survived, 
but we do have fragments and testimonia informing us mainly of opinions of 
pre-socratics and Plato, and summaries of the writings of aristotle.90 in addition 
to his many books on certain pre-socratics (anaxagoras, anaximenes, dem-
ocritus, and empedocles), Theophrastus wrote summaries of some Platonic and 
aristotelian works and even composed his own work on “physics” and on the 
gods (the list is given at diog. laert. 5. 43 – 50). all these provided the material for 
the doxography that gained great popularity already in his own lifetime. it may 
not have been the first of its type,91 but it became a model and primary source for 
the extensive doxographic tradition that was to develop in the Greek and roman 
world. Theophrastus’s work is often mentioned explicitly by later doxographers as 
a source.92 That Megasthenes drew his information on Plato from a doxography 
seems unlikely, seeing that his emphasis is on Plato’s use of myths. doxographies, 
by their nature, emphasize the definitions and opinions given by philosophers, 
which are presented in a dry and concise style, grouped according to person or 
according to topic. The doxography of Theophrastus, and certainly its epitome, 
either would have ignored the myths altogether or would have extracted from 
them Platonic opinions, without mentioning that they originated in Platonic 

87. see note 56 above.
88. on the great popularity of Timaeus, see reydams-schils (1999). Plato himself made a second 

edition of Gorgias (see dodds [1951] 34 ff.), which indicates how influential and widespread this dia-
logue was, as further testimonia also corroborate (e.g., the story of a corinthian who sold his estate 
and devoted himself to philosophical pursuits after reading Gorgias). The popularity of Gorgias was 
due to its calling rhetors to account, its attack on two figures greatly admired by the athenians —  
Pericles and Themistocles, its attempt to explain the failure of athens in the Peloponnesian War, and 
its conclusion that the drive to satisfy the desires of the mob, by establishing an empire, necessarily 
led to the corruption of morals and to decline. as for the immense reputation of the Politeia, little 
needs to be said; its influence may be judged by the stream of works bearing the same title (in one 
language or another) that it has provoked ever since antiquity.

89. on the original title, see Mansfeld (1992) 64 – 65.
90. see the collection of fragments in Fortenbaugh (1992) 402 – 37.
91. see Mansfeld (1986), (1992) passim, and many of his other publications. For the original 

purpose of writing Doxai, see Mansfeld (1992) 67 – 70.
92. see the references to the many quotes from Theophrastus’s doxography in the index to the 

collection of diels (DG). The point is made by diels many times in his introduction; e.g., when talk-
ing about cicero: DG, pp. 119 – 32; and cf. 102 – 18, 132 – 44.
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myths.93 no wonder Megasthenes does not refer to the similarity between the 
orphic “cosmic egg” and the parallel indian stories.94 The orphic views, being 
expressed in myths, would not have found their way into the Theophrastean 
doxography.

D. Megasthenes’ Information on the Brahmans
almost all the opinions Megasthenes attributes to the Brahmans concerning 
“physics” — once strabo’s additions have been accounted for — are indeed such as 
were popular among the Hindus (and in part among the Buddhists), although not 
all of them may be located in the materials that have survived from the time of 
Megasthenes or the periods preceding him. The general accuracy of the opinions 
allows us to regard Megasthenes as a reliable witness, whether he knew the main 
native tongue or not. in some cases, his evidence can establish the antiquity of 
certain conceptions.95 at the same time, considering the vastness of the indian 
subcontinent, the great number of castes, sects, groups, and sub-groups, and 
the extensive literature that had been developing for generations, the views he 
presents in his work could not be the only ones widely held on the subjects 
mentioned. Various opposing theories were current concerning cosmological 
and theological questions, and development was not uniform or systematic. The 
picture Megasthenes presents of indian “physics” is as eclectic as his picture of 
Greek “physics.” it would seem, however, that the indian picture he presents 
was in accord with that held by his indian contemporaries around the capital of 
sandracottus at the very least.

si M i l a r i t i e s a n d dis si M i l a r i t i e s Bet W e e n 
t H e J eWs ,  t H e “a nci e n t ” Gr e eK s ,  a n d t H e Br a H M a ns

even a cursory reading of Megasthenes’ remark concerning the Jews negates the 
interpretations mentioned at the beginning of this chapter.96 There is no intima-
tion in the fragment that the philosophy of the Jews preceded that of the Greeks, 
but only that opinions concerning “physics” such as those voiced in the past by 
the “ancients” are current at the time of author, some among the Brahmans and 

93. see, e.g., the formulation of the opinions of Plato in Theophrastus’s doxography as transmit-
ted through the testimonium of simplicius, in Fortenbaugh (1992) 422, fr. 230. in diels’s collection 
of doxographies there appears as the opinion of Plato a remark concerning the immortality of the 
soul, without any reference to the myth (e.g., DG 205, in the testimonia of Plutarch and tertullian, 
and elsewhere in DG).

94. see the sources in Kirk, raven, and schofield (1983) 39 – 48. cf. Guthrie (1935) 92 ff.
95. see, e.g., above, note 65.
96. see above, pp. 137 – 38.
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some among the Jews. Megasthenes is certainly not claiming that the Greeks took 
their wisdom from the Jews, nor is he comparing the opinions of Jews with those 
of Brahmans. Quite the opposite, in fact. it may be inferred from the text that the 
opinions of the Jews differ from those of the Brahmans, and hence are not to be 
compared.97 The fragment does not indicate, or even imply, a common origin for 
the Jews and the indians.

The first particle of the fragment — μέντοι — indicates that the point now being 
made was a reaction to the preceding point in Megasthenes’ original work. The 
fragment says that the ideas concerning “physics” that had already been expressed 
in the past by the “ancients” were now current in part among the Brahmans and 
in part among the Jews.98 to what was Megasthenes contrasting this statement? 
in light of the tenses used here, it would seem that the passage preceding this, but 
following the detailed comparison between the physical opinions of the “Greeks” 
(in fact, the pre-socratics) and the Brahmans, raised the point that the Greeks 
claim that the important physical opinions have always been the exclusive prop-
erty of the Hellenes. Megasthenes replies in the fragment that this is not the case, 
since some of these opinions of the “ancients” (i.e., the pre-socratics) are at pres-
ent held by Brahmans, and others by Jews. He does not respond to the implied 
claim of Greek primacy, presumably because he did not have, and could not 
have had, hard information about the beginnings of “parallel” opinions among 
the Brahmans. While Greek philosophers had already admitted that Greek 
astronomy (as opposed to other branches of physics) was greatly influenced by 
oriental astronomy,99 they did not locate its origin in india, but in Babylonia or 
egypt. nor does Megasthenes make such a claim. clement, however, who had the 
original preceding claim in front of him, may have understood, especially since 
this would accord with his purposes, that Megasthenes was reacting also to the 
claim of Greek primacy, and in his reply giving precedence to the indians and the 
Jews. it would not be the first time that clement interprets (or even modifies) his 
sources to suit his own purposes.100

in this context it is worth noting that the Jews are mentioned after the Brah-
mans in a reference made by numenius of apamea who is quoted by eusebius 

97. Had Megasthenes been interested in saying that the Jews and the Brahmans shared views, 
he might have written, e.g., τὰ μὲν . . . ὑπὸ τῶν Βραχμάνων, τὰ δὲ . . . ὑπὸ τῶν Ἱουδαίων, τὰ δὲ ὑπ’ 
ἀμφοτέρων.

98. For the benefit of the nonexpert reader: the perfect participle (εἰρημένα) refers to a present 
state affected by a past, completed act.

99. e.g., Epinomis (wrongly attributed to Plato) 986e; aristotle De caelo 292a8; cf. diodorus 2. 30.
100. see, e.g., the “improved” quotation from Plato’s Symposium in clement Stromateis 1. 15 (67. 2), 

and another supposedly Platonic quotation not found in Plato’s writings, in Stromateis 1. 15 (68. 3). The 
latter may have been drawn from Hellenistic interpretative literature on Plato, such as the commentary 
on Timaeus by Plato’s pupil Xenocrates of chalcedon, who later became head of the academy.
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(PE 9. 7. 1). numenius greatly admired the law of Moses and even called Plato “the 
attic-speaking Moses” and the like.101 The quotation warns against attempting 
to understand the divinity through Plato’s writings alone and advises turning to 
Pythagoras, and to the cults, views, and customs of peoples of good repute, these 
being “the Brahmans and the Jews, the Medes and the egyptians.” The mention 
of Medes and egyptians in the same breath with Brahmans and Jews indicates 
that numenius too is not implying that there is a similarity between the “physi-
cal” conceptions of the indians and the Jews.

t H e sou rce oF i nsPi r at ion r eGa r di nG t H e J eWs

The Jews are mentioned in parallel with the Brahmans, and the formulation 
explicitly balances one with the other, as “those who philosophize” within their 
respective societies. Both, then, are seen as groups of philosophers.102 This com-
parison might seem to be influenced by the description of the Jews as a com-
munity of priest-philosophers in Theophrastus’s Peri eusebeias and clearchus’s 
On Sleep.103 Theophrastus’s work was written in 319 – 315/4 b.c.e., and clearchus’s 
a few years later,104 more than a decade before the composition of Megasthenes’ 
Indica, which has been dated to the 290s.105 However, it would be unlikely that 
Megasthenes had at his fingertips, or that he bothered to consult, an esoteric 
work such as that of clearchus, and the same goes for Peri eusebeias, from a 
philosophical point of view one of the least important of the numerous works 
of Theophrastus. There was in fact no need for Megasthenes to rely on a written 
source in order to present the Jews as philosophers. This image of the Jews was 
already in the air a generation earlier and had influenced Theophrastus and 
clearchus themselves.106

yet this image of the Jews as a community of philosophers would not by itself 
be sufficient to suggest that any of their opinions on “physics” are similar to those 

101. see the passages in stern, GLAJJ 2: no. 363a-e. For the fragments of numenius, see des Places 
(1973), and useful remarks there.

102. Megasthenes calls the Jews and the Brahmans οἱ φιλοσοφοῦντες (the philosophizers), 
and not οἱ φιλόσοφοι (the philosophers). While aristotle does distinguish between philosophers 
and philosophizers, with the latter failing to live up to their avowed principles (e.g., EN 1093a1 ff., 
1098b16), it is clear from Megasthenes’ description of the high morals of the Brahmans that he does 
not make this distinction. He uses the two terms indiscriminately, as indeed was common not only 
in general literature, but also in philosophical writings.

103. on the Jews as a community of philosophers in Theophrastus and clearchus, see above, 
pp. 34 – 36, 81.

104. on the dating of the composition of these books, see p. 15 note 1, and pp. 81–82 above.
105. see above, p. 142.
106. see above, pp. 34 – 36.
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of the pre-socratics. Megasthenes’ responsible approach to preparing a detailed 
preliminary survey comparing the “physics” of the Brahmans with the “physics” 
of the “Greeks” prior to determining a partial similarity between them shows 
that his account of the Jews is not given on the spur of the moment or based 
on superficial first impressions, but rather grounded in specific details that he 
knew about Jewish “physics.” What, then, would have led Megasthenes to such a 
conclusion? did he interview Jews in his immediate vicinity for this purpose? or 
was he closely acquainted with Jews at some stage of his life? Both are possible, 
given his mobility and keen interest in ethnographical matters.

at the same time, Megasthenes may well have been inspired by the Jewish 
excursus of Hecataeus of abdera. He was significantly influenced by Hecataeus’s 
celebrated ethnography, Aegyptiaca,107 which contained the excursus. Megasthenes 
would have acquired this work after returning from his indian missions. Heca-
taeus’s version of the “physics” of the Jews accords well with the general evaluation 
of Megasthenes, that there is a resemblance between a few of the opinions held 
by the Jews and the (Greek) ancients. The Jewish views on “physics” adduced by 
Hecataeus are indeed unlike those of his contemporary Greek philosophers, but 
similar to those of some pre-socratics.

This is not to say that Hecataeus himself drew upon pre-socratic sources for 
his description of Jewish belief, cult worship, and physical concepts. We have seen 
in chapter 3 that Hecataeus’s perceptions regarding Jewish religion are due to a 
misconstrual of the information obtained from Jewish informants, together with 
his own interpretation and causal explanations based on Herodotus’s account of 
Persian belief and cult (1. 131).108 The Histories of Herodotus were well known to 
Hecataeus (who occasionally argued against that work), probably much better 
known than the cosmological poetry of the pre-socratics. What interests us, 
however, in the present discussion is not Hecataeus’s sources of inspiration, but 
Megasthenes’ perception of Hecataeus’s account. let us now take another look at 
the “physics” of the Jews as reported by Hecataeus (diod. 40. 3. 4):109

But he constructed no image at all of gods, through not believing the god to be 
man-shaped (μὴ νομίζειν ἀνθρωπόμορφον εἶναι τὸν θεόν) but [believing] only the 
heaven holding around (περιέχοντα) the earth to be god and master of all.

This account recalls pre-socratic assumptions and theories on three basic points: 
(1) idol worship/anthropomorphism, (2) heaven as divinity, and (3) the shape of 
the cosmos (heaven and earth). 

107. see above, p. 97 and note 18.
108. see p. 119 note 81, p. 125, and, for the text of Herodotus, p. 133 above.
109. ἄγαλμα δὲ θεῶν τὸ σύνολον οὐ κατεσκεύασε διὰ τὸ μὴ νομίζειν ἀνθρωπόμορφον εἶναι τὸ 

θεόν, ἀλλὰ τὸν περιέχοντα τὴν γῆν οὐρανὸν μόνον εἶναι θεὸν τῶν ὅλων κύριον.
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an absolutely negative view of anthropomorphism was known in the Greek 
world in the sixth century b.c.e., starting with Xenophanes,110 and there is more 
than a hint of it in Heraclitus.111 However, from what survives of Greek texts of the 
fifth and fourth centuries b.c.e., there seems to have been no thinker associated 
with the field of Greek “physics” whom Megasthenes could regard as a consistent 
supporter of this negative view of anthropomorphism. We must discount the 
few atheists, such as diagoras, the fifth-century poet from Melos, who demon-
strated his negative attitude toward the belief in the existence of gods by, among 
other things, throwing a statue of Heracles onto a fire, and escaped a death sen-
tence only by running away.112 Plato often used myths in which god is described 
anthropomorphically. it does not matter for our purposes whether Plato himself 
accepted what he wrote, or whether it was only a vital component in the dramatic 
structure of certain dialogues. The Platonizing reader would have regarded Plato 
as describing god anthropomorphically, and would not have considered him to 
be a supporter of the views of Xenophanes (despite the elegant criticism in Critias 
107b-e). aristotle is usually careful to the point of elusive, even talking occasion-
ally about gods in mythological terms, despite having at the heart of his “physics” 
an unmoved mover that is god without human form.113 it is only in the generation 
after Hecataeus and Megasthenes that we find a central Greek philosopher — the 
third-century b.c.e. stoic chrysippus — openly critical of anthropomorphism.114 
The interpretation offered by Hecataeus, therefore, was perceived by Megasthenes 
as equivalent to pre-socratic views.

as regards heaven as divinity, in two similar testimonia deriving from the 
doxography of Theophrastus, it is said that Pythagoras was the first to identify 
heaven with the “cosmos” 115

 — a universal order of one sort or another assumed by 

110. see d-K 21 B 11, 12, 14, 15, 16, 23, 24; and testimonia such as diogenes laertius 9. 19. The gen-
eral parallel between the accounts of Hecataeus and Xenophanes was observed by Guttmann 1: 60.

111. see clement Stromateis 5. 116 (404. 1 = d-K 22 B 32).
112. see the testimonia in Winiarczyk (1981) 10 – 11 nn. 27 – 33.
113. With exceptions: Metaphysica 997b10, 1074b3 ff.; Politica 1329b25 – 33.
114. see SVF 2: frr. 1057 – 60 (pp. 311 – 12).
115. diogenes laertius 8. 48: “[Favorinus] says that [Pythagoras] was also the first to call heaven 

‘cosmos’ and the earth a sphere; according to Theophrastus it was Parmenides” (d-K 28 a 44). 
Favorinus (second cent. c.e.) took his doxographies from Theophrastus, as in the present instance 
(the testimonium is rightly included in the collection of fragments of Theophrastus in Fortenbaugh 
([1992] 416). The reference to Theophrastus as the one who considered Parmenides to be the first 
pertains not to the first part of the testimonium (heaven-”cosmos”), but only to the second part 
(earth-sphere). This distinction becomes apparent from the continuation in diogenes laertius, 
according to which Zeno (the founder of stoicism) considered Hesiod to be the first; neither Zeno 
nor anyone else would claim that Hesiod was the first to call heaven “cosmos.” There is a similar 
testimonium in aëtius, reconstructed by diels from two sources (DG 327). diels shows in his long 
praefatio that aëtius drew a great deal of his doxographical information from the doxographical
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many pre-socratics in their theories. “Heaven” indeed was also one of the mean-
ings of “cosmos” in fourth-century literature,116 but many of its original connota-
tions were lost. Plato presents a different conception: while not identifying the 
demiourgos-creator god with heaven, he writes that heaven, which he describes 
as a material and tangible body, has in it something divine (Ti. 28b2 ff.). aristotle 
goes farther: the “divine” is in the outermost sphere (e.g., Cael. 278b14 – 15), but 
not identical with it, since the unmoved mover is not material.

as for the shape of the cosmos, Hecataeus uses the verb periechein to describe 
the connection between heaven and earth. The verb has two senses: “to hold/
limit/grasp round about” and “to contain.” 117 The intent of the text, therefore, is 
either that the ends of the earth are “held” by heaven, implying that the earth is 
actually flat, or that it is spherical, with the heaven an outer sphere “containing” 
it. There is no hint in the Bible that the earth is spherical. From a combination of 
references it appears that the earth was usually imagined as a circular tablet with 
protrusions on its surface, and limited from one horizon to the other by heaven 
covering it like a tent or a dome (e.g., isa. 40.22). as far as Hecataeus is concerned, 
there is no reason to think that his Jewish informants presented a cosmological 
picture in which the earth is spherical. The verb περιέχειν, therefore, is to be 
understood in this context as “to be held all around” (i.e., without the held object 
having any chance of escape). The earth is a sort of rounded plateau held on all 

work of Theophrastus (DG 99 ff.). on Theophrastus as a source for both the testimonia, see Gigon 
(1935) 54; Finkelberg (1998) 108. see further the anonymous work On the Life of Pythagoras preserved 
by Photius, paras. 11 and 15; and in iamblichus De vita Pythagorica 32 (216): μετὰ δὲ τοῦτο ἐμάνθανε 
(abaris) παρ’ αὐτοῦ (Pythagoras) περὶ τοῦ οὐρανόθεν ἠρτῆσθαι καὶ οἰκονομεῖσθαι πάντα (“after 
this abaris learned from Pythagoras about the fact that all things depend on, and are administered 
by, heaven”). it is generally accepted that iamblichus took this sentence from Heraclides of Pontus 
(fourth cent. b.c.e.): see the bibliographical survey in de Vogel (1966) 304 – 6.

116. see the collection of examples in Finkelberg (1998) 122, 124. not all the examples are valid, 
and in some instances they show how the distinctions between the meanings of the word “cosmos” 
became blurred, and how the original meaning lost its force. For a detailed, but less accurate, dis-
cussion on the identity of cosmos and ouranos see Herschensteiner (1962) 32 ff., 49 ff., 69 ff., 160 ff., 
226, 228 ff.

117. Both meanings are common in Greek. sufficient for our purposes are two examples attrib-
uted to pre-socratics. anaximenes, who believed that the world was flat, says: οἷον ἡ ψυχή, φησίν, 
ἡ ἡμετέρα ἀὴρ οὖσα συγκρατεῖ ἡμᾶς, καὶ ὅλον τὸν κόσμον πνεῦμα καὶ ἀὴρ περιέχει (d-K 13 B 2, ll. 
17 – 19: “[anaximenes] says: ‘Just as our soul, being air, holds us together, so pneuma and air hold the 
whole cosmos from all sides”). The parallel between the two verbs (συγκρατεῖ and περιέχει) indi-
cates that the latter means “holds from all sides,” and not “surrounds.” This example may be con-
trasted with an admittedly problematic testimonium attributed to Pythagoras, where περιέχοντα 
means “surrounding”: καὶ γίγνεσθαι . . . κόσμον σφαιροειδῆ, μέσην περιέχοντα τὴν γῆν καὶ αὐτὴν 
σφαιροειδῆ (d-K 58 B 1, ll. 7 – 8: “and the cosmos is spherical, surrounding the earth — itself spheri-
cal — at the middle”). see also, e.g., aristotle Metaphysica 1074a38 ff.; Physica 2036b (anaximander).
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sides by heaven. Megasthenes may well have applied this sense to accord with the 
more primitive (or “ancient”) view.

The flat earth view was indeed widely held among pre-socratics, such as 
Xenophanes and anaximenes in the sixth century b.c.e., and anaxagoras and 
democritus in the fifth century.118 Parmenides, in the middle of the fifth cen-
tury, appears to have been the first to maintain that the earth is spherical,119 
and empedocles may well have followed him, as he frequently does, on this 
point as well, although no testimony has survived,120 while some others offered a 
varied range of geometrical shapes.121 Plato writes in the Timaeus that the earth 
is located at the center of the universe (40b),122 and from the continuation of the 
argument, which is open to many interpretations, it may be inferred that the 
earth is considered similar to the universe in being spherical.123 aristotle was 
unambiguous in his support for the view that the earth is spherical,124 and he 
was followed in this by his pupils. Megasthenes, therefore, belonged to a genera-
tion whose leading philosophers regarded the earth as spherical. The view of a 
flat, circular earth was now attributed to “ancients” (i.e., pre-socratics), and was 
mentioned as such by aristotle and in doxographies such as that of Theophrastus.

We have already seen that when the formulation of the passage adduced by 
clement is examined, far from indicating a parallel between the views of “phys-

118. on the opinion of anaximenes, anaxagoras, and democritus, see aristotle De caelo 
394b14; on the opinion of Xenophanes, d-K 21 B 28; on the opinion of Xenophanes that the depth 
of the earth is limitless, see aristotle De caelo 294a24. For a summary of the various opinions, see 
aristotle De caelo 293b32 – 294a10.

119. as mentioned above, in note 115, diogenes laertius (8. 48) indirectly quotes Theophrastus 
from his doxography on matters concerning nature, according to which Parmenides was the first 
to call the world a sphere; but diogenes laertius, in the same sentence, has already mentioned that 
Favorinus claims this honor for Pythagoras. Because of the hazy nature of the origins of information 
concerning Pythagoras, especially in light of the later apocryphal literature that grew up around 
him (and Favorinus dates to the second century c.e., when this literature began to flourish), it seems 
better to follow Theophrastus here. see also diogenes laertius 9. 21. another piece of information 
apparently deriving from Favorinus states that anaximander thought that the earth was spherical 
(diog. laert. 2. 1), but this contradicts the testimonium of Hippolytus (see note 121 below).

120. all that remains is his view that the universe is spherical (see above, note 52), and his criti-
cism of the theory of Xenophanes and others concerning the unlimited depth of the earth (arist. 
Cael. 294a25 – 26).

121. such as the view of democritus that the earth is concave (see the testimony of aëtius in d-K 
68 B 94), and the theory of the wavy shape of the earth deriving from anaximander (see Hippolytus 
in d-K 12 a 11, ll. 6 – 8; cf. the reasoning of aristotle, Cael. 295b16 ff.). leucippus (last quarter of the 
fifth cent.) states that the earth is shaped like a drum (diog. laert. 9. 30).

122. cf. the reference in aristotle De caelo 293b30 – 32 and Plato Phaedo 112e (if indeed what is 
written is to be so understood).

123. on the shape of the universe according to Plato, see note 52 above.
124. aristotle De caelo 287a30 – b21; 293b32 – 294a11; 297a8 – b17; 297b30 – 298a20.
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ics” held by Brahmans and Jews, it reveals a clear difference. The basic theological 
principles of the Jews, as presented by Hecataeus and understood by Megasthenes, 
do indeed differ from what Megasthenes knew about the Brahmans. in his time 
gods were certainly thought of in india in anthropomorphic terms (although 
probably there were still no images); heaven was not regarded as divine, and 
certainly not as the “god and master of everything”; and it was the ocean, rather 
than heaven, that was described as surrounding the earth.125

125. on the last point, see Kirfel (1920) 9 – 10, and on heaven, 37 – 45.
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at the head of the passages from Greek literature that Josephus adduces in Contra 
Apionem to support his claim that the Jews were of great antiquity and were 
always admired by Greek authors, there appears an excerpt from a biography of 
Pythagoras written by Hermippus of smyrna. Hermippus, a late third-century 
b.c.e. alexandrian scholar and biographer, was for five centuries considered by 
Greek and roman authors alike to be a significant and respectable source for the 
history of the philosophers. Josephus regards the excerpt as evidence for the great 
influence Jews had on the customs Pythagoras established for his disciples (Ap. 1. 
162 – 65), known as akousmata (“commands heard”) or symbola (“symbols”). This 
testimonium is supported by a more general observation concerning Jewish influ-
ence on Pythagoras, attributed to Hermippus by origenes (C. Cels. 1. 15 [334]).1

Were every detail in the two testimonies of Josephus and origen to be ac-
cepted as authentic, it would seem that, even in the days of Hermippus, one hun-
dred years after the first daily contacts between Jews and Greeks, Greek authors 
continued to view Jews as a nation of philosophers, regarding Jewish philosophy 

5

Hermippus of smyrna on Pythagoras, 
the Jews, and the Thracians

1. on Hermippus and the Jews, see Freudental (1875) 192; Müller (1877) 161 – 63; Gutschmid (1893) 
4: 558 – 60; Willrich (1895) 59 – 60; reinach (1895) 39 – 40; schürer (1901 – 9) 3: 625 – 27; radin (1915) 89; 
de Böhl (1953) 475 – 77; Guttmann 1: 151 – 52, 181; cardini (1969) 109 – 11; Burkert (1972) 172 – 73; Hengel 
(1973) 469; Wehrli (1974) 57 – 59, 91 – 92; stern, GLAJJ 1: 93 – 96; id. (1976) 1118 – 19; sevenster (1975) 184; 
Jacobson (1976); troiani (1977) 110 – 12; Gorman (1983) 32 – 42; Goodman in schürer et al. 3: 695 – 96; 
Bickerman (1988) 230 – 31; Gabba (1989) 623 – 24; Philhopfer (1990) 201; Feldman (1993) 201 – 2, 224; 
sansone (1993); Momigliano (1993) 79 – 80; Kasher (1996) 151 – 56; Bollansée (1999a) 108 – 13, 233 – 49; 
(1999b) 48 – 51; labow (2005) 162 – 64.
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as having had a significant influence on Greek philosophers, and this at a very 
early stage of Greek philosophy. Hermippus’s testimonium as phrased in origen 
even appears to reveal an early version of the myth about the Jewish origin of 
Greek philosophy, a myth well documented in Jewish-Hellenistic literature, the 
church patriarchs, medieval and even later texts, including rabbinic literature.2 
Thus the testimonia would appear to indicate that the myth originated among 
the Greeks rather than the Jews.

H er M i PPus on t H e J eWs ,  
a n d Moder n a PPr a isa l oF H is stat e M e n t

The Josephan passage on Hermippus (Ap. 1. 162 – 65) follows:

(162) indeed, Pythagoras of samos, being ancient, and considered to have excelled 
those who had philosophized in wisdom and respect for the divine [entity], clearly 
not only knew our affairs, but also was a very great admirer of them.3 (163) Well then, 
no composition is agreed [to be his], but many have investigated the things about 
him, and most outstanding of these is Hermippus, a man careful with regard to all 
research. (164) He, then, in the first [of his books concerning] Pythagoras, says that he 
(Pythagoras), after one of his4 pupils died, by name calliphon, in origin a crotonian, 
used to say that that man’s soul spent time with him both at night and during the day;5 
and that he (calliphon)6 recommended not to traverse a place wherever7 an ass sinks 
to its knees,8 and to abstain from drying water,9 and to refrain from all blasphemy.10 

2. The myth of the Jewish origin of Greek philosophy and its development in late antiquity has 
received considerable scholarly attention. it will suffice here to refer to drodge (1989). There is, how-
ever, no comprehensive work on the development of the myth in medieval and modern literature.

3. i have translated zēlotēs as “admirer,” since it would be too much to expect Josephus to claim 
that Pythagoras was an emulator of the Jews; Hermippus elsewhere uses the word in the sense of 
“admirer” (diog. laert. 8. 56).

4. reading with s, αὐτοῦ. l, αὐτῶν (“when one of the pupils themselves died” or “when one of 
their pupils died”).

5. s and the editio princeps read καὶ νύκτωρ καὶ μεθ’ ἡμέραν — “both by day and by night,” with 
the connotation that there were a number of full days, and not just one whole day. l reads καθ’ 
ἡμέραν, which usually means “day by day”; niese, who was not acquainted with s, emended to μεθ’ 
ἡμέραν, which means “in broad daylight” as opposed to the adverb νύκτωρ, “by night” (as, e.g., in 
aeschin. 3. 77). This is obviously the right reading.

6. on the question whether the prohibitions are to be attributed to calliphon or Pythagoras 
himself, the conclusion is unambiguous; see below, p. 184.

7. ἐφ’ ὃν ἄν. l has a subjunctive in the subordinate clause (ἐφ’ ὃν ὅνος ὀκλάσῃ). s and the editio 
princeps rightly include the necessary particle ἄν.

8. on the meaning of ὀκλάσῃ, see below, pp. 186–87 and note 103.
9. on the meaning of διψίων ὑδάτων, see below, pp. 187, 189.
10. in this context blasphēmia refers to offense against divinity only; see pp. 187 – 89 below, and 

note 108 on the meaning of “all.”
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(165) Then (Hermippus) adds after this the following as well: “and (Pythagoras) used 
to do and say these things imitating and transferring to himself the opinions of the 
Jews and the Thracians.” For that man is in fact said to have transferred many of the 
customs among the Jews to his own philosophy.

origen’s remark is quite similar to the final sentence of the passage in Josephus, 
although it is much more comprehensive (C. Celsum 1. 15 [334]):

it is said that Hermippus as well, in the first [book of] On Lawgivers, has stated that 
Pythagoras brought his own philosophy from Jews to Greeks.

The excerpt from Josephus may be broken down as follows: after the opening 
in which Josephus presents Hermippus and his work (163), there comes the 
testimonium from Hermippus (164; henceforward “the testimonium”), which 
includes a story spread by Pythagoras himself, in which the soul of calliphon, 
his dead student, accompanied him for some time and left him three prohibi-
tions. Following the testimonium comes a fragment (165; henceforward “the 
fragment”) in which Hermippus states that while Pythagoras attributed to cal-
liphon the prohibitions he followed, in fact it was Pythagoras himself who intro-
duced them, imitating Jewish and Thracian customs. The final sentence (165 
fin.: “For that man” etc.) claims that many Jewish customs were transferred to 
the “philosophy” of Pythagoras. The testimonium adduced by origen goes even 
farther, claiming that the “philosophy” of Pythagoras in its entirety originated 
with the Jews.

There is no reason to dispute the attribution of the testimonium and the frag-
ment in Josephus to Hermippus. as will be seen below, the image of Pythagoras 
portrayed in the testimonium well matches the approach of Hermippus toward 
him in the passages that have survived from the biography. The fragment is 
clearly not a Jewish forgery, since Jewish influence on Pythagoras is presented 
there as equal to that of the Thracians, hardly a byword for high culture in the 
Hellenistic world.11 However, the final sentence is controversial. some regard it as 
an additional testimonium of Hermippus or as a continuation of the fragment, 
while others attribute it to Josephus himself, be it his own interpretation or a 
paraphrase of a statement by aristobulus, the mid-second-century b.c.e. Jewish 
Hellenistic author, concerning Jewish influence on Pythagoras.12 The testimo-
nium adduced by origen is also controversial, with some denying its attribution 
to Hermippus.13

11. Pace Müller, FGH iii. 32; see stern, GLAJJ 1: 93. cf. also Goodman in schürer et al. 3: 696.
12. see the discussion below, pp. 196 – 200.
13. see below, pp. 200 – 202.
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all scholars have regarded Hermippus’s remarks on the Jews as praise, except 
one, who goes to the other extreme, calling Hermippus “anti-semitic.” 14 opin-
ions are divided over the exact nature of the praise. When the concluding sen-
tence is taken as part of the fragment from Hermippus, and the testimonium in 
origen is regarded as authentic, then this may serve to show that at the end of the 
third century b.c.e., or even earlier, Greek authors believed that there had been 
overwhelming Jewish influence on Pythagoras’s entire philosophy. When the last 
sentence in Josephus is not attributed to Hermippus and the authenticity of the 
testimonium in origen is denied, then it may be claimed only that some Greeks 
believed that there had been some Jewish influence on just a few Pythagorean 
customs. This would also be considered praise for the Jews, although to a lesser 
extent. 

The assumption that Hermippus’s statement is actually complimentary to the 
Jews needs to be examined. it takes for granted that any comparison between 
Jews and Greek thinkers, especially a philosopher of the stature of Pythagoras, 
can indicate only great admiration toward the Jews, or even adulation. However, 
the Greek intellectual arena was a battleground steeped in controversies and 
passions. Barbed and poisonous attacks were the norm, and esoteric sects would 
have suffered from all sides. an evaluation of Hermippus’s image of the Jews 
requires a prior investigation into his attitude toward Pythagoras. other relevant 
questions requiring preliminary treatment include the origin of both the final 
sentence in Josephus and the testimonium in origen, and the identification of the 
prohibitions mentioned, a tricky subject that is also a matter of controversy. Prior 
to all these is the question of the general literary approach of Hermippus, and 
above all, the specific character and aim of his work On Pythagoras. it is worth 
emphasizing that the question occasionally raised concerning the influences of 
oriental cultures on Pythagoras is irrelevant when the issue is the image of 
Pythagoras in the third and second centuries b.c.e., rather than the historical-
intellectual processes at the time of Pythagoras, in the sixth/fifth century b.c.e. 
similarly, the Pythagorean question by and large — namely, Pythagoras’s real 
historical personality and teaching — does not concern us here.

H er M i PPus ’ s  l i t er a ry BacKGrou n d  
a n d cH a r ac t er ist ic s oF H is Wor K s

We possess none of Hermippus’s works. all we know about him is gleaned from 
about one hundred testimonia and fragments preserved mainly in Plutarch, ath-

14. see the bibliography in note 1 above. on anti-semitic sentiment, see Gorman (1983) esp. 33, 
36. Gorman’s article, learned as it is, contains serious errors in Jewish matters.
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enaeus, and diogenes laertius.15 a number of surveys have been written over the 
years on Hermippus and his works,16 and recently there has appeared a most com-
prehensive and detailed monograph accompanied by a voluminous commentary.17

Hermippus was born in smyrna.18 He earned the nickname Kallimacheios,19 
which is significant for determining his era and sources of influence. it has been 
rightly concluded that Hermippus was one of the pupils of callimachus,20 the poet, 
scholar, and bibliographer active in alexandria around the middle of the third 
century b.c.e. callimachus was a phenomenally prolific writer on a wide range 
of subjects and may well have been the greatest poet of the Hellenistic period. 
He was also famous for his learned publications, such as anthologies on many 
and various subjects, and particularly for the catalogues that he produced for the 
Great library of alexandria. Hermippus was not only callimachus’s pupil but 
also continued his work as a scholar-excerptor. He may have helped callimachus 
in collecting material for the catalogues,21 and he seems to have made use of 
callimachus’s archive and the catalogues themselves,22 which included at the 
very least information on the origins, dates, center of activity, and even sources 
of each author, and the date of publication of each work.23 Whatever the case 
may be, it appears that Hermippus used callimachus’s work as the basis for the 
bibliographical lists he included in the biographies of his subjects.24 There is no 
reference to the Jews in the surviving material of callimachus, and most probably 
no such reference ever existed. it is scarcely credible that Jewish and christian 
authors failed to take notice of a reference to the Jews — however trivial it may have 

15. The fragments and testimonia have been collected by Müller (1855); Wehrli (1974) 11 – 41; 
Bollansée (1999a) 1 – 93. The fragments and testimonia referred to below follow the numbering in 
Bollansée.

16. Müller, FGH iii. 35 – 36; susemihl (1893) 1: 492 – 95; leo (1901) 124 – 28; diels and schubart 
(1904) xxxvi-xliii; J. c. Heibges, RE s.v. “Hermippos (2),” cols. 845 – 52; drerup (1923) 72 – 75; von der 
Mühll (1942) 89 – 102; Moraux (1951) 221 – 26; steidle (1963) 142 – 43; Pfeiffer (1968) 129, 150 – 51; Burkert 
(1972) 102 – 3; Fraser (1972) 1: 453 – 54, 780 – 81; Wehrli (1974) 7, 102 – 6; Blum (1991) 60 – 61, 188 – 89; 
Momigliano (1993) 79 – 81; Flower (1994) 48 – 49.

17. Bollansée (1999b); subjects not appearing in his monograph are dealt with in his detailed 
commentary on the fragments (1999a).

18. Fr. 55, and cf. Bollansée (1999b) 8 – 7.
19. Three testimonia, t2a-c.
20. see the detailed discussion in Bollansée (1999b) 1 – 7, and bibliography there. Three additional 

alexandrian authors were called callimachean; see Bollansée, 3 – 6.
21. as Bollansée (1999b) 2 – 3 speculates.
22. Thus Pfeiffer (1968) 120; Fraser (1972) 1: 781; Momigliano (1993) 80; Bollansée (1999b) 4 – 7. For 

bibliographical information, see t20, fr. 37a.
23. Fragments of the catalogues have been collected in Pfeiffer (1949 – 53) frr. 429 – 53; cf. Pfeiffer 

(1968) 128 – 34; Blum (1991) 150 – 60.
24. Thus correctly Bollansée (1999b) 179 – 80, pace Wehrli (1974) 78.
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been — by a poet and scholar of the standing of callimachus. His concentration 
on topics and motifs drawn solely from Greek heritage has already been widely 
acknowledged.

Hermippus was also called peripatetikos.25 This epithet was given to several 
scholar-compilers active in alexandria who were not philosophers, let alone 
aristotelians, such as satyrus, a biographer and younger contemporary of Her-
mippus, and Heraclides lembus, a high official in the Ptolemaic court (c. 170 – 

150 b.c.e.) who also summarized biographies of philosophers. For this reason it 
has been concluded that the epithet referred generally to scholars who worked 
in alexandria,26 and particularly to those who worked on subjects of special 
interest to Peripatetics, such as biography. This conclusion fits Hermippus well: 
he was no philosopher and seems not to have expressed his own opinion on 
philosophical matters, judging from what remains of his writing. His account 
of aristotle and Theophrastus shows no indication that he followed in their 
footsteps. on aristotle he related somewhat unflattering episodes (beside posi-
tive and unbiased accounts), while he mocked the personality and mannerisms 
of Theophrastus. The epithet peripatetikos cannot help us assess the attitude of 
Hermippus toward the Jews.

The literary activity of Hermippus has been established as spanning the late 
third century and early second century b.c.e.: callimachus died in the 230s 
b.c.e.,27 and in one of the fragments Hermippus described the death of chrysip-
pus the stoic, who died in the 143rd olympiad,28 208/204 b.c.e. Hermippus would 
have been in his fifties or sixties when chrysippus died, and his biographical 
writing would not have continued long into the next century. it is unknown 
whether his work On Pythagoras, in which he mentions the Jews, predated or 
antedated the settlement lexicon of Mnaseas of Patara, in which appeared the 
story of the statue of the ass in the Jerusalem temple (Joseph. Ap. 2. 91 – 96). in 
fact it does not matter either way, since their references to the Jews have little in 
common. The reference to the ass in one of the three prohibitions mentioned by 
Hermippus bears no relation to the story told by Mnaseas.29 Besides, when Her-
mippus reported the Pythagorean prohibition against traversing a place where an 
ass had sunk to its knees, he did not necessarily have in mind a Jewish custom.30

Hermippus wrote many biographies, a work on the Magi, a commentary on 

25. t1, fr. 19b.
26. leo (1901) 118; Brink (1946) 11 – 12; see also Bollansée (1999b) 9 – 14, and the comprehensive 

bibliography there. The minority opinion of West (1974) is unacceptable.
27. on the dating of the death of callimachus, see the discussion in Bollansée (1999a) 351.
28. Fr. 76 (diog. laert. 7. 184), and see Bollansée (1999b) 14 – 15, who develops previous comments.
29. see below, note 122.
30. see below, p. 193.
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Homer, and a didactic poem on astronomical matters (Phaenomena). since his 
reference to the Jews is located in his work On Pythagoras, it will be of advan-
tage to consider only his biographical writings, in particular their extent and 
general character. They fall into four groups: (a) a compilation titled On the 
Seven Sages, or On the Sages, which contained biographies of the seven classical 
sages31 (Pythagoras is not one of the sages in Hermippus’s version of the list, 
although he is mentioned by Hermippus as one of the seventeen personalities 
who appeared on various other lists of the seven sages); 32 (b) a compilation titled 
On Lawgivers, with biographies of such people as lycurgus and triptolemus; 33 
(c) biographies of philosophers and orators, including certainly Pythagoras, 
aristotle, Theophrastus, Gorgias, isocrates, and epicurus, and probably others 
mentioned in the fragments, such as socrates and Plato; 34 (d) On Those Who 
Converted from Philosophy to < . . . > and the Exercise of Power,35 an collection of 
brief descriptions of philosophers or their pupils who became tyrants or advisers 
to tyrants.

on the question of the exact source for Hermippus’s remark on the Jews in 
Josephus and origen, it should be noted that an oxyrhynchus papyrus informs us 
of an epitome made by Heraclides lembus of On the Seven Sages, On Lawgivers, 
and the biography of Pythagoras.36 it has been suggested that Josephus and/or 
origen used the epitome,37 but Josephus explicitly states that he is drawing on 
the first book of the biography of Pythagoras, while origen claims to have cited 
the first book of On Lawgivers. it is worth adding that Heraclides lembus also 
composed epitomes of diadochai (successions) of philosophers by sotion and 
for biographies by satyrus, both contemporaries of Hermippus. in both these 
epitomes he also included an abbreviated biography of Pythagoras.

The epitomizing of the biographical works of Hermippus testifies to the inter-
est in them in the second century b.c.e. This was particularly the case with the 
biography of Pythagoras, the only one of the many Hermippean biographies 
to be treated separately in the epitomes of Heraclides lembus. Hermippus was 
almost completely forgotten after the time of diogenes laertius, the second-third 
century c.e. biographer of philosophers, when it was then possible for readers to 
find more extensive and orderly biographies of famous people.

31. Frr. 9 – 20.
32. Fr. 10.
33. Frr. 2 – 8.
34. Frr. 20 – 55.
35. Frr. 39 – 40: περὶ τῶν ἀπὸ φιλοσοφίας εἰς < . . . > καὶ δυναστείας μεθεστηκότων. see also 

Bollansée (1999a) 355 – 62; (1999b) 72 – 81; and see below, pp. 177 – 78 on the political-social theory of 
Pythagoras, as presented by his opponents.

36. t5, fr. 9a.
37. Werhli (1974) 91.
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The works of Hermippus, although entitled Bioi, were not as sophisticated 
as those biographies written by such an outstanding scholar as aristoxenus, a 
pupil of aristotle, already at the beginning of the Hellenistic period,38 or in the 
way that the genre was conceived by later Greeks and romans (following nepos, 
Plutarch, and suetonius). The works of Hermippus contained basic biographi-
cal details (including a bibliography), accompanied by random statements and 
episodes stitched together into an apparent whole. These anecdotes generally 
spoke for themselves, but Hermippus would occasionally add a comment or an 
interpretation.39 From this point of view the works were no different from the Bioi 
written by aristotle and his pupils Theophrastus and dichaearchus, but the same 
cannot be said for their character and degree of reliability.

From the middle of the nineteenth century, many scholars have observed 
that the biographical episodes and comments of Hermippus are unreliable, and 
that his writing inclines toward the sensational and the satirical.40 This ten-
dency is reflected in the material surviving from his contemporaries sotion and 
satyrus, but it is most noticeable in Hermippus. The claim for sensationalism is 
based mainly on fragments describing the death of the subjects of biographies, or 
even of secondary characters.41 These deaths are unnatural and unexpected and 
include suicides, brutal executions, natural disasters, and some connected with 
excessive eating and drinking; they all inspire wonder, and may raise a laugh, 
or at least a smile. not a few of the descriptions are historically unfounded and 
are clearly invented, either by Hermippus or by his sources. some deaths are 
demonstrably adapted (or opposed) to the character or doctrine of the victim.42 
The death of Pythagoras is one such case.43

38. The fragments of aristoxenus are in Werhli (1945) frr. 11 – 68. see esp. Momigliano (1993) 
73 – 89.

39. For such comments, see pp. 176, 178, 184 – 85 below.
40. all the scholars mentioned in note 16 above (except von der Mühll, discussing Hermippus’s 

relatively temperate biography of solon), to whom should be added rohde (1871) 562; delatte (1922) 
221 – 23; lévy (1926) 37 – 39. Bollansée, attempting to attribute to Hermippus’s account some historical 
value by referring to the bibliographical and prosopographical information to be found there (e.g., 
t20, fr. 37a), summarizes thus: “Hermippos appears to have presented his readership with an odd 
mix of ‘fun and facts’, . . . depictions of anecdotal scenes interlaced with a plethora of picturesque, 
obscure, memorable and/or sensational elements” ([1999b] 185 – 86).

41. Writing on strange deaths, and even anthologies devoted to the subject, were no novelty. 
Phaenias of eresus, for example, a pupil of aristotle, had written a work on the death of tyrants; 
see Wehrli (1957) frr. 14 – 16. This work was used by the first-century c.e. titinius capito in his work 
Exitus illustrium virorum (death of Famous Men). nor was this the only latin work of its kind.

42. see the exhaustive discussion in Bollansée (1999b) 153 – 41, 227 – 32. The most instructive 
example is the description of the death of Heraclitus, which hints at his physical theories and actu-
ally ridicules them (fr. 64; and see Bollansée [1999a] 462 – 69, following Guthrie [1963] 469 n. 3).

43. see p. 180 below.
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The prurient nature of Hermippus’s work is discernible in a good number of 
the episodes he writes about. two examples will suffice, and these are drawn not 
from the descriptions of strange deaths — usually the preferred illustrations in 
research on Hermippus — but rather from pieces of everyday information. addi-
tional examples will be adduced below from the biography of Pythagoras.

aelianus writes as follows in his De natura animalium (7. 40):

i have ascertained that there is also a tribe of aethiopians in which there rules a 
dog, and they obey its impulse; they know that if it whimpers it is not impassioned, 
and if it barks they are aware of its anger. if Hermippus is able to bring this as 
evidence to someone, adducing aristokreon as his witness, let him convince. not 
having escaped my attention it then came to mind at an opportune moment.

Hermippus took this account from a work by aristokreon, a geographer who 
wrote on ethiopia.44 Hermippus chose this fictional account because he was look-
ing precisely for this sort of material. since the expeditions to ethiopia and the 
development of the “elephant stations” in the reign of Ptolemy ii Philadelphus, 
Greeks living in egypt had a great deal of information about their ethiopian 
neighbors. Had Hermippus made the effort, he would have found a more plau-
sible report. only a generation later, agatharchides of cnidus included in his 
work On the Red Sea a great deal of information on the diversity of the ethiopian 
population and its way of life. While there are still a fair number of baseless 
rumors and exaggerations in his account, he does not stoop to such absurdities 
as Hermippus was only too eager to do.

to take another example, this time from the recent history of athens, Her-
mippus describes the flamboyant behavior of Theophrastus when performing in 
front of an audience in the lyceum (ath. 1. 21a-b):

Hermippus says that Theophrastus used to appear in the Peripatos at a regular 
time, splendid in his prime. He would sit down and deliver his speech without 
refraining from any gesture or pose; once, while imitating a gourmet, he stuck out 
his tongue and licked his lips.

The passage is a greatly reduced version of the account originally produced 
by Hermippus, since it has been preserved in the epitome of the first book of 
athenaeus.45 These features of Theophrastus would undoubtedly have been de-
scribed in more detail. even as it stands, there is no support for such a portrayal 
of Theophrastus as either a teacher or an orator in the relatively many testimonia 
we have on him. it is, for example, difficult to see in Hermippus’s version the man 

44. see Bollansée (1999a) 91 and n. 49. His attempts (592) to render Hermippus’s account reliable 
or of historical worth are unsuccessful.

45. rightly noted by Bollansée (1999a) 333.
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whom aristotle dubbed Theophrastus (“divine speaker”) or the teacher who, 
while wanting many pupils, still complained that preparing lectures consumed 
time better spent writing his books.46 Hermippus’s description is not only unsup-
ported, but it is actually at odds with the rest of the tradition.47

ON Py T H AG OR AS a n d t H e i M aGe oF Py t H aG or a s

Hermippus’s biography of Pythagoras has reached us in the threadbare form of 
eight fragments and testimonia, including those transmitted by Josephus and 
origen. The remainder are preserved in diogenes laertius and athenaeus.48 The 
work comprised at least two books (diog. laert. 8. 41), and the publication of an 
epitome just a generation or so later by Heraclides lembus may suggest that the 
work included additional books.

The discussion in the previous section concerning the biographical writing of 
Hermippus already suggests that the biography of Pythagoras may not have been 
written with historical truth in mind but tended instead toward the sensational 
and the prurient. a comparison of all the biographical fragments shows that not 
only was the biography on Pythagoras as sensational as could be expected, but 
also that the subject of the work was treated with undisguised hostility and bias. 
Hermippus’s negative attitude toward Pythagoras was not unusual. The image 
and doctrine of Pythagoras were controversial in the ancient world: there was 
admiration, even adoration, on the one hand, and contempt, hatred, scorn, and 
mockery, on the other hand, including bitter personal attacks on him and his 
activities. The pious image of Pythagoras has prevailed in Western culture thanks 
to the christian and neoplatonic heritage.

in 1871, the German scholar erwin rohde published an article on the sources 
of the second-third century c.e. neoplatonist iamblichus for his enthusiastic 
biography of Pythagoras. in the article, which was to become a classic on the 
stages of transmission of the Pythagorean tradition,49 rohde gave short shrift 
to the biography on Pythagoras by Hermippus, which he identified as nothing 
but “eine giftige satire” (“a venomous satire”) inspired by satirical motifs and 
hostile remarks against philosophers to be found in Greek comedy.50 rohde 
provided no evidence for his assertions, apart from a reference to the story 

46. Bollansée (1999a) 333 – 37 makes strenuous, if unsuccessful, efforts to find a kernel of truth 
in the description of Theophrastus. He too concludes that it originates in a source hostile to the 
Peripatetics (337).

47. see the collection of bibliographical items on Theophrastus in Fortenbaugh (1992) 20 – 87.
48. see the passages in Bollansée (1999a) F21 – 27 and t1.
49. see rohde (1871). on the great influence of the article, see Philip (1959) 185 – 87. The author 

does not disagree with rohde over Hermippus, but on other statements made by him.
50. rohde (1871) 562. it may have been said already before: see the references in Müller (1877) 162.
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about Pythagoras hiding underground in croton. He may well have assumed 
that the other fragments of the biography on Pythagoras spoke for themselves. 
His interpretation was adopted by many scholars in surveys of the works of 
Hermippus and in other contexts.51 However, it did not reach the attention of 
scholars (apart from two52) commenting on Hermippus’s reference to the Jews, 
either because of their eagerness, inspired by Josephus and others, to find praise 
for the Jews in Greek literature or because they were misled by the extravagant 
praise that Josephus himself expressed for the quality of Hermippus’s work. 
Josephus may have been taken even more seriously here because of his manifest 
caution, following many others, with regard to the authenticity of works attrib-
uted to Pythagoras (163).

rohde’s assessment has been challenged recently by the Belgian scholar Jan 
Bollansée, who published a large volume in 1999 containing a collection of the 
fragments and testimonia of Hermippus with detailed commentary, as one of 
the sequels to the monumental Fragmente der griechischen Historiker by Felix 
Jacoby. shortly afterward Bollansée also published a comprehensive monograph 
on Hermippus.53 Bollansée maintains that Hermippus is not responsible for any 
bias or hostility in his biography of Pythagoras, and claims Hermippus’s inten-
tion was only to choose passages that provide “a good story,” as he did in his other 
biographies, where he simply sought to interest readers, and sometimes shock 
them. according to Bollansée, Hermippus found his material in earlier authors 
and invented nothing. Bollansée even goes so far as to state that Hermippus 
copied his sources without any modifications.54 Bollansée interprets the “Jewish” 
passage according to these basic premises, with Hermippus taking his account 
from a Jewish-Hellenistic source. Thus the customs and beliefs described do 
actually reflect Jewish customs and beliefs of the time. The passage, in Bollansée’s 
view, does not belittle Pythagoras but praises the Jews. Bollansée concludes by 
calling the passage “pro-semitic.” 55

as Bollansée has devoted over nine hundred pages to a comprehensive and 
meticulous analysis of Hermippus’s writings, his opinion deserves special atten-
tion. While Hermippus clearly did incline toward the “interesting” or prurient, 
this in itself is insufficient reason to conclude that he was indifferent to the deeds 

51. see the comprehensive bibliography in Bollansée (1999b) xi-xv, and 50 n. 91.
52. Gorman (1983) and Bollansée (1999a) 233 – 49. Both fail to make the necessary conclusions 

concerning the nature of the biography, each for his own reasons. against the usual assumption that 
Hermippus intended his words to praise Pythagoras and the Jews, see Bar-Kochva (1994) 461 – 62 and 
n. 8, paraphrased by Kasher (1996) 155.

53. Bollansée (1999a), (1999b).
54. Bollansée (1999a) 233 – 297; (1999b) 50 – 55, 118 – 41, 154 – 63, 182 – 83.
55. Bollansée (1999a) 243 – 46; (1999b) 48, 50 – 51.
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and characters of the subjects of his biographies. in some cases his personal 
attitudes can easily be detected. as for Bollansée’s approach to the biography of 
Pythagoras as a whole, it suffers from a number of obvious weaknesses:

 1. two of the eight passages, to be adduced later in the discussion, present 
Pythagoras as a deceitful charlatan (the katabasis story), and his doctrine 
and politics in general as advocating tyranny and despotism and encourag-
ing treason and extreme violence against opponents (a note in the athenion 
account). it would be rather strange to claim that Hermippus took all this 
from his sources only in order to present “a good story,” without his person-
ally having an extremely negative opinion of Pythagoras. a biography con-
taining such grave accusations would not have been written in this way solely 
to entertain. any work on the highly controversial character of Pythagoras 
would have been regarded, at least in the third/second century b.c.e., as tak-
ing sides. Hermippus was not an automaton who contributed to the demoni-
zation of Pythagoras only by chance.

 2. one of these two passages even shows that Hermippus blatantly stated his 
own strongly negative attitude toward Pythagoras’s political theory and his 
personality, calling him sarcastically “the fine Pythagoras.” 56

 3. The Jewish fragment testifies to the active involvement of Hermippus in the 
content of the episodes, with him expressing his completely negative view of 
one of the fictional stories spread by Pythagoras. as with the katabasis story, 
Pythagoras is actually presented as a liar who tried to convince his disciples 
using fictitious tales.57

i would add that in not a few cases it was difficult for Bollansée to find evidence for 
the existence of similar stories, concerning Pythagoras or anybody else, in litera-
ture prior to Hermippus, yet he hypothesized that there were such stories.58 Fur-
thermore, Bollansée himself praises (rightly) the narrative skill of Hermippus.59 
The notion of a “hands-off” storyteller with narrative skill is difficult to compre-
hend. There must have been some editorial interference, to say the least.

56. The testimonium is extremely brief and shared with the historian Theopompus, who pre-
ceded him; see pp. 177 – 78.

57. see pp. 184–85 below.
58. see, e.g., Bollansée (1999a) 150 – 53 (the prohibition against the use of cypress wood in the 

manufacture of coffins); 257 – 58 (the profession of the father of Pythagoras); 285 (the death of Py-
thagoras); 264 – 67 (the descent of Pythagoras under the earth); (1999b) 134 (the story of the soul of 
calliphon); and so with episodes concerning other biographies (e.g., p. 71 on the appearance of 
Theophrastus).

59. Bollansée (1999b) 118 – 41, stating at the outset: “He (Hermippus) must have been a gifted 
storyteller with an unerring sense of the picturesque and/or memorable (often sensational) scene 
and a keen eye for the intimate and/or obscure detail.”
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The basic evaluation of rohde would therefore seem to be fairly sound. 
Because of their importance to the general assessment of Hermippus’s attitude 
toward the Jews, and in order to remove any doubt with regard to his attitude 
toward Pythagoras, it might be worth presenting here the two most hostile pas-
sages from the biography.

Here, first, is the description of Pythagoras’s rise to a position of influence in 
Magna Graecia, the Greek regions of settlement in southern italy:

Hermippus says something else about Pythagoras. [For he says] that on coming to 
italy he made a little house under the earth and ordered his mother to write the hap-
penings on a tablet, indicating also the time, then send down to him until he should 
come up. This the mother did. Pythagoras after a time came up, thin and skeletal. 
Going to the assembly he claimed that he had arrived from Hades, and indeed he 
read out to them the things that had happened. They cringed at what was said and 
wept and wailed and believed Pythagoras to be someone divine, so that they even 
handed over to him their women to learn some of his [doctrines], and these women 
were called “Pythagoraeans.” Hermippus [says] these things. (diog. laert. 8. 41)

The story of the katabasis (descent) has been much discussed. it was thought in 
the past that it was merely an intentional inversion made by Hermippus to the 
story well known from Herodotus (4.95) and Hellanicus (Suda s.v. Ζαμόλξις) 
about Zamolxis, Pythagoras’s slave.60 according to that story, on his journey 
from ionia back to Thrace, Zamolxis tried to persuade the Thracians that they 
would gain eternal life. to this end, he suddenly disappeared and remained for 
three years in a subterranean structure. The inhabitants mourned for him as one 
dead, so that when he finally reappeared they considered his claim proven. it is 
not certain nowadays which story came first, and it may be that the two stories 
existed basically in parallel perhaps already in the pre-socratic era (apart from 
accretions of later generations).61 Be that as it may, apart from Bollansée, no 
one disputes the evaluation that the Pythagoras story is mocking and hostile in 
intent.62 The story speaks for itself, and an author including it in his biography of 
Pythagoras as a vulgate in the floruit of alexandrian scholarship, when the image 
of Pythagoras was strongly disputed, could not be indifferent to it.63

60. so have many claimed since rohde (1871) 557 n. 1. see the bibliography in Bollansée (1999a) 
265 n. 104.

61. Bollansée (1999a) 265 – 74; (1999b) 192 – 33, following Burkert (1972) 147 – 62; but see Gottschalk 
(1980) 117 – 18.

62. see, e.g., Burkert (1972) 156: “The mocking tone of this account of a journey to the under-
world is of course unmistakable.”

63. contrary to diogenes laertius, the much later, uncritical, and often senseless compiler, 
who was committed, if at all, only to the epicureans. in any case, diogenes laertius attributed the 
katabasis story explicitly to Hermippus.
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as regards the political doctrine and activity of Pythagoras, athenaeus (sec-
ond century c.e.) quotes a report from the “Histories” of Posidonius (published 
84 b.c.e.) about the “Peripatetic philosopher” athenion, culminating in his rise to 
a brief tyranny in athens during the anarchy accompanying the Mithridatic War 
of 88 b.c.e. (ath. 5. 211d – 215b).64 The report, in fact a powerful sarcastic satire, 
describes in detail the rise of athenion from the gutter, his deceitful manipula-
tion of the athenians by which he was finally elected stratēgos, his betrayal of 
their faith in him when he declared himself a tyrant, and especially his reign of 
terror over the city: the meager rationing of food to inhabitants, his immediate 
disposal of “sensible inhabitants,” a night curfew, confiscation of property and 
money of innocent citizens, executions without trial, torture, scourging to death, 
show trials, persecutions and elimination of his opponents in exile, and so on.

immediately after describing athenion’s seizure of the city and the first mur-
ders of potential opponents, athenaeus continues thus: 65

after not many days, when the philosopher (i.e., athenion) had revealed himself a 
tyrant and had demonstrated the dogma of the Pythagoreans concerning the plot 
and what that philosophy wished for them that the fine (kalos) Pythagoras had 
introduced, as Theopompus reported in book 8 of the Philippics, and Hermippus, 
the Callimachean, immediately he removed from his path the sensible ones of the 
citizens — against the dogmas of aristotle and Theophrastus, as if the proverb say-
ing “don’t [give] a sword to a child” were true — [and] set guards at the gates, in 
order [that] at night many of the athenians, wary of the future, would let themselves 
by ropes and flee. athenion [then] sent calvary [to catch them]. (athen. 5.213f.)

The story goes on to describe the acts of cruelty that athenion visited upon the 
escapees. athenaeus included the sentence from Hermippus in order to char-
acterize athenion’s actions: the man put into practice the political doctrine of 
Pythagoras and followed the advice to be found there, in his betrayal of the 
trust of the athenians, in the establishment of a tyranny, and in his cruel deeds 
against the populace. The testimonium is clearly only a summary of the details 
Hermippus would have given concerning the political doctrine and career of 
Pythagoras. it squares with the hostile traditions accusing Pythagoras or his 

64. on the passage, its context, and background, see esp. Malitz (1983) 346 – 55; Kidd 2: 863 – 87, 
and esp. 864 for a detailed bibliography.

65. it is already well established that Posidonius himself had not included the testimonium 
of Hermippus in his story, but that this was done by athenaeus. Posidonius treated Pythagoras 
with respect: see Kidd 2: 870 – 80; Bollansée (1999a) 292 n. 196, and many bibliographical references 
there. Bollansée (1999b) 79 attributes the fragment of Hermippus to the composition On Those Who 
Converted from Philosophy to < . . . > and the Exercise of Power, but would such a significant state-
ment (and possibly accompanying stories) have been left out of the biography?
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adherents of setting up, or intending to set up, a tyranny in croton,66 and relating 
the activity of certain Pythagoreans throughout the centuries who had become 
cruel tyrants in southern italy.67 The message of the testimonium stands in stark 
contrast to the position of the supporters of Pythagoras, such as aristoxenus, 
who claimed that Pythagoras deplored tyranny and worked toward a regime of 
freedom.68 it is quite possible that Hermippus’s statement was also accompanied 
by descriptions of, or at least references to, Pythagorean tyrants notorious for 
their cruelty.69 The sarcastic epithet “(morally) fine” or “noble” (kalos) applied to 
Pythagoras in the testimonium well underlines the attitude of the writer toward 
his subject.70 Hermippus, then, not only reworked or invented “a good story” but 
also made his own position clear.

Hermippus thus had an extremely negative attitude toward Pythagoras, quite 
in keeping with the general lines of the anti-Pythagorean traditions. in three out 
of eight surviving passages Hermippus explicitly or implicitly sharply censures 
Pythagoras. if the other five passages — now removed from their original con-
text — may be perceived by modern readers as either complimentary or “neutral,” 
this is only because it has always been the practice of satire to let the actions speak 
for themselves. The ancient literati, familiar with the traditions and rumors on 
the lifestyle of the philosophers and their doctrines, and aware of the tone of the 
biography by and large, would hardly have missed the jibes and sarcasm. The 
real intent of these five passages can therefore be reconstructed by recalling the 
characteristics of similar types, well known from the history of all periods.

to summarize the discussion so far, the portrait of Pythagoras drawn by 
Hermippus may be reconstructed as follows: the man was nothing but a cheat 
and a charlatan. it was a clever trick that convinced the people of croton, his 
new city, of his supernatural powers.71 recognition of his special abilities had 

66. e.g., diogenes laertius 8. 39, 40, 46; dicaearchus in Porphyry Vita Pythagorae 56 – 57; Pom-
peius trogus in Justin 20. 4.

67. on the political activity of Pythagoras in Magna Graecia, see von Fritz (1940); Minar (1942); 
dunbabin (1948) 359 – 73. Particularly well-known is the harsh charge of appian, The Mithridatic 
War 28, that the Pythagorean tyrants were more cruel than usual tyrants. Burkert (1972) 118 n. 57 
even speculates that Hermippus was the source for appian on this point.

68. see the references in Bollansée (1999a) 294 n. 201, to which may be added Porphyry Vita 
Pythagorae 7, 9, 16, 21; diogenes laertius 8. 22.

69. suggested by Bollansée (1999b) 80.
70. in this context it does not matter if the epithet was originally invented by Theopompus or by 

Hermippus. it was certainly not supplemented by athenaeus.
71. Pythagoras is said to have presented himself as apollo the Hyperborean, Heracles, or the 

son of Hermes (aristotle in rose [1886] fr. 191; Porphyry VP 2, 20, 29; iambl. VP 28 [140], 30 [178]; 
diog. laert. 8. 4, 11). on the wonderful deeds attributed to him, see aristotle in rose (1886) fr. 191; 
Porphyry Vita Pythagorae 23 – 24, 27, 28 – 29; iamblichus De vita Pythagorica 28 (142 – 44); and there 
too (favorably, of course) on the use made of marvel stories to reinforce his authority. among other
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married women flocking to him (details may well have attracted the attention of 
Hermippus).72 The same trick also persuaded citizens to accept his theory that the 
soul is immortal.73 Pythagoras reinforced his claim with fictional tales such as 
that of the soul of calliphon keeping him company night and day for a time (Ap. 
1. 164).74 in addition to novel beliefs, Pythagoras issued strange, even ridiculous, 
commands and prohibitions, like the one against using cypress wood for cof-
fins.75 The three prohibitions referred to in the Josephan fragment are of this type 
(see below). The reader is made to see that these beliefs and customs, and the veil 
of mystery around Pythagoras for his followers, all served to reinforce his control 
over them. Pythagoras was thus considered the sole possessor of knowledge of 
right and wrong, of the secrets and the reasons for the precepts. in his drive to 
power he did not even hesitate to impose arbitrary prohibitions that harmed the 
livelihood of his parents.76 in fact, the customs and beliefs are unoriginal: the 
charlatan is also a plagiarist, having stolen his doctrine from various peoples, 

things, Pythagoras was said to have bitten a huge snake in sybaris, sodom of the Hellenes, and thus 
freed the inhabitants from terror, and calmed storms on rivers and at sea. see also the sources col-
lected in d-K 14. 7 (including aristotle), and the discussion in Burkert (1972) 142 – 44.

72. Bollansée (1999a) 274 – 76 seems to regard this detail of the story as an innocent and incidental 
reference to the community of women in Pythagorean society. on the duty of loyalty in marriage 
much has been said in Pythagorean literature. yet it is doubtful whether this is the intention, com-
ing as it does at the end of such a venomous story. it is worth noting that the men of the city do not 
themselves come to study with Pythagoras, but send their wives to him in the belief that he is a divin-
ity. The text differs from the positive version of dicaearchus, which spoke of separate assemblies of 
young men, children, and women on the orders of the archons (in Porph. VP 18; cf. Pompeius trogus 
in Justin 2. 4. 8 – 12). The author thus seems to be mocking yet again the stupidity of the inhabitants, 
while also hinting again at the deviousness of Pythagoras. imposters claiming to have supernatural 
powers who exploit naive women are a well-known phenomenon not confined to any one period. The 
comedy on the Pythagorean woman (see below, note 87) may well have contained such insinuations, 
thus imputing hypocrisy to the Pythagorean conservatism in family affairs. anti-Pythagorean tales 
to this effect would hardly have passed through the screening of the christian church.

73. The literature on Pythagoras described the course of the wanderings and cycles of the soul 
(see, e.g., dicaearchus in Werhli [1944] fr. 36 = Mithardy [2001] fr. 42; Heraclides Ponticus in diog. 
laert. 8. 4). on the great lengths Pythagoras went to to persuade his followers of the transmigration 
of souls, see diodorus 10. 5. 2 – 3; Porphyry Vita Pythagorae 26, including evidence close to the genre 
of wonder stories (thaumasia).

74. see pp. 184–85 below; cf. p. 182 below on Pythagoras and the shield of Menelaus.
75. Fr. 22 (diog. laert. 8. 1). For other akousmata known from ancient literature, see below, note 100.
76. Fr. 23 (diog. laert. 8. 41) describes Mnesarchus, the father of Pythagoras, as a gem engraver, 

while other sources have him in maritime commerce. There is a barb in the fragment: one of the 
prohibitions attributed to Pythagoras was against the wearing of rings bearing the images of gods 
(clem. Strom. 5. 5 [28. 4]; iambl. VP 18 [84]; diog. laert. 8. 17). His father’s occupation, therefore, 
would have suffered from this prohibition. The barb is noticed by Bollansée (1999a) 257 – 62, and he 
compares the tactic with the innuendo behind the strange death descriptions in Hermippus (esp. 
the death of Heraclitus, fr. 64). it should be added that the Pythagoreans urged the respect of parents 
(see, e.g., Porph. VP 38) and old people in general (diog. laert. 8. 22).
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none counted among the wise nations, and some actually on the fringes of the 
Hellenistic world.77

Pythagoras regarded his close followers as an instrument in gaining power 
and political control. His political doctrine encouraged treason and justified 
the use of any means, including mass murder, torture, and the obstruction of 
justice, while advocating tyranny. Hermippus may well have stated explicitly 
that Pythagoras attempted to realize his doctrine in croton.78 such ignoble deeds 
would have merited the sarcastic epithet kalos (“fine, noble”).

Pythagoras dies in a ridiculous manner, proving the folly of his commands 
and prohibitions: when his enemies, the syracusans, were pursuing him and 
his supporters, Pythagoras avoided taking a shortcut through a field of beans 
and was thus captured and killed.79 Hermippus hints here at the well-known 
Pythagorean prohibition against eating beans,80 and expands it in a way that is 
not known from any other source, probably to make the prohibition even more 
ridiculous. Pythagoras, as often happens to such men, is thus portrayed as even-
tually believing in the fictions he fed to his adherents, and even treating them 
with extreme devoutness. The strangeness of the Pythagoreans only increased 
in the following generations: they grew their hair long and wild (apparently with 
a shaggy beard), wore filthy rags, and walked barefoot, like the cynics.81 The 

77. Many authors wrote about the influence of the egyptians, Persians, Babylonians, indians, 
and Phoenicians on Pythagoras: e.g., isocrates Busiris, 11 [28]; Porphyry Vita Pythagorae 6; so too 
callimachus, the guide and mentor of Hermippus (in diod. 10. 6. 4). in the Epinomis attributed 
to Plato (987d) it is explained that the Greeks who were influenced by “barbarian” peoples greatly 
improved what they received thanks to the good weather that affected their character; and see in 
detail the anonymous work on Pythagoras preserved in Photius Bibliotheca 249, para. 21. Many 
Greek authors saw no wrong in plagiarism, but many others regarded it as a serious offense. charges 
of plagiarism were leveled against Plato and other philosophers, but particularly, it seems, against 
Pythagoras (cf. pp. 310–11 below).

78. diogenes laertius 8. 40; cf. 8. 39; Porphyry Vita Pythagorae 51; iamblichus De vita Pythagorica 
31 (191); and see Bollansée (1999a) 276 – 85.

79. Fr. 25; cf. iamblichus De vita Pythagorica 31 (191). on the bizarre nature of the story, see 
Burkert (1972) 103 n. 29.

80. The prohibition against eating beans is one of the most famous of the Pythagorean prohibi-
tions and is mentioned in every ancient list of akousmata, beginning with that of aristotle (diog. 
laert. 8. 34). it was an easy target for mockery and was also the subject of much interpretation in the 
ancient world (see, e.g., the discussion in Markovich [1984]), and in the modern world, by medical 
researchers (see, e.g., Brumbaugh and schwartz [1979/80], and references there to previous medical 
articles). aristoxenus presented Pythagoras positively in his biography and therefore felt obliged to 
state that Pythagoras actually liked to eat lentils (Wehrli [1953] fr. 25).

81. Fr. 26 (ath. 4. 163e); and see Bollansée (1999a) 282 – 92, and esp. Burkert (1972) 202 – 5, on the 
existence of a Pythagorean offshoot in fourth-century b.c.e. athens similar in external behavior 
to the cynics; and there too on diodorus of aspendus, mentioned in the fragment. However, 
Hermippus treats the Pythagoreans as a whole.
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major Pythagorean elements noticeable by their absence in Hermippus are the 
isolationism of Pythagorean groups and the veil of secrecy. it is unlikely that they 
were overlooked in Hermippus’s biography of Pythagoras.

This portrayal of Pythagoras might surprise, even annoy, modern readers 
who have been accustomed to regarding the man as a model of morality and 
of scientific learning. readers in the ancient world, however, would have taken 
it in stride, since Hermippus’s portrayal was well within the mainstream anti-
Pythagorean tradition. to clarify the point, it would be helpful to give a sketch 
here of this prevailing trend in contemporary literature. 

Mockery, accusations, gossip, and libels against philosophers were hardly new 
in Greek literature. They were all familiar to the pre-socratics and intensified in 
the “wars of the philosophers” of the succeeding centuries. They were especially 
popular in Middle comedy and rhetoric.82 The most notorious example is aristo-
phanes’ wild satire of socrates in The Clouds. such criticisms were made not only 
against socrates, but also against other major figures, such as Plato and aristotle, 
and many relatively minor philosophers, such as Heraclides Ponticus and deme-
trius of Phaleron, who suffered particularly harsh criticism, as appears from the 
later biographies of the philosophers by diogenes laertius. The attacks increased 
in severity against closed and/or eccentric sects, such as the Pythagoreans, who 
aroused basic fears and suspicions among ordinary people, and against social 
dropouts such as the cynics and would often fail to distinguish between them. 
an outstanding example in the Hellenistic period of an attack against all the dog-
matic philosophers is the Silloi (lampoons), a three-book collection of verses by 
timon, a pupil of the skeptic Pyrrho, active in athens in the third century b.c.e. 
each philosopher received individual attention, and some — like  Pythagoras — 

suffered particularly harsh treatment (diog. laert. 8. 37). such material was grist 
for the mill of the biographers, and similar material had already made its way 
into the biographies written by the first Peripatetic philosophers.

an impression of the image of Pythagoras in negative and satirical works of 
the generations preceding Hermippus can be gained from a review of some of 
the material known to us. of the pre-socratics, Heraclitus called Pythagoras 
“leader of blabbers” (κοπίδων . . . ἀρχηγός),83 while Xenophanes mocked the 
Pythagorean belief in the transmigration of souls (diog. laert. 8. 36).84 Hippasus 
of Metapontum, a disciple whom Pythagoras banned from his company on the 
charge of “revealing the secrets,” was attributed with a poetic work called On the 

82. see the general discussion in owen (1983) and the sources in cardini (1969) 3: 334 – 40 and 
note 87 below.

83. d-K 22 B 81 (from the scholion on euripides).
84. see further diogenes laertius 9. 1, which includes Pythagoras in a list of learned men lacking 

understanding; cf. athenaeus 13. 610b: “senseless”.
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Mystical, which launched a violent attack on Pythagoras (diog. laert. 8. 7). in the 
second half of the fourth century, Heraclides of Pontus (a pupil of speusippus, the 
nephew of Plato who inherited the academy), himself portrayed by Hermippus 
as a charlatan (diog. laert. 5. 91), recorded fictional stories in which Pythagoras 
said that he originated from Hermes, and related the strange transmigrations 
of his soul up to the last birth (diog. laert. 5. 4 – 5).85 These are not hagiographic 
traditions, but gossip of adversaries ridiculing the megalomania of the guru. 
Prominent is the story that Pythagoras, in one of his previous incarnations, rec-
ognized the shield dedicated by Menelaus to apollo, despite its advanced state of 
decay; he remembered seeing it when he had participated in the trojan War (cf. 
diod. 10. 6. 1 – 3, where it is the shield of Pythagoras himself, with which he fought 
at troy; Porph. VP 26). This story is essentially of the same type as one of the 
apocryphal additions to the stories of Baron Münchhausen according to which 
he possessed a copy of Oedipus Rex that sophocles himself had given to him 
with a dedication. similar symptoms occur in another story from an anonymous 
source: Pythagoras flies on an arrow of Hyperborean apollo and thus manages to 
see on the very same day his friends in italian Metapontum and distant sicilian 
tauromenium (Porph. VP 27, 29). as Pythagoras is said in the same context to 
have identified himself with Hyperborean apollo, among others (29), the reader 
may well have been given to understand that the arrow on which he flew was shot 
by Pythagoras himself. one cannot help recalling the stories about the flight of 
the Baron into the turkish fortress on a cannonball and his remarkable escape 
from the swamp by pulling himself up by his hair while still mounted on his 
horse. dicaearchus, a pupil of aristotle, also wrote a biography on Pythagoras 
containing negative elements, including the story of the disturbances Pythagoras 
and his followers caused everywhere they went, and that Pythagoras was the last 
reincarnation of a prostitute named alco.86

two fourth-century comedians, alexis and cratinus, wrote comedies entitled 
Pythagorizousa (The “Pythagorean” Woman; ath. 4. 161c – d), and their contempo-
rary aristophon wrote a venomous comedy called Pythagoristēs (a Pythagorean).87 
intellectuals, therefore, not only mocked Pythagoras in philosophical and bio-
graphical writings but devoted comedies to him that exposed him to the ridicule 
of the masses.

Biographies and lampoons of Pythagoras were still being written throughout 

85. see also Wehrli (1953), frr. 40 – 41, 44, 87 – 89. Gottschalk (1980) 106, 111 – 27, 143 – 44, on the 
contrary, thinks that Heraclides regarded Pythagoras as “a mythical figure, larger than life” (143). 
This is debatable.

86. see Wehrli (1944) frr. 32, 35a, 36 ( = Mithardy [2000] frr. 38, 41a, 42).
87. The material on Pythagoras in Middle comedy is to be found in d-K 1: 478 – 80; for a survey, 

see Burkert (1972) 198 – 201.
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the third century and in the time of Hermippus, along with general appearances 
in other works such as timon’s Silloi, mentioned above. satyrus, for example, 
who was active in alexandria, wrote a biography of Pythagoras that seems to 
have been especially critical in nature. sotion may have done the same in his 
Succession of the Philosophers, where he reports, among other things, on Py-
thagoras’s arrogance and his disdain for his young followers (diog. laert. 8. 7; 
cf. 8. 10).

Hermippus may have written his biography of Pythagoras as, among other 
things, a reply to the positive biography of Pythagoras written by aristoxenus “the 
Musician,”88 a pupil of aristotle who had previously studied with the Pythagorean 
Xenophilus.89 This biography was the fullest source of information on Pythagoras 
in the generation of Hermippus, and it was only a question of time before a 
response to it appeared. aristoxenus’s biography itself may have been a reply 
to previous criticism and mockery in the literature on Pythagoras.90 “counter-
biographies” were nothing new in literature of the period. The possibility has been 
raised, for example, that the Encomium of Plato by clearchus of soli was written 
as a reply to the criticism of aristoxenus in his biography of Plato, where, inciden-
tally, Plato (together with aristotle and others) is accused of having stolen ideas 
from Pythagoras.91 demetrius of Phaleron may also have written On Socrates as a 
reply to the attack of aristoxenus on the personality of socrates.92

Hermippus, therefore, did not compose his biography of Pythagoras in a vac-
uum. He necessarily took a position on the subject. it would have been well under-
stood by his readers, accustomed as they were to satire, that his aim was to mock 
and criticize even if explicit comments on the stories were few and far between. 
only people who had read just one or two isolated passages could have missed 
the point. it is no coincidence that Hermippus is not cited or even mentioned by 
positive, not to say admiring, biographers of Pythagoras, such as Porphyry and 
iamblichus in the third century c.e. Their biographies have survived whole and 
contain an abundance of citations, including quotations from authors who criti-
cized Pythagoras, such as dicaearchus.93 Porphyry and iamblichus, who searched 
for every piece of information about Pythagoras, should have been familiar with 

88. not only because of the intense Pythagorean interest in music and its influence on the soul 
and its elements, as claimed by susemihl (1892) 1: 499.

89. Wehrli (1967) frr. 11 – 41a; and see fr. 26, in which Pythagoras talks about the function of 
music in healing the soul. on the complex attitude of aristoxenus to Pythagoras, see Burkert (1972) 
106 – 7.

90. as Burkert (1972) 200 suggests.
91. see Porphyry Vita Pythagorae 53. according to Hermippus, Plato stole the Timaeus from 

Philolaus, the successor-pupil of Pythagoras (fr. 69).
92. see Momigliano (1993) 77 – 78.
93. see Porphyry Vita Pythagorae 56 – 57.
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the biography of Pythagoras by Hermippus, quoted by diogenes laertius. What-
ever the exact dating of the latter might be, he seems to have lived close to their 
time.

t H e story oF Py t H aG or a s: 
t H e sou l oF ca l l i PHon a n d t H e t H r e e ProH i Bi t ions

some points in the testimonium and its connection to the fragment of Hermippus 
require elucidation, to help in correctly assessing the background and the intent 
of Hermippus’s reference to the Jews.

to whom are attributed the three prohibitions of the fragment? according to 
some, it is Pythagoras;94 according to others, the soul of his pupil calliphon.95 
The story as formulated indicates that calliphon is the one who “recommended” 
the prohibitions. Furthermore, it is inconceivable that the live Pythagoras should 
give orders to the dead calliphon, especially about behavior relevant to the living. 
The rationale behind the story is that calliphon provided Pythagoras with some 
new prohibitions on subjects he had experienced in the afterlife, where he had 
been exposed to the truth. 

in view of Hermippus’s general attitude to Pythagoras and as appears from 
his reaction, the episode about the soul of calliphon, said to have been spread by 
Pythagoras himself (“used to do and say”), was probably adduced by Hermippus 
as an example, like the katabasis story, of the underhand way Pythagoras proved 
the immortality of the soul (or rather the continuous existence of the dead as 
daemons), a belief that Hermippus appears to have rejected.96 another aim of the 
calliphon story would have been to provide three of the Pythagorean prohibi-
tions with the stamp of supernatural authority. 

Hermippus responds by providing a more earthly source of the prohibitions: 
he notes that Pythagoras “used to do and say these things imitating and transfer-
ring to himself the opinions (doxai) of the Jews and the Thracians.” Doxai are 
literally “what appear” to be right, both theoretically and practically. The verb 
ἔπραττεν (“used to do”) and the participle μιμούμενος (“imitating”) in the sen-
tence show that these opinions touched upon practical matters. The verbosity of 
the particles (“imitating and transferring”) suggests the connotation “attributed 
to himself.” Whatever the case may be, the connection between the testimonium 
and the fragment is unambiguous: Pythagoras misled his supporters about the 
real source of the prohibitions. Hermippus thus treated the story as an all-around 

94. cardini (1958) 1: 109; Wehrli (1974) 57 – 58; Gorman (1983) 32; Bollansée (1999a) 235 – 36.
95. sansone (1993) 58 – 59; Bollansée (1999a) 235.
96. cf. diogenes laertius 8. 69 with the parallel in Heraclides Ponticus (Wehrli [1969] fr. 76); cf. 

Burkert (1972) 103 n. 30.
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fiction about Pythagoras’s connection with the World of the dead, characterizing 
the man’s deceitful methods. 

to sum up, according to the sequence of the text, Pythagoras narrated how 
the soul of his dead pupil calliphon stayed by his side night and day and left him 
three pieces of advice. Hermippus then adds in the fragment that Pythagoras 
observed the new prohibitions and passed them on to his disciples, but notes that 
in truth these prohibitions come from the Jews and the Thracians, according to 
the Greek conception — “barbarian” people. i would add that there is no room for 
the suggestion voiced here and there that the testimonium and the fragment were 
not linked to each other, but appeared in different contexts of the biography, and 
that only Josephus put them in one sequence. This would mean that the fragment 
does not refer to the Jews and the Thracians. However, the connection between 
the two is not artificial, and there is no sign for a “stich”; moreover, the testimo-
nium does not mention the Jews or the Thracians; why then was it introduced as 
an opening to the fragment? and above all, presenting the fragment alone would 
have served Josephus’s aim much more efficiently: it would naturally have been 
interpreted as referring to all deeds and doctrines of Pythagoras (as is indeed 
stated by Josephus in the concluding sentence, explicitly attributed to someone 
else, not to Hermippus), while the inclusion of the testimonium minimizes the 
Jewish influence on Pythagoras.

another proposal in same vein, to the effect that Hermippus also intends to 
imply in the fragment that Pythagoras’s belief in the immortality of the soul 
was influenced by the Thracians and the Jews,97 is not supported by combining 
the testimonium and the fragment, despite the well-known belief of the Getae-
Thracians in the immortality of the soul (though free association may have led to 
the Thracians being mentioned in this passage as one of the two sources for the 
customs).98 it follows that the passage should not be used in the debate over when 
the immortality of the soul and resurrection became widespread and acceptable 
beliefs among major sections of the Jewish population in Judaea.99

How did Hermippus evaluate the three prohibitions? They are no different 
in type from the many Pythagorean akousmata known to us: some strange, 
some explicable, although the reason is often forced. to anyone hostile to the 
Pythagoreans, the commands and prohibitions shared some common features: 

97. suggested by lewy (1960) 36; Bollansée (1999a) 241 – 43.
98. see p. 194 below.
99. While it is not impossible that the Jews in egypt adopted the belief in the immortality of the 

soul from their egyptian neighbors some time before the Hasmonaean revolt, and that it quickly 
spread in Judaea following the religious persecutions, proof is lacking. it is worth mentioning that 
Pythagoras combined the belief in the immortality of the soul, which he had adopted from the 
egyptians or the Thracians, with the concept of the transmigration of souls, which would have 
reached him from the Far east.
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they were arbitrary, pointless, and smacked of superstition and were ridiculed by 
comedians.100 Hermippus in other fragments implicitly mocks two Pythagorean 
commands.101 There is no reason to suppose that the fragment under discussion 
presents the prohibitions in a positive light. a definitive conclusion, however, 
requires an examination of the prohibitions themselves.

t H e t H r e e ProH i Bi t ions:  
t H ei r i de n t i F icat ion a n d nat u r e

Those scholars who have discussed or referred to Hermippus’s statement regard-
ing the Jews assumed that he intended to say that all three prohibitions were com-
mon to Pythagoras, the Jews, and the Thracians. Being unaware of the true nature 
of the Hermippean biography of Pythagoras, they also believed that the customs 
were rational, being based on sound moral or practical principles. accordingly 
they sought to identify the prohibitions with rational Jewish customs, sometimes 
at the cost of emending the text or perverting its sense. in order to identify the 
customs correctly, the text of the fragment must first be read carefully.

The prohibition regarding the ass has usually been translated and interpreted 
as forbidding passage over a spot where an ass has fallen and died.102 yet the text 
talks about an ass sinking to its knees.103 an ass sinks to its knees (bending its 
forelegs) not when it falls over or collapses and dies, but rather performs this 

100. For the benefit of readers who are not at home in the ancient world, here are some examples 
from the dozens of Pythagorean commands and prohibitions mentioned in the sources: “do not 
stay in a room that a swallow has passed”; “do not talk in a dark room”; “Place yourself on the 
battlefield in such a way that if you are wounded, you will be wounded in the chest”; “copulation 
should be avoided in the summer”; “do not plant a date palm”; “always place salt on the table”; “do 
not eat with the left hand”; “Wash the left leg first”; “enter a temple with the right leg, and exit with 
the left”; “do not fry food already cooked”; “do not gather crumbs from the table”; “do not stop on 
the threshold”; “do not look back when leaving your house”; “do not retrace your steps next to the 
boundary”; “do not sing unaccompanied by a lyre”; “do not look at yourself in the mirror with the 
aid of artificial light”; “do not sleep at noon”; “do not leave bedclothes unfolded.” For collections 
of fragments (by no means exhaustive) listing Pythagorean akousmata, see: d-K 1: 462 – 66; cardini 
(1969) 3: 243 – 71. over the generations, the strange commands received allegorical and religious-
cultic interpretations, while the plausible ones were explained rationally. some of the Pythagorean 
commands are strikingly similar to examples of superstitions adduced by Theophrastus in his 
Characters (sec. 16). By way of further illustration, Porphyry (VP 44), recording a Pythagorean 
superstition, states that if a lentil flower is plucked in season, planted in a flowerpot, and then the 
flowerpot is covered in earth, after ninety days one finds not lentils but the head of baby or a vagina.

101. Frr. 23, 25; and see above, note 76 and pp. 179 – 80 (the prohibition against engraving images 
on seals and the story about Pythagoras’s death).

102. see, e.g., Thackeray (1920) 229: “not to pass a certain spot, on which an ass had collapsed.” 
an accurate translation only by Goodman in schürer et al., 3: 696.

103. There are many verbs in Greek that could denote the falling of an ass. The verb ὀκλάζω
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action of its own volition when it is tired and wishes to rest (whether burdened or 
not), when it is oppressed (e.g., by humiliation or cruelty), when suffering from 
cold, and sometimes in order to express a refusal to continue on a certain course. 
Furthermore, the prohibition is not concerned with a place where an ass has been 
in the past, but wherever an ass may at that moment be bending its knees.104

The term δίψια ὕδατα, “dry water,” can also mean “drying water.” as “dry 
water” does not make sense, the meaning must be “drying water” — namely, thirst- 

making water and the like.105 emendation is unjustified.106 The prohibition obvi-
ously refers to drinking.

Blasphēmia can mean offensive speech against either gods or men.107 The sen-
tence itself does not allow a decision either way.108 a Pythagorean parallel might be 
of assistance. We do not have a Pythagorean prohibition against cursing humans; 
but there is one Pythagorean source enjoining euphēmia (“good speech,” the oppo-
site of blasphēmia) toward the gods, daimons, heroes, parents, and benefactors 
(Porph. VP 38), without mentioning men in general. Pythagoras himself is said to 
have observed euphēmia toward the gods, and that this was one of the commands 
he gave to his disciples.109 Hieronymus of rhodes, an eclectic philosopher con-
temporary with Hermippus, relates that Pythagoras saw on his visit to Hades the 
souls of Homer and Hesiod, one hanging from a tree and encumbered by snakes, 
the other bound to a post and muttering incomprehensibly, punishments for their 
utterances against the gods (diog. laert. 8. 21). Thus Hermippus probably has in 
mind blasphēmia against the gods, and not against men.110

a prohibition against cursing the gods seems to us a natural and positive 
command. The Greeks did not take this for granted, however, and for them, such 
a command would have seemed strange. it is worth digressing on this point at 

refers not to collapsing but to sinking to one’s knees, as correctly interpreted by Müller (1871) 162; 
Gutschmid (1893) 559.

104. καὶ ὅτι παρεκλεύετο μὴ διέρχεσται τόπου ἐφ’ ὃν ἂν ὄνος ὀκλάση. cf. note 7 above.
105. see Gutschmid (1893) 4: 559. Gutschmid rightly compares δίψιος with διψώδης and διψητι-

κός, which mean both “thirsty” and “thirst-making.”
106. Pace sansone (1993) 52.
107. on curses against the gods as a common practice, see below. similarly, blasphēmia against 

humans, common in comedy and tragedy, was not considered a transgression among the Greeks 
and could not be the pretext for a lawsuit. it was, however, commonly believed that a curse upon 
a fellow human would call up a harmful demon. on curses against Pythagoras, see iamblichus De 
vita Pythagorica 30 (178).

108. Müller (1871) 162 – 63 (cf. Bollansée [1999a] 237) suggests that not only gods were intended, 
pointing to πάσης in the sentence; but it is the type, not the object of the insult, that is intended.

109. it seems that these two parallels were first noted by Gorman (1983) 36 – 37; cf. aristotle in 
ross (1888) 134, fr. 5; iamblichus De vita Pythagorica 2 (55), 28 (149); Bollansée (1999a) 237. Both 
parallels concern clean language toward the gods only.

110. Pace Bollansée (1999a) 237.
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the risk of rehearsing matters known to scholars of ancient Greek religion and 
literature. The typical Greek would often curse or mock the gods. He would have 
found good reasons for doing so already during his youth, in which he would 
have been heavily influenced by Homer, and then by Greek literature in general, 
steeped as it was in stories of gods irredeemably adulterous, unfair, scheming, 
and partial, whose own factions provoked wars among men. it is not surpris-
ing that in such an atmosphere Greeks would curse and mock the gods, and 
thus relieve themselves of everyday frustrations. This was well summarized by 
dionysius of Halicarnassus, the first-century b.c.e. historian of the beginnings 
of rome (Ant. rom. 2. 18 – 20): he praises the roman prohibition of blasphēmia 
as opposed to the Greek lack of respect. He says that romulus rejected myths 
containing blasphēmia against the gods, in the form of stories describing them as 
wicked, harmful, and shameless; he even details the ugly (in his opinion) Greek 
myths about the immoral gods and the events that serve to commemorate them.

a classical or early Hellenistic Greek would not have worried about blasphēmia. 
The basic assumption was that the gods neither heard nor saw what went on in 
the world, and that if they happened to be present, they had no idea what was 
happening. There are very few contemporary texts that present a different view, 
and even some of these regarded the notion of continual divine supervision as 
a successful invention by wise men to guarantee justice in the world.111 For the 
average Greek, to attract a god’s attention, one would go to a place devoted to 
that god, usually a temple; to gain favor with that god there would be a ceremony 
in which cursing and mocking the god was prohibited. This was the only time 
that a typical Greek would observe euphēmia. indeed, the priest would precede 
the sacrifice with the command euphēmein, requiring the assembled host to 
refrain from saying all but the sacred words of the ceremony, and a “sacred 
silence” would fall.112 The Pythagorean prohibition extended this sacred silence 

111. The view that gods were a human invention is well exemplified by a fragment from the trag-
edy Sisyphus, attributed to critias (d-K 88 B 25). The speaker declares that humans invented laws in 
order to stop mutual harm and to promote cooperation; but transgressions were found to be profit-
able when there were no witnesses. Therefore, a wise man invented a story about gods who could 
see everything humans did, and know everything humans thought. The gods, then, are portrayed 
as merely a fiction invented to compel humans to observe the law at all times. such a claim would 
have been dangerous to its advocate, since it denied the very existence of the gods (as opposed to 
cursing existing gods). it has been suggested that critias, an athenian citizen, could get away with 
this daring speech if the speaker in the tragedy were sisyphus, who would later in the tragedy be 
portrayed receiving — or being told that he will receive — fitting punishment in Hades for this crime.

112. on the “sacred silence,” see Menching (1926) 101 ff. it is worth noting two exceptions: the 
“curse cult” during the sacrifice to apollo at anaphe, and the sacrifice to Heracles at lindus; see 
callimachus Aitiai, fr. 7, ll. 19 – 21 (in the collection of Pfeiffer [1949 – 53] 1: 15 – 16); pseudo-apollodorus 
Bibliotheca 2. 5. 11. 8.
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well beyond the confines of the ceremony, and it must have been perceived as 
expressing a superstition that the gods see and hear all, at all times, everywhere.113

The prohibition against “drying water” seems to parallel the Pythagorean 
command to drink only simple water (λιτὸν ὕδωρ — diod. 10. 7. 2; diog. laert. 
8.  13),114 which was ridiculed by outsiders.115 “drying water” is not simply salty 
water, as has been speculated.116 refraining from salty water was and still is 
obvious, requiring no prohibition for its enforcement, and thus was not con-
sidered abnormal behavior. The fifth century b.c.e. saw an authoritative work 
by Hippocrates detailing the various types of water according to source, con-
tent, advantages and disadvantages (mainly to health), and climatic influences 
(including winds) upon them (Aer. 7 – 11). it advised which types were worth 
drinking and which types should be avoided (including spring water of all types 
and molten ice, which was not always recommended). seawater was described as 
particularly harmful to health. Hippocrates, however, does not advise what to do 
about thirst-making water, and it is not even mentioned.

it seems that Hermippus refers to drinks causing dryness, that is, dehydrating, 
and/or to drinks increasing the feeling of thirstiness. in view of the drinking 
habits of the ancient world, one can think about sweetened water, which usu-
ally contained a great quantity of astringent materials (tannin and the like), for 
example, grapes (actually their skin), pomegranates, and dates. likewise, water 
containing alcohol, mainly beer or date beer, which were more widespread than 
any other type of drink in the lands of the north and in the Fertile crescent, 
respectively (e.g., diod. 1. 34. 10, pertaining to egypt, which is relevant to our 
discussion); or even wine might be intended (wine was generally drunk mixed 
with water). There may be some connection between this and the Pythagorean 
akousma not to plant palms — dates were the main sweetener in the orient. The 
diet of Pythagoras described by Porphyry does not include wine (contrary to 
the Greek habit), but grasses and roots preventing thirst are mentioned (VP 34). 
There may be circumstances where drinking sweet water might be disadvanta-
geous, but the sweeping prohibition against drinking “drying water” would have 
appeared ridiculous and superstitious to the Greeks, and not only to hedonists 
and alcoholics, despite later attempts to explain it away as conforming with the 
drive toward an ascetic life (e.g., diog. laert. 8. 13).

113. For the different opinion of later Pythagoreans, see iamblichus De vita Pythagorica 30 
(174 – 75).

114. already noted by Müller, FHG iii. 162; see also Wehrli (1974) 58. Müller would seem to 
believe that the aim was to forbid the drinking of wine, while Wehrli thinks that “simple water” 
means “flowing water” (i.e., spring water) as opposed to still water.

115. e.g., in Middle comedy, alexis and aristophon, d-K 1: p. 479, ll. 13, 21 – 22; p. 480, l. 28.
116. Gutschmid (1893) 4: 559 (seawater); schürer (1901 – 9) 3: 626 n. 205; stern, GLAJJ 1: 96; Feld-

man (1993) 524 n. 5.
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The prohibition against crossing a place where an ass happens to bend the knees 
of its forelegs seems more than anything to derive from a superstition. The lists of 
Pythagorean customs that we now possess contain many strange acts and prohibi-
tions, but they are by no means exhaustive, since the whole system was oral and 
very extensive, touching on virtually every aspect of daily life.117 That Hermippus, 
therefore, of all our surviving sources, is the only one to mention this particular 
akousma, should not surprise us. it may be understood in light of the special 
position of the ass in Mediterranean beliefs and folk literature, or the Pythagorean 
contempt for asses.118 The special situation of the ass kneeling on a public road 
could have been seen, for example, as a bad omen. it echoes to some extent the 
Pythagorean prohibition against walking on main thoroughfares (diog. laert. 
8. 17). However, this prohibition certainly remains open to other interpretations. 

The Pythagorean parallels and the general approach of the anti-Pythagore-
ans to the akousmata indicate that the prohibitions mentioned were generally 
regarded as superstitions. Hermippus lists them because they conform to his 
portrayal of Pythagoras as a manipulative leader who uses deceit and various 
devices to acquire authority over the innocent. in this case, Pythagoras uses 
strange and counterintuitive prohibitions whose rationale only he appears to 
understand, thereby increasing the dependency of his supporters on him. it has 
long been noted that the Pythagorean commands and prohibitions were incom-
prehensible to his simpleminded followers, who merely heard and obeyed the 
akousmata (following Porph. VP 37); hence the followers are called akousmatikoi. 
Hermippus heightens the mocking criticism of the three pointless prohibitions 
by even denying Pythagoras any originality and describing them as imitations of 
superstitions of two “barbarian” peoples.

no attempt has so far been made to find a Thracian parallel for any of the pro-
hibitions. The chance of finding one is slim, since classical literature rarely men-
tions Thracian daily life, and Thracian literature (as distinct from inscriptions), 
if there was any, has not reached us. if there is any hope of finding a parallel, it 
may come from an illustrative archaeological find. Many Jewish parallels have 
been offered, however. The simplest parallel is the prohibition against blasphēmia 
toward God: “Thou shalt not revile God” (exod. 22.28; lev. 24.15 – 16).119 The pro-
hibition was interpreted in the septuagint and by some of the Jewish Hellenistic 
authors as concerning the gods of other nations.120 as for the other two prohibi-

117. on the akousmata, see esp. note 100 above.
118. on attitudes toward the ass, see Krappe (1946), and there too on the ass in Thrace; and see 

below, pp. 226 – 29. on Pythagorean scorn for the ass, see note 125 below.
119. Müller (1877) 163; Gutschmid (1893) 4: 560.
120. The Hebrew word for “God” is actually in plural form (‘Elohim). in the septuagint, exodus 

22.27: θεοὺς οὐ κακολογήσεις; see also Philo De specialibus legibus 1. 81; De vita Mosis 2. 205;
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tions, none of the proposed parallels has matched the text, which has led to 
a few forced emendations. Proposed parallels with the ass prohibition include 
the following: the command in the torah to assist an ass lying under its burden 
(exod. 23.5);121 a connection with the ass libel, that is, the alleged cult of the ass in 
the temple;122 a reference to the story of Balaam, whose ass stopped its journey 
at the sight of the angel of the lord (num. 22.21 – 34);123 “excessive piety . . . from 

Quaestiones in Exodum 2. 5; Hypothetica ap. eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 8. 6 – 6-7; artapanus ap. 
eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 9. 27. 4, 9, 10, 12.

121. see mainly Jacobson (1976) 146. This extraordinary scholar’s article deserves special atten-
tion. yet there is nothing in Hermippus in common with the biblical verse — no burden, no need 
to assist, and no personal enemy; there is only a prohibition to cross that place, which is in direct 
contrast to the verse. Jacobson would supplement the prohibition in Hermippus with the second 
part of the verse, but it stands on its own. He also points to the Pythagorean prohibition “do not 
help unload a burden (for there must not be a reason for not toiling), but take part in loading” 
(iambl. VP 18 [84]; Porph. VP 42, Protrep. 21i; diog. laert. 8. 17). However, here it is not the ass, 
as in the torah, but the owner or ass-driver who is to be helped. Jacobson then cites some of the 
aramaic translations, the Mishnah in Baba Mezia 2. 10, and the parallel discussion in Babylonian 
talmud Baba Mezia 23a-b to reinforce his claim for a similarity between the biblical precept and the 
Pythagorean prohibition. yet the halachic debate is only about whether the command includes load-
ing in addition to unloading (so Jonathan’s translation, and some of the disputants in the talmud) 
or just unloading (so uncelus and in the Mishnah). Thinking in the opposite direction appears in 
the Pythagorean command to assist, which pertains only to loading. The underlying motive for the 
very rabbinic distinction between loading and unloading was the sages’ concern for the animal’s 
welfare: the loader should not be assisted if the mule appears to be already overloaded and suffering. 
The Pythagoreans, however, would not have cared about the suffering of the ass, which they despised 
(see note 125 below), but would have concerned themselves rather with the welfare of its owner. Be 
this as it may, would reductive explanations and fine points of halakha such as these already be 
widespread among egyptian Jews, and would Hermippus or his source have been aware of such 
subtle interpretations? it should be added, merely as an observation, that in the septuagint transla-
tion of the verse (regarded by Jacobson as Hermippus’s source of inspiration), the animal mentioned 
is a “beast of burden” (ὑποζυγίον), and not an ass, as in Hermippus; and it is described as “having 
fallen” (πεπτωκός), rather than merely bending its knees. in sum, the biblical verse and Pythagoras 
in Hermippus give opposite injunctions: the biblical instruction to cross such a place and help the 
ass-driver is countermanded by the Pythagorean prohibition against crossing such a place at all, let 
alone helping the ass. any further attempt to explain the exodus verse as the source of inspiration 
for Hermippus would require too much textual emendation and/or problematic speculation to be 
acceptable.

122. Thackeray (1926) 228, n. b; and on his translation, see note 102 above. cf. labow (2005) 163. 
He seems to mean that Hermippus was talking about a prohibition against crossing a place where 
a divinity has fallen, been hurt, or died. cf. the priests of dagon jumping over the threshold where 
their god had collapsed (1 sam. 5.1

 – 5). The present instance, however, concerns merely a resting ass; 
and when did the Pythagoreans believe in the divinity of the ass? did their enemies ever attribute to 
the Pythagoreans such a belief? The Pythagoreans had only contempt for asses (see below, note 125).

123. Gutschmid (1893) 4: 559; troiani (1977) 111; and see the response of Jacobson (1976) 146. Why 
would Jews refrain from crossing a place where their enemies met with a bad event (even according 
to the logic of Hermippus)?
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fear that it [the ass] is a defiling carcass”;124 a polite way of saying that the ass was 
relieving itself, thus interpreting the prohibition as against stepping on a place 
where an ass has relieved itself.125 The main proposed parallels with the “drying 
water” prohibition are the following: the prohibition against drinking מים מגולים 
(exposed water),126 lest it has been drunk by a snake and has become contami-
nated with venom;127 a reference to the search for water during the wanderings of 
the israelites in the desert (exod. 17.1 – 7; num. 20.1 – 12);128 and more far-reaching, 
an allegorical interpretation,129 and a rather sophisticated explanation finding 
connections with Greek mythological stories.130

i would note in passing that it seems far-fetched to attribute to Hermippus (or 
his Greek sources) expertise in esoteric biblical stories or a profound knowledge 
of Jewish oral law,131 when Greek authors centuries later were still unfamiliar 
with the basic biblical stories forming the Jewish identity and tradition. This 
reservation is all the more cogent with regard to Greek authors of the generation 

124. Kasher (1996) 153. Why the ass, of all animals and living creatures? its corpse was not 
regarded by the Pharisees as polluting (Mishnah yadayim 4. 6), and the ass is not mentioned in the 
torah among the defiling animals, so that at least some sections of sadducees (in contrast to oth-
ers referred to in the Mishnah) shared the opinion of the Pharisees. notably, the verse “and every 
firstling of an ass thou shalt redeem with a lamb” (exod. 13.13) does not demonstrate “great concern 
about pollution,” as Kasher believes, but a practical consideration arising from the importance of 
asses in everyday life. according to a talmudic midrash it just betrays a prejudice in favor of the ass 
(see below, p. 249).

125. Gorman (1983) 33 – 34 translates ὀκλάσῃ as “relieve itself” and connects this with the Py-
thagorean contempt for asses because they relieve themselves with their hindquarters facing the sun 
(according to ael. NA 10. 28, and there also additional explanations for the negative attitude of the 
Pythagoreans to assess). That is to say, it was prohibited to step on a place where an ass had relieved 
itself. naturally, there is no need for such a prohibition. in any case, the verb ὀκλάζω does not mean 
“to relieve oneself,” not even as a euphemism for human behavior, let alone that of domestic animals, 
which do not practice genuflection in such a position (asses relieve themselves while standing). 
Gorman links the Jews to this injunction by referring to the modest evacuatory habits of the essenes 
(e.g., Joseph. BJ 2. 8 – 9), supported by the additional Pythagorean prohibition against urinating while 
facing the sun (iambl. Protrep. 106. 18). He assumes that the essene customs, through the agency of 
the parallel community in egypt, the Therapeutai, were known to the Jews of alexandria, and hence 
to Hermippus. Quite apart from the lack of similarity, the chronology is completely awry.

126. The interpretation “exposed” appears in Gardini (1958) 110; liberman (1934) 1: 49.
127. liberman (1934) 1: 49. see also albeck (1959) 390. liberman (quoting d. saliternik) suggests 

emending to διψάδων ὑδάτων (“snake water”), which he interprets as water with which snakes have 
come into contact, recalling the talmudic prohibition against waters that are מגולים — i.e., uncovered — 

and must not be drunk, in case of contamination by snake venom, etc. (e.g., trumoth 8.5, 45c). yet 
this word combination is not found in Greek.

128. e.g., Gorman (1983) 35 – 36; and see the response of Bollansée (1999a) 239 n. 22.
129. Jacobson (1976), accepted by Bollansée (1999a) 239 – 40.
130. sansone (1993).
131. as was actually done by Hengel (1973) 446 n. 11; Bollansée (1999b) 50 – 51.
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of Hermippus: unlike the first generation of Greeks in egypt, such as Hecataeus 
of abdera, the alexandrian scholars of the late third and early second centuries 
b.c.e. seem to have shut themselves up in their ivory tower in the Mouseion and 
ignored what was going on around them, concentrating their efforts nostalgically 
on the preservation of the ancient Greek tradition.132

did then Hermippus really intend to compare all three Pythagorean prohibi-
tions to Jewish precepts (as most scholars have believed)? not necessarily.133 He 
may have intended to say that Pythagoras adopted foreign opinions and customs, 
partly from the Jews and partly from the Thracians. There is, therefore, no need 
to insist on three Jewish parallels for the three prohibitions. The discussion above 
seems to support the latter alternative. 

Thus the comparison with the Jews may be confined to the prohibition against 
blasphemy, a prohibition that found expression in Jewish daily life, in contrast 
to the Greek tendency routinely to curse the gods in public. The Jews’ style in 
everyday discourse (Greek in this case) would have acted as an ethnic-religious 
identifier, easily grasped even by one who had no special interest in the Jews. at 
the same time, i would not completely dismiss the possibility that this paral-
lel is purely coincidental, and that the reference to the Jews and the Thracians 
as the source of the Pythagorean customs does not rest on specific informa-
tion regarding these prohibitions. ethnic characteristics and stereotypes were 
quite fluid in ethnographic literature, and such customs would migrate from one 
people and group to another. in fact, Hermippus was able to find these customs 
quite easily in his teacher callimachus’s work Barbarian Customs (Βαρβαρικὰ 
νόμιμα — namely, of “barbarian” people),134 in the same way that he took motifs 
and material from many sources to create his stories and adapt them to the 
subjects of his biographies.

Why did Hermippus attribute the source of the customs to the Thracians 
and the Jews, of all the barbarians? it might be thought that he wished to place 
the source as far away as possible from the center of the Greek world in order to 
emphasize the eccentricity of such customs. Were this so, however, he could have 
named peoples far more remote, such as the scythians, or the iberians and the 
Gauls, on the one hand, and one of the peoples of Bactria and india, on the other, 
as indeed is often the case with regard to Pythagorean sources of inspiration in 
literature on Pythagoras.135

132. see below, pp. 233 – 35.
133. Jacobson (1976) 145 has noted the lack of clarity on this matter. 
134. see the collection of fragments of callimachus: Pfeiffer (1949 – 53), fr. 405.
135. e.g., alexander Polyhistor, in his compilation of Pythagorean commands, stated that Py-

thagoras was a pupil of the celts and the Brahmans in addition to the assyrians (in clem. Strom. 1. 
15 [70. 1]). such assertions found their way even into a treatise written by iamblichus, who admired
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The mention of the Thracians is actually not surprising. There was a tradi-
tion that Zamolxis, Pythagoras’s slave, conveyed Pythagoreanism to the Getans-
Thracians (Hdt. 4. 94 – 95; strabo 7. 3. 5). Hermippus or his source(s) may have 
overturned the tradition entirely by portraying Pythagoras as the recipient of 
Thracian customs, perhaps explicitly through the agency of Zamolxis, who would 
no longer have had to go home to bestow Pythagoreanism upon his fellow barbar-
ians. it does not concern us here whether the belief in the immortality of the soul, 
which served as the only evidence for Pythagorean influence on the Thracians 
(already in Hdt. 4. 95), really did reach Pythagoras from Thrace rather than egypt, 
whether by means of the orphics or not. What counts is the development of tradi-
tions and images. The narrative background to the origin of the prohibitions — the 
soul of calliphon informing Pythagoras of them — would have been enough to 
produce an association with the Thracians, as they were known to believe in the 
immortality of the soul. Furthermore, the well-known connection between the 
orphics and Thrace, on the one hand, and Pythagoras and the orphics, on the 
other (e.g., iambl. VP 146), would have sufficed to suggest a connection between 
the customs of Pythagoras and the Thracians. since orpheus was at times con-
sidered to be a Thracian god, it would also have been possible to claim with some 
justification that it was Pythagoras who borrowed from the Thracians.

as for the Jews, since Hermippus probably intended to attribute to the Jews 
just the origin of the prohibition of blasphemia, and the difference between Jews 
and Greeks in this respect was prominent in the life of these closely connected 
communities in Ptolemaic egypt, no wonder Hermippus related this akousma 
to the Jews. However, scholars who think that Hermippus regarded the three 
prohibitions as originally Jewish speculated that Hermippus took as a source 
of inspiration the Jewish excursus of Hecataeus of abdera, which would have 
served naturally as a basic source of information on the Jews for the scholars 
of alexandria. Hecataeus stated that the customs of the Jews and their way of 
life differed from those of other peoples (diod. 40. 3. 4).136 it would have been 
easy to conclude from this that Jewish customs were very strange, and they 
could therefore have been identified with Pythagorean customs by anyone wish-

him. He states that “others say (φασί)” that Pythagoras included in his doctrine things that he 
had learned from the orphics, the egyptian priests, the eleusinian Mysteries, the inhabitants of 
samothrace and lemnus, the celts, and the iberians (VP 28 [151]; cf. Porph. VP 6). However, the 
Thracians and the Jews are not mentioned. iamblichus consistently avoided using information that 
he found in Hermippus because of the latter’s blatant hostility toward Pythagoras. in the present 
case he had an additional reason: Pythagoras of Hermippus is misleading his followers with regard 
to the real origin of the three prohibitions.

136. see above, p. 129. Wehrli (1974) 59 mentions Hecataeus as a source of inspiration but does 
not then reach the correct conclusion regarding the nature of the prohibitions, since he fails to grasp 
the general aim of Hermippus in his biography.



 Hermippus of Smyrna   195

ing to ridicule Pythagoras. Theophrastus, who was the subject of a biography 
by Hermippus, could also have encouraged the latter to regard Jewish customs 
as strange.137 Furthermore, the similarity between Pythagoreanism and some 
Jewish customs, real or alleged, such as the abstention from all or certain types of 
meat, must have been known already to the Greeks, and this too would have led 
Hermippus or his source to make use of the Jews in his attack on Pythagoras.138

contrary to claims made in the past, it should be emphasized that there are 
no ancient testimonia of substance for traditions maintaining a genealogical 
link between the Jews and the Thracians, of the sort that would have caused 
Hermippus to mention them in the same breath.139 even the summary of the 
(imaginary) rumors concerning the origin of the Jews in tacitus (Hist. 2. 2. 1 – 3. 1) 
makes no mention of such stories. all this despite the image of the Getae or the 
Thracians as refraining from the eating of meat. in addition, the contemporary 
Jewish belief in the immortality of the soul described by tacitus would have 
induced him to report a story about the common origin of the Jews and the 
Thracians had there been one.140

The generalizing tone of the concluding sentence written by Josephus himself 
(see the next section) indicates that he believed that the fragment compared all 
the customs mentioned to Jewish customs. it is not difficult to understand why 
he failed to observe that at least two of the prohibitions had no real Jewish paral-

137. For Theophrastus on the peculiarity of Jewish sacrificial practices, see above, pp. 24 – 30.
138. on the similarities in matters that were unlikely to have been known in the generation of 

Hermippus, see below, note 156. on the belief in the immortality of the soul, see above, note 99.
139. Willrich (1895) 59 – 60 observed that the Jewish god was identified with dionysus sabazius, 

the Phrygian-Thracian god, as appears in Valerius Maximus (stern, GLAJJ no. 147a) in the context 
of the expulsion of the Jews from rome in 139 b.c.e. (following livy). Willrich speculated that it was 
this identification that led to Hermippus mentioning the Jews together with the Thracians (and see 
also stern, GLAJJ 1: 359; Bollansée [1999a] 246). However, it is unlikely that Hermippus would have 
been aware of such remote identifications; nor would the circumstances making this link (see the 
discussion in stern) necessitate the existence of traditions concerning a common origin.

140. My late friend, daniel Gershenson, drew my attention to a possible Thracian context in a 
statement by a Jewish Babylonian sage, that abraham’s mother was amthalai Bar carnebo (Babba 
Bathra 91a; variae lectiones: carnbi, Barnebo, Bar nebo). if carnebo were to be preferred to Bar 
nebo (although the latter would fit with abraham’s Mesopotamian origin), or is not the common 
Babylonian eponnym Ka:r-Nabū, it would be worth looking for a Greek parallel. a fragment from 
Triptolemos, a lost tragedy of sophocles (nauck [1964] fr. 547; see also Hyg. Astr. 2. 14) concerns a 
certain charnabon (Χαρναβῶν), king of the Getae. This tribe appears more than once in Greek 
literature as representing the Thracians. it has already been conjectured that amthalai (also the 
mother of Haman in the same context) is amalthea, the nymph who protected the baby Zeus in the 
cave in crete. at the same time, the Babylonian sage may have arrived at this name from the prox-
imity of the constellation carnabon to the constellation amalthea (Hyg. Astr. 2. 14 and 2. 13). all in 
all, it would be best to avoid jumping to conclusions based on the wild associations of Babylonian 
talmud sages.
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lel, and that the ass prohibition was no more than a superstition. Josephus was 
concerned with exploiting any text by a Greek author that could provide evidence 
for the priority of the Jews and for Greek admiration of the Jews. it was not in his 
interest to deflect attention from this by criticizing details in the text he adduced, 
thus undermining the credibility of his source. Josephus is usually consistent in 
this treatment of his Gentile Greek sources, as is clear in cases where we may be 
sure that he knew that his sources were in error. 141 

Py t H aG or a s a n d t H e J eW isH tor a H: 
JosePH us ,  a r istoBu lus ,  a n d or iGe n

The examination of the testimonium and fragment in Josephus has shown that 
the Jewish influence on Pythagoras, referred to by Hermippus, was actually mar-
ginal, pertaining as it did to three esoteric customs at most. This conclusion does 
not conform with the closing sentence of Josephus, or with the testimonium in 
origen. Josephus writes (Ap. 1. 165):

For that man (Pythagoras) is in fact said to have transferred many of the customs 
among the Jews to his own philosophy.142

The sentence appears as a continuation and conclusion to the fragment of Her-
mippus. it is, however, clearly not of a piece. could it be an additional testimo-
nium taken from Hermippus?143 The opinion of those who attribute it not to Her-
mippus but to Josephus himself is the correct one.144 yet their argument that the 
sentence merely repeats what has been said in the fragment is problematic, since 
it does not remain specific, but generalizes. More significant is the absence of the 
Thracians, although this may of course be ascribed to an omission by Josephus. 
decisive is the term used for Pythagoras: “that man” (ὁ ἀνὴρ ἐκεῖνος), when “he” 
(αὐτός) would have been more than enough;145 the understood subject, Pythago-

141. For example, he has no hesitation in repeating livy and strabo’s false contention that 
Pompey conquered Jerusalem on a day of fasting, although the event happened “in the third month.” 
There is no fast day in the third month, and at most Jerusalem may have been taken on the sabbath 
(Joseph. AJ 14. 66;; cf. strabo 16. 2. 40; dio cass. 37. 16. 4). This is but one of many available examples.

142. λέγεται γὰρ ὡς ἀληθῶς ὁ ἀνὴρ ἐκεῖνος πολλὰ τῶν παρὰ Ἱουδαίοις νομίμων εἰς τὴν αὐτοῦ 
μετενεγκεῖν φιλοσοφίαν.

143. as appears from the location of the quotation marks in niese’s edition, and proposed, e.g., 
by Wehrli (1974) 16, 91, who also included the sentence in his collection of fragments of Hermippus 
(fr. 22). cf. Bickerman (1988) 230; Gabba (1989) 624.

144. see schürer (1901 – 9) 3: 626; Thackeray (1926) 229 n. e; Walter (1964) 56 n. 1; stern, GLAJJ 1: 
93; Gorman (1983) 32; Goodman in schürer et al. 3: 969 ; Bollansée (1999a) 233, 248 – 49.

145. Pythagoras has just been referred to with oblique forms of αὐτός at Contra Apionem 1. 164: 
ἑνὸς αὐτοῦ τῶν συνουσιαστῶν (where calliphon is referred to as ἐκείνου), and συνδιατρίβειν αὐτῷ.
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ras, is sufficiently clear without a pronoun, in this as in the previous sentence. We 
might have expected οὗτος (“this man,” “the latter”) to refer to Pythagoras, since 
he is the last subject mentioned. Were Josephus merely recapitulating, his use of 
ἐκεῖνος (“that man,” “the former”) would refer confusingly to Hermippus, the 
previous subject, the one reporting the information about Pythagoras. clearly, 
Josephus has taken this final sentence from another source.

Josephus begins his presentation of the testimonium with the word λέγεται 
(“He [Pythagoras] is said”). Had Josephus been using a Gentile Greek source, he 
would have been only too pleased to mention his name. The notion that Josephus 
is using a Jewish source has long had its supporters, and the name of aristobulus 
is often mentioned in this regard.146 aristobulus was a mid-second-century b.c.e. 
Jewish Hellenistic author active in the alexandrian court during the reign of 
Ptolemy Vi Philometor, that is, in the generation of the Hasmonaean revolt.147 
aristobulus wrote Commentaries on the Torah of Moses, which contained dis-
cussions on the philosophical significance of various issues appearing in the 
Pentateuch. on Pythagoras he writes (ap. eus. PE 13. 12. 4): 148

as also Pythagoras transferred many of our [ideas? beliefs?] to his belief system 
(dogmatopoiia).149

There is a close verbal and grammatical similarity between the sentence in Josephus 
and that of aristobulus. it is especially worth noting the use in both of the verb 
μεταφέρω (transfer) and the adjective πολλά (many).150 The differences are slight 
and understandable: Josephus added νομίμων (of customs) to clarify what exactly 
was “many,” a noun being lacking in aristobulus’s statement. Josephus was obliged 
to do so to connect this sentence explicitly with the customs mentioned just before 
in the fragment of Hermippus. He also replaced “belief system” with “philosophy,” 
which is more understandable. The remaining differences are minimal and mainly 
due to a change in the sentence structure made by Josephus to incorporate the 

146. Thackeray (1926) 229 n. e; Walter (1964) 56 n. 1; Gorman (1983) 32 – 33, who also raises the 
possibility that Josephus was using other Jewish Hellenistic authors.

147. Much has been written on aristobulus: see esp. Guttmann 1: 186 – 220, and the mono-
graph on aristobulus by Walter (1964); for exhaustive up-to-date surveys of the various suggestions 
concerning his personality, date, sources, and methods, see Goodman in schürer et al. 3: 579 – 87; 
Holladay (1983 – 96) 3: 113 – 43, and extensive bibliography there.

148. The edition of Mras: ὡς καὶ Πυθαγόρας πολλὰ τῶν παρ’ ἡμῖν μετενέγκας εἰς τὴν ἑαυτοῦ 
δογματοποιίαν κατεσχώρισεν.

149. clement Stromateis 1. 15. [22. 3] (ed. stählin) also has a version of the sentence from aristo-
bulus: καθὼς καὶ Πυθαγόρας πολλὰ τῶν παρ’ ἡμῖν μετενέγκας εἰς τὴν ἑαυτοῦ δογματοποιίαν. The 
version presented in the previous note is to be preferred: see Mras (1944) 222; Walter (1964) 118 – 19. 
The sentence in clement has been reworked to fit its context.

150. noted by Gorman (1983) 32 – 33.
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introductory addition of “[Pythagoras] is said . . .”.151 There is in all this nothing out 
of the ordinary for a Josephan paraphrase or citation.

it is true that Josephus does not mention aristobulus anywhere in his writ-
ings. Josephus was, however, familiar with at least the Jewish ethnography of 
alexander Polyhistor (AJ 1. 240), which cited many Jewish Hellenistic authors 
by name, yet Josephus consistently refrained from naming in support of his 
claims those whom he thought were Jewish (except for cases when he is mistaken 
about their origin). Furthermore, there is evidence to indicate that Josephus was 
acquainted with the work of aristobulus.152

The possibility that aristobulus could have used some statement of Hermippus 
as the basis for his own comment must be rejected.153 Had Hermippus provided 
such a statement, Josephus would have used it directly from him, while nam-
ing him explicitly. indeed, aristobulus would have done the same. The church 
patriarchs would not have remained indifferent, especially clement, an athenian 
born and bred who, now in alexandria, was determined to find any possible evi-
dence of Jewish influence on Greek philosophers. The passage from Hermippus 
in Josephus would surely have sent clement back to Hermippus’s biography of 
Pythagoras, whom he would have quoted extensively on this issue had he found 
there anything more.

The statement in aristobulus is his own original invention, or at the most 
a reworking of a rumor or material he found in earlier Jewish Hellenistic lit-
erature.154 it was an obvious conclusion to be made from the Jewish fake orphic 
literature, which contained among other things Pythagorean elements. aris-
tobulus himself adduced one Jewish “orphic” poem without questioning its 
authenticity.155

The link between Pythagorean doctrine and Judaism was made by Hellenistic 
Jews such as aristobulus (who, unlike earlier Greek authors, were familiar with 
Jewish law) first and foremost because they noticed certain similarities between 
the two doctrines and their customs.156 They ventured to portray Pythagoras as 
taking his doctrine from the Jews, being aware that he had already been portrayed 

151. The structure in aristobulus is “as . . . having transferred . . . he placed,” while in Josephus 
it is “He is said . . . to have transferred.”

152. see the discussion in Walter (1964) 52 – 58; Holladay (1983 – 96) 3: 63 – 64, both with references 
to previous work. Walter (1964) 56 n. 1 notes a string of parallels between aristobulus and Josephus 
in Contra Apionem 2. 168, 255 – 86, to which a few more could be added.

153. Hinted at by Gorman (1983) 33.
154. Walter (1964) 156 – 58.
155. eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 13. 12 (664d – 666b); and see Guttmann 1: 155 – 61; Walter 

(1964) 202 – 58; Holladay (1983 – 96) 3: 164 – 71, and the accompanying notes.
156. These Pythagorean similarities or associations with Jewish customs and beliefs include 

belief in the immortality of the soul (it should be borne in mind that aristobulus was active at the
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in the classical period as borrowing from various sources, especially egyptian 
and other oriental cultures, a notion that only grew more widespread in the 
Hellenistic period.157 if the Greeks themselves attributed oriental influence to 
Pythagoras, why should the Jews not take advantage of this when their customs 
bore some similarity to those of the Pythagoreans? oriental peoples, especially 
the egyptians, were quite keen on exploiting for their own ends Greek legends 
about visits of Greek sages and scholars to the east, where they learned from the 
natives; Hellenistic Jews could not allow themselves to lag behind. They struggled 
with the egyptians and the Greeks over their image and status. one device that 
suggested itself was the portrayal of the torah of Moses as a source of inspiration 
for Greek philosophy, a side effect of which would have been the strengthening of 
the self-confidence of Hellenistic Jews in the rightness of their special way of life 
in the face of the otherwise overwhelming power of the dominant pagan culture. 
it stands to reason that the myth of stolen wisdom had been utilized by the vari-
ous allegorists in the internal Jewish controversy to legitimize the application of 
Greek methods in their interpretation of the torah, and if we can learn from 
later rabbinic literature, the myth also allowed conservative groups to draw from 
Greek heritage, as if it were a wisdom returning to its original owners.

Pythagoras was not the only one portrayed by aristobulus as taking his ideas 
from the Jews. of Plato he went so far as to say that it was clear that he followed 
Jewish law and that he “worked hard” on everything included in it (clem. Strom. 
1. 22 [150. 1]; eus. PE 13. 12). in the same context, he wrote that socrates, Plato, and 
Pythagoras learned from the torah of Moses the concept of the voice of God. on 
Homer and Hesiod, he said that they learned from the torah of the Jews about 
the holiness of the seventh day (clem. Strom. 1. 22 [150. 1]; eus. PE 13. 12). What 
he says about Pythagoras is therefore just as far-fetched as his references to other 
Greek thinkers and poets, and just as aristobulus had no Gentile source telling 
him about the influence of the Jewish torah on Homer, Hesiod, socrates, and 
Plato, he had no source informing him of such influence on Pythagoras.

it might be worth adding that aristobulus was almost certainly not an esoteric 

time of the Hasmonaean revolt and during the reigns of the Hasmonaean brothers, when belief in 
the resurrection of the dead was already known among Jews in the Holy land and in the egyptian 
diaspora); the prohibition against eating carrion; abstention from meat or certain types of meat or 
body parts (the sometimes conflicting versions of this Pythagorean prohibition are due to the splin-
tering of the Pythagoreans into different groups); baptism and purification; the rules of pollution 
caused by death, birth, etc.; the prohibition against burial in woven wool; the prohibition against 
yoking a bull with a ram for plowing; modesty in relieving oneself; the prohibition against harming 
fruit trees; the reclusive life of the sect and its daily routine, resembling the habits of the essenes (as 
already observed by Josephus in his survey of the essenes [AJ 15. 371]); and the apparent link between 
the sabbath and the Pythagorean theory regarding the perfection of the number seven.

157. For later sources, see above, note 77.
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personality, but someone who at one time taught Ptolemy Vi, as mentioned in 
2 Maccabees (1. 10), an identification widely accepted by the church patriarchs 
as well as by modern scholars.158 aristobulus’s account, then, is most likely to 
have been known to Greek authors at some point or other, and some of them 
could have adopted and adapted it in various ways, according to their attitude 
toward the Jews and the Pythagoreans.159 The links between the Jews and the 
Pythagoreans would have developed over time, given the Pythagorean influences 
on Philo (who is even called “Pythagorean” by clement: Strom. 2. 19 [100. 3])160 
and perhaps some scraps of information on exclusive Jewish sects, and it all 
comes together prominently in the writings of numenius of apamea, living at 
the time of the Bar Kohba revolt.161

now to the testimonium in origen’s Contra Celsum (1. 15 [334]). in the context 
of his refutation of the claim made by celsus that the Jews, being neither an 
ancient nor a wise people, had contributed nothing to humanity, origen writes:

it is said that Hermippus as well, in the first book of On Lawgivers, has stated that 
Pythagoras brought his own philosophy from Jews to Greeks.162

This is not a fragment from Hermippus,163 but a testimonium about Hermippus 
that origen must have found elsewhere.164 The content of the testimonium looks 
like a paraphrase of the concluding sentence of Josephus.165 While that sentence 
(deriving from aristobulus) has Pythagoras incorporating many Jewish customs 

158. eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 8. 9. 38 (375d). This identification is supported by the state-
ment appearing both in clement and in eusebius that aristobulus dedicated his composition on the 
Jews to Ptolemy Vi Philometor. elsewhere, clement sets him in the reign of Ptolemy ii Philadelphus 
(Strom. 5. 15 [145]). 

159. The sole survivor of all these is that of diogenes antonius, apparently of the first century 
b.c.e., which mentions the influence of the Jews on Pythagorean dream divination (in Porph. VP 11 
= stern, GLAJJ no. 250); but it also mentions in the same breath the influence of the egyptians, the 
Babylonians, and even the arabs, who are never mentioned in Greek and latin literature as one of 
the “wise peoples.”

160. cf. p. 143 note 37 above.
161. see the fragments in stern, GLAJJ nos. 363a – 369; and the collection of the fragments of 

numenius by des Places (1973).
162. ed. Marcovich (2001): λέγεται δὲ καὶ  Ἕρμιππον ἐν τῷ πρώτῳ περὶ νομοθετῶν ἱστορηκέναι 

Πυθαγόραν τὴν ἑαυτοῦ φιλοσοφίαν ἀπὸ  Ἰουδαίων εἰς   Ἕλληνας ἀγαγεῖν.
163. Pace Gutschmid (1893) 4: 557; Wehrli (1974) 91 – 92, who includes the sentence in his collec-

tion of “fragments” of Hermippus (33, fr. 81); stern, GLAJJ 1: 93; Bollansée (1999a) 110 – 11.
164. correctly observed by Goodman in schürer et al. 3: 696; Bollansée (1999a) 108; (1999b) 114.
165. noted by schürer (1901 – 9) 3: 626, who observed that in the very same section (15) origen 

mentions the passage attributed to Hecataeus of abdera in Contra Apionem, and in the following 
section (16) origen refers the reader to Josephus for other Greek authors who served as evidence for 
the antiquity and/or wisdom of the Jews. Goodman in schürer et al. 3: 696 believes that origen used 
a Jewish source (not Josephus) purportedly citing Hermippus.
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into his philosophy, the present claim is more sweeping, with the whole of his 
philosophy coming from the Jews. The change is due to origen’s aim in this 
passage, namely, to prove through the writings of Greek authors that the Jews 
were among the wisest of peoples in the ancient world, and that the great sages 
of Greek philosophy borrowed their basic principles from them.166 it should be 
noted that Pythagoras was particularly admired by the church patriarchs.

Furthermore, origen reports that Pythagoras brought his philosophy from 
Jews to Greeks. The sentence itself is ambiguous. it might appear to mean that 
Pythagoras brought his philosophy first to the Jews, and then from the Jews to the 
Greeks. origen’s overall aim tells against this interpretation. rather, Pythagoras 
served as a middleman who brought Jewish thought to the Greeks. origen is not 
exact in his formulation of the sentence because he is trying as far as he can to 
remain faithful to the text of Josephus (which he regarded as a testimonium from 
Hermippus), while at the same time conveying the message that the torah of the 
Jews was accepted by the Greeks already in ancient times. of the nine words in 
origen’s sentence, six are indeed to be found in Josephus’s last sentence, two with 
slight changes. as for the degree of Jewish influence, origen could well have been 
influenced by the work of aristobulus, which was known to him (C. Celsum 4. 51).

origen was very familiar with the writings of Josephus (apart from the Life 
of Josephus) and cited them explicitly four times in Contra Celsum, referring the 
reader twice in that work to a close reading of Contra Apionem (“the composi-
tion in two books on the antiquity of the Jews,” as he calls it)167, and that is not 
to mention additional Josephan references and quotes in origen’s monumen-
tal commentaries on the books of the old testament (especially, as might be 
expected, lamentations and Jeremiah). it has already been demonstrated that 
origen slightly modified his quotations from Josephus in order to adapt them to 
his theological views.168

166. origen’s misreading of the text may be compared with translations and interpretations of 
clearchus’s account of the meeting between aristotle and the wise Jew that betray much wishful 
thinking (see above, pp. 49 – 53). another example, close to the present subject, is the translation by 
Joshua Guttmann, a scholar well versed in Greek language and literature, of eusebius Praeparatio 
evangelica 8. 9. 38 (375d): ὁ δὲ Ἀριστόβουλος καὶ τῆς κατ’ Ἀριστοτέλην φιλοσοφίας πρὸς τῇ πατρίῳ 
μετειληχώς (“aristobulus, who took from the philosophy of aristotle in addition to his ancestral 
[philosophy]”). Guttman translated: “aristobulus, who attributed part of the philosophy of aristotle 
to that of the torah of the Jews” ([1958] 1: 278). aristobulus mentions no such thing, or anything 
remotely like it, in the rest of the fragments and testimonia that we have. This reservation, however, 
does not detract from my admiration for the scholarship and research achievements of the late 
Joshua Guttmann.

167. The quotes: 1. 16, 47; 2. 13; 4. 11. on origen’s use of Josephus, see de lange (1976) 64 – 78; 
Mizugaki (1987); Feldman (1990).

168. see especially Mizugaki (1987) 328 – 36.
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origen understood (or wanted to understand) that the final sentence of Jose-
phus was a continuation of Hermippus. He regarded the agent of the first word 
of the sentence, λέγεται, to be Hermippus (“[Pythagoras] is said  [by Hermip-
pus] . . .”). origen then began his own paraphrase with the same verb, but natu-
rally made Josephus the agent of it (“it is said [by Josephus] that Hermippus . . . 
has stated that . . .”).

The obvious objection to these arguments is that although Josephus had earlier 
cited the first book of Hermippus’s Life of Pythagoras, origen refers to Hermippus’s 
work On Lawgivers, as if he has taken his statement directly or indirectly from it. 
However, On Lawgivers dealt with personalities other than Pythagoras.169 The 
epitome of Heraclides lembus also contained On Pythagoras and On Lawgivers as 
separate works. origen may have made the misattribution either by relying on his 
memory or by glancing at Josephus’s introduction to the passage while writing the 
sentence: the reference by Josephus to the first book of On Pythagoras comes a few 
lines earlier than the concluding sentence that origen adduces; the word nomimōn 
(“of customs”) in that final sentence may have caused origen to believe that he saw 
an attribution to Hermippus’s Peri nomothetōn (On Lawgivers). it is not surprising 
that origen, despite his sharp mind, could make such a mistake, given his vast 
literary output as well as his ecclesiastic commitments and many journeys. and 
after all, Pythagoras was praised by the christian Patriarchs as a lawgiver.

The sentence, therefore, passed from aristobulus to Josephus to origen. The 
story about the Jewish origin of Greek wisdom first appeared in the work of 
aristobulus the Jew and was probably invented by him, if not by Jews a little earlier.

H er M i PPus ’ s  at t i t u de toWa r d t H e J eWs

Hermippus mentioned the Jews in a statement that Pythagoras incorporated in 
his peculiar system of commands (akousmata) one Jewish custom, or at the most 
three customs (two of them marginal ones). The references appeared in a work 
portraying Pythagoras as a charlatan with an unrestrained thirst for power and 
influence, spreading among his followers arbitrary, unjustified customs based in 
part or entirely on superstitions, in order to reinforce his rule and the secretive 
character of his sect. The charlatan is also described as a plagiarist: a number of 
customs were taken from other peoples, but Pythagoras presented them as his 
own, or as his disciples’, commands.

169. Pace Wehrli (1974) 91; Bollansée (1999a) 113; (1999b) 27, 46; both try to explain that Hermip-
pus’s remarks on the Jews were to be found both in the biography on Pythagoras and in the com-
position On Lawgivers, or in the summary of Heraclides of both works. However, Hermippus, who 
regarded Pythagoras as advocating tyranny and undermining laws, would hardly have included his 
biography of Pythagoras in a collection of lawgivers.
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This cannot be taken as a compliment to the Jews. at the same time, one 
should not conclude that Hermippus has a negative attitude toward the Jews. 
although Hermippus hints at some arbitrary, pointless, and superstitious cus-
toms, this is quite normal in anthropological discourse of the Greek classical and 
Hellenistic world: many customs of close neighbors, distant peoples, and even 
of certain Greeks were explicitly portrayed as deisidaimoniai (superstitiones in 
latin). The term’s primary meaning in the singular was “fear of the gods or of 
daimones,” leading to strange behavior. The term’s meaning broadened over time 
to denote superstitions in general.

Hostility toward a particular people would be obvious if all or most of their 
main customs, or their religion by and large, were treated explicitly or indi-
rectly as superstitions, and for the most part with scorn, sarcasm, condemnation, 
mockery, or anger. Judaism was indeed so described by some Greek authors, and 
to an even greater extent by romans of later periods.170 Hermippus, however, 
referred at most to three isolated and marginal customs. if this passage is the 
only reference to the Jews in all the writings of Hermippus — as it seems to be, in 
light of the fact that Josephus and the church patriarchs cite no other passages 
on the Jews from Hermippus — it would appear that Hermippus had no special 
interest in the Jews and knew about them only from the account by the celebrated 
alexandrian author Hecataeus of abdera and some hearsay. in this, Hermippus 
was no different from other contemporary alexandrian scholars in their ivory 
tower, interested only in preserving the classical Greek tradition.

These conclusions necessarily raise the question of how Josephus failed to 
see that Hermippus was extremely hostile toward Pythagoras, and that being 
linked with Pythagoras brought no credit to the Jews. Moreover, Josephus praised 
Pythagoras as the greatest of the philosophers (Ap. 1. 162), while heaping praise on 
Hermippus for the accuracy of his writing (163).171 He even introduces Hermippus 
as the finest author to have written on Pythagoras.

Josephus clearly had not read the work of Hermippus, nor the epitome by 

170. cf. p. 305.
171. two later authors also heap praises on Hermippus: dionysius of Halicarnassus in Isaeus 

1. 2, having read his biography on the pupils of isocrates; and aelian, in De natura animalium 7. 
40, as an introduction to one of the most absurd stories of Hermippus (see above, p. 172). The judg-
ment of aelian is  not surprising, as he himself was obsessed with wonder stories, but it is difficult 
to comprehend the positive attitude of dionysius of Halicarnassus. He would certainly have been 
impressed by the long bibliographies accompanying the biographies of Hermippus, which gave a 
veneer of seriousness to the works, and not a few ancient authors err in their compliments to other 
historians (e.g., Pliny, pref. 25 on diodorus siculus), but that still does not satisfactorily explain how 
a historian of his stature and ability could have been unaware of the true nature of Hermippus’s 
works. The recommendations and reports of prominent contemporary scholars are occasionally 
also a cause of embarrassment.
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Heraclides lembus. He seems to have relied on the summaries and quotations 
that his assistants, burrowing through libraries in search of Greek sources for 
Jewish references, presented to him out of context.172 such a scenario seems more 
probable than that Josephus used an anthology.

Josephus was so mistaken in understanding the fragment that in his conclud-
ing sentence he overemphasized the Jewish influence on Pythagorean customs. 
The sentence was inspired by aristobulus, the Jewish Hellenistic author, who 
was, as far as we know, the first scholar to speak of extensive Jewish influence 
on Pythagoras, socrates, and Plato (in addition to Homer and Hesiod). origen 
regarded the final sentence of Josephus as continuing the fragment of Hermippus 
and copied it with a few modifications as evidence that great Greek philosophers 
took their doctrines from the Jews.

• • •

Finally, some concluding remarks regarding the beginnings and development of 
the myth about the Jewish origin of Greek philosophy, and the place of Hermippus 
in its development. Hermippus, bridging the third and second centuries b.c.e., 
referred not to Jewish “philosophy” but at most only to a few marginal customs 
and their connection with Pythagoreanism; in this he hardly approached the 
spirit of the myth, pace the opinion of many scholars. Just as clearchus of soli, 
reporting on the meeting of aristotle with the Jew, did not say that the Jew was 
wiser than aristotle or that aristotle learned from him,173 and just as Megasthenes 
in his comparison of the Jewish and indian doctrines on “nature” did not say that 
Jewish teachings were chronologically prior to the Greek,174 so Hermippus did not 
say that Pythagoras took his doctrine from the Jews, or anything similar to that. 
The myth was created by Hellenistic Jews in egypt, and not by Greeks. Movement 
in this direction is already discernible in the Jewish forgery of the orphic poems. 
The first author whose explicit account on this subject has reached us, and who 
may have been its originator, was aristobulus the Jew, active in the generation 
after Hermippus. This mythmaking was one of the tactics that Hellenistic Jews 
could use to bolster their self-confidence in the face of the overwhelming force of 
Hellenism and strengthen the image of Judaism among their neighbors and the 
major powers. 

later on, the myth was also used in the internal Jewish discourse to legitimize 
the use of Greek wisdom for the understanding of the torah. The position of 
aristobulus in the court of Ptolemy Vi helped in promoting his writings in 

172. see further, p. 146n.49 above.
173. see above, pp. 49 – 53.
174. see above, pp. 156 – 58.
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literary circles, first of all among Hellenistic Jews. artapanus the Jew,175 who 
lived in the second century b.c.e., wrote that Moses was the teacher of orpheus 
(eus. PE 9.27.4), probably as a response to the legend that orpheus learned from 
the egyptians (Hecataeus, ap. diod. 4.25.3 and elsewhere). The myth echoes 
more than once in Philo’s writings,176  whereas Josephus was influenced by it 
to a limited extent when he summarized aristobulus’s account as if reflecting 
Hermippus’s view, although elsewhere he took the myth at face value (Ap. 2.257, 
281). according to clement it was adopted by many other authors (Strom. 1. 15 
[72.5]). if he does not have in mind Jewish authors, this statement sounds rather 
exaggerated; had it been correct, clement would not have failed to quote, or at 
least name, these authors. clement mentions only Megasthenes and numenius, 
who explicitly referred to aristobulus, and formutated the myth in various ways 
(“Who is Plato if not Moses speaking attic?”).177 The myth was eagerly exploited 
by the church patriarchus, beginning with Justin the martyr in rome and 
clement in alexandria (first half of the second century c.e.) to serve their ends.178  
Pagan authors consequently began to deny the myth and struggled against it 
(e.g., celsus in the late second century c.e.). at least from the time of origen in 
the third century, the spirit of the myth was associated also with Hermippus. 
origen was not directly familiar with Hermippus’s work and adopted the con-
cluding sentence of Josephus as evidence. The myth took many forms in Jewish 
and christian thought at the end of the classical period, in the Middle ages, 
and in the modern age, until at least the eighteenth century, with Pythagoras 
playing a role (especially in the writings of Johannes reuclin and rabbi Moshe 
isserlisch — the ram’a). Thus, for instance, he was described by Menaseh ben 
israel as a disciple of the prophet ezekiel. at the same time, aristotle — for obvi-
ous reasons — occupied center stage.

175.  The accepted opinion that artapanus was Jewish has recently been challenged by Jacobson 
(2006). unfortunately, the brilliant discussion by Guttmann (2:109 – 39) escaped his notice. it actu-
ally responds to the doubts raised later by Jacobson.

176. see, e.g., Quaestiones in Genesin 3. 5, 4. 152; De specialibus legibus 4. 16. 61; De mutatione 
hominum 167 – 68; De somnis 2. 244; Quis rerum divinarum heres sit 214; De aeternitate mundi 19. 
Philo explicitly accuses Heraclitus of stealing from the wisdom of the Jews and from their torah, 
and actually uses the same accusation (though more delicately) against Plato and the Greek legisla-
tors. on the depiction of Moses by Philo as the “father” of philosophy, see Gager (1972) 69–69.

177. see clement Stromateis 1. 22 (150.4); eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 9. 10.146 (410d); suda, 
s.v. Νομήνιος.

178.  see the discussion in lilla (1971) 27 – 41.
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The libel that a statue of an ass was to be found in the Jerusalem temple (and 
Jewish onolatry by and large) is considered by scholars (following Josephus) to 
be one of the three most humiliating charges leveled against the Jews in ancient 
times (the two others being the leper libel and the blood libel). The present chap-
ter concentrates mainly on the story of the theft of an ass head from the Jewish 
temple, adduced by Mnaseas of Patara in lycia (third – second century b.c.e.), the 
first Greek author known to have reported the ass libel. i shall attempt below to 
clarify how Mnaseas and contemporary Greeks regarded the story. Then i will 
discuss the four versions of the libel in later Greek and roman authors, and its 
egyptian origins.

t H e story oF M na se a s:  
con t e n t s a n d t r a nsM is sion

Mnaseas’s racy story tells how an idumaean of the city of dora (adorayim) 
tricked the Jews. disguised as the god apollo, he entered their temple, took 
the head of the ass on display there, and carried it off to his city. This, then, is 
evidence for the existence of the ass libel at a time prior to the great confronta-
tion between the Jews and the Hellenistic world, which began with the crisis in 
relations between the Jews and antiochus epiphanes, a crisis later exacerbated 
by the Maccabaean revolt, the territorial expansion of the Hasmonaean state, 
and the escalating conflict between Jews and Greeks in egypt from the last quar-

6

The diachronic libels 
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ter of the second century b.c.e. onward. upon reading the story, the question 
arises whether Mnaseas treated it as historical fact and/or intended to use it as a 
vehicle for discrediting the Jews. Many scholars who take the latter for granted 
describe Mnaseas as the first “anti-semitic” Greek author.1 and Mnaseas was 
an author not without influence: he was one of the most outstanding students 
of the alexandrian scholar eratosthenes of cyrene, himself an exceptionally 
learned, versatile, and prolific scholar, known in alexandria as “the second Plato” 
or “the new Plato.” The story under discussion appeared in a work of Mnaseas 
that enjoyed a relatively wide circulation.2 if we accept that Mnaseas was “anti-
semitic,” we shall have to conclude that Greek authors began to express explicit 
and extreme hostility toward Jews as they became better acquainted with the 
Jewish way of life, already before the stormy events of the Hasmonaean period. 
some scholars have even suggested that these early expressions of animosity 
influenced the hostile attitude of antiochus epiphanes and his counselors toward 
the Jews.

What we have of Mnaseas’s story has not reached us directly. a some-
what abbreviated version has survived in Josephus Contra Apionem 2. 112 – 14. 
Josephus argues against apion’s citation of the episode in Mnaseas as support-
ing evidence for the truth of the story apion related earlier about the entry of 
antiochus epiphanes into the Jewish temple, where he saw the “golden (ass) 
head” (Ap. 2. 80). Josephus attempts to refute both the account of the spectacle 
allegedly encountered by antiochus (2. 81 – 89) and the account of Mnaseas 
concerning the theft of the ass head (2. 113 – 20). The first part of the story of 
Mnaseas, a description of the background and preparations for the theft (112 – 

13), has survived only in the latin translation of Contra Apionem instigated 
in sicily by cassiodorus, the sixth-century scholar and head of the secretariat 
of Theodoric the Great.3 The second part, on the theft itself (114), has been 
preserved in the Greek manuscripts as well. a translation of the entire story 
follows:

(112) again, as if he is most pious, [apion] mocks [us] by adding Mnaseas to his story. 
For [apion] says that [Mnaseas] related that while the idumaeans were waging a war 

1. For references to studies on Mnaseas’s account of the Jews, see stern, GLAJJ 1: 98; Goodman 
in schürer et al. 3: 598. see also notes 65 and 69 below. i retract my earlier conclusions concerning 
Mnaseas and the development of the libel (Bar-Kochva [1996a]).

2. see Müller, FHG iii. 149. The popularity of the work may be inferred from the variety of 
authors of different periods and genres who provide testimonia for it; see the passages in Mehler 
(1846); FGH iii. 149 – 58; the story about the theft of the ass head is reported in neither collection.

3. on the latin translation, see niese (1896) xiv ff., xxii-xxiv; schreckenberg (1996); the latest 
edition of the cassiodorus translation: Boysen (1898).
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against the Jews4 for quite a long time,5 in a certain town of the idumaeans,6 called 
dora,7 one of those who in it worshipped apollo  8 came to the Jews. He (Mnaseas) 
says the name of this man [was] Zabidus, who then promised them (the Jews) that he 
would hand over [to them] apollo, god of the dorians, and that he (apollo) would 
come to our temple if all kept away. (113) and all the multitude of the Jews believed. 
But Zabidus made a certain wooden device and placed it around himself and fixed 
on it three rows of lights and thus walked so that he appeared to those standing at a 
distance as if stars were making their way through the land.9 (114) The Jews, on the 
one hand, struck by the strangeness of the sight [and] remaining at a distance, held 
their peace; Zabidus, on the other hand, with great calm entered the temple and tore 
off (ἀποσῦραι) the golden head of the pack-ass (κάνθων)10

 — for so he (apion) has 
wittily written — and returned to dora11 as quickly as possible.

4. The Mss reading of the latin translation is Iudaei contra Iudaeos. Hudson (1720) 2: 1371 
emends Iudaeos to Idumaeos. The terms “Jews” and “Judaea” are frequently interchanged with their 
counterparts “idumaeans” and “idumaea” both in Greek and in latin. indeed, the idumaeans must 
have been mentioned in light of the details of the story and the refutation of Josephus in paras. 
115 – 120. The story, however, being idumaean in origin, one would expect the order Idumaei contra 
Iudaeos, all the more so as the story appears to have been included in Mnaseas’s work under an entry 
on the city of dora-adorayim (see below, pp. 219–20).

5. The awkward latin phrase longo quodam tempore (“for a certain long time”) may be an 
attempt to translate the Greek χρόνον μακρόν τι (“for quite a long time”).

6. Hudson (1720) 2: 1371 rightly emends civitate Iudaeorum to civitate Idumaeorum (cf. the refu-
tation of Josephus, para. 116). This does not, however, correct the impression that the war took place 
within the town. The author surely wished to indicate the origin of Zabidus, and not the war zone, 
but the nature of the corruption is unclear. it may result, for example, from an error in translation 
or transmission, involving the misconstrual of a word or the omission of several words. The follow-
ing sentences are also somewhat cumbersome. an attempt at emendation in these circumstances, 
therefore, would be inappropriate.

7. The received text reads qui Dorii nominantur, but one of the latin Mss reading quae Dorin 
nominatur is certainly preferable. in the refutation of Josephus the city is twice called Δώρα 
(para. 116), which is also the name used for it by other Greek sources (along with Ἀδῶρα and 
Ἀδωραίμ). The Greek original, therefore, probably read ἣ Δῶρα ὀνομάζεται: cf. para. 116: Δῶρα πόλις 
ὀνομάζεται. The latin version became corrupted by a faulty reading of the place-name (cf., a little 
later, deum Doriensium), and by the attempt to make the relative pronoun and the verb agree with 
the idumaeans rather than the city itself. For the origin of the version Dorii and Dori, see below, 
note 11.

8. reading quendam eorum qui in ea Apollinem coleba<n>t. The relative pronoun, referring to 
the preceding plural pronoun, must itself be plural; hence so too the verb.

9. quasi stellae per terram τὴν πορείαν ποιουμένων. The Greek text is preserved from this point on.
10. The Greek Ms l (laurentianus), from which most of the other Mss of Contra Apionem 

derive, reads τοῦ ἀκανθῶνος (“of the thorny [thing]”). The latin translation has asini (“of the ass”). 
Hudson (1720) 2: 1371 accordingly emended to τοῦ κάνθωνος (“of the pack-ass”).

11. l reads εἰς Δῶριν. in s and the editio princeps, rightly, εἰς Δῶραν (see above, note 7). on the 
high value of s and the editio princeps, see below, pp. 480–81). The error in l is reflected in the latin 
translation in the reading Dorin, corrupted into Dorii.
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The story transmitted by Josephus, as appears from his own words, was based on 
apion’s version. There are no indications that Josephus was directly acquainted 
with Mnaseas’s book.12 The story is presented in indirect speech, and apion may 
already have reported the story in this way. apart from the changes made during the 
conversion to indirect speech, apion and Josephus also introduced modifications in 
formulation and in the abridging of the material. This involvement is discernible — 

as is usual in such cases — in the “seams” joining this story to the rest of the work of 
Josephus, namely, at the beginning and the end of the story, and in the remaining 
references to apion and Mnaseas inserted at various points. certain abridgments 
of details within the story may also be traced.13 in one instance the involvement 
of Josephus is particularly clear.14 Furthermore, the process of abbreviation and 
reformulation in reported speech has adversely affected the flow of the story, and 
a number of sentences are awkward (112b in particular). The task of reconstructing 
the original text is made far more difficult by the disappearance of the Greek text of 
the first part of the story, which has survived only in latin translation, as is also the 
case with the blood libel and the ass libel in apion’s account (2. 80, 90 – 96). This is 
most obvious with regard to the corruptions in the ethnic denotations “Jews” and 
“idumaeans” and the place-name “dora.” some of the errors are due to the textual 
transmission either of the latin translation or already of the Greek original. The sur-
viving Greek text of the second part of the story contains proper readings that assist 
our reconstruction of the first, latin part. Further aid is at hand in the subsequent 
passage preserved in Greek, where Josephus tries to refute the story (2. 115 – 20).15

12. Mnaseas is mentioned twice more in Josephus, but these references do not allow us to infer 
that Josephus knew his works at firsthand. in Contra Apionem 1. 216, Mnaseas appears in a list 
together with other Greek authors mentioned by name, and “many other” (unnamed) Greek histo-
rians whose incidental remarks on the Jewish people, according to Josephus, suffice to demonstrate 
the antiquity of the Jews. Josephus even hints that he had not read their accounts, and this conforms 
with the fact that he nowhere quotes them in his work, although they could have supported his 
position. Mnaseas is grouped with them presumably because of the reference to the war between 
the idumaeans and the Jews. Just as Josephus had adduced (pseudo-)Hecataeus’s account of the 
activity of the Jews at the time of alexander and the successors (Ap. 1. 183 – 85) to demonstrate the 
antiquity of the Jews, he would also have regarded as evidence Mnaseas’s reference to a protracted 
and apparently distant war, long before the idumaeans’ forced conversion to Judaism. Mnaseas is 
again mentioned in the Jewish Antiquities (1. 91) as one of the authors who referred to the Flood 
and/or the ark. Josephus numbers Mnaseas on the same occasion with authors who wrote histo-
ries of “barbarian” peoples. The context and the other authors mentioned indicate that Josephus 
meant authors of non-Greek origin. to the best of our knowledge, Mnaseas did not write histories. 
Josephus, therefore, does not seem to have known Mnaseas’s work except indirectly through apion 
and references in other authors.

13. see below, pp. 219 – 22.
14. Para. 112: nostrum templum; cf. para. 90: nostro templo, with regard to another version of the 

ass libel, also taken from apion.
15. see above, notes 4 – 11; on the abundance of errors in the translation, see niese (1896) xiv ff.,
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M na se a s ,  t H e M a n a n d H is Wor K 
Mnaseas’s account is strange and unusual. it is a complete fantasy, suffused with 
a remote and marvelous mythological atmosphere. in order to understand the 
story properly, prior to drawing conclusions about the attitude of Mnaseas toward 
the Jews, it is necessary to examine who Mnaseas was and his methods of work.16

Mnaseas is mentioned by the Suda, the tenth-century Byzantine lexicon, 
in its entry on eratosthenes, the scholar, poet, and scientist who headed the 
library of alexandria in the last quarter of the third century b.c.e. The Suda 
states that Mnaseas was one of eratosthenes’ pupils. The mention of Mnaseas 
at the head of the list, together with only two other pupils, suggests that he 
was one of eratosthenes’ more outstanding students, if not the most outstand-
ing (aristophanes of Byzantium, who succeeded eratosthenes as head of the 
Mouseion, was not his disciple). Thus Mnaseas, a native of Patara in lycia, must 
have spent at least some time in alexandria, and would have been deeply influ-
enced by the scholars active in the library, and by eratosthenes in particular. 
The dates of Mnaseas’s life and literary activity are far from certain and depend 
upon the dating of the death of eratosthenes, who may have died in 190, or some 
twenty years earlier, around 210.17 The exact chronology is relevant to establishing 
the background to the creation of the story about Zabidus and the ass, and to the 
dating of its composition.

Mnaseas wrote two works: one was a collection of oracles delivered to petition-
ers in delphi, and the second contained information and stories about settle-
ments. too few testimonia have survived from the first work to be of help here.18 
one may learn from them that Mnaseas had a tendency to write poetry, but then 
his oracular material would have required him to do so. The story about the ass 
head must have been taken from the second work. That work had three parts — On 
Asia, On Europe, and On Libya — each comprising several books.19 The ass-head 

xxii-xxiv; schreckenberg (1996). on the many errors in the translation of the blood libel, see below, 
pp. 254 – 56, notes 4 – 16.

16. only brief surveys have been written on Mnaseas, hardly exhausting the problems aris-
ing from an examination of the surviving material. on Mnaseas, see Müller, FHG iV. 659 – 60; 
susemihl (1891 – 92) 1: 679 – 80; laqueur, RE s.v. “Mnaseas,” cols. 2248 – 52; Fraser (1972) 1: 524 – 25, 781 – 

82. references below to the testimonia follow the numbering of the collection in FHG iii. 149 – 58.
17. see Pfeiffer (1968) 153 – 54, 172.
18. FHG iV frr. 46 – 50.
19. On Europe: frr. 1 – 25b (see the references in frr. 7, 12, 15, 17); On Asia: frr. 26 – 37 (reference in 

fr. 26); On Libya ( = africa): frr. 38 – 42 (reference in fr. 40). On Europe comprised at least eight books 
(fr. 19 clearly concerns europe), On Asia at least two (fr. 32), and On Libya probably more than one 
(fr. 40). The structure may be compared to that of callimachus’s work Κτίσεις νήσων καὶ πόλεων 
καὶ μετονομασίαι (Foundations of islands and cities and name changes), mentioned in the entry



 Mnaseas of Patara   211

story, centering around the successful trick pulled off by an idumaean from the 
city dora-adorayim in Mt. Hebron, would have been included in On Asia. as for 
the work as a whole, the introduction to two testimonia describes it as a periplous 
(circumnavigation),20 which scholars have indeed accepted as its title. This was the 
title usually given to guides for seamen, ever since the time of the sixth-century 
scylax of caryanda; but it does not seem to have been the title of Mnaseas’s work. 
not a few of the testimonia concern settlements that lay far from the coast.21 
Furthermore, as we shall see, the emphasis and contents of the compilation were 
entirely different from the genre mentioned above. We cannot know what title 
was given to the work by Mnaseas. librarians and later copyists in antiquity often 
provided false, inaccurate, or misleading titles based on superficial impressions. 
at the same time, the incorrect name does shed light on some elements of the 
basic structure of the work, since they are what led to the mistake. The work was, 
therefore, a collection of information and stories on settlements arranged accord-
ing to some geographical scheme in which each settlement would be the subject 
of an individual entry or would be referred to in a continuous description of a 
journey. information and stories about the settlement would follow.

on the author in the Suda. no information has reached us concerning the parts and books of this 
great work, but Philostephanus of cyrene, a pupil of callimachus, produced a compilation, which, 
as was often the case, seems to have been no more than a revised version of his master’s work, and 
it contained parts such as On the Cities of Asia, On the Cities of Europe, On Islands, On Cyprus 
(presumably a subsection of On Islands), and On Wonderful Rivers. The division may well reflect 
that of the compilation by callimachus. see the references to sources concerning the compilation 
of Philostephanus and its division in Fraser (1972) 2: 752 – 53, nn. 21 – 28, and the discussion in Fraser 
(1972) 1: 522 – 23; Bollansée (1999b) 4. see also note 22 below on callimachus’s work on marvels and 
wonders, and On the Rivers of the Oikoumenē.

20. Fr. 6 (athenaeus), 39 (Photius). in fr. 13 (stephanus of Byzantium) we find “Mnaseas in the 
third book of the periēgēseis (travel guides).” since the testimonium is concerned with the identifica-
tion of an illyrian tribe, the context has rightly been considered to be the part on europe (so Müller 
in his collection). The testimonium has also been taken to mean that periēgēsis was the title of the 
whole work (Müller, FHG iii. 149, followed by others), or of each part of it, with the whole composi-
tion being called periplous (laqueur, RE s.v. “Mnaseas,” col. 2251). The formulation of the reference, 
however, is manifestly in error, and it is also clear from frr. 12 and 15 that illyria appeared in the 
second book of On Europe. stephanus may have relied on his own memory for the reference to a very 
brief testimonium. Be this as it may, the characteristics of works called periēgēsis (at least down to 
the second century c.e.) were essentially no different from those of the periplous genre. They were 
factual and concentrated on geographical, topographical, and economic data. Mnaseas, therefore, 
could not have called his work (or regarded it as a) periēgēsis, just as it was not called periplous (see 
below). on the oscillation of ancient authors between the names periplous and periēgēsis, see Pliny 
Naturalis Historia 1. 5, referring to the work of Posidonius of apamea (“Περίπλουν aut Περιήγησιν”); 
cf. athenaeus 7. 278d. not a few scholars believe that the real name of the work referred to by Pliny 
was neither of these, but Περὶ  Ὡκεανοῦ (on ocean).

21. Frr. 1, 4 – 6, 8, 14, 20, 21, 25, 26. so too the story of apollo and the ass.
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We now have forty-four testimonia and one fragment from the work. These, 
considered together with the incorrect title, allow us to piece together more 
precisely the general characteristics of the work: its genre, structure, content, 
features, and aims. The reconstruction is assisted by considering what may be 
salvaged of the titles and general structure and contents of compilations by alex-
andrian authors of the generation preceding Mnaseas, especially the many works 
of callimachus of cyrene, the celebrated poet-scholar who was traditionally 
regarded as the teacher of eratosthenes. in this connection the later editions or 
imitations of callimachus’s scholarly works published by his pupils and others 
can provide us with some valuable information.22 no such reconstruction of the 
work of Mnaseas has so far been attempted, but it is required to put the episode 
concerning the theft of the ass head in the right perspective.

The one fragment we have from the lexicon is sufficient to establish that the 
work was written in prose,23 and not in verse, the medium used for many schol-
arly works of the same period (such as those of aratus of soli, callimachus, and 
even eratosthenes). in light of the contents of the surviving passages and all the 
relevant factors mentioned above, the work in all its parts and books appears 
to have been a lexicon (in the late Byzantine sense of the word), with a separate 

22. on the compilations of callimachus, see susemihl (1891 – 92) 1: 366 – 67; Pfeiffer (1968) 134 – 35; 
Fraser (1972) 1: 454 – 55, 523 – 24, 776 – 78; and see the fragments in Pfeiffer (1949 – 53) 1: frr. 403 – 60. of 
particular interest to us is the apparent arrangement of his work  Ἐθνικαὶ ὀνομασίαι (ethnic names; 
see ath. 7. 329a) according to books on individual subjects such as On Fish, On Birds, On Winds, 
On Nymphs, and On Stones. The subject order was alphabetical (like, for example, the Homeric 
Glossai of Zenodotus, the first head of the library of alexandria), and the internal arrangement 
of each subject was according to peoples and cities, apparently following a geographical order. The 
internal order — essentially relevant to our consideration of Mnaseas — may be inferred from the title 
of a book from that work, devoted to the months of the year, which is given as μηνῶν προσηγορίαι 
κατὰ ἔθνους καὶ πόλεις (names of Months according to Peoples and cities) on its own (without 
reference to the whole composition) in the entry “callimachus” of the Suda. as for the contents of 
entries, from the stories surviving from the book περὶ ὀρνέων (on Birds; Pfeiffer [1949 – 53] 1:  frr. 
414 – 28), the work Ethnic Names seems to have included not just etymologies and definitions of 
words, but also aetiological stories that would have served as illustrations or explanations for local 
names of birds, fish, winds, etc. it is also worth noting another work by callimachus whose full title, 
preserved in the Suda, indicates its arrangement: θαυμάτων τῶν εἰς ἅπασαν τὴν γῆν κατὰ τόπους 
ὄντων συναγωγή (collection of Wonders throughout the Whole World [arranged] according to 
Places). one part of this, or of an earlier version of it, is known, from the entry mentioned above 
from the Suda, to have been called Περὶ τῶν ἐν Πελοποννήσῳ καὶ  Ἱταλίᾳ θαυμασίων καὶ παραδόξων 
(on the Wonders and Marvels in the Peloponnese and italy). another work of callimachus is also 
instructive: On the Rivers of the Oikoumenē, which is divided into On the Rivers in Asia and On the 
Rivers in Europe (see Pfeiffer [1949 – 53] 1: frr. 407 – 11, 457 – 59). see also note 19 above on callimachus’s 
Foundations of Islands and Cities and Name Changes, which may have served partially as a model 
for Mnaseas’s work.

23. Fr. 32 (ath. 8. 346d).
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entry for each of the various settlements, rather than a continuous description of 
a journey containing accounts of settlements along the way. The general aim of 
the work was to present readers with engaging and highly readable folklore mate-
rial, both mythological and semimythological, in an accessible form, with the 
arrangement facilitating the location of information. The material was unlikely 
to be known to the average reader, but it was of the sort that would raise asso-
ciations and connections with the Greek literary and mythological tradition. in 
accordance with this aim, the settlements chosen were mainly small or almost 
unknown,24 and not the famous cities or sites that were blessed with many cel-
ebrated mythological stories. Most of the material was taken from esoteric, often 
old, or mostly forgotten Greek sources, or from oral traditions.25 Part of the 
material was reworked to a greater or lesser extent by Mnaseas. Thus it would 
have been a selective geographical-mythological lexicon that chose to present for 
the entertainment of readers relatively unfamiliar settlements about which the 
little mythological material available was novel and/or stimulating.

as mentioned above, the lexicon contained three parts, one for each continent 
adjacent to the Mediterranean. each part comprised a number of books, and 
these were arranged and divided according to large geographical units, countries, 
or regions. The entries within each unit may have been arranged alphabetically 
or presented in geographical order, probably according to a circular route, as 
was common in Hellenistic literature. each entry included stories, anecdotes, or 
statements on one or more of the following subjects: the foundation of the city,26 
its customs, public events and ceremonies,27 unusual natural phenomena in the 
city or its environs,28 personalities — the founder(s), inventors, discoverers, the 
first to do a particularly celebrated deed, and famous people from that city.29 The 
entries, presumably, had an identical internal order, beginning with the name 
of the city and the foundation story. The stories and statements on every sub-
ject, be it the foundation or natural phenomena or wonders, often derived from 
etymological explanations for the name of the settlement, the people, or local 
personalities. sometimes they are even derived from complex genealogical con-
nections between personalities and mythological heroes and deities with a direct 

24. Frr. 3, 5, 8, 9, 12, 17, 20 – 22, 25, 27, 28, 38 – 41. some better-known cities do make an appear-
ance, however, if they are not too well-known and if the associated story is sufficiently piquant (e.g., 
ascalon, fr. 32).

25. Frr. 19, 21, 25, 29, 49. see further laqueur, RE s.v. “Mnaseas,” col. 2252. Xanthus the lydian (fr. 
32), who appears in Herodotus, is the only relatively well-known author mentioned. But one cannot 
say to what extent he was known in the generation of Mnaseas.

26. Frr. 8, 12, 17, 19, 21, 22, 28, 38, 39.
27. Frr. 18, 25, 27, 32, 43.
28. Frr. 5, 6, 11, 41, 42.
29. Frr. 1 – 5, 7, 40, 43, 44.
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or indirect connection, real or imaginary, to the settlement that is the subject of 
the entry.30 The stories were not infrequently based on accidental linguistic simi-
larity. The testimonia, however, do not indicate any reference to dry and technical 
geographical details, such as the exact location of the settlement, distances, way 
stations, prominent landmarks, fortresses, anchorages, regional storms, imports 
and exports, and other details of practical topography —  features typical of works 
bearing the generic title Periplous.31 at most, there are general statements concern-
ing the region in which a settlement is located (e.g., “dardanos, a city in troas”).32

From this it may be deduced that Mnaseas was not writing for sailors, mer-
chants, or tourists, but for readers who wished to locate as quickly as possible 
interesting and entertaining information and stories about a remote settlement 
whose name had been encountered by chance, or for armchair tourists who 
wished to travel effortlessly through distant lands in pursuit of the unusual. 
such readers were not interested in distances and other technical details, but in 
stories to spark the imagination. Mnaseas provided his readers with stories either 
new and interesting, or that could be found only with great effort in the works 
of his predecessors. His readers could dip in at their leisure, since there was no 
continuity of content between one entry and the next. The text could be read 
without too much intellectual effort, although there were many associations to 
delight anyone acquainted with the classical Greek tradition, as indeed most of 
Mnaseas’s contemporary readers would have been.

in his desire to attract, engage, and entertain readers, Mnaseas emphasized 
all that was different, strange, and amazing. Hence, for instance, the story about 
talking fish in a river in arcadia, appearing in that part of the work dedicated to 
“europe.” 33 another story in the same part tells of temple chickens in the service 
of Heracles, and temple hens in the service of his wife, Hebe. only a channel 
separated the two temples, but the two groups of poultry came together only in 
the mating season, and their offspring were in due course separated according to 
sex.34 Mnaseas does not balk at telling such stories even when some of his readers 
can check their reliability, and his alexandrian colleagues were likely to compare 
his accounts with opposing views of other authors.35 The deliberate emphasis 
on wonder blurs the distinction between history and mythology, the world of 

30. Frr. 5, 7 – 9, 12 – 14, 17, 19, 21, 24, 26, 28, 31, 33, 36, 37, 40.
31. see the remains of the genre in GGM and additional collections, and the discussions in 

Güngerich (1950).
32. Fr. 28. at the same time, since the location prefaced the entry in the lexicon of stephanus of 

Byzantium, it would seem to have derived from the title rather than the entry itself.
33. Fr. 6 (ath. 8. 331d). Pausanias Vii. 21. 2 should also be mentioned. it is no wonder that a story 

in a similar spirit concerning another river appeared in callimachus (ath. 8. 331e).
34. Fr. 11 (ael. NA 18. 46).
35. so, for example, the story of the speaking fish runs against an explicit statement by aristotle
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gods and the world of men, and everything is thrown into the mix. classical 
Greek gods and local “barbarian” deities walk among mortals and even share 
family trees with them. They appear at times as mortals or as representations of 
physical objects such as heavenly bodies. one can find in Mnaseas variations — 

indeed, reversals — on the euhemerist interpretation of the world of gods that 
began a century earlier.36 While euhemerus regarded the gods as none other 
than mortals who had contributed to humanity and earned deification, Mnaseas 
follows those who identified some gods with personalities who invented things of 
benefit to humanity (such as Zamolxis, the Getan-Thracian legislator, identified 
by Mnaseas with cronus37), and others with eponymous heroes unknown to 
readers and hence of interest. These identifications contributed to the blurring of 
the distinction between gods and men, as did the other stories presented in the 
same context.

despite the “euhemerist” features, the content of each story was reported in its 
naive form, without reservation or criticism. This is not surprising. Mnaseas was 
simply following in the footsteps of his highly influential master, eratosthenes. 
That strict scientist could distinguish between fact and fiction, mythology and 
scientific data, and in this spirit criticized those interpreters of Homer who had 
tried to rationalize the stories of the Iliad and the Odyssey. in his own poetry, 
however, eratosthenes acted rather differently. He developed a theory of poetry 
that aroused much controversy and a variety of commentaries in his and suc-
ceeding generations. eratosthenes declared that the aim of the poet was to delight 
and not to educate,38 and he practiced what he preached.39 For example, in his 
poetic work Erigone, eratosthenes presents in the most naive fashion the old 
legend of the maiden erigone. she is said to have hanged herself out of grief for 
her father icarius, an old athenian; and Zeus, admiring her devotion, fixed her 
in the heavens, along with icarius and his cart, and her faithful dog, Maera, the 
whole group making up one constellation.40

eratosthenes adhered to his own rule in his work Katasterismoi (“Placing 
among the stars”), which is especially relevant to the apollo-ass story. This trea-
tise, though popular at the time, is now lost, and its reconstruction is the subject 

(ath. 8. 331d; and see Fraser [1972] 2: 1043 n. 212); and see fr. 5 on the development of dietary 
customs from the meat-eating to the vegetarian stage, contrary to the anthropological theory of 
Theophrastus (pp. 19 – 20 above).

36. noted by Müller, FHG iii. 149; see, e.g., frr. 1, 2, 40, 44, and elsewhere.
37. Fr. 23 (Photius, Lex s.v. Ζάμολξις).
38. Quoted by strabo 1. 2. 3: ποιητὴν γὰρ ἔφη πάντα στοχάζεσθαι ψυχαγωγίας, οὐ διδασκα-

λίας. on the debate, see Pfeiffer (1968) 166.
39. see esp. Pfeiffer (1961) 168 – 70.
40. The latest edition of the remains of Erigone is rosokoki (1995). The story is known mainly 

from ovid Metamorphoses 10. 450, nonus Dionysiaca 47. 235 – 55, and Hyginus Astronomia 2. 4.
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of debate.41 However, the name of the work, the testimonia, and what is known of 
similar works of scholar-poets before and after eratosthenes all indicate that this 
work was actually a collection of mythological legends concerning the generation 
of the stars, entirely free of science, despite the fact that the author also happened 
to be keen on astronomy. The novelty of this compilation lay in the collection 
and arrangement of the mythological-narrative material around the subject of 
the generation of the stars in a way that enabled readers to follow the text while 
observing the stars and in its use of a very rich vocabulary and liberal inclusion 
of associations of a more sophisticated and complex nature than was previously 
known. eratosthenes, then, made a clear distinction between his scientific and 
his poetic writings. The former were intended to educate, the latter to entertain. 
even if some earlier alexandrian compilers may occasionally have taken some 
marvel stories, folklore, and other such material more seriously, eratosthenes 
certainly did not.

t H e sou rce For t H e story  
oF t H e t H eF t oF t H e a s s H e a d

Mnaseas did not invent stories but merely preserved and reworked what he found 
elsewhere. scholars have already noted that the story about apollo and the theft 
of the ass head is of idumaean origin.42 indeed, the hero of the story, Zabidus-
Zabidos, bears a typical aramaic-arabic-nabataean name (Zabid) well known 
throughout the east in the first millenium b.c.e., when aramaic gradually dis-
placed the canaanite dialects. We know that the name was widespread among 
the idumaeans beginning from the middle of the achaemenid period. The city 
to which the ass head is brought is dora-adorayim, one of the two main cities of 
the idumaean eparchy (Joseph. AJ 13. 256). The second largest city of the eparchy, 
Marisa, was located in the hills of the southern shephela, nearer the coastal 
plain, and was inhabited by many Phoenicians (though the idumaeans seem to 
have been the dominant ethnos). adorayim was at the heart of the idumaean 
settlements on Mt. Hebron. it was, therefore, for all intents and purposes, the 
central idumaean city.43 Mnaseas explicitly calls dora “city of the idumaeans.” 
The connection of Phoibos apollo with Helios inspired the idumaeans, at least 

41. see the attempted editions of robert (1878); olivieri (1897); Powell (1925) nos. 58 – 68; and the 
discussions of Knaack, RE s.v. “eratosthenes,” cols. 377 – 81; solmsen (1942) 204 ff.; Keller (1946) 18 – 25; 
Martin (1956); Keydell (1956). on the popularity of the work, see Pfeiffer (1968) 168.

42. Bickerman (1976 – 80) 2: 253, followed by others. reinach (1895) 50 suggests that the story was 
based on an old Philistine legend (according to 1 sam. 4 – 5 and the Phoenician story of Mnaseas in 
fr. 32). see also Willrich (1895) 52 – 53.

43. Further references to the place in the Hellenistic period: PCZ 59006; 1 Maccabees 13.20; 
Jubilees 38. 8; Joseph. AJ 13. 207, 257, 396; BJ 1. 63, 166.
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those in the egyptian diaspora, to identify apollo with Qos, their national god.44 
The only aspect of the activity of Qos (apart from his aid to believers) known to 
us from inscriptions and ostraca is his function as the god of light (Qwsnhr or 
Qwsnhor),45 and this characteristic is utilized in the story narrated by Mnaseas, 
with “apollo” on his way to the Jewish temple radiating starlight. We are also 
told the background to the episode, a war between the idumaeans and the Jews 
(2. 112). The tension between the idumaean population on Mt. Hebron and the 
Jewish settlements on Mt. Judaea had been growing ever since the return of 
many Jews from Babylonia in the last third of the sixth century, reaching its 
peak during the Hasmonaean revolt, when the idumaeans collaborated with the 
seleucid authorities, and came to an end only with the conquest of idumaea and 
the forcible conversion of the idumaeans at the hands of John Hyrcanus (112/108 
b.c.e.). There is every indication, therefore, that the basic story was idumaean, 
and it probably developed through an oral tradition.

since Mnaseas was living in egypt around the year 200 b.c.e., it has been 
rightly surmised that he heard the story from idumaean settlers in egypt.46 
indeed, in addition to the statement, founded on an egyptian libel (see below), 
that a statue of an ass was to be found in the temple, other considerations may be 
advanced to support the view that the story was composed in egypt, and not in 
Mt. Hebron-idumaea. First, the old egyptian and oriental practice of accumu-
lating votive offerings and statues of foreign deities to symbolize surrender was 
still valid and very frequent in Hellenistic egypt, the Ptolemies boasting about 
such achievements just as the pharaohs used to.47 second, the name apollonios 
was common and evidently popular among idumaean military settlers in egypt, 
replacing names composed with Qos, the name of their national deity;48 there 
is, however, no evidence for the frequent use of the name apollonios among the 
idumaeans of Mt. Hebron and Marisa; nor is there any substantial evidence for a 
widespread cult of apollo in the area of idumaean settlement.49

44. see, e.g., Vriezen (1970) 330 – 53. on the identification in egypt, see esp. Zucker (1937) 3 – 63.
45. see the inscription in eph‘al and naveh (1996) 175. 8; cf. Porten and yardeni (1986 – 89) 2: B 2. 

8. l. 13 (p. 38).
46. stern, GLAJJ 1: 100 – 101, followed by others.
47. see, e.g., the cairo stele of year 311, ll. 17 – 19 (the text: roeder [1959] 100 – 106; Kaplony-Heckel 

in Kaiser [1983] 1: 613 – 19), and a “reverse story” (antiochus iii being blamed for violating and taking 
away egyptian gods from their temples) in the raphia decree, ll. 18 – 19, 22, 28, the egyptian practice 
being indicated in l. 14 (the text: Gauthier and sottas [1925] 30 – 31; Thissen [1966] 19, 60, 63). cf. 
daniel 11.8

48. see the list of names in Zucker (1937); launey (1949 – 50) 1: 556 – 58, 2: 1236 – 41; cf. rappaport 
(1969); Fraser (1972) 1: 281, 2: 438 – 39.

49. There are as yet no aramaic inscriptions or pottery sherds that testify to an identification of 
Qos with apollo. on the abundant aramaic and Greek ostraca discovered in Marisa there are hun-
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as for the dating of the composition of the idumaean story: according to the 
text, the event occurred during a protracted war between the idumaeans and the 
Jews (para. 112). The story’s origin in the idumaean diaspora in Ptolemaic egypt 
and apollo’s central role oblige us to date it to the Hellenistic period. any time 
down to the Persian period, as proposed by some scholars,50 is therefore too early. 
other scholars have suggested that the story came about in the wake of the con-
frontations between the Jews and idumaeans at the time of Judas Maccabaeus,51 
but it is doubtful whether Mnaseas was still alive by then.52 Moreover, the atmo-
sphere of the story hardly reflects conditions of that time. The story actually 
reflects the weak position of the frustrated idumaeans in their struggle against 
the Jews, while in the time of Judas Maccabaeus they received active and aggres-
sive support from the seleucids, who even invaded Mt. Judaea several times from 
the direction of Mt. Hebron-idumaea. once, in the battle of Beth-Zechariah (162 
b.c.e.), the seleucid troops shattered the army of Judas Maccabaeus and nullified 
his previous military and territorial achievements. nor is there any reference in 
the story to active third-party control of the temple, the city of Jerusalem, or the 
surrounding area. despite the legendary character of the story, one might have 
expected some allusion to this detail. Furthermore, there would naturally have 
elapsed a suitable amount of time between the invention of the story and its use 
by Mnaseas, especially in light of the remote mythological atmosphere of the 
episode. even if Mnaseas is dated a little later, we would be hard pressed to date 
the origin of the story to the Hasmonaean revolt. For all these reasons, it would 
seem that the story was invented at some time between the consolidation of the 
idumaean diaspora in egypt in the third century b.c.e. and the religious perse-
cutions and the Hasmonaean revolt, but at a reasonable distance in time before 
Mnaseas, that is, well before the end of the third century b.c.e., probably around 

reds of names, and Qos is mentioned dozens of times, but the name of apollo either as a theophoric 
component or as a direct reference to the god is absent. on the other hand, among the fifteen names 
appearing on weights, apollo appears as a component in three. This is still a low rate compared with 
weights discovered in other places, such as Gaza. in Greek inscriptions from the sidonian settlement 
of Marisa, which were discovered at the beginning of the last century, the names apollophanes and 
apollodorus appear twice, but the name bearers are Phoenicians (on the inscriptions, see Peters 
and tiersch [1905] 37 – 72, nos. 1, 23, 24, 29). as for the image of apollo, findings from recent excava-
tions have produced only one terra-cotta piece upon which apollo may be seen, playing a stringed 
instrument. The figure of apollo is completely absent from coins. i am grateful to the archaeologists 
and epigraphists in charge of the excavations in Marisa for the information they provided me con-
cerning the relevant archaeological find: Prof. amos Kloner, the director of excavations; dr. esther 
eshel and dr. eva Kozikova, in charge of publishing epigraphic material; and dr. ala Kushnir, who 
interpreted the inscriptions on the weights.

50. troiani (1977) 170; Kochman (1981) 194 – 95.
51. Müller (1877) 270; Jacoby (1927) 281.
52. see p. 210 above and note 17.
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the middle of the century, while the two peoples were struggling over territory 
for their subsistence, and the Jews were pushing back the idumaeans in the area 
of Mt. Hebron and the southern shefela. This struggle, protracted as it was, led 
to the development of a deep hatred, attested in literature of the period, and was 
not just a one-time event.53

M na se a s ’ s  accou n t  
a n d i t s t r a nsM is sion By a Pion

now to the reconstruction of the details in Mnaseas’s account as it reached apion. 
it has already been mentioned that the text was reworked and abbreviated through-
out, whether to adapt to different aims or for technical reasons. The remains of 
Mnaseas’s work are adequate for tracing the outline of the account.

The city of dora is presented at the beginning of the story as if this is the first 
time it is referred to. The hero of the story is described as an idumaean who lived 
in “a certain (aliqua) city of the idumaeans called dora” (Ap. 2. 112). We recall 
that Mnaseas’s work comprised entries of place-names, and every entry began 
with an etymological and/or aetiological explanation of the origin of the name. 
it is unlikely that this story would have been included in an entry on another 
esoteric settlement than dora, since this would have offended against the design 
of the work, which was to make the stories easily accessible to readers. The story 
would not have appeared in an entry on Jerusalem, since that city would have 
been too famous in the Greek world at that time to qualify for an entry. its special 
status was already emphasized by clearchus of soli and Hecataeus of abdera, at 
the end of the fourth century b.c.e., and its fame increased in the middle of the 
third century in the wake of the diadochic wars and the “syrian Wars.” also, the 
very content and development of the story, with the protagonist Zabidus being an 
idumaean, one of the citizens of dora who worship apollo, and setting out from 
dora, to which he then returns, indicates that the far less famous city of dora, 
rather than Jerusalem, was the subject of the entry.

it appears that already apion modified the beginning of the ass story. This 
was necessary in order to integrate the story into the new context. readers had 
to be told where dora was, and what its connection was to the war between the 
idumaeans and the Jews mentioned in the first sentence as background to the 
event. Josephus, however, had no need to introduce the idumaeans themselves. 
His involvement in the opening is felt in the verbal similarity between the for-
mulation of the sentence in which idumaean dora is presented in the context of 
the story and the presentation of dora (dor) on the coast by Mt. carmel in the 

53. Kasher (1996) 407 dates the episode to the Fourth syrian War (219 – 217) and the Fifth (202 – 

200). This still seems a little too late.
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context of his subsequent refutation.54 it is also worth noting the scorn com-
municated in both sentences by the use of the qualifiers τινι and aliquo (“a cer-
tain”). Josephus may be hinting that the idumaean city does not even exist, which 
indeed is something he tries to prove at the start of his refutation (para. 116).55

The story as it appeared in the lexicon did not need to begin by informing 
readers that the city of dora was idumaean. This had already been done at the 
beginning of the entry, where the foundation story would have appeared. The 
name dora would have invited a story about the (Hellenic) founder who named 
the city after himself. it is most likely that the founder was said to be doros, or 
some variation on the traditional name of the legendary dorian eponymous 
ancestor. This explanation, like the other frequent etymological explanations in 
the lexicon, would have been the contribution of Mnaseas himself, rather than 
something he heard from idumaeans in egypt. at the same time, there is nothing 
to prevent the idumaean narrator from being the one who added the etymologi-
cal connection in order to prove the common origin of the idumaeans and the 
Hellenes, and perhaps also to counter the tradition that developed among the 
Jews in the Hellenistic period that they were related to the lacedaemonians, a 
branch of the dorians.56

as for the body of the story, one detail possibly omitted is that Zabidus re-
turned to his city when the night was exceptionally dark. again, Josephus may 
well have omitted the name of Jerusalem, since only he of the three authors 
responsible for the transmission would have found the name redundant. a more 
significant omission is the portrayal of the statue in the temple. readers of the 
present version might gain the impression that only an ass head was on display, 
for this is what Zabidus the idumaean steals and takes back to his city. The 
original story, however, seems to have described a complete statue of an ass, since 
Zabidus is said to have torn off (ἀποσῦραι) the head of the ass — that is, torn the 
head off the body of the ass.57 according to the internal logic of the story, Zabidus 
the idumaean could not have carried the whole statue and hastily returned with 

54. Para. 112: in aliqua civitate Idumaeorum quae Dora nominatur ( = ἐν πόλει τινὶ  Ἱδουμαίων ἣ 
Δώρα ὀνομάζεται); para. 116: τῆς μέντοι Φοινικῆς . . . Δῶρα πόλις ὀνομάζεται.

55. Josephus is not being entirely honest and fair in para. 116, where he refutes and personally 
attacks anti-Jewish, or purportedly anti-Jewish, authors. Josephus knew very well that Mnaseas 
meant the idumaean city of adorayim, called “dora” by the Greeks. He mentioned it eight times in 
his other works, usually in the form adōra. Josephus behaves in a similar fashion in his personal 
attacks in the Jewish War and Vita Josephi, as well as in Contra Apionem (see pp. 473 – 74 on his attack 
against apollonius Molon). His dishonesty, however, is no greater than that of other contemporary 
authors (and not only rhetors).

56. 1 Maccabees 12, 7, 21; 2 Maccabees 5. 9. cf. Josephus Jewish Antiquities 12. 226, 13. 167.
57. noted by Bickerman (1976 – 80) 2: 253. it stands to reason that the author had in mind a statue 

made not of one piece but a composite, perhaps of different materials.
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it to dora without detection. and indeed tacitus preserves a version of the story 
that reported the existence of a statue of a complete ass in the temple (Hist. 
5. 4.  2). apion’s account of the visit of antiochus iV to the temple, to which 
Mnaseas’s story was attached in support, referred not to a whole ass, but only to 
a golden (ass) head (Ap. 2. 80). Hence it must be concluded that already in the 
reworking of the story of Mnaseas by apion a description of the statue of an ass 
was missing, and only the head of an ass was mentioned.58

did the original idumaean story mention explicitly that the ass represented 
the Jewish god? it may well have been said, and omitted by Josephus, but it 
may not have been. at any rate, this would have been the original intention of 
the idumaean storyteller who wished, in accordance with oriental tradition, to 
describe the mutual attempts to kidnap the god of the enemy, thereby depriving 
the opposition of defense, and the success of the idumaeans in this struggle, or 
rather the victory of the idumaean apollo over the Jewish god (cf. 1 sam. 4 – 5).59 
However, if this was not stated explicitly, Mnaseas may have understood the 
statue of an ass to be a votive offering (anathēma) connected to the past of the 
Jews, just as votive offerings (including statues of asses) were set up in Greek 
temples in order to commemorate a particular event. tacitus — in view of his 
open hostility, certainly following his sources — explicitly interpreted the nature 
of the ass in the Jerusalem temple in this way.60

at the same time, the statement that the head was of a pack-ass (kanthōn) — a 
type of domesticated ass recognizable mainly by its height and size — and not 
simply an ass raises the possibility that the idumaean storyteller (followed 

58. ”The head of a pack-ass” is mentioned in Josephus’s refutation (para. 115), but this does not 
by itself prove that apion referred to anything more than the head of a pack-ass. The ease with 
which such a mistake could happen may be illustrated by tertullian’s argument against the libel: 
in the same passage he deplores tacitus for saying that “our God is an ass head”, and that the Jews 
“venerated the likeness of a beast of this kind” (Apol. 16. 1 – 3). neither description properly reflects 
tacitus’s statement (Hist. 5. 4. 2; see pp. 242 – 43 below). it seems that references to the head of an ass 
in Contra Apionem came up while tertullian was writing. apion, however, was not mistaken and 
made the change deliberately (see note 59 and p. 241 below).

59. apion certainly understood the matter (and wished to be understood) in this way, since his 
version of the “visit” of antiochus epiphanes to the temple is reported by Josephus as follows: In hoc 
enim sacrario Apion praesumpsit edicere asini caput collocasse Iudaeos et eum colere ac dignum facere 
tanta religione (Ap. 2. 80: “For in this temple apion presumed to declare that the Jews had placed the 
head of an ass and were worshipping it and making it worthy with such great cultic behavior”). yet 
apion’s version is no evidence for the formulation in Mnaseas. apion, at a much later date and with 
his egyptian background, was well aware that the egyptians identified the Jewish god with seth, 
and consequently with an ass. The interpretation of the statue may have been his own invention, 
just as he turned the ass into the head of an ass and cited as his authorities for the information about 
epiphanes seeing the head of an ass in the temple both Posidonius and apollonius Molon (Ap. 1. 79), 
although both in fact referred to a statue of Moses riding an ass (see below, pp. 239–41).

60. see below, p. 242.
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by Mnaseas) referred not merely to the statue of an ass but also to its burden. 
indeed, in the hostile version of the seleucid court scribes concerning the entry 
of antiochus epiphanes into the temple, it is stated that he saw a statue of Moses 
riding an ass (diod. 34/35. 1. 3). if this is the case with Mnaseas’s story, however, 
its main motif would not be a war between the gods; but since other explanations 
may be offered for the mention of a pack-ass rather than an ass,61 caution dictates 
as our working hypothesis that Mnaseas described the statue of an ass only, and 
not of a man riding an ass.

The end of the story may also be missing. a number of testimonia on entries 
in Mnaseas’s work report or indicate ceremonies celebrated to mark events in the 
life of the city.62 it might not be too far-fetched to speculate that the story of the 
ass head ended with a remark to the effect that the inhabitants of dora hold an 
annual ceremony to mark the event, a ceremony in which, for example, the ass 
head is displayed in a carnival procession through the streets of the town. enemy 
idols and votive offerings kept in temples were put on display in processions to 
mark victories or popular festivals both in the ancient east and in Hellenistic 
egypt. it might further be conjectured that on the night of the carnival the inhab-
itants dressed as apollo, in a wooden structure decked with lights, rather like the 
spectacular “costume” worn by Zabidus, the hero of the city, and that they held a 
procession of images of apollo decorated with shining stars, similar to the torch-
light processions so common in the Hellenistic world. The remote mythological 
atmosphere of the story further suggests that some mention may have been made 
of an ass head preserved in the temple of apollo in dora “up to this day,” or some 
similar formulation. The same applies to annual victory celebrations.

let us look again at the plausible structure of the entry on dora in Mnaseas’s 
work. The entry would have begun, as did others in this lexicon, with a foun-
dation story and/or information about the legendary founder, the eponymous 
ancestor who lent his name to the city. The main part of the entry was the stimu-
lating legend concerning the local god apollo, his temple, and his involvement in 
the struggles of the idumaean inhabitants with their Jewish neighbors. The story 
would have ended with a reference to the festival marking the event. The entry 
may have contained other marvelous and unusual stories.

61. one could argue, for example, that the “pack-ass” in the idumaean story would have added 
a nuance to the insult, emphasizing that the ass worshipped by the Jews in their temple was good 
only for the humble and humiliating task of carrying burdens. Josephus might have this in mind 
when he remarks upon the wit of apion in referring to the animal as a pack-ass (para. 114 fin.). 
other explanations are also possible. For instance, the version identifying the statue of the ass with 
the Jewish god is a variation of an earlier version about a statue of Moses riding an ass, whence the 
depiction of the animal as a “pack-ass.”

62. see note 27 above.
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did Mnaseas integrate elements of his own into the original idumaean story? 
There are certainly well-known Greek motifs in it. The use of a wooden contrap-
tion in order to gain entry into the Jewish temple recalls the wooden trojan 
horse. The theft of the ass head echoes the episode in which odysseus steals the 
Palladion, the statue of a maiden (identified with athena) who protected troy — a 
“reversed” version of that story also appears in Mnaseas’s collection.63 These 
motifs, however, are so essential to the plot that they must already have been 
adopted by the idumaean storyteller. if he aspired to integrate into egyptian 
Greek or Hellenized society, he may have been familiar with Greek culture; alter-
natively, he may have derived the motifs from ancient eastern traditions. Thus, 
for example, the motif of the trojan horse is known to us from the Harris papy-
rus, which tells of the capture of Jaffa by tutmosis iii, using egyptian soldiers 
who were hidden in two hundred baskets sent to the besieged city (probably as 
a gift to the gods).64 The kidnapping of statues of gods of the enemy and their 
installation in friendly temples in order to deprive the enemy of their protection 
was, as has already been mentioned, a ploy well known in oriental literature and 
alluded to in the Bible (1 sam. 5.2).

Whatever the case may be, the story is incredible, marvelous, and at times 
illogical. The Jews blend into the mythological fabric of the story. The vague 
dating of the event allows readers to assume that it took place in the distant 
past, when gods still mingled among men. The Jews fall into a well-set trap by 
pagan-mythological conventions. The distant onlookers recognize apollo, the 
idumaean god of light, when they see lights like stars proceeding from dora to 
the Jewish temple. The stars are not set in the sky but are close to the ground, 
as indeed might be expected when the god in mortal form is walking among 
men. The Jews believe in the power of apollo and want to neutralize him by 
confining him in their temple and thereby depriving the idumaeans of their 
power. it is for this reason that they are ready to go so far as to leave their temple 
unguarded at the height of a war. readers are not made privy to the cunning 
reason given by Zabidus that persuaded the Jews to abandon their temple and 
distance themselves from the course traversed by apollo. (Was it out of respect 
for apollo or so that apollo might not suspect his imminent capture? neither 
option is satisfactory.) it is also unclear how the idumaean managed to return 
to his distant city through a dense, hostile Jewish area, weighed down by the 
golden head of the pack-ass; but a legend should not be pressed too hard; and 
the narrator, being aware of it, chooses to tell only what is required for the enjoy-
ment of the reader.

63. Fr. 28; cf. Herodotus 5. 83 – 86 (possibly also 6. 134); Macrobius 3. 9.
64. see the text in Pritchard (1955) 22 – 23.
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M na se a s a n d t H e J eWs 
scholars mentioning Mnaseas in passing or in more detail have usually called 
him anti-semitic, a Jew hater, and the like, who is intent on conveying anti- Jewish 
messages.65 a proper appreciation of Mnaseas’s intentions requires drawing a 
clear distinction at the outset between him and the idumaean narrator, their 
motives, and the perception of their respective audiences.

The idumaean narrator, who dwelt in egypt and invented or adapted the 
original story, certainly intended to portray the Jews as gullible and their religion 
as farcical, while vaunting the superiority of the idumaeans. as many scholars 
since the nineteenth century, and possibly even earlier, have noted, the libel about 
the existence of a statue of an ass in the Jerusalem temple originated in egyptian 
culture, where the god of evil, seth (typhon to the Greeks), was portrayed as an 
ass, among other things. The god of the Jews, who in Jewish stories was the bane 
of the egyptians, was identified by the egyptians with seth; hence the description 
of the god of the Jews as an ass.66 The idumaean narrator, a permanent resident in 
egypt (perhaps descended from idumaeans who had immigrated already in the 
Persian period), wove around the basic libel that he heard from egyptian natives 
a story inspired by popular motifs from Greek literature and/or oriental folklore. 
The narrator and his idumaean audience would have found relief in the story for 
their frustrations resulting from the increasing pressure of the expanding Jewish 
settlers on their brethren in Mt. Hebron, the idumaeans who had arrived there 
during the Jewish Babylonian exile. it is this pressure that presumably prompted 
the idumaean emigration to egypt.

as for Mnaseas, did he have anti-Jewish intentions? in light of all the above 
concerning the literary circle in which Mnaseas moved and the structure, fea-
tures, and aims of the collection in which he included the story, it seems at the 
outset that calling Mnaseas anti-semitic would be somewhat of an exaggeration. 
There is no particular reason to suppose that the story was adduced by Mnaseas 
in order to express any personal position or that Mnaseas consciously intended 
to convey through the medium of the story anti-Jewish messages. contemporary 
circumstances surrounding the relations between Jews and Greeks in alexandria 
fail to support such a view.67 He may well have wished only to delight readers 

65. stählin (1905) 14 – 15; radin (1915) 168; Heinemann, RE s.v. “antisemitismus,” suppl. 5, col. 28; 
Guttmann (1929); de liagre Böhl (1953) 123 – 25; tcherikover (1961) 365; efron (1962) 13 – 14 (rather care-
fully); Fraser (1972) 1: 525; stern (1976) 1119; Bickerman (1976 – 80) 2: 253 – 54; conzelmann (1981) 45 – 46; 
Gager (1983) 40 – 41; Bickerman (1988) 225 – 31; Gabba (1989) 643 – 44; Kasher (1996) 406 – 7; Bar-Kochva 
(1996d) 311; van Henten and abush (1996) 286 – 87; schäfer (1997a) 55 – 56.

66. see below, pp. 244 – 45.
67. see note 100 below.
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with a stimulating and intriguing story that he had heard, a story — as we shall 
see — full of entertaining mythological associations, just like many other stories 
in his work. He had come across a fantastic, unreal story about a little-known 
city in idumaea, and precisely because of this, he included it in his lexicon. 
an outstanding pupil of eratosthenes is hardly likely to have treated such an 
unrealistic and internally inconsistent story seriously, or any differently from 
other such stories that he collected. Mnaseas would clearly have been able to 
distinguish between scientific criticism and entertainment. in this he would not 
only have been following in the footsteps of eratosthenes and previous writers 
in the library of alexandria, but would also have been part of a longer tradition 
most familiar to us from Herodotus, who preserved in his work many stories that 
he did not consider to be true, but to which he added no reservations whatsoever. 
The collection of mythological material for anthologies without critical notes is 
not unknown to scholars, and the same may be said about modern anthologies of 
legends concerning geographical sites.

Furthermore, Mnaseas would have known some basic facts about the Jews. 
Greeks of his caliber knew already by the beginning of the Hellenistic period 
that the Jews believed in only one god — certainly not apollo — and that they 
refrained both from making graven images of their divinity and from idol wor-
ship. an accessible and detailed account of the Jews was available — certainly to 
anyone working in the library in alexandria — in the egyptian ethnography 
of Hecataeus of abdera, which, judging from its impact on Megasthenes, was 
influential even in the seleucid kingdom, and elsewhere far beyond the borders of 
egypt.68 nor should it be forgotten that that work referred to the most prominent 
features of the Jewish community in alexandria where Mnaseas studied and 
published his books.

Would Mnaseas, while not believing the story, still have utilized it in order to 
discredit the Jews? Before turning him into an “anti-semite,” it might be worth 
considering how Mnaseas and contemporary Greeks regarded the ass, the ani-
mal at the center of the story.69 it is similarly worth considering the attitude of 
Mnaseas and contemporary Greeks toward the deception itself, and toward the 
naivety of the Jews, in light of typological parallels from Greek literature and the 
lexicon of Mnaseas.

68. see above, pp. 141–142, 159 – 63.
69. Feldman (1993) 145 – 46, 499 – 501; (1996b) 201 – 3, touching in a general fashion on the ass 

libel, mentions some positive expressions and references to the ass in Greek Hellenistic and roman 
literature and concludes: “no one will doubt that apion was malicious in his intent, but that does 
not mean that he was necessarily read in that light by others” ([1996b] 235). as for Mnaseas, Feldman 
regards his story as “an attempt to mock Jewish credulity” ([1993 170 – 71). it is to Feldman’s great 
credit that he has drawn attention to the fact that the image of the ass in the Greek and roman world 
was often positive. My conclusions, however, differ (except in connection with apion himself).
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A. The Attitude toward the Ass 
The ass is treated differently from culture to culture, place to place, and period 
to period. agricultural societies, especially those in hilly areas, often valued the 
ass for its usefulness and advantages over the horse, including the ass’s stamina, 
its ability to climb and carry loads, its cheap maintenance, and its mild tem-
perament, together with its patience, persistence, and reasonably good health. in 
other societies, especially those on plains, the horse was obviously more useful 
and valuable than the ass, and the latter was often mocked, by both the nobil-
ity and the common people, because of its sluggish movement and reactions.70 
consequently, while some societies attributed loyalty, diligence, shrewdness, and 
even holiness and divination to the ass, others attributed to it negative, some-
times contradictory, characteristics: servility and stupidity on the one hand, and 
pollution, devilry, and wickedness on the other.71 individual authors or compila-
tors (such as Homer or aesop) are often ambiguous in their attitudes toward the 
ass, as are entire cultures (such as the Jews of the Hellenistic-roman period). The 
popular image of the ass today as a symbol of stupidity (zoologists beg to differ) 
is irrelevant to the issue at hand, as is the lowly image of the ass in the Lucius 
or Ass attributed to lucian and in the Metamorphoses of apuleius, a story that 
begins — hardly coincidentally — in Thessaly, a flat region renowned for its horses. 
More to the point is the Greek and pre-Greek literary and mythological heritage, 
and other popular traditions that were well known to Mnaseas and his Greek 
contemporaries.

over half a century ago, alexander H. Krappe, the extraordinary scholar 
of Western folklore, published an article entitled “apollo the ass,” in which 
he adduced a great deal of material showing how the ass was favorably viewed, 
and even worshipped, in the aegean world, anatolia, and the Balkans.72 some 

70. all this has been well explained by the ancients themselves; see, e.g., Plutarch, who praises 
the hare as the antithesis of the ass, although having the appearance of a “reduced ass” (Quaest. 
conv. 670e).

71. The latter qualities were presumably attributed to the ass not only under the influence of 
mythological and religious traditions, with their gradually developing motifs, but also with logi-
cal and associative connections (as in egypt: seth rides an ass; seth is the source of all evil; seth is 
identified with the ass; the ass then symbolizes evil). The ancients would have regarded the ass as a 
symbol of evil and cruelty because their daily proximity to the animal exposed them to the various 
types of extreme violence perpetrated by asses among themselves, such as the killing by dominant 
males of newborn asses. The diabolical image of the ass would no doubt have been intensified by 
observing the great sexual appetite of the male ass, and the attraction that female asses exerted over 
men inclined to bestiality.

72. Krappe (1948). The article is listed in the bibliography for Mnaseas’s account of the Jews in 
stern, GLAJJ 1: 90, although it does not mention Mnaseas or the story about Zabidos, apollo, and
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pertinent conclusions may be drawn from the sources cited by Krappe, and from 
other sources and considerations that escaped his attention:

 1.  The ass was described as, among other things, an animal sacrificed to apollo. 
That is to say, the ass was considered to be sacred to apollo. sources for this 
attribute of the ass include Pindar, callimachus and sammias of rhodes.73 
callimachus greatly influenced eratosthenes; and sammias was a contem-
porary of Mnaseas and a native of the island off Patara, the birthplace of 
Mnaseas.

 2.  The ass was one of various animals (e.g., wolf, swan, crow) that often rep-
resented apollo.74 Krappe reaches this conclusion through an examination 
of mythological links and anthropological models, among other factors. 
The epithet Killaios, used for apollo especially in Mysia, troas, and lesbos 
(strabo 13. 1. 62 – 63), and the statement of the second-century lexicographer 
Pollux of naucratis that the word killos in the dorian dialect means “ass,” 
offer more direct evidence of this association.75 The latter explanation is 
supported by the testimony of the fifth-century alexandrian lexicographer 
Hesychius.76 Pollux was not one of Hesychius’s sources, as both the entry for 
killos and Hesychius’s introduction to his lexicon make clear.

 3.  strabo (13. 1. 62) mentions the temple of apollo Killaios in Mysia. as this 
name means “apollo the ass-like,” the main statue displayed in the temple 
would have been that of apollo in the form of an ass.

 4.  The ass is associated variously with certain gods, satyrs, and daemons 
in asia Minor (mainly Phrygia), and with some of the same in Greece, 
crete, and Thrace. The ass is consecrated and/or sacrificed to these figures 
and/or used as a means of transport by them. some of these figures are 
even occasionally described as an ass (e.g., dionysus, Midas, Marsyas, 
silanus, and Priapus, who was also identified, at least in lampsacus, with 
apollo).77 a fragment from the Katasterismoi of eratosthenes reports that 
some of the stars that dionysus fixed in the sky “are called asses.” another 

the ass. stern does not, however, refer to the article or its findings in his introduction or in his notes 
to Mnaseas’s story of the theft of the ass head. His reticence is understandable. The same may be said 
of Goodman in schürer et al. (1986) 598.

73. Pindar Pythian 10. 32 – 35; callimachus frr. 187, 188 (ed. schneller); sammias in antoninus 
liberalis Metamorphoses 20 (ed. Martin); see Krappe (1948) 223 – 24.

74. see Krappe (1948) 223 – 24.
75. Pollux 7. 50: Κίλλον γὰρ τὸν ὄνον οἱ Δωριεῖς καὶ Κιλλακτῆρα τὸν ὀνήλατην λέγουσιν (“For 

the dorians call the ass killos, and the mule driver killos-driver”).
76. Hesychius, s.v. Κίλλαι· ἢ ἀστράγαλοι ἢ ὄνοι (“Killai: either knucklebones or asses”) and s.v. 

Κίλλος· ὄνος καὶ τέττιξ πρωινὸς ὑπὸ Κυπρίων (“Killos: [so are called] ass and dawn cicada by the 
cypriots”).

77. Krappe (1948) 225 – 32, and references there.
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fragment from the same work relates that the asses ridden by dionysus, 
Hephaestus, and the satyrs alarmed the Giants with their braying, thus 
winning the day for the gods in their celebrated mythological battle with 
the Giants. in a gesture of gratitude, the gods honored the asses by setting 
them in the heavens as the constellation of cancer.78 another version of 
the story about the fixing of an ass in the sky, also related by eratosthenes, 
was preserved by the second-century latin mythographer Hyginus (or 
possibly pseudo-Hyginus), who wrote a book on astronomy.79 in this ver-
sion, Priapus killed the ass of dionysus in a struggle that erupted between 
Priapus and dionysus after a verbal altercation over whose organ was longer. 
dionysus fixed the ass in the sky as one of the stars in the same constellation 
of cancer.80 it is not surprising that tertullian (second – third century b.c.e.) 
mentions, as something well known and obvious, an ass cult observed by 
contemporary pagans (Apol. 16. 5).

 5.  Pausanias, a native of asia Minor like Mnaseas, reports (10. 18. 4) that the 
inhabitants of ambracia (in northwest Greece) erected a bronze statue of an 
ass in the temple of apollo at delphi in gratitude to the ass whose braying 
gave warning and saved them from a night raid by their Molossian neigh-
bors.81 This account appears in Pausanias’s survey of prominent artifacts in 
the temple at delphi and is not to be doubted. Pausanias’s work, which was 
intended to serve as a travel guide, among other things, was based mainly on 
autopsy and placed particular emphasis on the description and mention of 
artistic items.82 Pausanias spent an especially long time on his visit or visits 
to the temple at delphi and recorded in great detail what he saw there. There 
is no reason to suspect him of fabricating a statue that never existed or was 
never situated in the most sacred and most visited temple in the Greek world. 
Furthermore, Pausanias is, as usual, precise in his description of the location 
of the statue: it is displayed next to the statue of apollo, which was erected 
by the inhabitants of lindos; and the statue of apollo is next to one of the 
statues of athena, a gift of the achaeans; and this is next to the statue of a 
horse taken as booty in the Persian Wars, and so on and so forth.

78. Katasterismoi 11, pp. 15, 16 olivieri ( = pp. 90, 92 robert).
79. That he derived most of his information from eratosthenes is shown by robert (1878) 1 – 34, 

220 – 36; Martin (1956) 58 ff.; Fraser (1972) 2: 1021 – 22; see also Fraser for further references. The latest 
edition is Viré (1992).

80. Astronomia 2. 23 (ed. Viré); and cf. robert’s synoptic edition of Katasterismoi, pp. 88 – 91. 
More references on the connection between Priapus and an ass in Krappe (1948) 225.

81. This report has been cited by lewy (1960) 121 n. 36 and others as a parallel to the explanation 
of tacitus for the presence of a votive offering in the form of an ass in the Jerusalem temple.

82. on the autopsy of Pausanias, see Frazer (1900) 1: LXVI–XCVI; Habicht (1985) 165 – 75; arafat 
(1996) 16 – 21.
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The peculiarly positive attitude toward the ass, apparent from the information 
above, would have been only natural and understandable on the part of Greeks 
in most regions of mainland Greece and in the hilly lands of asia Minor. in these 
lands, the ass was even more vital than vehicles are for us today. The urban (and 
even modern rural) reader is generally not aware of the great range of activities 
performed by this animal. it is therefore worth emphasizing that the ass not only 
conveyed goods of all kinds and served as transport for the household but also 
drew and transported water, plowed the fields, operated the mill and the olive 
press, cleared land of thorns and weeds, provided dung, which was used for fertil-
izer, building, and heating, and the she-ass supplied milk that has special quali-
ties, and so on. People came to depend on the ass, developed a sense of obligation 
toward it, and subsequently regarded it as sacred, and even as a manifestation of 
the good and beneficial god.

This was the case, perhaps even more so, in the native land of Mnaseas. lycia 
is a belt of precipitous mountains (the western taurus range) that sweep steeply 
down toward the sea, leaving a narrow, heavily indented coastal plain, which 
in many places is almost impassable. settlement in such a region would have 
been impossible without the aid of the ass. traditions that portrayed apollo in 
the form of an ass are known to have been prevalent in the regions neighboring 
lycia (mainly Mysia and Phrygia). such traditions are not (as yet) known about 
lycia and its vicinity, but the lycians were the quickest and most ardent adapters 
of Greek tradition in asia Minor. They were influenced early on by the doric 
alphabet and in the Hellenistic period abandoned their own language in favor 
of the doric dialect. The Greek settlers in lycia would probably have adopted 
the doric epithet Killaios (“pertaining to an ass,” “ass-like”) affixed to apollo in 
western asia Minor. Whatever the case may be, Mnaseas would certainly have 
been familiar with the traditions about apollo in asia Minor. Mnaseas was after 
all a native of Patara, which had a rival claim to delos as the birthplace of apollo 
and boasted an oracle to that god.

The choice of apollo, the embodiment of physical beauty and harmony, to 
represent the deification of the ass, a symbol of ugliness, is not all that surprising. 
apollo, unlike most of the gods in polytheistic religions, is portrayed in literature 
and the plastic arts as a multifaceted character full of contradictions. even his 
name illustrates the point: Ἀπόλλων means “destroyer,” but he is also a healer, 
known not coincidentally as the father of asclepius. Kind and gentle character-
istics and deeds are frequently attributed to him, and he is a patron of fine arts. 
yet his bow lets loose evils of all sorts, such as the plague at troy in answer to 
the prayer of his priest (on many another occasion his barbs are arbitrary and 
without purpose), and he can indulge in unrestrained brutality, occasionally 
displaying undisguised glee. Thus in an outburst of fury, apollo flayed the skin 
off the living body of the satyr Marsyas, who had dared to compete with him in 
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flute playing (a gentle art in itself; diod. 3. 58. 2 – 5 et al.); in the guise of an attrac-
tive youth he joyfully kills a lizard and displays its corpse for all to see by pinning 
it to a log.83 other adventures and acts of heroism that illustrate apollo’s diverse 
attributes are too numerous to mention.

as has been remarked above, Mnaseas’s lexicon was full of allusions to 
mythological traditions, enriching the associative imaginations of readers and 
thus increasing their enjoyment. setting apollo, the god of Zabidus and the 
idumaeans, against the ass would conjure up interesting mythological associa-
tions, such as the conflict between Priapus and the ass, the victory of Priapus, 
and the setting of the ass as a star in the firmament. The first part of the Mnasean 
story was connected to a war between a god and an ass, and readers would recall 
that in other places Priapus was identified with apollo. Here, then, is a struggle 
between apollo himself and an ass. likewise, Marsyas, who competed against 
apollo and was killed by him, was described as an ass, among other things; 
and just as Priapus cut off the head of the ass, so too the idumaean apollo tore 
off the head of the ass in the temple. readers would have recalled the story of 
Priapus and the ass yet again when they reached the account of the strange device 
intended to represent apollo, a group of stars shining in the dark making its way 
from dora to the Jewish temple; the ass, after its defeat at the hands of Priapus, 
was set as a star in the sky by its owner, dionysus. establishing asses as stars in 
the heavens out of gratitude also appeared in traditions about dionysus, and in 
the legend about the war between the gods and the Giants. intelligent readers 
would have enjoyed the notion that the temple ass was stolen by walking stars 
that were none other than fellow asses set in the heavens. Moreover, the stars 
over the head of the wooden construction that seemed to the Jews to represent 
apollo would have reminded readers of stories about mythological heroes such as 
Heracles who were placed in the heavens with stars over their heads, as portrayed 
more than once, for instance, in eratosthenes’ Katasterismoi.84

imaginative association could suggest even more convoluted combinations (as 
is the way of mythological stories), such as the idea that Zabidus had gone to fetch 
(or to bring back) the image of apollo from the Jerusalem temple, disguised as 
apollo in another form; that apollo, the multifaceted god, who exerted himself 
in the defense of troy, appeared in Judaea as “the wooden horse,” the bane of the 
trojans; or that apollo, the traditional protector of sacred places, tricks his way 
into a temple and steals from it; and so on and so forth. some Greeks from the 

83. Praxiteles of athens, the fourth-century b.c.e. sculptor of the cnidus aphrodite, produced a 
statue of this scene (copies in the Vatican and the louvre); photograph in lippold (1950) pl. 84, no. 3, 
and in many other scientific and popular publications.

84. ἔχει δ’ ἀστέρας ἐπὶ τῆς κεφαλῆς λαμπρούς; see, e.g., chapters 3, 4, 8 (ed. olivieri, pp. 4, 5, 11 = 
ed. robert, pp. 62, 64, 80), and elsewhere.
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regions of asia Minor may even have understood the point of the story as a covert 
portrayal of a war between two asses. educated Greeks, steeped in mythology 
and mythological thought from childhood, would have made such connections 
with ease, much more so than modern scholars of mythology, who frequently 
give their imaginations free rein in their pursuit of connections between char-
acters, places, and stories. Greek readers were also acquainted with far more 
mythological and folkloristic material than what is available to modern scholars. 
Mnaseas himself made such wild connections, especially in the many genealogies 
and etymologies that have survived in the testimonia.

B. The Portrayal of the Trick and Other Considerations
turning now in the story from the role of the ass to that of Zabidus: would 
Mnaseas, and would his Hellenistic readership, upon hearing the idumaean 
story, have been likely to interpret the trickery of Zabidus over the Jews as evi-
dence of Jewish inferiority and stupidity? The tale of trickery was not necessarily 
intended to mock the Jews, just as the tale of the wooden horse, in all of its 
versions in antiquity, was never intended to make fun of the trojans or belittle 
them, but rather to celebrate the exceptional cunning of odysseus, particularly 
emphasized in the Iliad and Odyssey. in the semimythological atmosphere where 
gods mingle with mortals, the trick played by Zabidus could have been under-
stood in the same way as the stratagem that led to the fall of troy, namely, as 
a successful ploy of one side and an unfortunate lapse of the other. a striking 
parallel to the cunning use of a divine disguise is to be found in an anecdote 
told by Herodotus (1. 60): when Pisistratus returned to athens, a tall and comely 
woman arrived in a chariot, presented herself as the goddess athena, and ordered 
the athenians to receive Pisistratus back into their midst. did Herodotus intend 
to pour scorn on the athenians and present them as gullible? in the same passage 
Herodotus declares explicitly that the deed was despicable but effective against 
the athenians, the wisest of the Greeks, the people who were always superior to 
the “barbarians” in wisdom.85

it is also worth considering other fictional stories about oriental peoples that 
have survived from Mnaseas’s work. two examples feature the Phoenicians, a 
people the Greeks admired for their skills, and who enjoyed a respectable posi-
tion in Hellenic genealogical tradition. The stories focus on atargatis (in ara-
maic, the name is a combination of Ἁshtoreth and Ἁnath), the all-powerful god-
dess of fertility throughout the northwestern semitic region. one story portrays 
atargatis as a hard queen who forbade her subjects from eating fish because of 

85. it has already been suggested that Mnaseas’s story was intended to contest the notion, wide-
spread in the Greek world at the beginning of the Hellenistic period, that the Jews were a wise people 
(i.e., a nation of philosophers); see radin (1915) 168.
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her own appetite for fish. For this reason she was brought votive offerings of silver 
and gold fish, while her priests daily brought her gifts of live fish in festive attire, 
fish that were finally boiled and eaten by the priests themselves (ath. 8. 346e). The 
story is no more than an embellishment of the aetiological explanation for the 
prohibition against the eating of fish in the cult of atargatis, a prohibition well 
known to the Greeks.86 did Mnaseas report it with the intention of mocking the 
beliefs of the Phoenicians, whose priests also exploit their naivety and stupidity?

Mnaseas continues with another story:

atargatis, as Xanthos the lydian says, was captured by Mopsos the lydian and 
submerged with her son, ichthys (Fish), in the lake at ascalon,87 on account of [her] 
hybris, and was devoured by the fish.

Mnaseas states that he took the story from Xanthos of lydia, a fifth-century b.c.e. 
author who was also a source for Herodotus. The story was probably found in 
Xanthos’s main work, Lydiaca, which contained most imaginative mythological 
stories. The connection between atargatis and fish stems from her role as the 
goddess of fertility: the fish was a symbol of fertility in the orient (and in the 
Bible as well). indeed, in the fragment the son of atargatis is called ichthys (Fish), 
and Greek sources (following oriental sources) describe the goddess herself as 
having the head of a woman and the body of a fish.88 What does the story tell 
us? This same fish-tailed goddess so adulated by the Phoenicians as the god-
dess of fertility, aquatic mother to a son called “Fish,” was thrown by Mopsos 
the lydian into the lake at ascalon, where she was devoured by fish. The story 
does not express fertility and life, as one would expect from symbols of fertility 
and reproduction, but rather the opposite: destruction and death coming to the 
symbols of fertility themselves, in ways and places they would least expect.89 
Would anyone seriously wish to claim that Mnaseas adduced the story in order 

86. see Syll.3 iii. 997, and diodorus 2. 4. 3.
87. on the lake, “broad and deep and full of fish” near ascalon, see diodorus 2. 4. 2. since the 

source for the testimonium of Mnaseas is Xanthus of lydia, the mistake seems to have been wide-
spread already in the fifth century b.c.e., but its origin cannot be satisfactorily explained. cumont 
(1929) 100 speculates that a pool in the temple of atargatis is intended; but this is not what the text 
states. The error may have originated in an unsuccessful attempt to interpret the name of the place 
(or the harbor) “Maiumas of ashkelon.” at the same time, this name is mentioned only in christian 
sources, and we do not know when the Maiumas festivals were introduced (if they were indeed the 
origin for the name of the site).

88. see, e.g., the myth of derceto in ascalon, in diodorus 2. 4. 3. derceto was identified with 
atargatis (strabo 16. 4. 27, citing ctesias; cf. Pliny HN 5. 81). The name is based on a phonetic cor-
ruption that became rooted in ascalon alongside the name atargatis. on the derceto cult, see van 
Berg (1972) 13 – 36.

89. a combination of the two stories reveals, among other things, the inclusion of well-known 
ironic-macabre statements or even desires of sailors and fishermen utilized in the formation of
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to mock the beliefs and cults of the Phoenicians and present the Phoenicians 
as fools? The Greeks used to accuse the Phoenicians of cruelty, dishonesty, and 
greed, but they never doubted the Phoenicians’ cunning and alertness and even 
praised their varied skills. negative moral stereotypes were also foisted on the 
egyptians despite the Greek appreciation of them as among the wisest of races.90 
The testimonia and fragments of Mnaseas and his contemporaries include a 
number of stories with a mythological or semimythological background, which 
modern readers might regard as disrespectful toward the gods or their worship-
pers, including the Greeks themselves.

despite everything said above, did Mnaseas report the story of the ass with 
hostile intent in order to mock the Jews, having been influenced by the egyptians’ 
negative attitude toward the ass and its identification with seth-typhon? We 
would need to accept that Mnaseas was so steeped in egyptian culture that he 
could forget or overlook the many Greek-anatolian associations of the story. 
This would hardly be expected of a Greek author of that generation working in 
the library of alexandria (possibly just for a limited period), particularly when 
addressing Greek readers throughout the aegean world. notably, in the passages 
surviving from Mnaseas there is only one reference to egyptian religion and 
mythology, and there is nothing in it to indicate any profound familiarity with 
either;91 indeed there Mnaseas links epaphus — namely, apis (Hdt. 3. 27), known 
in fifth-century Greek literature as the son of Zeus and io — with dionysus and 
osiris, the best-known figure in the egyptian pantheon and long identified with 
dionysus (Hdt. 2. 144), and likewise with serapis, a Greek-egyptian hybrid divin-
ity, who was the patron god of alexandria and the dynastic god of the Ptolemies. 
all this is in accordance with Mnaseas’s tendency to invent genealogical connec-
tions and etymologies or collect them from any source available.

at this juncture it is worth mentioning the generally accepted notion that 
authors of the alexandria library lived in cultural-literary seclusion, hardly 
touched by the local languages and untainted by the egyptian heritage, as hap-
pened often in history to elites of colonial societies. accordingly, Greek tradi-
tion and literature alone formed the cultural background of these authors and 
shaped their ideas and values. This seemingly lofty approach may have been 
adopted mainly out of their determination to devote their time and energy to 
the preservation of the Greek heritage in the exclusive, inviting environment 
of the Museum, and possibly also because of a certain disdain on their part 

the story (e.g., fish eaters desire, or have a tendency, to be eaten by fish), and the embodiment of 
 opposites — here in the actions and fate of the goddess — as so often happens in pagan religion.

90. on Greek and roman stereotypes of Phoenicians and egyptians, see Berthelot (1999) 185 – 

90; isaac (2004) 324 – 35, 352 – 70.
91. see fr. 37 (Plut. De Is. et. Os. 365F).
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toward the basic manners and habits of the native population. This is just one 
aspect of the comprehensive “ivory tower” conception of quite a few prominent 
historians, who describe a strict social separation of the ethnic communities in 
alexandria, and the political, religious, and cultural seclusion of the Greeks from 
the native population.92 This disassociation from the natives’ life and heritage 
commenced sometime around 300 b.c.e., in the second half of Ptolemy i soter’s 
reign.93 Hecataeus’s Aegyptiaca, composed sometime between 305 and 302, is a 
striking example of the initial positive perception and handling of the egyptian 
heritage, which can be distinguished already in the first steps of alexander in the 
land of the nile. 

This sweeping conception has been challenged in the last two decades by a 
number of classical philologists who have argued persuasively for broad acquain-
tance with egyptian myths, literature, and practices reflected in the poems of 
some Greek alexandrian authors94

 — although usually in a veiled form.95 it has 
also been pointed out that Ptolemaic festivals and parades were heavily influ-
enced by the old pharaonic traditions, and this applies as well to other Ptolemaic 
practices and arrangements.96 The valid evidence, though, pertains only to the 
times of Ptolemy ii Philadelphus (283 – 246 b.c.e.; see the poems of Theocritus, 
callimachus, and apollonius rhodius on the new festivals and other practices 
and institutions). The Ptolemaic scholars and poets at this stage had an agenda 
motivated by the obvious necessities and policies of their royal patron. The Greek- 

egyptian ceremonies and celebrations were initiated at this point, and, as is 
customary with such public events, they were there to stay. Most of the other new 
arrangements are no more instructive with regard to the “ivory tower” concep-
tion than is the apparent Hellenistic influence in Judaea for the assessment of the 
extent of the seclusion of devout Jews in the age of the Mishnah and talmud. later 

92. see, e.g., Fraser (1972) 1: 189 ff., 2: 784; and with regard to callimachus, e.g., Green’s extensive 
book on the Hellenistic period, where he states: “The attacks [of callimachus; B. B.] on popular or 
accessible literary forms tended to be not just elitist, but also xenophobic. at the end of Hymn 2 
callimachus makes apollo tell envy (who has been supporting poetic prolixity): ‘The assyrian 
river (i.e. the euphrates) has a broad stream, but carries down much dirt and refuse on its waters’. 
Polyglot, cosmopolitan, above all oriental influences are to be deprecated . . . stick to the pure 
unsullied spring of the Greek Muses” ([1990] 172).

93. on the change see Murray (1970) 142; Bing (1988) 134 – 35.
94. The latest contribution to this subject is the stimulating monograph of stephens (2003) 

20 – 237, which includes many references to the contributions of her predecessors (esp. p. 18 n. 47). 
although not every piece of evidence is valid (e.g., pp. 99 – 100, 107, 242 – 44), the conclusion is certainly 
acceptable with regard to the times of Ptolemy ii. notably, the editor of the remains of callimachus 
(Pfeiffer [1949-53]) rejected the “ivory tower” conception long ago; see Pfeiffer (1968) 108.

95. to the explicit references mentioned by stephens (2003) 8 – 10 and elsewhere, one may add 
the information that callimachus wrote on the legend of isis and osiris (Pfeiffer [1949 – 53] fr. 811).

96. see stephens (2003) 13 – 16, 245 – 47.
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material gives the impression that the policy of openness introduced by Ptolemy 
ii was reversed sometime after his death in 246, and the Greeks of alexandria 
(and especially of the Museum) gradually retreated to seclusion and alienation 
from their egyptian neighbors.97 This trend would have gained momentum (if 
it did not begin) with the long revolt of the autochthonous population after the 
battle of raphia (217 b.c.e.), a revolt that lasted about thirty years. However, in 
view of the uncertainty about the time of the turning point, the pace and extent 
of the changes, and the precise dating of Mnaseas’s literary activity, it would be 
somewhat rash to determine that Mnaseas was entirely ignorant of the egyptian 
religious heritage. 

The development of Greek knowledge about typhon and typhon-seth is rel-
evant to one aspect of this inquiry. typhon himself appeared from the very 
beginnings of Greek literature as the cause of lethal storms who was overcome by 
Zeus after a protracted struggle and was described as an enormous monster in 
the shape of a man, or an animal, with flaming eyes and a mouth spouting lava, 
with a hundred dragon heads and wings. This image of typhon prevailed in the 
Hellenistic and roman age as well (e.g., pseudo-apollod. Bibl. 1. 6. 3). typhon was 
already identified with seth in Herodotus (2. 144, 156) because of seth’s destruc-
tive nature and his struggle with osiris. However, the link between typhon-seth 
and the ass does not appear in what we now have of Greek literature before the 
end of the first century c.e., not even in Hecataeus of abdera, who describes the 
adventures of typhon-seth in great detail, dwelling on his struggles with osiris 
and how he is avenged by isis (diod. 1. 1. 17 – 27. 6).98 The similarity of typhon-seth 
to an ass is first mentioned in Plutarch (De Is. et Os. 362F), some three centuries 

97. Without attempting here to present the relevant material, which is well known to scholars 
(but which can be ambiguous and the bulk of which is still disputable), i would just note that there 
is no trace of egyptian influence in eratosthenes’ extant writings, even where it might be expected. 
Thus he makes no attempt in his Katasterismoi to connect the sign of taurus with the bull apis, 
although apis was well known to Greek literati after Herodotus, and chose instead to explain the 
sign’s origin only according to Greek tradition (see Katasterismoi 14: oliveri [1897] 18 – 19; cf. robert 
[1878] 106 – 7).

98. callimachus’s poem on isis and osiris (see note 95 above) certainly made no mention of 
typhon’s external appearance as an ass or the like. The testimonium on the poem came from the fif-
teenth-century John tortellius, first head of the Vatican library, and is quite complicated. tortellius, 
referring to the story of isis and osiris summarized in the commentary on the Aeneid by the fourth-
century c.e. grammarian servius (6.154), appears to have had access to the later and fuller version of 
that commentary, which is no longer extant. tortellius’s remarks, based on the fuller commentary, 
indicate that the story in servius derives from seneca, who took it from callimachus. The story that 
appears in full in the extant version of servius is detailed yet makes no mention of typhon’s external 
form. There is no reason to think that it was mentioned in the extended version of servius or in the 
original poem by callimachus. it would have been very unusual to miss such a piquant piece of 
information.
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after Mnaseas, when egyptian culture had already made a considerable impact 
on the Greek and roman world. This is no surprise, since for Greeks it would 
have been difficult to imagine a god identified with the colossal and frightening 
typhon as such an ordinary and peaceful animal as the ass. Moreover, because 
of the great variety in the depiction of seth in egyptian iconography, the iden-
tification of the animal representation of seth with the ass was not necessarily 
obvious to a Greek of asia Minor,99 let alone the negative connotations associated 
with it. The same holds for the egyptian identification of the God of the Jews 
with an ass. none of these aspects could be counted among the fundamental 
elements of egyptian culture divulged to foreigners who came into contact with 
it. Beliefs, legends, and images of similar weight in Jewish, christian, and islamic 
cultures are known to only a few members of the other cultures, even if they 
live in neighboring ghettos or on the same street. it should be stressed that the 
relations in that generation between Jews and Greeks in alexandria were not the 
sort to motivate the scholars of alexandria to hunt down egyptian anti-Jewish 
traditions, let alone adopt them.100 Whatever the case may be, even were we to 
suppose that Mnaseas was aware of the image of the ass in egyptian tradition 

99. The common figure of seth familiar from egyptian texts and iconography is zoologically 
unclassifiable. Furthermore, in the second millenium b.c.e., seth was often variously described as a 
pig, an antelope, a hippopotamus, a goat, a crocodile, a snake, and even a fish, as well as an ass. seth 
was also identified with and depicted in the form of other gods, such as toth and ammon, and even 
his rivals, epophis and Horus, or semitic gods such as Baal. seth in the form of an ass was indeed 
widespread in the first millenium b.c.e., but the early iconography of seth was still to be seen in 
temples and inscriptions. if Greeks had to fall back on writing the names of even central Hellenic 
gods (apart from athena) in order to identify them, even on monumental projects (e.g., above the 
reliefs of the great altar in Pergamum), there is no reason to suppose that they were well versed in 
the subtle variations in form of the egyptian gods and their consorts. on the various forms of seth 
and his identification with other gods, see te Velde (1977) 7 – 26, 140; and see the popular summary 
in Wilkinson (2003) 193 – 98.

100. to avoid misunderstandings, it should be pointed out that there is no longer any ques-
tion about the unreliability of the story in 3 Maccabees about the failed attempt of Ptolemy iV 
Philopator to enter the Holy of Holies in the Jerusalem temple, and his subsequent attempt to avenge 
himself upon the Jews in egypt by herding them into a hippodrome to be trampled by elephants. 
3 Maccabees was written much later than the time of Ptolemy iV, and the book artfully makes use 
of events of later periods (such as the attempt of Heliodorus to enter the Jerusalem temple in the 
reign of seleucus iV, together with the persecution of egyptian Jews, the elephant affair, and the 
festival instigated to commemorate the event, all reflecting developments in the time of Ptolemy 
Viii Physcon). The details of the story are also touched up and exaggerated (under the influence of 2 
Maccabees and the book of esther). The few attempts to prove the historical reliability of the stories 
about Ptolemy iV have not been successful. They rest upon a shaky familiarity with the history of 
the Ptolemaic kingdom and the trilateral Greek-egyptian-Jewish relations. a sober and exhaustive 
summary of the research is found in Goodman in schürer et al. 3: 537 – 42, and see there a detailed 
bibliography. see also Huss (2001) 449 – 50; Johnson (2004) 129 – 41.
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and its ramifications, there would be no reason to assume that he would have 
preferred the egyptian representations to the Greek concepts he had grown up 
with, especially as he and his alexandrian contemporaries were alienated from 
the egyptians and their cultural heritage.

• • •

The question of Mnaseas’s attitude toward the Jews needs to be considered with 
reference to Greek culture, especially that of asia Minor, and in terms of con-
temporary Greek concepts, not those of later generations. several factors speak 
for themselves: the positive and grateful regard for the ass both in the moun-
tainous regions of asia Minor, where Mnaseas came from, and in the writings 
of callimachus and eratosthenes, Mnaseas’s guide and mentor; the identifica-
tion of the ass with apollo, in particular the cult of “apollo the ass-like” in the 
countries near lycia, Mnaseas’s native land; and the presence of statues of asses 
in Greek temples, especially the main statue in the temple of apollo in Mysia, 
and as a votive offering in the Panhellenic temple of apollo at delphi. to these 
should be added the genre and character of Mnaseas’s lexicon; the nature of 
other folkloristic stories in the same lexicon; the adaptation into the story of 
motifs known to be unbiased from Greek literature; the relative isolation of con-
temporary alexandrian writers from egyptian culture. all these factors tip the 
scales against the common view that Mnaseas was “anti-semitic” and intended 
to discredit the Jews. This would be the case if we assumed that Mnaseas himself 
understood that the ass represented the Jewish god, and certainly if we assumed 
that Mnaseas regarded the ass merely as a votive offering, and even more so if the 
original story referred to a statue of Moses riding an ass.

We would be hard put to explain why Mnaseas and his Greek readers would 
be surprised by the statue of an ass in the Jewish temple when another statue of 
an ass was on display in the delphic temple of apollo, the most authoritative and 
prestigious temple-oracle in the Greek world; and when the statue of an ass would 
have been the most sacred object in the temple of apollo Killaios in Mysia, not far 
from Mnaseas’s native city. We are not mind readers and must therefore make do 
with the facts and data available. The accumulated evidence would suffice in any 
fair court of justice to acquit Mnaseas of the charge of “anti-semitism” and mali-
cious intent. our appraisal of the position of Mnaseas and his contemporaries 
must be free of deep-seated modern negative connotations associating the ass 
with stupidity. together with this, care must be taken not to be influenced by the 
negative aims of the original egyptian libel and its variations and developments 
in later generations, or by the subjective feelings of Jews reading the story.

The dubious honor of being the first Greek “anti-semitic” author should be 
awarded to the anonymous seleucid court historian of the mid-second century 
b.c.e. who adapted the egyptian blood libel to the time of antiochus epiphanes 
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(see chapter 7). However, the first Greek “anti-semitic” author among the literati 
in alexandria would seem to have been lysimachus of alexandria, who, a cen-
tury after Mnaseas, collected all the hostile egyptian traditions concerning the 
origins of the Jewish people and even supplemented them. He did so at a time 
when there was real concern among the Greeks in egypt at the growing power of 
the Jews in the Ptolemaic court (see chapter 9).

t H e deV e loPM e n t oF t H e l i Be l

The conclusions reached above apply only to Mnaseas and his Greek contempo-
raries, and not to later Greeks in the times of the great confrontations between 
Jews and Greeks, and when a greater intimacy with egyptian heritage was more 
common, indeed gradually becoming to some extent part of the cultural tradi-
tion of the Hellenistic world. each author and every source transmitting the ass 
libel must be individually examined. some rejected the libel; others used softer 
or harsher versions, each according to his educational background, personal 
experiences, contemporary events, and own aims. What follows is an account in 
general terms of the development of the ass libel in classical literature. The evolu-
tion of the libel in the later polemics between pagans and christians will not be 
discussed here, since it is actually irrelevant to the present survey.

The anecdote in Mnaseas concerning the theft of the ass contained the earliest 
known explicit reference to the ass libel. The idumaean-egyptian narrator who 
was Mnaseas’s source for the anecdote utilized a slander developed in egypt to 
the effect that the Jews worshipped an ass. The libel originated in the egyptian 
identification of the Jewish god with seth (typhon), the egyptian god of evil, 
who was occasionally portrayed in the form of an ass.101 in the original idumaean 
story, if not in Mnaseas’s account as well, the ass was a beast of burden with a 
golden head. The identification of the ass with the Jewish god seemed obvious to 
the idumaean narrator but was not necessarily so understood by Mnaseas, who 
may well have regarded the sculpture as a votive offering representing an event 
from the formative past of the Jews, as tacitus and his sources interpreted it.

a different account of the discovery of an image of an ass in the temple was 
recorded in the first century b.c.e. by Posidonius of apamea and apollonius 
Molon. The former rejected it, while the latter accepted it as historically reli-
able.102 according to this version, when antiochus epiphanes entered the tem-
ple, he saw a statue of Moses riding on an ass and holding a scroll containing the 
laws of the Jews. The account, as preserved by diodorus siculus (34/35. 1. 3 – 4), 
was taken by diodorus from Posidonius, who drew on timochares, a seleucid 

101. see pp. 243 – 45 below.
102. see pp. 431 – 55, 451–55, 490–91, and 515 below.
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court historian active in the thirties and twenties of the second century b.c.e.103 
timochares’ own source was a previous seleucid court historian of the genera-
tion of the Hasmonaean revolt.104 This version is a great deal softer than that used 
by the idumaean storyteller, since the ass does not represent the Jewish god 
but serves only as Moses’ means of transport. The composite statue could be 
regarded as an expression of the founder or leader cult so popular elsewhere in 
the Hellenistic period. The seleucid authors availed themselves of this account 
rather than the ass-god version either because the latter was unknown to them or 
because the former was more credible, but in any case because it was more suit-
able to the needs of their story about antiochus epiphanes entering the temple. 
The account is apologetic, intended to explain why antiochus imposed his edicts 
against the Jewish religion (cf. Joseph. Ap. 2. 90). First, the Jews refused both to 
practice the cult of the king, accepted by other peoples in the seleucid empire, 
and to set up a statue of antiochus in their temple on the grounds that they 
practiced no cult of any man, and there were no images in their temple; but lo 
and behold, antiochus found in this very temple a statue of Moses, proving both 
Jewish claims to be false and exposing the Jews as disloyal to the government, 
and indeed rebels against the crown. second, Moses holds the Jewish book of 
laws, laws that contravene the accepted norms of mankind. in the original story, 
there immediately followed the notorious blood libel. antiochus on the same 
occasion meets the captured Greek whom the Jews intend to sacrifice to their 
God and “taste” of his flesh (Ap. 2. 91 – 96). The nature of the laws in the book 
held by Moses are thereby well illustrated. This cruel act of human sacrifice and 
cannibalism obviously required firm intervention on the part of the authorities. 
The seleucid account thus justified stamping out the Jewish religion and stamp-
ing on its symbols.105

as may be clearly seen, the account of the discovery in the temple of the statue 
of Moses seated on an ass was artificially inserted, along with the blood libel, into 
the story of the visit of antiochus epiphanes to the temple prior to the imposi-
tion of the religious edicts.106 The artificial nature of the insertion indicates that 
the libels were not invented by the seleucid court scribes. The Moses-ass account 
must have been known earlier, as was the ass-Jewish god version. This earlier 
version may not have mentioned the Jewish book of laws, an element peculiarly 
suited to the apologetic requirements of the seleucid court historians, who could 

103. on timochares as Posdionius’s intermediate source, see pp. 462 – 64 below.
104. That the story was invented in the circles surrounding antiochus iV in order to explain the 

unprecedented steps taken by antiochus iV against the Jewish religion was first suggested by Graetz 
(1872), and developed by Bickermann (1937) 22 – 23; (1976 – 80) 2: 245 – 55.

105. see further, pp. 276 – 77, 443 below.
106. on the artificial insertion of the blood libel, see below, pp. 265 – 67 and 277-79.
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thereby justify persecuting the Jewish religion by referring to the “misanthropic” 
laws of Moses (diod. 34/35. 1. 3 – 4).

a philological examination of references to Moses suggests that the version of 
Moses seated on an ass also has an egyptian origin. The story employs the egyp-
tian form Mōysēs,107 instead of the regular Greek Mōsēs, applied in the Posidonian 
Jewish excursus (strabo 16. 2. 35) that preceded the story about the ass in the 
temple.108 elsewhere, diodorus uses both Mōsēs and Mōysēs, in accordance with 
what he finds in his sources.109

septuagint usage corroborates this point. The translators of the Pentateuch, 
conventionally dated to the third century b.c.e., consistently avoid the use of the 
word ὄνος (ass) when it is connected with Moses, and introduce instead various 
substitutes. Thus the Hebrew version of exodus 4.20 reads: “and Moses took his 
wife and children, mounted them on an ass, and set out for egypt with the staff 
of God in his hand”; but the septuagint replaces “ass” with τὰ ὑποζύγια (beasts 
of burden). in numbers 16.15, Moses justifies himself against the accusations of 
Korah and his followers: “i have not taken from them so much as a single ass; i 
have done no wrong to any of them”; the septuagint has ἐπιθύμημα (a desirable 
object) instead of “ass.” These two verses are mentioned in an ancient Beraita of 
the Babylonian talmud among fifteen cases where the legendary translators of the 
septuagint deliberately changed the original meaning (Bt Megillah 9b). although 
one may argue that the present septuagint readings may have been a later altera-
tion of an earlier translation, the testimony of the Beraita, counting the two read-
ings among the few deliberate and original mistranslations, carries considerable 
weight; the list is after all but a minute fraction of the multitude of deliberate 
modifications in the translation of the torah (as of the word “ass” itself).110

The legend about the statue of Moses seated on an ass, like the libel about the 
Jewish god in the form of an ass, was thus known in third-century b.c.e. egypt. 
it drew upon the legends of seth (typhon). The ass is the animal used by seth 
as his mode of transportation. in this version, Moses, not the Jewish god, was 

107. see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 314; cf., e.g., artapanus in eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 4. 7.3 ff.; 
artapanus made much use of egyptian sources, in which he was thoroughly at home. on the form 
Mōysēs, see nestle (1907) 111 – 21; diamond (1974) 37 – 38; nikiprowetzky (1984).

108. see pp. 448 – 51 below.
109. in the Jewish excursus taken from Hecataeus, who drew on Jewish informants, diodorus 

writes Mosēs (40. 3. 3); but, toward the end of his egyptian ethnography, in a passage not taken from 
Hecataeus (unlike most of the work), diodorus writes Mōysēs (1. 94. 2; see the mention of iao, the 
egyptian form for the tetragrammaton). For an argument that the latter paragraph was not taken 
from Hecataeus, see Murray (1970) 146.

110. For a survey of the lXX translation for חמור (ass) in other verses, see Geiger (1857) 360, 
439; neher-Bernheim (1963) 113 – 16. Most of the material is, however, irrelevant to the present 
discussion.
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identified with seth.111 did the seleucid court scribes also intend an additional 
jibe at the Jews by hinting at an identification between Moses and typhon? Were 
they aware of the identification?112 Was the reference to an image of an ass in the 
temple — even treating the ass as Moses’ mount — intended as an insult? We can-
not know. our acquaintance with the seleucid court scribes is virtually nonexis-
tent, unlike the information we have about the circle of scholars in third-century 
b.c.e. alexandria to which Mnaseas belonged. all that can be said is that, 250 
years later, at the end of the first century c.e., Plutarch is engaged in polemics 
with a number of unnamed authors who identified the father of the Jews (clearly 
referring to Moses) with typhon riding an ass.113 it is unfortunate that we do 
not know the names of these authors or their dates. Plutarch himself knew the 
typhon legends and mentioned them in various forms in his work On Isis and 
Osiris. in any case, it is quite doubtful whether seleucid court scribes were aware 
of a link between the typhon legends and the libel.

a third version of the libel, where the Jewish god is represented by a golden 
ass-head, appeared in the writings of apion (Joseph. Ap. 2. 80) and damocritus 
(suda, s.v. Δαμόκριτος), an unknown author who lived after the destruction 
of the second temple.114 damocritus used apion’s account, as may be learned 
from his treatment of the blood libel.115 apion claims to have found the story 
of antiochus entering the temple in Posidonius and apollonius Molon. in his 
version, however, the Jews worship not a statue of Moses seated on an ass, as 
appears in diodorus-Posidonius, but only the head of an ass. This is an original 
modification by apion himself, inspired both by the egyptian identification of 
the God of the Jews with an ass and by his own paraphrasing of Mnaseas, where 
he mentions only the snatching of the head of the ass, without reference to the 
body. The change to just the head of an ass seems to have been made deliberately 
in order to magnify the mockery and absurdity of the Jewish belief.

The ass-head version, then, first appeared in the first half of the first century c.e. 
apion, who seems to have been half-egyptian,116 was intimately acquainted with 

111. see pp. 245-49 below.
112. in this context it is worth noting that the adoption of the blood libel by these seleucid court 

scribes does not indicate a familiarity with all the legends of seth-typhon. The ultimate source of 
inspiration for the libel was indeed these legends, but the libel itself was created as an independent 
anti-Jewish slander, devoid of all reference to seth. in this form it spread throughout egypt and 
beyond; and thus it reached the attention of the seleucid scribes, presumably through ethnographies 
or histories written in Greek by authors of egyptian origin.

113. Plutarch De Iside et Osiride 363c-d; see further, pp. 245–46 below.
114. on the testimony of damocritus, see below, pp. 259 – 63.
115. see below, pp. 262 – 63.
116. Josephus presents apion as an egyptian pretending to be a Greek (Ap. 2. 28 – 29), and this 

is accepted by most scholars who think that the name apion derives from apis, the egyptian
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egyptian mythology, and in his writings conveyed egyptian myths to his Greek 
readers. Given the egyptian contempt for donkeys, which was gradually becom-
ing known also in Greek literature of the late Hellenistic period,117 this extreme 
adaptation was well suited to apion’s purpose of ridiculing the Jewish faith. He 
would not have achieved the same effect on Greco-egyptians of his generation, 
who were accustomed to princeps, king, and founder cults, by referring to a statue 
of Moses seated on an ass. apion’s strong drive to ridicule the Jews, manifested 
in his presentation and elaboration of more than one story about the ass in 
the Jewish temple, obviously derived from events of his generation: caligula’s 
command to place his statue in the Jewish temple, the Jewish protest, and the 
delegations to rome following the intercommunal riots in alexandria in which 
apion himself participated (40 c.e.). There could not have been a more effective 
argument to refute the Jewish claim that their god forbids placing statues and 
images in his temple, and thereby expose their disloyalty to the emperor.

a fourth version, perhaps softer than the second, reported the existence of 
the statue of an ass (and not just its head) in the temple as a votive offering. The 
account is preserved in the form it had acquired by the end of the first century 
c.e. in tacitus (Hist. 5. 4. 2), having passed through centuries of development. 
tacitus’s account does not say whether the ass head was made of gold or deco-
rated with gold, presumably because such a detail was irrelevant for his purposes. 
More significantly, the ass is not portrayed as the Jewish god, but as a votive 
offering (votiva) commemorating an event that occurred when Moses and the 
Jews were wandering in the desert and exposed to drought; Moses noticed a herd 
of wild asses making their way to a water source, followed them, and discovered 
abundant springs. This account, known also from Plutarch (Quaest. conv. 4. 5. 
2 [570d-e]),118 provides an aetiological explanation that had been attached at 
some stage to the rumor of an ass in the temple, an explanation essentially no 
different from the one given by Pausanias (10. 18. 4) for the presence of a statue of 
an ass at delphi, where it is a votive offering of the ambracians to express their 
gratitude toward the ass that saved them from an attack by their neighbors. There 
are similar explanations in classical literature for votive offerings of statues of 
animals erected in temples to commemorate their help in showing lost people 

god-bull, and therefore would rather have been carried by a native egyptian. “apion,” however, was a 
respected Greek name, originating in classical Greece, and meaning simply “a pear tree.” a connec-
tion with apis is linguistically problematic, although popular etymology might have taken advantage 
of the similarity between the names apion and apis. This still does not turn apion into an egyptian. 
notably, apion’s father was named Posidonius and apion was reputed as a Greek throughout the 
Greek and roman world. Given apion’s birthplace in an oasis, he may well have been only half-Greek.

117. e.g., Plutarch De Iside et Osiride 31. 363 B-d.
118. This has been rightly stressed by spooner (1891) 461; Bickermann (1937) 104 and n. 1; lewy 

(1960) 121 and n. 26; stern, GLAJJ 2: 37.
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the way to a water source.119 it is in keeping with the aetiological explanation that 
tacitus portrays the asses as “a herd of wild asses,” not just asses or pack-asses. 
considering tacitus’s hostility toward the Jews, he cannot be considered the one 
who softened the libel. We cannot say when this version came about or who was 
responsible for it. From what tacitus reports in this context on the completely 
negative stance of the Jews toward animal cult, and on the nature of the Jewish 
divinity (Hist. 5. 3 – 5), it appears that he at the very least did not regard the ass 
statue as the idol of a cult, but as no more than a memorial.120

This reconstruction of the development of the libel has been based on the prem-
ise that Mnaseas, following the idumaean story, reported the presence in the temple 
of the statue of just an ass. However, it is still possible that the statue reported was of 
Moses riding an ass.121 in such a case, the reconstruction would differ slightly: the 
idumaean narrator accepted the egyptian rumor about the existence in the temple 
of a statue of Moses riding on an ass, and this was copied by Mnaseas. Mnaseas’s 
work was written some two generations before the Hasmonaean revolt, and, enjoy-
ing a wide circulation, it eventually reached the seleucid court, where the “informa-
tion” about a temple statue of Moses riding an ass was eagerly exploited for the 
seleucids’ apologetic purposes. in his version of the same affair apion referred, for 
the reasons mentioned, to only the head of an ass.

Whatever the case may be, it should be emphasized that the first Greek written 
source now in our possession explicitly identifying the God of the Jews with an 
ass, and reporting the ass cult in the temple, is relatively late and was not written 
by a real Greek. apion was probably half-egyptian and was active mainly toward 
the end of the first half of the first century c.e., some 250 years after Mnaseas.

t H e or iGi n oF t H e l i Be l

The Mnaseas story and the septuagint show that the mid-third century b.c.e. is 
the terminus ante quem for the invention of the Moses-ass and the ass versions. 
When and why were these two versions invented, and what were their sources of 
inspiration? of the many theories proposed to explain the source of inspiration 
for the libel, all but one must be rejected on philological, historical, or chrono-
logical counts.122 The popular explanation pointing out a similarity between the 
tetragrammaton and the egyptian word for “ass” must also be rejected.123 The 

119. see lewy (1960) 145 n. 136, referring to apuleius 2. 1.
120. a different reconstruction of the development of the ass libel is offered by Bickerman (1976 – 

80) 2: 225 ff.; Bickerman argues for a syrian origin. This and the following section should serve to 
refute his suggestion.

121. see pp. 221 – 22 above.
122. e.g., Zachariah 9.9, noted by neher-Bernheim (1963) 107, 116, and Feldman (1993) 499, about 

the Messiah appearing on an ass, could not have been known to egyptians in the third century
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similarity is phonetically rather dubious,124 and other factors also argue against 
such a connection.125 in any case, it fails to explain the origin of the Moses-ass 
version.

The most acceptable explanation is also the simplest: both versions originated 
in one way or another from the egyptian seth (named typhon by the Greeks) 
traditions. This explanation has been accepted by a good number of scholars.126 
However, as the connection between the seth-typhon legends and the ass libel 
has not always been properly explained, and the process of development not yet 
established, a review of the links in the chain connecting the egyptian and anti-
Jewish traditions will not be out of place here.

in pharaonic egypt, at least from the time of the assyrian occupation (670 

b.c.e.; there cannot be any connection with the biblical story of Balaam and his ass (pace neher-
Bernheim, 113; Feldman, 499), nor with the name Hamor (ass), the father of shechem (Gen. 34.2; 
cf. Halévy [1903]); the legend could not have been inspired by the resemblance between the Greek 
word onos (ass) and onias (indicated perhaps by apion: Joseph. Ap. 2. 49), since the libel preceded 
the emigration of the oniads from Jerusalem to egypt (pace Bouché-leclerq [1907] 2: 58 n. 1); the 
identification of the Jewish god with dionysus, suggesting a connection with dionysus’s ass, is 
known only from the roman period (pace Perdrizet [1910] 243 ff. et al.). The suggested connections 
with the ’even shetiyah of the temple, as if the libel originates in the visit of antiochus iV to the 
temple (Graetz [1872] 196 – 97; rösch [1882] 523; Friedländer [1903] 377 ff.), are too fanciful; and the 
same appplies to the suggestion (Goldschmidt [1935 – 36] 175 – 78) that the phrase ‘ ir ha-qodesh (“the 
holy city”) was changed by somebody to ‘ayir ha-quodesh (“the sacred young ass”). There are several 
other suggestions that are even more fanciful (e.g., Zipser [1871] 114 – 15; Müller [1877] 258 – 59).

123. First noted by Bochart (1663) 2: 181. see also Pellegrini (1874) 17 ff.; simonsen (1912) 298; 
Heinemann (1919) 120 n. 1; Jacoby (1926) 270 ff., and many others. see stern, GLAJJ 1: 98; Feldman 
(1993) 500; van Henten and abush (1996); Bar-Kochva (1996d) 318 – 23; Kasher (1996) 380 – 82.

124. The word “ass” in classical egyptian, ramsesite, and demotic is i‘a’a; in coptic, eio. The 
tetragrammaton first appears in pharaonic inscriptions as yhw. in the aramaic documents from 
elephantine it is yhw, transcribed in Greek as Iao (diod. 1. 94. 2). The two words would hardly have 
sounded similar to an egyptian ear used to short words composed of vowels.

125. For example, one might ask how it was that egyptian and Hellenistic-roman authors did 
not mention it explicitly as evidence for the ass libel (cf. the etymologies by Varro and Herennius 
Philo for the name iao according to the Babylonian and Phoenician languages — ap. stern, GLAJJ 
1: no. 75; 2: no. 324). Furthermore, had such a similarity been noted by egyptians, their Jewish 
neighbors would have been consistent in replacing the name of iao by the many known substitutes 
(“heaven”, “the place,” etc.). However, the use of iao by egyptian Jews is well documented from the 
Persian as well as the Hellenistic-roman period (see the references in stern, GLAJJ 1: 172). it was 
probably also written in the versions of the septuagint current in the period of the second temple, 
the substitute kyrios being a christian innovation (see the summary by Jellicoe [1968] 270 – 72). later 
magical texts are irrelevant to the question of the origin of the libel; see Griffiths (1970) 409 and 
Jacoby (1926) 271 for two contrary views.

126. see, in several variations, Movers (1841) 297; Müller (1877) 263; stählin (1905) 15 – 16; Meyer 
(1921 – 23) 2: 33; Bousset and Gressmann (1926) 76; tcherikover (1961) 365 – 66; neher-Bernheim (1963) 109 
ff.; Gabba (1989) 643 – 44; Feldman (1993) 500 – 501; Bar-Kochva (1996a); schäfer (1997a) 55 – 62; (1997b).
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b.c.e.),127 the old egyptian deity seth gradually acquired the character of the 
“devil,” the bad deity, the source of all evils and misfortunes besetting the egyp-
tians and their gods. The list of disasters brought about by seth includes dark-
ness, mass deaths, diseases, and storms.128 He was also regarded as the god of 
the wilderness and nomads, of foreign countries, and of aliens resident in egypt, 
especially the semites,129 and was explicitly identified with Baal and other for-
eign deities.130 it was therefore only natural for the egyptians, who were at least 
annually reminded by their Jewish neighbors about the stories of the exodus, 
to identify the Jewish god or Moses with seth. it is clear from their anti-Jewish 
accusations that the egyptians were well acquainted with the exodus traditions, 
since they reversed them in order to defame the Jews.131 The hostile egyptians in 
their creativity could hardly ignore the evident similarity between some of the 
plagues in the Jewish tradition and the disasters brought about by seth.

seth was frequently described in the first millenium b.c.e. as having the form 
or the skin of an ass, or as being disguised in the form of an ass, and in art he 
appears as a human figure carrying what may be interpreted as the head (or a 
mask) of an ass. The ass was also regarded as one of seth’s sacred animals and 
as his personal mount.132 The ass was ridiculed by the egyptians, in contrast to 
their veneration of a number of animals. What better animal for their enemies 
to worship than an ass? or what better mount for Moses? Furthermore, the Jews 
claimed that there was no statue in their temple, but they prohibited Gentiles 
from entering the shrine, and only the High Priest was allowed access to the 
“Holy of Holies”; it would have been only too natural to spread rumors that a 
statue of an ass — the most contemptible of animals, the god of evil or that god’s 
mount or the mount of their founder — was being secretly exhibited in the place 
most sacred to the Jewish people.133

indeed some sources indicate that Moses was at least connected, if not iden-
tified, with typhon. a number of scholars quote the following passage from 
Plutarch as the most important evidence for the origin of the Moses-ass version 
in seth’s legends:134

127. see te Velde (1977) 139 – 40, 145 – 46, 148 – 49.
128. te Velde (1977) 91 – 94, 118, 128.
129. te Velde (1977) 109 – 11, 115 – 16, 150.
130. see te Velde (1977) 109, 119 – 20, 124, 126 – 29.
131. see, in more detail, pp. 331 – 33 below.
132. see Griffiths (1966) 409 – 10, 412, 418; te Velde (1977) 8, 14, 26. see, e.g., Plutarch De Iside et 

Osiride 362F ff. For details on the earlier form of seth, see note 99 above. For the following analysis 
of the sources, cf. Bar-Kochva  (1996a), with some substantial differences.

133. on the last point, see Friedländer (1903) 376; Gabba (1989) 643; Feldman (1993) 499.
134. see esp. rösch (1882) 523 ff.; de liagre Böhl (1953) 125; tcherikover (1961) 365.
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Those who say that typhon fled from the battle on an ass for seven days, and hav-
ing been saved produced sons, Hierosolymus and Judaeus, are at this point clearly 
dragging Jewish issues into the story. (De Is. et Os. 363c-d)

The passage clearly combines two traditions. The first derives from the old seth 
myth, while the second represents a fragment of an eponymic tradition about 
Moses, Judaea, and Jerusalem (see tac. Hist. 5. 2. 3). The two have been stitched 
together rather roughly by a later author of unknown date, and the reference to 
“seven days” would have been integrated as an indication of the origin of the 
sabbath (cf. tac. Hist. 5. 2. 6; Justin 36. 2. 14). as it stands, the passage shows 
that a story about seth finding refuge in the desert and using an ass as transport 
existed, and that some source did indeed connect it with Moses.

a so far unrecognized identification of Moses with seth-typhon is implied 
in artapanus, a Jewish-egyptian author of the third or second century b.c.e. 
artapanus describes Moses as πυρράκης (“fiery red”; eus. PE 9. 37). typhon’s color 
was also believed to be fiery red (πυρρόχρους).135 artapanus’s description of Moses 
is no more surprising than other astonishing statements found in his literary 
remains. He drew this description, along with many other details, from egyptian 
sources, which he consistently reformed and interpreted in a positive fashion.136

scholars have noted a connection between Moses and typhon not only in 
Plutarch’s passage but also in Manetho’s Aegyptiaca,137 written about 270 b.c.e by 
an egyptian priest who was well versed in Greek. The evidence is well known, but 
it is indirect and open to interpretation, and so deserves some elaboration here.

according to the first excerpt (Joseph. Ap. 1. 75 – 90), the “shepherds” — Hyksos — 

withdrew from egypt, wandered in the desert, and finally settled in Judaea, where 
they founded the city of Jerusalem. This in itself indicates some connection, at 
least, with the Jews. The Hyksos were elsewhere described by the egyptians as wor-
shippers of seth.138 The “shepherds” are also linked with typhon in this excerpt: 
having been repulsed from all regions of egypt, they are said to have concentrated 
in the region of avaris and fortified it (Ap. 1. 86 – 90). avaris in egyptian tradition 
was the city of seth.139 The second excerpt recounts a story about the revolt of the 
lepers employed in the stone quarries (Ap. 1. 229 – 50). Their leader was osarseph, a 

135. diodorus 1. 88. 4 – 5; Plutarch De Iside et Osiride 364B. For egyptian sources, see rochemon-
teix and chassinat (1897 – 1934) 6: 213 – 19.

136. see esp. Guttmann 1: 109 – 35; Holladay (1977); (1983) 189 – 244. The fragments are from eusebius 
Praeparatio evangelica 9. 18. 1, 23, 27.

137. Variously suggested in almost all the references mentioned in note 126 above.
138. te Velde (1977) 121, and n. 2.
139. see te Velde (1977) 122, and n. 5, on the egyptian sources concerning avaris and seth; and 

see further below on Contra Apionem 1. 237.
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priest of Heliopolis. The name sounds like a combination of osiris and Joseph. in 
what appears to be an interpolation toward the end of the story, it is said that the 
priest changed his name to Moses. osarseph, in any case, is in effect portrayed as 
Moses.140 The leper-rebels found refuge in avaris, the deserted city of the “shep-
herds.” This time avaris is explicitly presented as the city that, “according to the 
theology, is typhonian from the beginning” (Ap. 1. 237). The successful revolt of 
the lepers was assisted by the “shepherds” who dwelt in the city called Jerusalem 
(241), later identified as the solymitai (248), who came to their aid. The egyptian 
king and his followers found refuge in ethiopia for thirteen years. osarseph, the 
leader of the rebels, is said to have introduced laws and practices extremely hos-
tile to the egyptians, and directed especially against egyptian religion and cult 
(239 – 40, 244, 248 – 50), and ordered “that they should have contact with none save 
with their comrades to the oath” (239). The connection of Moses with typhon is 
thus suggested in the second excerpt, while the first indicates only a connection 
between typhon and the Jews in general.

it is frequently disputed whether Manetho was at all anti-Jewish or had the 
Jews in mind when he wrote his account. not a few scholars have suggested that 
some or all the passages preserved in Josephus are a later reworking of Manetho’s 
account. some have even gone so far as to suggest a Jewish reworking.141 This 
is not the place to discuss all these opinions, but it may be said that the vari-
ous arguments raised so far — in most cases without any extensive egyptological 
or Manethonian research on the text — fail to demonstrate conclusively that 
Manetho cannot be the author of most of the passages in question (apart from 
one or more interpolations). in any case, the link between typhon and the ele-
ments that caused trouble for the egyptians, elements that Manetho and/or his 
contemporary egyptians would easily have been able to identify with the Jews, is 
principally based on sections of the excerpts that can hardly be suspected of not 
being authentically Manethonian.

The tendency of egyptians in the Persian period to connect their enemies with 
seth is well illustrated by the egyptian identification of cambyses with seth. The 
egyptians also called the hated artaxerxes iii ochus an ass (ael. VH 4. 8; cf. 
Plut. De Is. et Os. 362F, 363c). egyptian Jews cooperated with the Persian oppres-

140. see tcherikover (1961) 361 – 64; Fraser (1972) 1: 509; Kasher (1974) 69 – 84; stern, GLAJJ 1: 
63 – 64; conzelmann (1981) 78 – 79.

141. see, e.g., Müller, FHG ii. 514; Meyer (1904) 71 – 79; laqueur, RE s.v. “Manethon,” cols. 1064 – 

80; Heinemann, RE s.v. “antisemitismus,” cols. 26 – 27; Braun (1938) 27; Jacoby, FGrH iii.c, no. 609, 
p. 84; Waddell (1940) XVii – XiX; Gager (1972) 113 – 17; sevenster (1975) 184 – 88; aziza (1987) 49 – 55; 
Bickerman (1988) 224 – 25; Gabba (1989) 633 – 34; Mendels (1990) 94 – 95; schäfer (1997b); Gruen (1998) 
56 ff.; labow (2005)  53 – 58. The authenticity of the passages is argued for by stern, GLAJJ 1: 63 – 64; 
Kasher (1974).
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142. see pp. 330 – 31 below.
143. see Encyclopaedia Biblica (1955 – 82), s.vv. “camel,” “donkey,” “Horse.”

sors, and religious tension between Jews and egyptians was as unavoidable in 
that period as in others.142 in light of all this, would it be rash to suggest that the 
identification of Moses and the Jewish god with seth originated before the third 
century, in egypt of the Persian period? The same applies to the connection of 
Moses and the Jewish god with ass riding and ass cult respectively.

The account portraying Moses seated on an ass could have gained additional 
support from Jewish traditions. apart from the stories about the wandering of 
the israelites in the desert, Moses is also said to have once escaped from Pharaoh 
to the desert (exod. 2.15). The ass was a regular pack animal and mount for ordi-
nary people in egypt and its deserts (rather than the camel).143 The torah relates 
how Moses once put his wife and children on an ass in the desert (exod. 4.20). 
similar inspiration could have been drawn from oral or written traditions about 
the exodus that were circulating among egyptian Jews. The existence of such 
Midrashim is attested (though for a later period) by the tragedy on the exodus 
written by ezekiel, the Jewish-Hellenistic poet, and by the unique version of the 
ten Plagues in Wisdom of solomon (16 – 19).

a typological parallel to the role of asses in exodus Midrashim is presented by 
a Midrash in the Babylonian talmud. The talmud discusses why, of all unclean 
animals, only the firstborn asses have to be redeemed and should not be used for 
work (exod. 13.13). The law of the firstborn appears in the Pentateuch subsequent 
to the Passover regulations and is explained by the plague of the firstborn: those 
who were not killed have to be redeemed in the future (exod. 13.11 – 15; esp. 15). 
The question is, therefore, why the asses were also spared. The Midrash answers:

For they (the asses) supported israel in the time of the exodus, for there was not 
even one in israel who did not take with him ninety lybian asses loaded with the 
silver and gold of egypt. (Bt Berakhot 5b)

as we can see, the Midrash actually applies to its purposes another biblical verse: 
“and the israelites had done as Moses had told them, asking the egyptians for 
jewelry of silver and gold and for clothing . . . in this way they plundered the 
egyptians” (exod. 12.35 – 36; cf. 11.2). This Midrash, late though it is, demonstrates 
how stories connecting asses with the exodus events could be invented. egyptian 
Jews, who expanded upon the exodus traditions, may have created similar expla-
nations and midrashim. after the invention and development of the ass libel, 
these interpretations were obviously suppressed by Jews and almost disappeared 
from their traditions. This is why we do not find more of them. 
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The Hellenistic blood libel against the Jews does not refer to the murder of chil-
dren, nor, apparently, to the actual drinking of blood or the use of blood for cultic 
purposes. such stories, prevalent in the medieval blood libel, were well docu-
mented in Greek and roman ethnographic literature (e.g., Hdt. 3. 11) and were 
even used by the Jews themselves as a justification for expelling the canaanites 
from the Holy land (Sap. Salmon. 12.5); yet they were not aimed against Jews and 
indeed were, for much of the roman period, directed mainly against christians.1 
This said, the Hellenistic blood libel against the Jews was even more cruel than 
the later libels. it is called a blood libel, as the term regularly denotes a slander 
concerning ritual murder of any kind, and it is in this sense that the expression 
will be used here.

The blood libel, like the ass libel, underwent a number of incarnations, the 
most detailed of which is the combined version created in the wake of the con-
frontation between antiochus epiphanes and the Jews. our knowledge of it 
derives mainly from Josephus (Ap. 2. 91 – 96). Josephus reports the combined 
version of the libel that appeared in apion’s work, and subsequently provides 
arguments in an attempt to refute the charge. apion had claimed that he found 
the libel in the writings of no lesser authorities than the leading lights of philoso-
phy and rhetoric of the first century b.c.e., Posidonius of apamea and apollonius 
Molon. The thorny issues of the attitude of these intellectuals toward the Jews in 
general, and the subsequent question of whether apion did indeed find the blood 

7

The diachronic libels 
and accusations (B)

The Seleucid Court Scribe(s)  
and the Blood Libel

1. on blood libels against christians, see esp. Justin Apologia 2. 10; Trypho 10; origen Contra 
Celsum 6. 27; eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 4. 7, 11; 5. 1. 4.
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libel in their writings, will be discussed in chapter 13 of this book. in the present 
chapter i shall attempt to reconstruct the contents of the libel itself, establish its 
original sources, and trace its development during the turbulent changes in rela-
tions between the Jews and their surroundings.

t H e l i Be l i n “CON TR A A PION EM ”

The historical framework for the account of the libel is the visit of antiochus 
epiphanes to the temple in 168 b.c.e., a visit that ended in the desecration of the 
temple, after which religious restrictions were imposed on the Jews. The blood 
libel does not appear on its own; it is preceded by the ass libel. apion relates how 
antiochus epiphanes discovered that the Jews worshipped in the temple the 
golden head of an ass, and there follows the blood libel. apion’s account is com-
posed of two parts: the framework story about the meeting between antiochus 
and the Greek victim in the temple (Ap. 2. 91 – 94a, 96); the details of the libel 
itself, purportedly told to the Greek by the Jews themselves (94b – 95).

neither the account of the two libels nor the framework story has reached us 
in its original Greek form. some pages of the second book of Contra Apionem 
(paras. 52 – 113) have survived only in the sixth-century latin translation, called 
the cassiodorus translation. it would not be too bold to surmise that the pages 
containing the two libels were destroyed at some stage of the transmission in line 
with the utter rejection of the libels by Photius (Bibl. cod. 244, 381a) and possibly 
also by other Byzantine authoritative figures. The latin translation of the blood 
libel suffers from numerous defects, much more so than that of the ass libel.2 
some errors are manifestly the result of the translator’s misinterpretation of the 
Greek text; there are also omissions and significant differences in formulation 
among the various latin manuscripts.3 The framework story and the libel run as 
follows (Joseph. Ap. 2. 91 – 96):

(91) apion said that antiochus found in the temple a couch and a man lying on 
it, and placed before him a table full of dishes maritime, terrestrial, and of birds, 
and the man had become numbed by them. (92) But he soon honored the king’s 
entrance as if it would afford him the greatest relief, and falling prostrate at his 
(the king’s) knees with extended right hand he begged release. and with the king 
commanding him to have faith and to say who he was or why he was living there 
or what the reason was for his dishes, then he (apion) says that the man, with a 

2. see pp. 207 – 8 above and notes 3 – 11 above; cf. niese (1888) 5: xiv-xvii; Bickerman (1976 – 80) 2: 
225 n. 1; Kidd 2: 949.

3. on the omission of the oath according to Josephus Contra Apionem 2. 121, see p. 256 below. 
The attempt of shutt (1987) to reconstruct the Greek text of the two libels is not successful; cf. 
schreckenberg (1996) 78.
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groan and tears narrated sorrowfully his enforced circumstances. (93) [He] said 
that he was actually a Greek, and that while he was wandering about the province 
for his livelihood he was suddenly snatched away by foreign men and led away 
to the temple and shut up there, and he was being observed by no one but was 
being fattened by the entire preparation of dishes.4 (94) and actually at first these 
unexpected favors had deceived him and had brought happiness, then suspicion, 
afterwards numbness, and finally consulting the servants attending upon him5  
he had heard the unspeakable law6 of the Jews, for which he was being fed, and 
this they (the Jews) did every year at a certain established time, (95) and actually7 
seized a Greek foreigner8 and fattened him for a year and having led him down to 
a grove9 actually killed this man10 and sacrificed his body according to their rites 
and tasted11 of his flesh12 and made a vow in the sacrificing of the Greek, that they 

4. The words cuncta dapium praeparatione literally mean “with the whole preparation of 
meals,” which makes little sense. in the context, one might have expected a description of food. 
The latin translator probably understood this but had some difficulty with the Greek formula-
tion. The source probably read παντοδαπῇ παρασκευῇ, literally, “with all sorts of preparation,” 
where “preparation” denotes the food prepared rather than the preparation of the food (cf. lsJ 
s.v. παρασκευή ii). The translator made the wrong choice and was left with the problem of finding 
in παντοδαπῇ a reference to food, which the context requires. He would have translated the first 
part of the word correctly (παντο = cuncta, “all,” to agree with praeparatione) but rendered the 
second part falsely due to its superficial resemblance to the latin word for a meal (δαπῇ — dapium, 
“of meals”).

5. ministris ad se accedentibus: literally, “servants coming near to him.” it is possible that accedo 
ad translates προσπολέω = “attend,” “serve.”

6. legem ineffabilem; lex translates νόμος (“law,” “custom”). in this context, not necessarily a law.
7. et compraehendere quidem Graecum peregrinum: quidem (“actually”) strengthens the previ-

ous word (“seized”) for no apparent reason. There are many cases in the latin translation of Contra 
Apionem where quidem appears to strengthen the verb, and most cases may be explained as an 
attempt to translate a Greek particle such as γέ or δή. in this case, however, the text may be corrupt 
and should be emended to read quendam (= τινα, indefinite — “a”), agreeing with Graecum peregri-
num. on quandam, see note 13 below and note 10 for a reversed corruption. The abduction is not 
planned to catch a specific, select individual, but any casual foreigner (Greek).

8. peregrinum is most probably a translation of ἀλλόφυλον, perhaps a misreading of the term 
used in the Greek formulation of the secret oath, ἄλλον φῦλον (a person belonging to another 
race — para. 121; see note 16 below). ξένος would be best translated as alienus or alienigena (but see 
damocritus, note 27 below).

9. ad quandam silvam: silva may mean “a wood” as well as “a grove.” Given the egyptian origin 
of the libel (see discussion on pp. 271 – 76 below), “grove” is preferable. on the translation of quan-
dam, cf. note 13 below. The indefinite silva indicates that the scene of the crime was not determined 
beforehand. The participants, trying to hide the crime, turned into the first grove on their way.

10. occidere quidem eum hominem: in this case, quendam would be impossible, and quidem is 
clearly intended to strengthen the force of the previous verb (cf. note 7 above).

11. Thackeray (1926) translates gustare as “partake,” which is admissible if each portion is under-
stood to be very small. The verb also appears in para. 100.

12. ex eius viscera: the word viscera may denote the important internal organs, such as entrails, 
or more generally, flesh. in the present circumstances, where the participants were the Jewish people
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would have unfriendly relations with the Greeks, and then they threw away the 
remains of the dead man into a pit.13 (96) Then [apion] reports that he (the man) 
said that there were now [only] a few days left for him to live and asked that, blush-
ing at ( = respecting) the gods of the Greeks †he would both overcome† the plots 
of the Jews against his lifeblood, and free him from the evils surrounding him. 14

Josephus omitted the end of the story, but it can be reconstructed from his sub-
sequent refutation of the libel, together with diodorus’s account of the advice 
of the “friends” of antiochus Vii (34/35. 1. 3 – 4):15 upon the discovery of the 
abhorrent practice, antiochus decided to defile the Jewish temple and perse-
cute the Jews and their religion. The text of the libel itself also requires comple-
tion: the wording of the oath of hatred has not been preserved in the extant 
latin translation, but the Greek original is quoted in Josephus’s response (Ap. 
2. 121):

We swear by the god who made the heaven and the earth and the sea to show 
goodwill to no other race, and especially not to Greeks. 16 

or rather a representative crowd, and each portion was in any case small, just enough to be “tasted,” 
the author seems to intend the second meaning. Parallels to the eating of only entrails or of the 
whole body are to be found in Greco-roman literature, notably in references to egyptian practices 
(see pp. 261, 271 – 72 below).

13. quandam foveam suggests ὄρυγμά τι. it is clear that the pit is indefinite; hence the transla-
tion “a pit.” The ceremony is thus performed in haste.

14. ut erubescens Graecorum deos et superantes in suo sanguine insidias Iudaeorum de malis eum 
circumstantibus liberaret: sanguis in this context obviously means “lifeblood,” and the story of the 
cannibalistic feast also does not refer to blood; the text of the sentence is corrupt. Thackeray (1926) 
330 suggests emending so that antiochus is the subject of superans, reading “respecting the gods of 
Greece, and overcoming this Jewish plot against his lifeblood, to deliver . . .”. But this interpretation 
requires in suo sanguine to take on the meaning of in suum sanguinem “against his lifeblood,” and 
the logic of the sentence is suspect; surely it is by delivering the man from his ills that antiochus 
would overcome the plot, and not vice versa. i would suggest reading ut erubescens Graecorum 
deos, et superantes in suo sanguine insidias Iudaeorum <devinceret (destruet, vel sim.) , et> de malis 
eum circumstantibus liberaret, meaning “that, respecting the gods of the Greeks, he would both 
destroy the plots abounding in his blood and free him from the evils encompassing him.” The clause 
superantes in suo sanguine insidias is understood here as a translation of τὰς ἐν τῷ αἵματι αὐτοῦ 
περισσευούσας ἐπιβουλάς. For περισσεύω + ἐν + dat. as equivalent to latin supero + in + abl., see 
Vulgate 1 corinthians 15.58; 2 corinthians 8.7a; 7b; colossians 2.7. For ἐπιβουλαί as insidiae, see acts 
20.19. 

15. see pp. 455 – 57 below on the omission by Posidonius of the blood libel, which was included 
in the original story.

16. reading ἄλλῳ φύλῳ (“to any other race”) rather than ἀλλοφύλῳ (“to a stranger”); cf. ἄλλῳ 
ἔθνει ( “to any other race” in diod. 34/35. 1. 3) and ἀνθρώπων τινί ( “to anyone of men” [ = “any man” ] 
in lysimachus [Joseph. Ap. 1. 309] ).
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r e M a r K s on e a r l i er r e se a rcH 
in the discussion of the ass libel, i already had occasion to refer to elias Bicker-
man’s celebrated article of 1927 on the ass and the blood libels.17 While his sug-
gestion that not only the framework story but also the ass libel originated in 
syria has gained little support, his literary analysis of the blood libel has been 
unanimously applauded, with his suggested origin and dating for it being widely 
accepted.18 it would, then, be appropriate to summarize Bickerman’s conclusions, 
and discuss each in turn.

Bickerman argues that the blood libel, as it appears in apion, is a combination 
of two different versions. He finds shoddy stitching between the two accounts in 
the sentence “having led him down to a certain wood actually [they] killed this 
man || and sacrificed his body according to their rites.” With his typical irony, 
Bickerman comments: “einen schon toten zu opfern, ist etwas zu spät.” 19 His 
assumption is that cult sacrifice necessarily included the killing of the victim, 
and indeed it was a mark of disrespect toward the gods to sacrifice a dead animal. 
in most cult sacrifice ceremonies known to us, the killing is part of the ceremony, 
and it is performed on the altar itself or at its foot.

This statement requires some elaboration, as Jewish sacrificial practice ap-
pears to challenge it. Jewish ritual slaughter, in contrast to the usual Greek 
sacrifice, was not performed exclusively on the altar or at its base. according 
to leviticus (chaps. 1 – 9), the slaughter was performed, as were the prior cer-
emonial activities of the laying on of hands and waving (םמיכה ותנופה), and the 
subsequent activities of skinning, carving, and washing, at the “entrance of 
the tabernacle.” sources referring to the time of the second temple (especially 
Mishna Zebachim) reveal that all these activities were performed in the temple 
court (עזרה), each type of victim in a different place, and it was only after this 
that the blood and the organs were brought to the altar. it might therefore be 

17. see p. 243, note 120 above, and elsewhere. The article was published unchanged in the col-
lection of Bickerman’s papers (1976 – 80). i refer henceforward to the collection, which is readily 
available.

18. see, e.g., Flusser (1949) 105; tcherikover (1961) 366 – 67; lewy (1960) 151; stern, GLAJJ 1: 412; 
Gabba (1989) 644 – 45; Feldman (1993) 127. tcherikover and stern differ from Bickerman with regard 
to the identification of the inventors of the libel. For further criticism, see Bar-Kochva (1996c); 
schäfer (1997a) 60 – 62, 236 – 37.

19. ”to sacrifice someone who is already dead is somewhat too late”: Bickerman (1976 – 80) 2: 238. 
The overall rejection of Bickerman’s analysis of the sentence by schäfer (1997a) 63 – 64 is unsubstanti-
ated. The distinction between two stories integrated in the sentence is inevitable and appears also 
from a good number of indications and considerations detailed below. cf. also notes 9 and 13 above 
on the haste in turning to the grove and getting rid of the victim’s remains in a nearby pit.
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argued that, although all the elements together constitute the sacrifice (and this 
is explicit in lev. 1.3 – 4), the author of the existing version of the libel, aware of 
Jewish procedure, wrongly conceived of the slaughter as an activity separate 
from, and prior to, the sacrifice.

in response to such an argument, it must be said at the outset that the very 
possibility that the author knew the rules of Jewish sacrifice in such detail is 
unlikely in the extreme. Were he to have had even the most basic information 
about Jewish sacrifice, he would have known that the Judaean Jews sacrificed 
only in the Jerusalem temple, and the imagined sacrifice in the grove could not 
have been described by him as “according to their rites.” and had he been at all 
conversant with Jewish sacrificial law, he would have known that the remains 
of a victim were not thrown into a pit, since “that which remaineth . . . ye shall 
burn with fire” (e.g., exod. 12.10; lev. 7.17). above all, Greek and roman authors 
had only a rather general, often even vague, notion of Jewish customs and law, all 
the more so with regard to strictly technical matters such as sacrificial law. The 
descriptions of Jewish rites of sacrifice that have reached us from the literature of 
the period are purely figments of the imagination.20

Bickerman’s basic distinction, therefore, between a story of the killing and 
the story of the sacrifice, stands up to criticism. The same cannot be said of his 
detailed reconstruction of the two versions, their dating, their sources, and their 
literary genre. Bickerman sees the two versions as simply placed back to back 
and connected at the clumsy join already mentioned. it is therefore easy for him 
to separate them. The first version (up to the words “actually killed this man”) 
describes the kidnapping of the victim, his fattening up for a year in the temple, 
and his subsequent removal to the grove where he is killed. The second version 
describes the victim being sacrificed in the temple to the Jewish God and the 
audience tasting of his flesh and swearing an oath of unfriendly relations with 
foreigners, especially Greeks.

Bickerman regards the first version as a variation of the “king of saturnalia” 
celebrations popular in the Greco-roman world as well as in remote cultures.21 
in such a festival, a man would be crowned for the duration of the celebrations, 
would enjoy his temporary status to the utmost, and would be executed at the 
conclusion of the ceremonies.22 The second version, on the other hand, is based 
on the topos of “conspiratorial gatherings”: the conspirators meet secretly, usually 

20. see pp. 30 – 31 above on Theophrastus. on Plutarch Quaestiones conviviales 672B, see Bar-
Kochva (1997b) 405 n. 62.

21. Bickerman (1976 – 80) 235 – 38. The connection with the “king of saturnalia” was first sug-
gested by Müller (1877) 263 ff., and repeated by Friedländer (1903) 385. They, however, do not distin-
guish between the two versions.

22. see, e.g., the survey of Frazer (1913) 9: 306 – 411.
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commit a horrible crime that serves to reinforce their mutual bonds of loyalty, 
and may indulge in a cannibalistic feast.23

Bickerman goes on to identify the inventors of the libel, and determines their 
purpose, accepting Josephus’s comment that the libel was designed “to vouch for 
antiochus and cover up his infidelity and sacrilege, which he perpetrated on our 
people because of a lack of funds” (Ap. 2. 90; cf. 97 ). Bickerman attributes the 
invention of the story (and the two versions of the libel) to seleucid court histori-
ans, who aspired to excuse the unprecedented measures of antiochus epiphanes.24 
The libel helped to justify his persecution of the Jews by demonstrating their 
inhuman character and religion, and by exposing their conspiracy against the 
whole of humankind, especially the Greeks.25 The blood libel was, then, according 
to Bickerman, a Greek-seleucid invention, adapting european folklore material.

Bickerman’s analysis, attractive as it sounds, cannot be accepted in its entirety. 
However, its two most significant elements stand up to criticism: the suggestion 
that there were two versions of the libel (but not Bickerman’s reconstruction); 
and the conclusion (following Josephus and Heinrich Graetz) that the story about 
antiochus’s visit to the temple (not the libel itself) originated in one way or 
another in seleucid propaganda. in the following section, i shall try to reconstruct 
the two versions, and find out whether the libel (as distinct from the framework 
story) was indeed invented by the seleucid court historians, and, finally, attempt 
to trace the ultimate origins of the two versions, and their combination into one.

t H e Pa r a l l e l i n da Mocr i t us 
a n d t H e e X ecu t ion

Before going into the questions just raised, it would be appropriate to consider 
another reference to the blood libel. it appears in the Suda, in an abstract of a 
monograph on the Jews by damocritus, an unknown Hellenistic author probably 
in the period after the destruction of the second temple.26 The entry, brief as it is, 
may help us in reconstructing the full account in apion and the two versions of 
the libel integrated into his story (Suda s.v. Δαμόκριτος):  27

23. Bickerman (1976 – 80) 2: 227 – 31.
24. Bickerman (1976 – 80) 2: 238 – 39. First suggested by Graetz (1872) 199, and repeated by Müller 

(1877) 263 ff.; Friedländer (1903) 385 – 86. The reservations of schäfer (1997a) 74 – 75 are unjustified. 
25. Bickerman (1976 – 80) 2: 243 – 44.
26. on damocritus, see Müller, FHG iV. 377; susemihl (1891) 2: 387 n. 227; reinach (1895) 121; 

Flusser (1949) 104 ff.; stern, GLAJJ 1: 530 – 31. on his dating, see stern, who draws attention to the 
recurrent imperfect form.

27. Δαμόκριτος, ἱστορικός. Τακτικὰ ἐν βιβλίοις β .ʹ Περὶ  Ἰουδαίων· ἐν ὧ φησιν ὅτι χρυσῆν ὄνου 
κεφαλὴν προσεκύνουν καὶ κατὰ ἑπταετίαν ξένον ἀργοῦντες προσέφερον καὶ κατὰ λεπτὰ τὰς σάρ-
κας διέξαινον, καὶ οὕτως ἀνῄρουν. cf. the shortened version s.v. Ἰούδας καὶ  Ἰουδαῖος.
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damocritus, historian. Tactics in two books. On Jews, in which he says they used 
to worship the golden head of an ass, and every seventh year,28 being idle,29 they 
would bring [to the altar]30 a stranger, and bit by bit cut his flesh, and in this way 
destroy him.

We are mainly interested in the penultimate sentence of the passage: κατὰ 
λεπτὰ (bit by bit) τὰς σάρκας (the flesh) διέξαινον (they cut). The verb ξαίνω (and 
διαξαίνω) basically denotes combing wool with a toothed instrument, wire brush, 
or the like. This may at first sight recall later Jewish and christian traditions (in 
Hebrew, aramaic, and syrian) concerning roman tortures and executions of 
martyrs in caesarea Maritima in which an iron comb is used to lacerate the flesh 
of the victim.31 it is, however, impossible to effectively card the flesh bit by bit into 
small pieces, so as to provide for a “taste” of a great crowd. another meaning of 
διαξαίνω is “to tear asunder.” accordingly, the sentence has been interpreted as 
describing the dismemberment of a living man in the sort of frenzied dionysiac 
orgy known from asia Minor and certain Greek islands.32 tearing asunder, how-
ever, is no more successful than carding at producing small pieces.

Greek medical literature provides us with another meaning for διαξαίνω: “to 
cut in the context of small organs and even sinews.” such cutting would clearly 
require a delicate surgical knife.33 execution by cutting into small pieces would 

28. according to the full entry, once in seven years; according to the short version, once in three 
years. The logic of the first version is quite understandable (see below), and therefore it seems prefer-
able. For anthropological parallels for “three years”, see p. 268 below.

29. ἀργοῦντες (“being idle”) is my emendation to the Mss reading ἀγρεύοντες (“hunting”). 
The idea that the Jews first hunted and then brought a victim to the altar would require the aorist 
participle ἀγρεύσαντες. The Mss reading as it stands has the victim being brought to the altar, yet 
being hunted at the same time. The use of the verb ἀγρεύειν in the given context in an entry of a 
lexicon is in itself rather strange. The emendation involves only a slight change. The sense would be 
that while the Jews were idle (every seventh year), they had nothing better to do than bring a foreign 
victim to the altar (see below for more details). a later copyist may not have understood the reference 
to idleness and may have “corrected” the word to ἀγρεύοντες, reasoning that the Jews were not idle 
but “hunting” foreigners.

30. προσέφερον: the verb προσφέρω (offer) is used here elliptically in the sense of “offer a 
sacrifice to a god.” see lXX amos 4.25, where προσφέρω is a literal translation of the Hebrew להגיש 
 μὴ σφάγια καὶ θυσίας προσηνέγκατέ μοι ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ = הזבחים ומנחה הגשתם‐לי במדבר ארבעים שנה)
τεσσαράκοντα ἔτη). cf. Matt. 5.23; Heb. 9.4.

 see, e.g., Bt Berakhot 61b; eusebius On the Martyrs :מסרקות של ברזל and ,מסריקי דפרזלא ,סקרא  .31
of Palestine 6. 6 et passim. cf. Bt Gittin 57b; sanhedrin 96b; and see the synopsis in reeg (1985) 
70*  – 71*.

32. Flusser (1949) 104 ff.; and see Porphyry De abstinentia 2. 55; clement Protrepticus 36P; cf. 
Plutarch Themistocles 3. stern, who accepts Flusser’s interpretation, translates: “They used to kill 
him by carding his flesh into small pieces” (GLAJJ no. 247).

33. see lsJ s.v. διαξαίνω, with references to Galen and rufus Medicus (both second century c.e.)
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be feasible with such a knife, and indeed we have an account of one such incident 
recorded by Juvenal, which arose from the animosity between two egyptian vil-
lages (Juv. Sat. 15. 75 – 83):

They expose their backs to swift flight with the ombians pursuing,
They who inhabit neighboring tentyra of the shady palm.
Here slips one from too much fear, his course
Hastening headlong, and is captured. and him, cut into very many
Bits and small pieces (so that one dead man for many people
Might suffice) entire — with bones devoured — do eat
The victorious crowd. nor did they cook in blazing bronze
or on spits; to such an extent they thought it long and tardy
to wait for fires, content with a corpse uncooked.

The precise point at which the victim dies is not indicated. it does not seem that 
he is being lynched, but rather prepared for the cannibalistic ceremony by being 
cut into many small pieces while still alive. He is diced so that his flesh might 
suffice for many people.34 note that the Jews are said by apion to have tasted, 
not eaten, the flesh of the victim. since the Jewish people (that is, a significantly 
representative sample of it) is supposed to have made up the audience, one might 
suppose that the pieces were too small to afford much more than a taste.35 We 
may infer that damocritus also had in mind some cannibalistic feast.

and the philosopher alexander of aphrodisias (third century): διαξαίνω νεῦρον εἰς ἶνας, διαξαίνω 
ἔντερον. Paulus aegineta (sixth-seventh century) uses the verb to denote the cutting of flesh. on 
surgical knives in the classical world, see Milne (1907) esp. 32 on knives for delicate surgical opera-
tions such as the opening of veins, the removal of moles, etc.

34. a parallel for this is to be found in a midrash about the prophet samuel’s execution of agag, 
the king of amalek: “He was cutting olives (i.e., tiny pieces) of his flesh and feeding them to נעמיות 
(a type of large fowl) . . . (He) chose for him (agag) a bitter death” (Pesikta de-rav Kahana 3. 6; 
cf. Peskita rabbati 12. 13 [55b]. Medieval midrashim like the Pesikta usually draw on earlier ones. 
it may echo some form of egyptian execution recorded in the roman period (see p. 271 below), 
perhaps preceding a cannibalistic ceremony, replaced in the Jewish legend by a reference to feeding 
fowls. i am not aware of this mode of execution occurring in the period when the medieval midrash 
was edited.

35. This also appears from one of Josephus’s rhetorical questions following the libel: “How 
indeed is it possible that all gathered for these victims and the flesh sufficed for so many thousands 
to taste, as apion asserts” (Ap. 2. 100). The reference to apion does not necessarily prove that he 
explicitly mentioned the participation of many thousands of Jews. in view of Josephus’s debating 
techniques, the assertion could have been inferred from the words “the Jews,” which may have pre-
ceded the sentence about the “cannibalistic feast,” or from the general sense of the story. There is an 
interesting anthropological parallel in a Polynesian ceremony. all members of the tribe, including 
small children, were obliged to test the victim when he was the chief of an enemy tribe. The herald 
would even repeat the cry “Has everyone tasted?” see turner (1861) 426 – 27. on “tasting” the flesh of 
murdered people as a form of vengeance, see also clearchus in athenaeus 12. 541e.
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it would seem, then, that damocritus drew ultimately on apion.36 apion’s 
works were, by and large, quite famous in the roman and Greek world, and 
Josephus’s countertreatise considerably increased his reputation as the most 
aggressive Jew-hater. apion’s detailed account was therefore the most natural 
source for an author like damocritus to consult, as he evidently aspired to pres-
ent an extremely negative picture of the Jews. damocritus’s version of the ass libel 
was indeed identical to apion’s: the entry refers to “a golden ass head,” which 
was an “improvement” by apion, and not, as in other sources, to the statue of 
an ass, or of Moses riding on an ass.37 it mentions a sacrifice and an execution 
and implies a cannibalistic feast, indicating that damocritus’s work contained 
the two versions of the blood libel as well. it appears that damocritus (like many 
modern readers) did not notice the internal contradictions in the combined story, 
to the extent that he even wrote about the sacrifice before the killing; at the same 
time, it is possible that he tried to harmonize both versions (the sacrifice and the 
killing) by using the word προσέφερον — “brought [to the altar]” — instead of, for 
example, ἔθυον — “sacrificed.”

it has been argued that damocritus was using another source, since he refers 
to a frequency of once in seven years, while apion speaks of an annual event.38 
This, however, looks like an “improvement” by damocritus upon apion, in 
line with the contemporary merging of the seventh year with the sabbath, the 
increasing interest in, and negative attitude toward, the sabbath, and the ten-
dency to explain its origin by the events in the exodus.39 The line of reasoning 
went like this: Jewish misanthropy was caused by the expulsion from egypt; 
the sabbath (and likewise the sabbatical year) was established by the Jews to 
commemorate their salvation in the wilderness after six days of sufferings;40 and 

36. reinach (1895) 121; (1930) 74 n. 1; Jacoby, FGrH iii.c, no. 730, p. 691.
37. see p. 241 above.
38. see Flusser (1949) 105 – 6; stern, GLAJJ 1: 530. nor do Flusser’s other contentions stand up to 

criticism. cf. Feldman (1993) 127. on the reference to “a stranger” alone, see note 44 below.
39. see the survey of Gentile sources on the sabbath by Whittaker (1984) 63 – 72. on the seventh 

year as a year of rest, see nicolaus in Josephus Bellum Judaicum 1. 60; Antiquitates Judaicae 13. 234; 
tacitus Historiae 5. 4. 3.

40. on the origin of the sabbath: apion in Josephus Contra Apionem 2. 23; Pompeius trogus in 
Justin 36. 2. 14; Plutarch De Iside et Osiride 363c-d; tacitus Historiae 5. 3. 2, 4. 3. on Jewish “misan-
thropy” as a reaction to the expulsion and subsequent suffering, see diodorus 34/35. 1. 2; Pompeius 
trogus in Justin 36. 1. 15; lysimachus in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 309; tacitus Historiae 5. 3. 1. 
The remark by damocritus that the ceremony was held every seventh year may have arisen from 
reflecting upon the connection between the origin of the Jews and saturn, with all that that entails. 
This connection is mentioned in tacitus (Hist. 5. 4. 4) and appeared in earlier sources. The indolence 
of the seven-year sabbatical was adduced as evidence for this connection, with astrological explana-
tions being given for it involving the movements of saturn (Hist. 5. 4. 4). saturn-Kronos was believed 
to have eaten (or swallowed) his sons (Hes. Theog. 453 – 506 and later sources).



 The Seleucid Court scribe(s)   263

by extension the seventh year was chosen for the most vicious expression of 
Jewish misanthropy. The connection between the sabbatical year and the blood 
libel added a new abhorrent dimension to the already deplorable “indolence” of 
the Jews on the sabbath: the author explicitly links their “being idle” (i.e., not 
doing useful work) in the seventh year with their perpetration of the appall-
ing crime. as the elder cato reportedly remarked later, diuturna quies vitiis 
alimenta ministrat (“extended rest provides nourishment to vices,” or in more 
modern parlance, “The devil finds work for idle hands”). after all, one would 
not expect damocritus, who devoted a monograph to the Jews, to always repeat 
verbatim his generally well-known source, without contributing something of 
his own.

The conclusion that damocritus drew on apion helps us in reconstruct-
ing the two versions of apion. There is a conspicuous lacuna in apion’s story 
as quoted by Josephus: the “killing” version does not specify how the victim 
was actually killed. one may assume that some description of the execution 
would have been present in a libel that strove so diligently to demonstrate 
the inhumanity of the Jews. The version of damocritus allows us to complete 
the text of apion in this regard: the victim was killed by cutting his flesh into 
small pieces by means of a special cutting implement, and the pieces were then 
distributed to the crowd for tasting (being too small to qualify for eating). The 
cannibalistic version of the libel was therefore more shocking and monstrous 
than the account as preserved in Josephus. The omission of the description of 
the execution may be attributed to the latin translator: the text of the story 
about the visit of antiochus iV to the temple is evidently abbreviated in places, 
as appears from the absence of the text of the oath. at the same time, a deliber-
ate omission by Josephus, in order to soften the forcefulness of the libel, seems 
even more likely.

t H e sacr i F ice oF t H e V ic t i M at t H e a lta r

The extraordinary form of execution imputed to the Jews in one version of the 
libel reflects on the sacrificial technique in the other version. Would the inven-
tors of this version have missed the opportunity to illustrate the cruelty of the 
Jews afforded by the method of sacrifice? The reference as it now stands is vague: 
“sacrificed his body according to their rites (secundum suas sollemnitates”; Ap. 
2. 95). What then were “their rites,” according to this version in its original 
form? What did Gentiles know or imagine about Jewish sacrificial practices?

The only Greek or Hellenistic description of Jewish sacrifice survived in the 
fragment of Theophrastus on the Jewish people (Porph. Abst. 2. 26). as we saw in 
the analysis of this fragment, Theophrastus reported that the Jews sacrificed ani-
mals by burning them alive until they were completely consumed by the flames 
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(2. 26. 1 – 2).41 Theophrastus even adds that the Jews were the first to practice 
human sacrifice (2. 26. 4); it is not clear whether he added that they continue to do 
so to the present day.42 Whatever the case may be, the statement in the blood libel 
account that the sacrifice of a Gentile was performed “according to their rites” 
suggests that the author intended sacrifice by burning alive. This interpretation 
receives indirect support from a conspicuous parallel in the sources of inspira-
tion for the libel (see p. 274 below).

in principle, the method of killing in both versions of the libel is thus similar: 
the miserable foreigner finds his death in a slow, cruel, and most painful way. The 
form of execution and sacrifice, therefore, was exploited to illustrate further the 
hatred of the Jews toward foreigners. We shall see later (pp. 266 – 67 below) who 
omitted the sacrifice version’s description of burning the victim alive from the 
combined version in the story of the visit of antiochus iV to the temple.

a r econst ruc t ion oF t H e t Wo V er sions:  t H e t e M Pl e 
sacr i F ice a n d t H e ca n n i Ba l ist ic Fe a st i n t H e GroV e

let us return now to Bickerman’s suggested reconstruction. relying on the posi-
tion of the reference in apion to the sacrifice following mention of the killing 
of the victim, Bickerman distinguishes between two versions, one of which, in 
his view, follows the other: (1) the fattening of the victim in the temple and his 
killing in a grove; (2) a sacrificial ceremony (in the temple) that included a can-
nibalistic feast and the taking of an oath of hatred. However, the killing of the 
stranger bit by bit, as preserved by damocritus, obviously preceded the canni-
balistic feast, not the sacrifice. Moreover, why would a man be led to a grove and 
killed there if he has just spent time in the temple, a place dedicated to slaughter 
(and sacrifice)? again, the account implies a conspiratorial secrecy (hiding the 
man in the temple; killing him in a grove of all places; efforts to remove all traces 
of the crime); yet although temples had plenty of hidden chambers, it is precisely 
at the commencement of the crime that the man is removed from his seclusion in 
the temple and transported through the city and then beyond, to a grove, where 
at last the extreme secrecy can be resumed.

These and previous observations suggest a few points that should be consid-
ered in a reconstruction of the two versions. The elements in each of the following 
pairs cannot belong to the same account: (1) the incarceration in the temple; the 
abduction to a grove; (2) the temple sacrifice; the killing of the victim in a grove; 
(3) the holocaust sacrifice; the cannibalistic feast; (4) the complete burning of 
the victim in the temple; the disposal of the remains in a pit. in other words, the 

41. see pp. 24 – 30 above.
42. see p. 30, note 49 above.
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killing in the grove, the cannibalistic feast, and the disposal of the remains in a 
pit all belong to the “killing” version, not the “sacrifice” version. The reference to 
an oath, as it stands in the present text (“and made a vow in the sacrifice of the 
Greek”), certainly belongs to the sacrifice version; but this does not preclude a 
similar oath in the original “killing” version.

The fattening in the temple is problematic if it took a whole year (Ap. 2. 95). 
The opening sentence to the libel states that the practice was repeated annually 
“at a certain established time.” However, the foreigner (a casual merchant or the 
like — cf. 91), might not be available for capture exactly one year before his planned 
sacrifice. one of the two sentences under discussion, therefore, seems to be an 
addition, probably by the author of the story about antiochus iV’s visit to the 
temple. The reference to the fattening of the victim in the temple might well be 
the suspected interpolation, as it would help integrate the libel into his account. 
instead of antiochus arriving improbably exactly at the time of the sacrifice, he 
enters the temple at any time during the year preceding it, learns the details of the 
sacrifice at his leisure, and manages to save the victim to boot. The fattening also 
lends to the story a tragic character: the perks following the kidnapping come as 
a pleasant surprise to the Greek, who at first ignores his confinement and enjoys 
being showered with all sorts of good things. When at last the bitter truth begins 
to dawn on him, he sinks into a deep depression.43 The comparison of literary and 
anthropological parallels, which follows, corroborates the hypothesis that the 
fattening of the victim is an addition to the original “sacrifice” libel.

That the author of the framework story intervenes here and there may be 
seen in the reference to the descent of the victim. in the sentence referring to 
the abduction (95), obviously common to both versions, the victim is awkwardly 
described as a “Greek foreigner” (Graecus peregrinus). The expression is not 
merely an accidental verbosity or the result of the combination of two versions, 
but rather a later addition of the epithet “Greek” to the original “foreigner.” This 
appears in the wording of the oath, “to show goodwill to no other race (ἄλλῳ 
φύλῳ), and especially not to Greeks” (121), where the final clause is certainly an 
addition: the parallels in lysimachus (Ap. 1. 309) and diodorus (34/35. 1. 3) state 
only that Moses instructed his people “to show goodwill to no man” and “not 
to share table with any other nation, nor to show [them] any goodwill at all,” 
respectively. The additions “Greek” and “Greeks” were required in the context 
of the story about antiochus epiphanes, where the kidnapped man is naturally 
described as a Greek (Ap. 2. 93) and is said to have appealed to the “gods of the 
Greeks” (96).44

43. The tragic shaping of the story is indicated by Josephus (para. 97: “huiusmodi ergo fabula 
non tantum omni tragoedia plenissima est . . . ”). see in detail Flusser (1949) 116 – 18.

44. damocritus refers only to a xenos (stranger); a writer living in the roman period, after the
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The text of the two versions can now be reconstructed. in the following, 
square brackets indicate my supplements to apion’s text based on damocritus 
and Theophrastus; curly brackets indicate interpolations made by the author 
of the framework story; angular brackets indicate a supplement derived from 
the refutation by Josephus in Contra Apionem 2. 122; and parentheses indicate 
possible supplements:

Version A. The “human sacrifice” (Temple sacrifice, oath)
The practice was repeated annually at a certain established time. They seized a 
{Greek} foreigner {and fattened him for a year} and sacrificed him {his body} [by 
burning it alive] according to their rites . . . and made a vow in the sacrificing of 
the foreigner {Greek}, that they would have unfriendly relations with foreigners 
{Greeks}: <“we swear by the god who made the heaven and the earth and the sea to 
show goodwill to no race {and especially not to Greeks}>.

Version B. The “cannibalistic feast”  
(in a grove, killing, feast disposal) 
They seized a {Greek} foreigner, and having led him down to a certain grove killed 
this man [cutting his body into small pieces] and tasted of his flesh (and vowed to 
have unfriendly relations with foreigners {Greeks} <“we swear . . .” etc.>), and then 
they threw away the remains of the dead man into a certain pit.

The antiochus author combined the two versions, holding as far as possible to 
the natural order of subjects. Where they were more or less identical he would 
quote only one version, as he would also do in the case of any subject appearing in 
one version only. Where the two versions differed, he would copy both versions, 
one after the other, for that particular information. The following outline may 
illustrate his method:

 1. timing: a once a year, at a fixed time; B once a year
 2. “selection” and identity of the victim: a, B kidnapping a foreigner
 3. crime and scene of crime: B killing in a grove; a sacrifice in the temple
 4. accompanying ceremonies: B cannibalistic feast, oath(?); a oath of hatred
 5. disposal: B remains thrown into a pit; a complete burning of victim

in this way, the antiochus author incorporated all the components of the two 
versions of the blood libel. He was anxious not to lose any piece of vicious rumor 
imputed to the Jews, in order to magnify the abhorrent impression of the alleged 
Jewish practices. However, the reference to the victim’s being burned alive (“sac-
rifice” version) had to be omitted, because this did not square with the more hor-

destruction of the second temple, would prefer to portray Jewish hatred as directed against all 
strangers, not just against Greeks. Be that as it may, we have just an extremely short entry.
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rific cannibalistic version: there would have been nothing left to kill by cutting 
into pieces, or to “taste” once the victim had been burned alive. to many ancients 
(and to medieval christians), cannibalism was much more repulsive than the 
act of burning alive, and it was even conceived as a crime against humanity. 
This patchwork method of blending two different versions into one account was 
quite common in Greek and roman literature, and it is well known to scholars of 
ancient Judaism from Josephus’s Jewish Antiquities.45

l i t er a ry a n d et H noGr a PH ica l Pa r a l l e l s 
a n d t H e t y PoloGy oF t H e stor i e s

Bickerman classifies the two versions (as he sees them) as types of the “king of 
saturnalia” and “conspiracy” (coniuratio) stories. He further argues that while 
there are no parallels to these versions in the orient, one can find a good number 
of literary and anthropological equivalents in the Greco-roman world and in 
remote cultures. consequently, he reaches the conclusion that these “northern” 
materials inspired the two versions of the blood libel, and that they were invented 
in the same circle of seleucid court historians that composed the framework 
story of antiochus iV’s visit to the temple.

as a matter of fact, the typological parallels cited by Bickerman bear only a 
vague similarity to the two versions as reconstructed by him. The identification 
of the “sacrifice” version as belonging to the “king of saturnalia” type is certainly 
mistaken: the saturnalia celebrations were cheerful events, aimed at recalling 
nostalgically the Golden age, while the motivation of the Jews is clearly to instill 
and perpetuate animosity toward strangers; the “king of saturnalia” enjoyed a 
period of pseudo-rule, taking part in public celebrations, feasts, and a variety 
of pleasures, but the victim of the Jews is confined in the temple (“shut up and 
observed by no one”), and his only pleasure is excessive food in solitude; the 
Jews’ victim was chosen just because he was a “foreigner,” while the “king of 
saturnalia” could be a prisoner, convicted criminal, prisoner of war, poor local 
man, or one of the community chosen by lot — but not, so far as i know, a casual 
foreigner; 46 the execution of the “king of saturnalia” was never performed by 
sacrifice on the altar, but by stoning, hanging, beheading, crucifixion, or even 
having the victim cut his own throat.

let us turn to literary or anthropological parallels to the two versions as 

45. see, e.g., pp. 401–9 and cf. p. 324 below.
46. The albanian human sacrifice (strabo 11. 4. 7), in which a foreigner is fattened for a year and 

then executed, does not contain the features of the “king of saturnalia” feast (pace Bickerman [1976 – 

80] 2: 236 – 37), nor does it present a real parallel to the first version as reconstructed by Bickerman. 
see the text, p. 269 below.
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reconstructed above. in order to distinguish between apparent and real parallels, 
we need to separate the elements of “human sacrifice” stories and practices and 
list the many variations.47 The following list, which is not exhaustive, presents the 
common components: 

 1.  Frequency of the event: annually at a fixed date (feast of Thargelia [May], 
easter, Fourteenth of March, February, June); occasionally, in response to 
a misfortune (plague, drought, famine); once every three years48

 2.  choice and identity of the victim: child; beautiful lad; prisoner of war; 
foreigner; slave; slave, well proportioned, without any fault or blemish; 
temple servant who went into a frenzy; sinner; criminal; prisoner; con-
victed prisoner; man sentenced to death; ugly and deformed person of 
the community; village idiot; degraded and useless man of the community; 
man of the poorer classes who offers himself as a scapegoat; citizen or 
soldier chosen by lot

 3.  Preparations: a whole year, the victim being fed on “choice and pure food”; 
one year of fattening, the victim bound with fetters; excommunication six 
days before execution49

 4.  Place of execution: outside the city; a remote and isolated temple; a cliff; 
a seashore; the stairs of a temple; inside a temple; outside a temple50

 5.  Form of execution: burning alive; killing by a spear thrust before burning; 
stoning; drowning in the sea; opening the chest and taking out the heart; 
beheading; beheading and impaling the head; cutting the throat; committing 
suicide in one way or another; flogging to death; hanging; crucifying; throw-
ing from a cliff; sacrificing on the altar to a god; striking a lance through the 
side into the heart; burying alive up to the neck in sand

 6.  accompanying or preliminary ceremonies: a procession in which the victim 
is led through the streets and beaten with long white rods; the victim, dressed 
in sacred garments and bedecked with holy branches, is led through the 
whole city, accompanied by prayers that all the evils of the people might fall 
on him; the victim, wearing a string of black or white figs around his neck, 

47. see esp. Frazer (1913) 9: 170 – 305; schwenn (1915); loeb (1927); Hogg (1958); shankman (1969); 
sagan (1974); tannahill (1975); Harris (1977); Hughes (1991). and there are many more. Most of the 
studies and collections concentrate, naturally, on anthropological material from the continents of 
africa and america. These have not been included in the summary above.

48. outside of europe: once in half a year; once in three, five, or seven years.
49. outside of europe: a year or six months in which the victim is worshipped as a god, orna-

mented accordingly, delicately nurtured (to keep a slim figure), strolling through the streets playing 
the flute, dancing and singing; the victim is part of the community for five years, receiving the 
weapons, clothes, and even the wives of a fallen hero, for which he pays the price in due course.

50. on the origins and purposes of the story and the reference to iphigenia, see Griffiths (1948a) 
413 – 14.
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is led around the city; the victim eats a meal of dried figs, a barley loaf, and 
cheese, then is beaten seven times upon his genitals with squills and branches 
of wild trees while the flute plays a particular tune; a complex and extremely 
lengthy series of tortures

 7.  Purpose of the ceremony (usually only implied): the victim is a scapegoat; to 
expel evils, demons, evil spirits; to overcome witchcraft; to appease a certain 
deity; to remove plagues, pestilence, drought, scarcity, and other misfortunes; 
to atone; the victim is a substitute for a ruler (so that he might not be hurt); to 
promote fertility or healthy crops; to symbolize the death of a deity and the 
birth of a new one; to divine the future; to purify; to inaugurate a new temple 
or house

The combinations are many and various, but there is no single case that pres-
ents more than one feature identical to the “human sacrifice” version in apion. 
The only case i could track down that refers to the sacrifice of an abducted Greek 
or foreigner is the story in Herodotus about the practice of the tauri residing in 
the crimea (4. 103):

For [the tauri] sacrifice to the virgin both those shipwrecked and whichever sea-
farers of the Greeks they might capture, in this sort of way: having begun, they 
smite the head with a club; some say that they push the body down from the cliff 
(for the temple was founded on a cliff), but the head they impale; others agree about 
the head but say that the body is not pushed from the cliff but buried in earth. The 
tauri themselves say that this daemon to whom they sacrifice is iphigeneia, the 
daughter of agamemnon.

all the elements of this story differ from those of the report of human sacrifice in 
apion, apart from the kidnapping of a foreigner (a Greek was not mentioned in 
the original report, as we have noted above): the event is not seasonal or annual 
but takes place whenever a suitable victim is captured; there may be several 
victims, and not just one individual; the victim is not sacrificed upon the altar 
but killed by striking his head with a club; his body and head are not dealt with 
as in ordinary sacrifices; finally, the motivation does not seem to be to perpetuate 
hatred toward foreigners or other nations, but to appease a goddess. other refer-
ences to the story about the tauri (esp. in apollod. Epit. 6. 26; diod. 4. 44. 7) offer 
no closer similarities.

another case worth quoting refers to human sacrifice by the albanians (strabo 
11. 4. 7):

There officiates a man most honored (after the king, of course), being in charge of 
the sacred land, plentiful and well populated, (in charge) both of this and of the 
temple slaves, many of whom are possessed and utter prophecies; whoever of these 
becomes possessed too much wanders alone in the woods, and this man the priest 
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arrests, binds with a sacred chain, nourishes sumptuously for that year, then, hav-
ing been led forth to the sacrifice of the goddess, having been anointed, is sacrificed 
along with other victims. The way of the sacrifice is this: someone holding a sacred 
lance, with which it is the custom to perform human sacrifice, approaches out of 
the multitude and smites through the side into the heart, not inexperienced in such 
a thing; when [the victim] has fallen, some divinations are indicated from the fall 
and are made common knowledge; the body is brought to a certain place, and they 
all walk upon it, treating it as a means of purification.

The only certain similarity with the “human sacrifice” version in apion is the 
fattening of the victim for one year, and this may take place in a temple. it has 
been observed above, however, that the fattening element in apion’s account had 
been introduced by the author of the framework story.51 no other similarity is 
to be found: the timing, the identity of the victim, the motivation, the place and 
form of execution, the accompanying ceremonies, are all different.52

next, the second version of the libel in apion, the story about the killing and 
the cannibalistic feast. This may certainly be considered a “conspiracy” story, as 
indicated by Josephus himself in his criticism: “Who of these (i.e., egyptians, and 
many others apart from Greeks) does not happen to wander sometimes about us, 
that we should act only against <Greeks > when the conspiratorial oath (coniura-
tio) is renewed through the pouring out of blood?” (Ap. 2. 99). Bickerman quotes 
as parallels three notorious cases of “conspiracy” stories from Hellenistic and 
roman literature: the supporters of tarquin, the last king of rome (Plut. Popl. 4); 
apollodorus of cassandreia, the hated tyrant from the period of the successors 
(diod. 22. 5); and the notorious assembly imputed to catiline.53 The two latter 
stories are very similar: the victim was a youth (in the case of apollodorus, one 
with whom the tyrant had had intimate relations); he is slaughtered; the conspira-
tors eat his entrails and drink of his blood mixed with wine. The tarquin legend 
provides less information. it tells of catching or touching the entrails, of blood 
being poured, of a “great and terrible” oath being sworn by the conspirators. 
except for the general principle of the secret assembly, the details differ from the 
“cannibalistic feast” in apion’s account: the crime scene is a darkened chamber, 
not a grove; the victim does not represent the hated enemy (quite the reverse); 
he is killed in a more conventional manner than having his flesh cut into small 
pieces; his entrails, not his “flesh,” are given to the conspirators; being few, they 
do not just have a taste, but enough of a portion to warrant the use of the verb “to 
eat”; they even drink of the blood (which does not appear in apion’s version). in 

51. see p. 265 above.
52. cf. pp. 264, 267 above with regard to Bickerman’s suggested reconstruction of the first version.
53. sallust De Catilinae coniuratione 22; Plutarch Cicero 10; dio cassius 37. 30. 3. see Bickerman 

(1976 – 80) 2: 228 – 29.
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only one case, that of tarquin, do we find the oath that figures in apion (in the 
presented text, only in the “human sacrifice” version).54 This survey shows that 
there are no convincing parallels to the two versions of the blood libel in Greco-
roman and other european practices. only the general principles are occasion-
ally similar — the execution of a Greek to a daemon (but a Greek one) in one case, 
and murder and cannibalistic activity to strengthen the bonds of conspiracy in a 
few others. The specific details are different, except for the fattening of a victim 
for a year, which appears more than once in european traditions. But the last 
feature is an addition made by the author of the framework story.

eGy P t i a n sou rce s oF i n For M at ion

now to the egyptian material, where the parallels are much closer to the blood 
libel. The “cannibalistic” version of the libel recalls Juvenal’s account of the exe-
cution of a captive captured by egyptian farmers (Sat. 15. 75 – 83):55 the victim is 
an enemy and is killed by being cut “into many bits and small pieces,” and these 
are eaten (or rather tasted) by the great crowd. The “sacrifice” version of the blood 
libel resembles an annual ceremony carried out in egypt in which a foreigner 
is sacrificed by being burned alive (diod. 1. 88. 4 – 5; Plut. De Is. et Os. 380d; see 
further below).

only egypt provides a possible parallel for the two versions of the blood 
libel in one account (obviously separated). This is to be found in an episode that 
occurred in egypt at the time of Marcus aurelius (Epit. dio cass. 72. 4. 1):56

Those called Bucoli ( = “shepherds”; worshippers of dionysus? ) created unrest 
throughout egypt and, under a priest, isidorus, caused the other egyptians to 
revolt. at first, arrayed in women’s garments, they had deceived the centurion 
of the romans, as if they were wives of the Bucoli and about to give him gold on 
account of their husbands, and had cut him into pieces (κατέκοψαν — perhaps “cut 
down”) when he approached them. They also sacrificed his companion, and they 
swore an oath over his entrails and these they devoured.

The sacrificial victim in this case, the companion of the centurion, would himself 
have been a roman soldier, thus representing the hated enemy. He is first sacri-
ficed and then devoured. The rebels, egyptian peasants, are led by a priest, and the 
victim is sacrificed to a certain god; and the rebels swear an oath, presumably of 

54. The resemblance to the second version of Bickerman’s reconstruction (sacrifice in the tem-
ple, cannibalistic feast, oath of hatred, the throwing of the remains into a pit) is no closer.

55. For the text, see p. 261 above. The description of the cannibalistic sacrifice of leucippe by 
egyptian robbers in achilles tatius (3. 15) may well have been of european origin and therefore will 
not be discussed here.

56. Mentioned by Bickerman (1976 – 80) 2: 229 – 30 as an illustration of the “conspiracy” topos.
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hatred toward the enemy. The religious features indicate that the episode echoes 
an ancient egyptian practice. The killing of the roman centurion also deserves 
attention: the verb used to describe it is κατέκοψαν (either “they cut into pieces” 
or “they cut down”). does the eleventh-century epitome of dio cassius hint at a 
story about another cannibalistic feast involving the roman centurion himself?

These striking parallels and the origin of the ass libel, related in the same con-
text, in the egyptian identification of the Jewish god with seth-typhon suggest 
that the blood libel also has an egyptian origin.57 There are indeed parallels to the 
two versions of the blood libel in the seth-typhon legends.58

one cannot ignore the similarity between the “cannibalistic feast” version 
and the traditions about the murder of osiris by seth-typhon. From egyptian 
and Greek sources, it appears that there were two main versions.59 according 
to the first, preserved in its Hellenistic form by Plutarch, osiris was tricked into 
being locked in a chest and was then drawn into the nile. later on, his body was 
dismembered by typhon into fourteen pieces.60 This dismemberment is at some 
remove from the killing. The second version, more relevant to the present discus-
sion, reports the killing of osiris, his immediate dismemberment into twenty-six 
pieces, and a cannibalistic feast to strengthen the bonds of fidelity. The most 
detailed record of this version has survived in diodorus’s précis of Hecataeus’s 
Aegyptiaca, itself written in the first years of Ptolemaic rule (diod. 1. 21. 2 – 3):

For they say that osiris, lawfully ruling egypt, was destroyed by typhon, his brother, 
who was violent and impious. He divided the body of the murdered into six and 
twenty pieces and gave to each one of his fellow attackers a part, wishing all to share 
the pollution, and by this believing that he would have secure fellow strugglers and 
guards for his kingdom.

57. see pp. 243 – 49 above.
58. see in detail Bar-Kochva (1996d) 366 – 72, summarized accurately by Kasher (1996) 391.The 

link was first suggested, and in a general way, by yoyotte (1963) 141, without mentioning typhon, and 
treating the libel as all of a piece: “des détails glanés chez les auteurs d’époque romaine confirment 
l’origine pharaonique d’une bonne part de la thématique antijuive. les juifs sont censés se livrer au 
meurtre rituel (avec démembrement de la victime). Bien que des récits de cet ordre aient figuré dans 
la littérature antiperse à l’encontre des mercenaires grecs d’amasis [ . . . ] on ne peut s’emprêcher 
de déceler là un cas de l’assimilation de l’étranger abhorré à seth, qui tua osiris et le coupa en 
morceaux.” Publishing my article in 1996, i was still unaware of yoyotte’s  note and have to apologize 
for not crediting it at that time.

59. on the two versions, see Griffiths (1960a) 5 – 6; te Velde (1977) 84. to the later sources should 
be added the interesting version of Firmicus Maternus in On the Errors of Pagan Religion 2. 1 – 3. it is 
unanimously agreed that this version reflects early egyptian traditions. 

60. Plutarch De Iside et Osiride 356B-c, 357F-358a; cf. 368a. it is unanimously agreed that this 
version reflects early egyptian traditions. The much-discussed allegorical meanings in the account 
are irrelevant to our discussion.
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This version is discernible in egyptian explanations for the names and nick-
names of the heroes of this mythological drama, and in the application of the 
“tit-for-tat” principle in egyptian traditions concerning the punishment of seth. 
There was, for example, an egyptian pseudoetymology for the name seth as “the 
splitter,” and osiris, his victim, is sometimes referred to as “the dismembered 
one.” 61 There is another legend about the dismemberment of seth himself by his 
rival, Horus.62 two inscriptions boast about the cutting of seth and his followers 
into pieces.63 Pyramid texts treat as a sacred vendetta ritual the cutting of the 
flesh of animal sacrifices symbolizing seth.64 in the Persian period, when hatred 
of typhon, the god of the foreigners, grew as a result of the occupation, there was 
a daily ritual in the temple of osiris in abydos and in other egyptian temples, in 
which there was a call to “overthrow seth and his gang,” followed by a symbolic 
vengeance against seth: a figure of seth, made of red wax or wood or drawn 
on paper, was abused, pierced by a spear, cut into pieces with a knife, and then 
thrown onto the fire.65 Here may be detected the two elements of the vengeance 
against foreigners in the composite blood libel against the Jews: cutting into 
pieces and burning.

The main features of the cannibalistic version of the osiris murder resemble 
those of the “cannibalistic feast” version of the blood libel: a secret assembly of 
conspirators; a murder; the murder has a religious significance; the victim is a 
rival/enemy; he is cut into pieces; each of the conspirators is given a portion of 
the flesh (not just the entrails); the ceremony is meant to reinforce the loyalty and 
mutual commitment of the conspirators and unite them in their hatred of a com-
mon target. The identification of seth with the Jewish god and/or Moses would 
have inspired egyptian storytellers in their development of the “cannibalistic 
feast” version of the blood libel.

The dissimilarities may be put down to a difference in background, while 
there are two additional features peculiar to the anti-Jewish libel that may have 
appeared in the original osiris legend but have not survived. The victim of the 
Jews is cut into small pieces, and his flesh is only tasted; this is due to the great 
number of participants implied, while typhon’s gang numbered only twenty-
six conspirators. The egyptian crime scene is not mentioned in the abbreviated 
story of diodorus, but it could well have been described in the fuller account in 
Hecataeus (or in his sources) as a grove, the safest open air refuge available for a 
group of conspirators on the sandy and flat egyptian landscape. The absence in 

61. see te Velde (1977) 5 – 6.
62. see Griffiths (1966) 7.
63. te Velde (1977) 4, and nn. 5 – 6.
64. Griffiths (1966) 38, 148 – 49.
65. see te Velde (1977) 150 – 51.
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diodorus of any references to the way osiris was killed is not necessarily a result 
of abbreviation: egyptian texts say only that seth “threw osiris on the ground” or 
“on his side,” which simply means that he killed him.66 For some religious reason 
they refrained from going into detail.67 The dismemberment of osiris into twenty-
six parts afterward indicates a killing technique differing from that imputed to the 
Jews. in the absence of an explicit reference, the inventor of the anti-Jewish libel 
could have taken the liberty of foisting upon the Jews an exceedingly monstrous 
mode of execution. He did not have to exert himself to find it: this cruel method of 
killing was known to him from egypt (cf. Juvenal and dio cassius, quoted above).

a clear parallel to the “human sacrifice” version appears in the traditions refer-
ring to a symbolic punishment of typhon himself (Hecataeus in diod. 1. 88. 4 – 5):

it was agreed to sacrifice flame-red oxen, since such a one, because of the color, was 
thought to have become typhon, who had plotted against osiris and had received 
his punishment from isis because of the murder of her husband. among men too, 
they say, in ancient times, those of the same color as typhon were sacrificed by the 
kings at the tomb of osiris. so few of the egyptians are to be found red-headed, but 
many of the foreigners. For this reason there prevailed among the Greeks the story 
about the foreigner killing of Busiris, not the king named Busiris, but the tomb of 
osiris having this name in the dialect of the locals.

The Busiris tradition in the first or second century c.e. contains an explicit refer-
ence to the sacrifice of foreigners in egypt (ps.-apollod. Bibl. 2. 116):

Busiris, son of Poseidon and of lysianassa, daughter of epaphus, was king of [egypt]. 
He sacrificed the foreigners on Zeus’s altar according to a certain oracle; for barren-
ness had seized egypt for nine years.

These traditions can be supplemented by a short passage of Manetho, preserved 
in Plutarch (De Is. et Os. 380d):

For in the city of eileithyia, as Manetho has recorded, they used to completely burn 
men alive, calling them typhonians, and, by winnowing, removed and scattered 
their ashes. But this was done openly and at a particular time in the dog days.68

The similarity to the “human sacrifice” version in apion is evident: the victim is a 
foreigner, certainly kidnapped; he symbolizes typhon, the god of the foreigners, 
the hated enemy of the autochthonous egyptians; the events take place annually 

66. see te Velde (1977) 84.
67. Griffiths (1960) 5 – 6; (1966) 3 – 4; te Velde (1977) 83.
68. cf. Plutarch De Iside et Osiride 362e-F, 363B-c, 364B. The information was taken from 

Manetho’s On Egyptian Customs and Piety. see Hopfner (1940 – 41) 1: 72 – 73. The connection between 
the Jewish sacrifice of the red cow and the tradition described in Hecataeus-diodorus has already 
been observed: see, e.g., neher-Bernheim (1963) 112 – 13.
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at a fixed date; the victim is sacrificed to a god; the sacrifice is burned alive; and 
finally, the ceremony is a kind of ancient vendetta and expresses hatred toward 
the victim and what he represents. Manetho may well have referred to his own 
time. The alleged contemporary sacrifice of foreigners in egypt is mentioned by 
Greek authors even as late as the second century c.e.69

one apparent feature of apion’s “human sacrifice” version is missing from the 
egyptian practice: the fattening of the victim for a year. For reasons connected 
with the logical sequence of this version, it was suggested above that the fattening 
of the victim should be regarded as an addition by the author of the framework 
story. The absence of this feature from the sacrifice of the “typhonians” and its 
appearance in european traditions would tend to confirm this hypothesis.

There is yet another conspicuous absence: both typhonian traditions, as we now 
have them, fail to mention an oath. it is possible that an omission occurred in the 
abridgment by diodorus of Hecataeus’s account (as happened with the wording of 
the oath in the direct account of the libel in Josephus). We may recall that a secret 
oath appears in the story about the scattering and burying of osiris’s dismembered 
body by isis. she is said to have “summoned all the priests group by group and 
required them to swear to reveal to no one the trust (πίστιν) about to be given to 
them” (diod. 1. 21. 5 – 6). is this secret oath intended to counteract a possible oath 
of typhon and his followers, which strengthened the bonds of fidelity between the 
conspirators? The tendency to reverse some of typhon’s actions and relate them in 
one way or another to his opponents is evident in the myths of isis and Horus.70

Both the taking of an oath on such occasions and the contents of the alleged 
Jewish oath (“to show goodwill to no race”) have their parallels in evidently 
egyptian practice and tradition: an oath was mentioned in the above-quoted 
account of the egyptian Buccoli who sacrificed and devoured two roman soldiers 
(dio cass. 72. 4. 1). The misanthropic contents of the Jewish oath is reminiscent 
of an instruction ordained, according to Manetho, by osarseph (Joseph-Moses): 
“to have contact with no one except the fellow conspirators” (συνάπτεσθαι δὲ 
μηδενὶ πλὴν τῶν συνομωμοσμένων, Joseph. Ap. 1. 239). The instruction is said to 
have been enhanced by an oath.71 Moreover, the phrasing of the oath is actually 
identical to the principal precept imputed to Moses by lysimachus (Joseph. Ap. 1. 
309), whose account of the Jewish origo is evidently a collection of egyptian ver-

69. see the sources in Frazer (1921) 1: 224 n. 1; Griffiths (1948a). They refer to sextus empiricus 
and Porphyry, and to seleucus, an alexandrian author active in rome during the reign of trajan, 
who wrote a work on human sacrifice in egypt (ath. 4. 172d).

70. see, e.g., Griffiths (1960a); (1960) 5, 15, 34, 99, 113; (1966) 7, 38, 147 – 49; (1970) 409, 551 – 55; te 
Velde (1977) 4, 53 ff., 94 and n. 6, 150 – 51. see also Plutarch De Iside et Osiride 358B, 363B, 373c.

71. The lepers and other polluted people in egypt take an oath to abide by osarseph’s commands 
(Joseph. Ap. 1. 238). These comprise four basic instructions (para. 239): the first three are directed 
against egyptian religious beliefs and practices (not to bow to the sculptures of the gods, nor to
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sions of the Jews’ residence in egypt and their exodus-expulsion.72 These parallels 
and the need to supplement it with the words “and especially not to the Greeks,” 73 
indicate that the Urtext of the oath was a local, egyptian invention.74 

in the cannibalistic legend, typhon is the murderer-conspirator, while in the 
story about his sacrifice, he (or rather the red-haired foreigner who represents 
him) is the subject of vengeance. This difference, however, should not affect the 
comparison with the two versions of the libel: what counts is the striking typologi-
cal similarity between the stories, which indicates that the “human sacrifice” was 
inspired, like the “cannibalistic feast,” by the plentiful mine of typhon traditions, 
irrespective of the specific role of typhon in each case. Furthermore, the inversion 
of the exodus stories and of anti-egyptian accounts is particularly noticeable in 
the series of anti-Jewish accusations in Hellenistic egyptian literature.75  The inver-
sion technique may also explain the attribution of human sacrifice to the Jews.

t H e coM Posi t e V er sion  
a n d t H e story oF a n t iocH us i n t H e t e M Pl e

to close this discussion, we shall return to the question of authorship: who com-
posed the story of antiochus’s visit to the temple, and who invented the blood 
libel? as far as the first question is concerned, Heinrich Graetz and elias Bicker-

worship animals but to sacrifice and consume them). The fourth instruction, prohibiting contacts 
with other people, cannot be — as might be suggested — an interpolation taken from the alleged 
Jewish oath in the ceremony of the blood libel. after all, that oath does not mention “the fellow 
conspirators.” The instruction may well reflect a traditional egyptian formulation of such an oath 
based on the oath in some version of the osiris murder by the “conspirators.” Given the context, 
the meaning of the fourth instruction is not universal, and the next paragraph (240) defines all 
the instructions as anti-egyptian. on the question of the authenticity of the passages attributed to 
Manetho, see pp. 246–47 above.

72. The almost identical oath in diodorus (34/35. 1. 2 fin.) was certainly inspired by the formula-
tion of the oath in the blood libel and/or its sources. cf. p. 327 below.

73. see p. 256 above, and cf. the addition of “Greek” in the text of the libel (para. 95).
74. Pace Bickerman (1976 – 80) 2: 226  – 27, who argues for a Greek origin of the oath, comparing it 

to an inscription of 220 b.c.e. from crete (Syll.3 i. 527, ll. 30 ff.). However, that oath is not universal 
but is applied against a neighboring city; its contents go into many minute details, situations, and 
possibilities, and the expression closest to the alleged Jewish oath is μήτε καλῶς φρονήσειν (= not to 
think “nobly”). such an oath is not exactly equivalent to the “Jewish” vow “to show no goodwill to 
any race” (Ap. 2. 121). The late date and provenance of the cretan inscription also diminish its weight 
as evidence for a Greek origin of the Jewish oath, and the parallels mentioned above tilt the balance 
in favor of an egyptian source. after all, a variety of similar vows of animosity are known from 
egypt and the ancient near east, and they find their equivalents in plenty of negative advice, some 
of which is converted to positive advice (i.e., to show excessive goodwill toward an enemy), scattered 
throughout the oriental (including biblical) wisdom literature.

75. see pp. 326 – 32 below.
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man (following Josephus) have suggested that it was composed by a seleucid 
court historian,76 while stern thinks that the story originated with “anti-semitic 
alexandrians, who regarded antiochus as the prototype and a champion of Hel-
lenic anti-semitism against the enemies of mankind.” 77 However, it still remains 
most probable that the story (as distinct from the libel) was composed by a 
seleucid historian of the generation of antiochus iV. The likely inclusion of the 
story in the work of timochares, the seleucid court historian, some time in the 
early twenties of the second century b.c.e., and its appearance in the original text 
of the advice of the seleucid “friends” of antiochus Vii sidetes,78 can point only 
to an official seleucid origin.

a story about ritual murders and cannibalistic acts would have justified the 
persecution of the Jewish religion and the imposition of restrictions in the eyes of 
the Hellenistic and roman audience, whose positive opinion was highly prized 
by the seleucids. The druids were similarly persecuted and restricted by the 
romans on the pretext that they indulged in human sacrifice and cannibalism.79 
Furthermore, the Jewish victims were of other races. antiochus, therefore, is 
portrayed as a savior of the nations, avenging not only Greeks but also ridding 
the world of an oath of hatred and enmity against the whole of humanity.

There remains the question of the inventor of the blood libel. Who turned the 
two typhon traditions into anti-Jewish libels, and when? and who combined 
them into one story? it is unlikely to have been the same author who composed 
the story about the visit of antiochus iV to the temple. The “cannibalistic feast” 
version is clumsily integrated into the antiochus story. it is also unlikely that one 
and the same author invented both versions and then integrated them into one 
clumsy whole. This implies the prior existence of two independent anti-Jewish 
stories, both adaptations of the typhon traditions. The origin of the two ver-
sions in the typhon traditions and the parallels in egyptian practices invite the 
conclusion that the two versions were invented by egyptians, not Greeks, like 
the ass and leper libels. The conclusion is strengthened by the evident absence of 
the word “Greek” in the original versions. as far as the combined version is con-
cerned, the parallel in the epitome of dio cassius (72. 41) of the cutting to pieces 
of a roman soldier followed by the sacrifice of his comrade and culminating in a 
cannibalistic feast also suggests an egyptian provenance.

The invention of the two versions of the libel, as well as the combined version, 
must be dated to the pre-Maccabaean period, most probably much earlier. if 

76. Graetz (1872) 193 – 206; Bickerman (1976 – 80) 2: 251.
77. see stern, GLAJJ 1: 412. cf. schäfer (1997a) 64 – 65.
78. see pp. 464 – 65 and 441–44 below.
79. tcherikover (1961) 199, 478; see, e.g., suetonius Claudius 35. 5; on druid cult: diodorus 5. 31; 

tacitus Annales 14. 30; and many other sources.
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Theophrastus did draw on egyptian sources of information in his description 
of Jewish sacrificial practice (the complete burning of a live victim) and in his 
statement that the Jews were the first to sacrifice humans,80 this would indicate 
that already by the beginning of the Hellenistic era egyptians may well have 
been attributing to the Jews the practice of human sacrifice involving burn-
ing the victim alive. in this case, the “human sacrifice” version, at least, would 

Version A
Human Sacrifice

Egypt, Persian Period

Version B
Cannibalistic “Tasting”
Egypt, Persian Period

Combined Version (Sacrifice and Cannibalistic “Tasting”)
Egypt, Pre-Maccabaean Period

The Seleucid Court Historians in the generation of the Revolt
(The Visit of Antiochus IV to the Temple and the combined version)

Timochares: Seleucid Court Historian, circ. 128 b.c.e.,
(The story of the Siege of Jerusalem by Antiochus VII Sidetes)

(see pp. 464–65)

Apollonius Molon: early first century b.c.e.,
(in his Anti-Jewish Treatise)

(see pp. 490–91)

Apion: first half of first century c.e.

Damocritus: second century c.e. (?)

Figure 2. The transmission of the Blood libel

80. see pp. 30 – 33 above.
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have been invented in the Persian period, when hostility toward typhon gained 
momentum, as manifested by the intensified anti-typhonian cult in egypt. The 
same may well apply to the cannibalistic version: symbolic daily execution and 
dismemberment of seth was current in egypt in the Persian period.81

Whatever the case may be, the combined version was already in circulation in 
the pre-Maccabaean period and would have reached the seleucid court historian 
by some egyptian-Greek source. The seleucid author adapted it to serve his 
purposes, providing a historical background to the discovery of the “secret,” and 
supplementing the episode with adequate literary coloring, especially “tragic” 
features. in this respect he is similar to the idumaean settler in egypt who 
provided a literary-historical context for one version of the ass libel by describing 
the “theft” of the ass from the Jewish temple.82 The seleucid author also added 
to, and omitted from, the episode certain elements and details, as appropriate for 
internal and external consistency. in chapters 13 – 15 of this book, i shall elaborate 
on the question of how the story reached apion.83

did the blood libel influence the attitudes of Gentile intellectuals and leaders 
toward Jews and Judaism? one’s impression is that the libel was not all that influ-
ential, perhaps because it lacked credibility for the majority of authors who wrote 
about the Jews. We shall see that Posidonius was quite familiar with the libel but 
omitted it all the same.84 even tacitus fails to allude to it, although he amassed a 
great deal of anti-Jewish material, including the ass libel. of all the references to 
the Jewish people, it survived only in apion and the testimony for damocritus and 
was repeated by apollonius Molon and apion.85 However, lysimachus of alexan-
dria, one of the most bitter anti-Jewish ethnographers, who almost certainly was 
acquainted with the blood libel,86 did not record it, since his literary framework — 

an egyptian ethnography   87
 — allowed only an account of the Jewish origo. it is also 

difficult to assess the influence of the libel on the popular hostility toward the Jews. 
i would not, however, rule out the possibility that the rumors in egypt attributing 
cannibalism to the Jews during the diaspora revolt in the reign of trajan were 
fueled to some extent by the early egyptian anti-Jewish blood libel.88 

81. see p. 273 above.
82. see pp. 217 and 223 above.
83. see pp. 455–57, 464–65, 490 – 91, and 515 below.
84. see pp. 443–44 and 455 – 57 below.
85. see p. 515 below.
86. This appears from the identity of the order imputed by lysimachus to Moses and the Jewish 

oath; cf. pp. 275–76 above.
87. see p. 333 below.
88. CPJ no. 437; dio cassius 68. 32. 1 – 2. on egyptian sources for the account of dio cassius, 

see Pucci (1983a) 132, 134. For cannibalism used to frighten the opponent, see Josephus Antiquitates 
Judaicae 13. 345 – 46; Frontinus Stratēgemata 3. 5 (or 4. 5).
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in three of the previous chapters we have encountered the scholarship of alexan-
dria in the fields of ethnography, biography, and regional folklore. agatharchides 
of cnidus, the historian who flourished in alexandria in the mid-second cen-
tury b.c.e., gives us an insight into yet another field of alexandrian scholarship. 
agatharchides’ talents, personality, and proximity to the Ptolemaic court facili-
tated his historiographical achievements. some modern scholars regard him as 
the best and most eminent of the alexandrian historians of the third and second 
centuries b.c.e., quite apart from his remarkable contribution to geographical 
and ethnographic literature.1 This actually seems to have been the evaluation of 
Photius, the ninth-century patriarch of constantinople, a polymath steeped in 
classical literature who preserved not a little of the geographical-ethnographical 
writings of agatharchides: in Photius’s estimation agatharchides was on a par 
with Thucydides and even surpassing Thucydides in clarity.2

agatharchides’ references to the Jews are found in two fragments concerning 

8

agatharchides of cnidus on the 
sabbath as a superstition

1. see the praise of agatharchides as a historian in Fraser (1972) 1: 516 – 17, 543, 545; and as a 
geographer, 500 – 39; see also Peremans (1967); Gozzoli (1978); Verdin (1983); Burstein (1989) 1 – 21. 
For a less positive opinion of agatharchides, see Murray (1970) 154 – 57, who rightly emphasizes how 
agatharchides exaggerates various descriptions in On the Red Sea. agatharchides himself was aware 
that certain passages would arouse disbelief (diod. 5. 33. 7). such exaggerations also appeared in his 
historical works (see pp. 300–301 below).

2. Jacoby, FGrH, ii.a, no. 86, t2, para. 6 (pp. 205 – 6); on the sentence, see leopoldi (1892) 63 – 64; 
Fraser (1972) 1: 546 – 47. For a detailed analysis of agatharchides’ style and vocabulary, see Palm (1955) 
15 – 54; Fraser (1972) 1: 546 – 47, and bibliography there.
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the occupation of Jerusalem by Ptolemy i in 302/1 b.c.e. at the time of the battle of 
ipsus, the battle that decided the struggle between antigonus Monophthalmus, 
the favorite of the Jews, and the other former commanders of alexander’s army 
who wished to divide up the Macedonian empire among themselves. The story of 
the occupation of Jerusalem is interesting in that it blames the fall of the city on 
the sabbath prohibitions of the Jews. agatharchides’ description of the event and 
his comments on the Jews and their observance of the sabbath were taken to have 
significant implications for research on developments both in the oral interpreta-
tion of the torah, especially regarding sabbath observance, and in the attitude of 
Greek literature toward the Jewish religion and its customs.

agatharchides was not only exceptionally talented as an author and historian 
but had a multifaceted personality to match, with unexpected views on a range 
of political, social, and economic subjects, some of which may be regarded as 
liberal, even radical, considering the time, place, and particular context in which 
he worked. He speaks out, for example, against the despotism of the Ptolemies, 
against the oppression by superpowers of small nations aspiring to freedom, 
against the removal and transfer of populations on the grounds of economy 
or security, and against the cruel exploitation of prisoners of war and politi-
cal detainees in enforced labor; he demanded the provision not only of proper 
nutrition and social conditions for imperial guards in remote places, but also 
of suitable rest and working conditions for slaves and prisoners. agatharchides 
advocated a modest life free of greed and the pursuit of wealth and admiringly 
described the tribes and nomads of the far south. He was even concerned about 
preserving the environment. some of these subjects, such as his views on war 
and peace, slavery and freedom, laziness and industriousness, parasitical life 
and responsibility, together with the special circumstances of alexandria, where 
Jews, Greeks, and egyptians lived side by side, necessarily would have influ-
enced his perception of the Jewish sabbath, the historical events in Jerusalem in 
302/1 b.c.e., and other customs of the Jewish people.

aGat H a rcH i de s  —  H is Posi t ion, t i M e ,  a n d Wor K s

our information about agatharchides has come mainly from his own introduc-
tion to his work On the Red Sea and the end of its fifth book,3 and from Photius’s 
introduction to the many extracts that he adduces from the same work.4 This 
material is supplemented by random pieces of information from other sources 
and by expressions that may be traced back to agatharchides’ works. significant 

3. Photius cod. 250. 21, 445b – 447b; cod. 250. 110, 460b (ed. Henry [1959 – 77] vol. 7).
4. Jacoby, FGrH, ii.a, no. 86, t2, paras. 1 – 7 (pp. 205 – 6).
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details about his life, especially his connection with the Ptolemaic court and the 
time of his expulsion from egypt, were disputed in the past,5 but today there is 
general agreement about the picture that has emerged of agatharchides’ life.6 The 
only real disagreement that remains pertains to the relative chronology of his 
works and their exact compass. These impending questions have implications for 
agatharchides’ references to the sabbath and the Jews.

For one reason or another, agatharchides was not brought up by his own 
family but by cineas,7 who pulled the strings in the royal council of Ptolemy 
Vi and even served as one of his two regents before the invasion by antiochus 
epiphanes in 169 b.c.e. it is not known when he began, but he was for a long time 
the secretary of Heraclides lembus. The latter negotiated in 169 on behalf of the 
Ptolemaic court with antiochus epiphanes. This is the same Heraclides lembus 
who wrote an epitome of the biographies of Hermippus of smyrna, including the 
biography of Pythagoras.8 Photius claims that it was the patronage of Heraclides 
lembus that allowed agatharchides to gain literary recognition. agatharchides, 
therefore, was necessarily in close contact with the Ptolemaic court during the 
years 170 – 145/4, a period that saw great internal crisis, the seleucid conquest of 
egypt, the roman intervention, and toward the end of the reign of Ptolemy Vi a 
temporary rise in Ptolemaic fortunes as a result of a split in the house of seleucus. 
agatharchides’ service in egypt was terminated in 145/4, with the ascent of 
Ptolemy Viii Physcon (Potbelly) to the throne, the start of his reign of terror, and 
the outbreak of civil war, which was to last until 121 b.c.e. The Greek population 
supporting Physcon’s sister-bride and rival, cleopatra ii, was persecuted by the 
king, and the Greek intellectuals fled for their lives, finding refuge mainly in 
rhodes, western asia Minor, and athens. agatharchides, already an exhausted 
old man, escaped to athens, where he lived out the rest of his life.

agatharchides wrote three great works: On Europe, On Asia, and On the Red 
Sea. He also produced some minor works about which we know nothing but 
their titles.9 The first two great works were historical, and the third geographic-

5. see esp. Müller, FHG ii, pp. liv-lviii; susemihl (1892) 1: 688 – 90; ed. schwartz, RE s.v. 
“agatharchides,” col. 739; Brown (1973) 183. For refutations of these opinions, see esp. Jacoby, FGrH, 
ii.a, no. 86, pp. 150 – 51; Fraser (1972) 1: 776 n. 172; Burstein (1989) 13 – 14, and esp. 16 – 17. debates in the 
past touched mainly on the question of when agatharchides left egypt. He has even been mistakenly 
considered the tutor of one of the Ptolemaic kings.

6. see in the surveys of Fraser (1972) 1: 516 – 17, 539 – 52, 2: 744 n. 183; Burstein (1989) 12 – 21.
7. so the θρεπτός of cineas (Jacoby, FGrH, ii.a, no. 86, t2, para. 3 [p. 205]) must be understood, 

in light of the conditions of the time and place; and see Burstein (1989) 14, no. 5, who suggests that 
agatharchides was of low birth; but there are also other possible explanations for his upbringing in 
the household of cineas.

8. see above, p. 170.
9. For the list of works in Photius, see Jacoby, FGrH, ii.a, no. 86, t2, paras. 2 – 3 (p. 205).
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ethnographic. The lost works he is known to have written are a collection of 
thaumasia (wonder stories), an epitome of mythological poetry, and an ethical 
composition on friendship.

The two historical works are devoted to the history of the continents men-
tioned in their titles. On Europe was the larger and more detailed work, and it 
dealt with the history of the Hellenic peoples, apparently up until the time of 
agatharchides himself.10 it contained forty-nine books, of which we have fifteen 
short fragments, all found in athenaeus except for one in Josephus.11 On Asia was 
much shorter, containing only ten books, of which just five fragments have sur-
vived.12 it dealt with the countries of asia and africa, including egypt, aethiopia, 
and libya, reporting on the assyrian, Babylonian, and Persian empires, the reign 
of alexander, and the period of the successors. This last period occupied the final 
two books of the work,13 apparently extending to the death of the first generation 
of the successors in the 280s.14

On the Red Sea comprised five books, of which the second and fifth book can 
be reconstructed to a great extent. large parts of these two books have survived 
in diodorus, strabo, and Photius.15 The work dealt with the geography and life of 
the inhabitants of southern egypt, the great aethiopia of that time, and the coasts 
on both sides of the red sea. it concentrates on the problems of existence, the 
daily struggle for survival, and the adaptations of the primitive-naive inhabitants 
to heat, winds, limited water, desert regions, and the changeable sea. By and large 
it is a sympathetic account of the aethiopian tribesman as a humane variation 
of the so-called noble savage. Prominent in all this is the description of the 
gold mines in the southwestern desert of egypt (Wadi ‘allaqi), notorious for the 
exploitation of political prisoners, prisoners of war, and their families.

in the epilogue to On the Red Sea, agatharchides says that he has chosen 
not to write surveys on the islands in the red sea, their inhabitants, and the 
perfumes grown in the land of the troglodites:

10. The fragments in Jacoby, FGrH, ii.a, no. 86, frr. 14 – 17 (pp. 210 – 11), concern the reign of 
Philip V (end of third century b.c.e.). one of the fragments is explicitly said to be taken from the 
39th book; the whole composition comprised forty-nine books; hence the work encompassed several 
more decades. There is therefore no justification for the doubts expressed by Jacoby, FGrH, ii.a, 
no. 86, p. 153.

11. The number of books is given in Photius: Jacoby, FGrH, ii.a, no. 86, fr. 2 (p. 207). The frag-
ments were taken from On Europe: FGrH, ii.a, no. 86, frr. 1 – 4, 20a (pp. 206 – 8, 220). all the following 
references are to the fragments in Jacoby.

12. Photius, fr. 2. The fragments from On Asia: frr. 5 – 17, 20b.
13. The eighth book deals with the reign of alexander the Great: see frr. 2 – 3.
14. see further, pp. 284–85 below.
15. diodorus 3. 12 – 48; strabo 16. 4. 5 – 20; Photius cod. 250. on the work of reconstruction, see 

Burstein (1989) 21 – 29, and the reconstruction itself, 52 – 175.
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Having begged off, i abandoned the exposition entirely, because my age was unable 
to undertake the task, many things having been written by me about europe and 
asia, and since the hypomnēmata did not afford an accurate examination because 
of the disturbances in egypt. (Phot. cod. 250. 110, 460b)

The word hypomnēmata here might appear to refer to notes that agatharchides 
wrote for himself,16 but another interpretation receives support from a quotation 
that diodorus adduces from agatharchides:

i shall make a description of the remaining part, i mean the arabian Gulf, hav-
ing taken some [information] from the hypomnēmata in alexandria, and having 
ascertained other [information] from eyewitnesses. (diod. 3. 38. 1)

The term hypomnēmata here obviously refers to official material collected in the 
archive of the Ptolemies. The fragment preserved by Photius is thus referring 
to such official notes. We understand that agatharchides ended On the Red Sea 
without including all the subjects he had undertaken to include, on account of 
old age and fatigue, and because he was deprived of the sources of information 
in egypt. By the “disturbances in egypt” he no doubt means the civil war that 
broke out in 145/4. it has been rightly conjectured that On the Red Sea was com-
pleted shortly after agatharchides’ arrival in athens, when he was already an 
old man, and that his writing used to be supported by official notes and reports 
(hypomnēmata) kept in the royal archives in alexandria.17 These conclusions 
affect the answers to such questions as when agatharchides finished writing 
all his works, what their chronological framework was, and what his sources 
were, and the answers in turn are relevant to the fragments on the sabbath. For 
example, and above all, agatharchides would have used the Ptolemaic archives 
for the history of the diadochic period in his On Asia, and for subjects touching 
on the Ptolemaic kingdom in On Europe. This is not surprising considering his 
patrons’ high status at court. it would seem that agatharchides took his projects 
seriously, and that when he was no longer able to use official sources he preferred 
not to write at all.

agatharchides’ comments in his epilogue may help solve an important problem 
concerning the completion of On Asia. The contents of the fragments and their 
location in the work according to book number make it clear that agatharchides 
reached only the end of the diadochic period, while On Europe extended to his 
own time. it seems strange, then, that agatharchides did not complete a Ptolemaic 

16. one might understand agatharchides to mean that he took with him in his flight to athens 
notes that he had written for the continuation of his On the Red Sea, but that they were unsatisfac-
tory because he had been unable to complete them in egypt due to the disturbances there.

17. on the royal hypomnēmata: Peremans (1967) 437, 441 – 48; Fraser (1972) 1: 549, 2: 788, and 
n. 242; Burstein (1989) 30 – 31.
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history of equivalent length to the middle of the second century b.c.e., especially 
considering that he had access to first-rate material unavailable to other Hellenis-
tic historians. Felix Jacoby argued that post-diadochic seleucid and Ptolemaic 
histories were included in On Europe, since agatharchides (so Jacoby) regarded 
the activity of the seleucids and Ptolemies as part of the history of the Greek-
Macedonian world. This suggestion is unacceptable on its own terms, has no 
parallel or evidence to support it, and would also raise a number of insoluble dif-
ficulties.18 i suggest that agatharchides interrupted his writing of On Asia, while 
still in egypt, in order to finish On the Red Sea first, planning to return to On Asia 
afterward. He would have done so because he found himself continually having to 
provide the reader with background details about southern egypt, aethiopia, and 
the other countries neighboring the red sea. such geographical descriptions were 
indeed given, sometimes at some length, in On Asia,19 but agatharchides must 
have realized that much more was required in order to properly describe the long 
reign of Ptolemy ii (283 – 247 b.c.e.), which saw Ptolemaic military expeditions 
and civil missions to the red sea area, especially to aethiopia (diod. 1. 37. 5), the 
establishment of elephant supply depots,20 intensive mining of gold in the south-
eastern egyptian desert and of topaz gems from “snaky” island, and Ptolemaic 
control being asserted over the perfume supply regions.21 all these were described 
in great detail in On the Red Sea, accompanied by extensive background surveys 
of the geography and population. it is therefore not a coincidence that On Asia 
extended only as far as the reign of Ptolemy i. such a responsible approach is 
typical of agatharchides. it is best demonstrated in his decision not to continue 
writing On the Red Sea once his access to the Ptolemaic archives had been cut off.

18. Jacoby, FGrH, ii.a, no. 86, pp. 150 – 51. The reference to Magas, the king of cyrene, in the 
fragment from On Europe (fr. 7), is one of a group of examples of gluttons adduced as a foil to the 
spartans and their careful maintenance of physical fitness (frr. 10 – 11), thus not in the context of a 
history of cyrene. it cannot, therefore, serve as evidence here. The same goes for the fragment from 
agatharchides in Josephus Contra Apionem, adduced only as a parallel to the event that occurred 
in the Macedonian royal house (1. 205 – 8). Jacoby’s proposal raises several problems. For example, 
there was no additional reference to the Jews in On Europe; otherwise Josephus in Jewish Antiquities, 
and all the more so in Contra Apionem, would have quoted it, referring the reader to agatharchides; 
is it possible that an account of the history of the houses of Ptolemy and seleucus in the third and 
second centuries, including the reigns of antiochus iii and iV, would have lacked such a reference?

19. see diodorus 3. 11. 2 on agatharchides’ depiction of aethiopia in the second book of On 
Asia. on identifying agatharchides as the source for geographical reports of arabia in diodorus (2. 
49 – 54), see Fraser (1972) 2: 773 n. 160. it is well established that the detailed description of the nile in 
diodorus (1. 32 – 41. 3) originated in agatharchides (and see 41. 4). on other subjects concerning the 
aethiopians discussed in On Asia, see Burstein (1989) 22 – 24.

20. on Ptolemaic elephant hunts, see Fraser (1972) 1: 172 – 80; scullard (1975) 123 – 45; Huntingford 
(1980) 166 – 72; Burstein (1989) 6 – 12, 42 n. 2.

21. see Burstein (1983) 1 – 12, and there on other economic interests.
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agatharchides regarded the latter work as particularly important, since it 
filled a gap left by similar extensive works, each on a part of the known world.22 
Historical books, on the other hand, treating events also found in On Asia were 
two a penny, and the desire to write something more significant may also have 
influenced his decision to delay the completion of On Asia until he had finished 
his great geographical-ethnographical project. However, just as he was forced 
to end On the Red Sea without including everything he had planned to, for the 
same reason he was unable to resume writing On Asia. The proposed order of 
agatharchides’ writings is thus: On Europe, On Asia, and On the Red Sea.

The large quantity of material surviving from On the Red Sea and the intro-
duction to agatharchides by Photius provide us with a relatively broad picture of 
the man and his works, his outlook and writing methods. i shall now refer briefly 
only to those features that have some bearing on an understanding of the two 
“Jewish” fragments.

Photius made a detailed analysis of the style of agatharchides.23 agatharchides 
himself also adduced examples of style that seemed to him praiseworthy from the 
writings of others (in his introduction to the fifth book of On the Red Sea).24 it 
is worth mentioning again the evaluation of Photius that agatharchides was 
superior in clarity even to Thucydides, whom agatharchides greatly admired.25 
agatharchides also had a tendency toward gnomology, the phrasing of sen-
tences like proverbs with a moral point, especially the epigrammatic conclud-
ing sentences intended to be engraved on the mind of the reader.26 in addition, 
agatharchides played up the tropē, the dramatic turning point in a story.27

agatharchides wrote no real philosophical work. strabo calls him a Peripatetic 
(15. 2. 15). in alexandria, this epithet was given not exclusively to a member of the 
Peripatetic school, but to any scholar specializing in a genre associated with 
the Peripatetics, such as biography.28 agatharchides was not in fact of this type, 
but he does seem to have accepted Peripatetic opinions on a range of subjects, 
although he was also influenced by the epicureans.29

Most significant for understanding the “Jewish” fragments are his political and 
social views expressed explicitly or covertly in On the Red Sea. agatharchides 
points to the inhumanity of the “kings of alexandria,”, exemplified by the miser-
able life and isolation of the guards on ophiodes (snaky) island, stationed on the 

22. Photius cod. 250. 64, 454b.
23. t2, paras. 4 – 7.
24. Photius cod. 250. 21, 445 – 447b.
25. t2, para. 6, and see p. 290 below.
26. t2, para. 4. For an example from one of the Jewish fragments, see p. 230 and cf. p. 304 below.
27. t2, para. 5, and see p. 290 below.
28. see p. 169 above.
29. leopoldi (1892) 50 – 65; Fraser (1972) 1: 540, 543 – 47; Burstein (1989) 15 n. 2, 53 n. 2.
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island to secure safe procurement of the topaz gems found there, and especially 
by the shocking conditions of the forced workers and their families in the gold 
mines.30 He also expresses opposition to the deification of alexander the Great in 
an imaginary didactic speech presented before one of the Ptolemaic kings,31 thereby 
indirectly criticizing Ptolemaic self-deification and the ruler cult established by 
Ptolemy ii. such positions are unexpected in the writing of an author so close to 
the seat of power, and so dependent for his livelihood on royal officials. Moreover, 
he explicitly calls the Ptolemies “tyrants,” 32 and Ptolemy i is called a despotēs in 
both the “Jewish” fragments.33 it is also worth noting agatharchides’ empathy 
toward the inhabitants of the southern areas in their struggle for survival,34 his 
transparent praise for the frugality of the aethiopian tribes,35 and his awareness of 
the need to preserve the countryside and the nature of ophiodes island.36

some of agatharchides’ social and humanitarian positions are reflected also in 
the few fragments surviving from his historical works: his opposition to extrava-
gance, waste, hedonism, and the pursuit of wealth;37 his contempt for parasites 
and his criticism of idleness,38 while at the same time emphasizing the need for a 
basic minimum daily rest for every worker.39 to return to his political opinions, 
agatharchides includes in his writings covert criticism of rome, at the time effec-
tively the patron of the house of Ptolemy.40 agatharchides was without doubt a 
historian with exceptional and unexpected views for his time, place, and personal 
circumstances.

There are scholars who believe that agatharchides’ anti-Ptolemaic stance and 
his reservations about rome developed as a result of his personal experience 
at the beginning of the reign of terror of Ptolemy Viii Physcon, a longtime 
protégé of rome.41 yet his political and social views seem well rooted in his 

30. ophiodes island: diodorus 3. 39. 5 – 9; Photius cod. 250. 82, 456b; the gold mines: diodorus 3. 
12 – 15 (agatharchides’ view in 12. 2 and 13. 1 – 3); Photius cod. 250. 24, 447b ff.; and see davies (1955); 
Fraser (1972) 1: 543, 2: 779 n. 203.

31. Photius cod. 250. 18, 445b.
32. see Photius cod. 250. 24, 446b; diodorus 3. 17. 3, 5; and see Fraser (1972) 1: 543 – 44, 550, 2: 779 

n. 185; Burstein (1989) 28 – 29.
33. Josephus Antiquitates Judaicae 12. 6; Contra Apionem 1. 210.
34. see examples in Burstein (1989) 28 – 29.
35. see Photius cod. 250. 49, 451b.
36. diodorus 3. 39; Photius cod. 250. 83, 456b – 457a (changes in ophiodes island); diodorus 3. 40. 

2 – 7, esp. para. 2 (the changes in the seabed caused by the transportation of elephants); and see Fraser 
(1972) 1: 544, 2: 783 n. 203.

37. Frr. 2, 3, 6, 7, 11, 16, 17.
38. see pp. 298 – 300 below, and fr. 13.
39. see p. 300 below.
40. see Fraser (1972) 1: 545, 550, 552, 2: 785 n. 212.
41. so Fraser (1972) 1: 550; Burstein (1989) 34 – 35.
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writing. even if his work On the Red Sea may have considerable modifications 
from his time as a refugee in athens,42 it would not have been entirely reworked 
there; for example, the particularly detailed and dramatic description of work-
ing conditions in the gold mines (diod. 3. 12 – 15), based on official reports and 
orders, would hardly have undergone revision or rewriting. The same applies to 
his historical works, and yet they already have references to the tyranny of the 
Ptolemies. it seems clear that his views were formed well before his exile, and 
could be explained as, among other things, those of an intellectual, possibly low-
born,43 experiencing at firsthand and for many years the decadent royal dynasty. 
His hostility to rome is expressed in only one surviving comment (or perhaps 
two) in On the Red Sea. The roman destruction of corinth in 146 b.c.e. would 
have shocked a Greek such as agatharchides arriving in athens a year later, and 
the merciless destruction of carthage in the same year may also have helped 
provoke him to add a few comments to his latest work prior to publication. This 
said, he may well have had reservations long before about the romans’ ruthless 
expansionist policy.

t H e t Wo Fr aGM e n t s on t H e J eWs

We have at our disposal two fragments of agatharchides describing the capture 
of Jerusalem by Ptolemy i in the year 302/1 b.c.e. one fragment was included by 
Josephus in a consecutive account of the diadochic period in Jewish Antiquities 
and adduced to support Josephus’s own description of the event. Josephus begins 
with his own account (AJ 12. 4):

[Ptolemy] captured Jerusalem using deceit and treachery. For he came on a sabbath 
to the city as if to sacrifice without the Jews preventing him, for they did not 
suspect him to be hostile; and, they happening to be idle and at rest, because of the 
lack of suspicion and [because of] the day, he possessed the city without effort.44

Josephus now turns to the account of agatharchides (5 – 6):

(5) agatharchides of cnidus, who wrote a work on the deeds of the successors, 
testifies to this account, imputing to us superstition, as if we lost our freedom 
because of it, saying thus: (6) “There is a nation called of the Jews (ἔθνος  Ἰουδαίων 
λεγόμενον), who having a strong and great city, Jerusalem, overlooked (turned a 

42. e.g., Photius cod. 250. 5, 442a-b.
43. see note 7 above.
44. κατέσχε δὲ οὗτος καὶ τὰ  Ἱεροσόλυμα δόλῳ καὶ ἀπάτῃ χρησάμενος· ἐλθὼν γὰρ σαββάτοις εἰς 

τὴν πόλιν ὡς θύσων, μήτε τῶν  Ἰουδαίων αὐτὸν ἀμυνομένων, οὐδὲν γὰρ ὑπενόουν πολέμιον, καὶ διὰ 
τὸ ἀνύποπτον καὶ τὴν ἡμέραν ἐν ἀργίᾳ καὶ ῥαθυμίᾳ τυγχανόντων, ἀπόνως ἐγκρατὴς γίγνεται τῆς 
πόλεως καὶ πικρῶς ἦρχεν αὐτῆς.
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blind eye to) it coming under the control of Ptolemy, since they refused to take up 
arms;45 but because of their untimely superstition (deisidaimonia) they endured 
having a difficult master (despotēs).”

The second fragment is adduced by Josephus in Contra Apionem while he is 
attempting to prove that the Jewish people was well known and mature at the 
beginning of the Hellenistic period (Ap. 1. 205 – 11):

(205) i shall not hestitate from naming one who made mention of us in order, as he 
thought, to disparage us for foolishness, agatharchides. (206) For during his nar-
ration of the affairs of stratonice, how she came to syria from Macedonia, having 
left her husband, demetrius, but seleucus did not wish to marry [her] as she had 
expected, and while [seleucus] was making his expedition from Babylon, she caused 
a revolt in antioch. (207) Then how the king turned back, antioch was captured, 
and she fled. Being able to sail away quickly, she obeyed a dream preventing her, and 
was caught and killed. (208) Having said this beforehand, agatharchides, making 
fun of stratonice because of her superstition, uses as an example the account about 
us, and has written thus: (209) “The people called Jews, live in a city strongest of 
all, which the inhabitants happen to call Jerusalem. They are accustomed to be 
idle throughout the seventh day and not to bear arms in the said times nor touch 
farming nor be concerned with any other public work;46 but having stretched out 
their arms in the temples [are accustomed] to pray until evening. (210) Ptolemy, the 
son of lagus, entered the city with his force. The fellows instead of guarding the 
city observed the folly. The native land had taken a bitter master (despotēs) and the 
law was proved to hold a worthless custom. (211) The outcome taught all but those 
(the Jews) to flee to dreams and to the traditional interpretation concerning the law 
[only] whenever they are too weak in their human reasonings about problems.” 47

The fragment in Contra Apionem is longer and more detailed. it mentions several 
shabbat prohibitions, dwells more on the circumstances that led to the city’s 
capture, and provides, in detail, a moral to the tale. The short fragment in Jewish 
Antiquities, on the other hand, does not even mention that the city was taken on 
the sabbath. it does, however, explicitly give superstition as the reason that led to 
the fall of the city, without explaining its nature. The longer fragment condemns 
the folly of the Jews without explicitly using the derogatory term “superstition.”

45.  . . . ταύτην ὑπερεῖδον ὑπὸ Πτολεμαίῳ γενομένην ὅπλα λαβεῖν οὐ θελήσαντες . . . .
46. Given the context, this is the only possible meaning of leitourgiai, not the more specific con-

notation of compulsory public offices and the like.
47. The concluding sentence: τὸ δὲ συμβὰν πλὴν ἐκείνων τοὺς ἄλλους πάντας δεδίδαχε τηνι-

καῦτα φυγεῖν εἰς ἐνύπνια καὶ τὴν περὶ τοῦ νόμου παραδεδομένην ὑπόνοιαν, ἡνίκα ἂν τοῖς ἀνθρω-
πίνοις λογισμοῖς περὶ τῶν διαπορουμένων ἐξασθενήσωσιν. to anticipate, the word τηνικαῦτα 
does not mean here “in this case” but responds to ἡνίκα ἄν (“then . . . whenever . . . ”). That the 
sentence is general and not specific to one instance has important implications in an assessment of 
agatharchides’ attitude toward the Jews.
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Josephus does not state which work of agatharchides was his source for the 
fragment in Contra Apionem, but in Jewish Antiquities he refers to the work “on 
the deeds of the successors” (para. 5). We do not know of a work of that name, and 
Photius does not mention such a work either.48 it seems, then, that Josephus was 
referring to On Asia, a work that ended with two books on the diadochic period.49

as for the connection between the two fragments, scholars have assumed that 
they are actually only one fragment, the original having been preserved in Contra 
Apionem, but abbreviated and modified by Josephus in Jewish Antiquities.50 
However, the quotation in Jewish Antiquities is adduced by Josephus as evidence 
for the truth of his story about Ptolemy’s occupation of Jerusalem on the sabbath. 
Why would Josephus quote agatharchides in direct speech and yet abbreviate 
and modify his evidence almost out of recognition, even to omitting the sabbath, 
when he already suffered from a serious shortage of sources on the history of the 
Jews in the diadochic and Ptolemaic periods? He was obliged to use whatever 
he could find to fill the void, including irrelevant accounts such as the detailed 
and tiresome description of the temple table in pseudo-Aristeas (AJ 12. 60 – 84). 
Furthermore, there are details essential for understanding the event that appear 
only in Josephus’s preface to the shorter fragment (“using deceit and treachery,” 
“as if to sacrifice,” “they did not suspect him to be hostile”), thereby precluding 
this fragment being a mere paraphrase by Josephus of the longer one. The shorter 
fragment is also actually more characteristic of agatharchides’ style (according 
to the features outlined by Photius and agatharchides himself),51 while the lon-
ger one is somewhat convoluted. The short fragment is considerably clearer; its 
conclusion is memorably concise, similar to an aphorism, and comprehends the 
moral of the story (“because of their untimely superstition they endured having a 
difficult master”); it also conforms with agatharchides’ tendency to gnomology; 
and it effectively demonstrates the swift change in fortunes (tropē) from greatness 
and strength to being a captured city ill treated by a cruel enemy.

We have then two fragments from two different works of agatharchides. The 
short fragment in Jewish Antiquities is from On Asia, where its context was the 
continuous description of the events surrounding the battle of ipsus in syria 
and coile syria in 302/1 b.c.e. This narrative did not require agatharchides to 
explain the nature of the superstition, and it was therefore also unnecessary 

48. see t2, paras. 2 – 3.
49. On Asia itself is referred to variously as Ἀσιατικῶν (ath. 4. 155c-d), περὶ Ἀσίας (ath. 7. 539b-

d); ἐν τῶν Περὶ τῆς Ἀσίας ἱστοριῶν (FGrH, iia, no. 86, fr. 4); τὰ κατὰ τὴν Ἀσίαν (Phot. Bibl. 213).
50. see reinach and Blum (1930) 39 n. 2; stern, GLAJJ 1: 109; troiani (1977) 121; Feldman (1993) 

159; and apparently Kasher (1996) 210.
51. Jacoby, FGrH, ii.a, no. 86, p. 154 correctly observes this but does not refer to the source of the 

fragment in Jewish Antiquities.
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to explain that the event occurred on the sabbath. since this was the first (and 
only) mention of the Jews in the work, agatharchides introduced them with 
the words “There is a nation called of the Jews.” The longer fragment in Contra 
Apionem must have been taken from On Europe, since On Asia did not contain 
a history of seleucus ii, the background to the stratonice affair,52 and because 
the taking of Jerusalem is hardly likely to have been told twice in On Asia. it 
was adduced by agatharchides as a parallel to the story of Princess stratonice, 
the wife of demetrius ii, king of Macedonia, with whom she quarreled because 
of his connection with another woman, leading her to go to syria in order to 
marry seleucus ii in c. 235 b.c.e.53 The story, therefore, begins in Macedonia, and 
the context was the history of its rulers, the antigonids. since the Jewish paral-
lel has to do with superstition, agatharchides had to go into details, regarding 
both the superstition of stratonice and that of the Jews. as already observed, 
agatharchides completed this work before On Asia.54 When he returned to the 
story in writing On Asia, there was no need for him to repeat word for word what 
he had written in On Europe, and he saw fit to abbreviate. it is not unusual for 
agatharchides to write two versions of the same episode or subject in different 
works (as distinct from the same work). in On the Red Sea, he repeats, normally 
at greater length, things that he had written about the aethiopians in On Asia.55

When Josephus and/or his assistants were looking for sources in preparation 
for the writing of a running history of the Jews in the period of the diadochs for 
Jewish Antiquities, they naturally turned to the consecutive description of that 
period in agatharchides’ history of asia. a decade later, in preparing the treatise 
Contra Apionem, information on the Jews was sought also in other works by 
agatharchides, especially On Europe, from which we have the longer and more 
detailed fragment. 

t H e ca P t u r e oF J erusa l e M i n 302/1  a n d 
deFe nsi V e Wa r Fa r e on t H e sa BBat H

The two fragments of agatharchides adduced by Josephus are the oldest refer-
ences to the sabbath preserved in Greek literature. They have been the starting 
point for any discussion on the question of war on the sabbath, and they have 
consequently also served as a milestone in the reconstruction of the develop-
ments in Pharisaic law in general.

From the mid-nineteenth century onward, the account of agatharchides has 

52. see pp. 284 – 85 above.
53. For the background to the episode, see Will (1979 – 82) 2: 299 – 300.
54. see pp. 283 – 86 above.
55. see note 19 above.
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been quoted as proving that any type of warfare, including defensive warfare, 
was prohibited on the sabbath. according to this assumption, the turning point 
came at the beginning of the religious persecutions and the Hasmonaean revolt 
(168/7 b.c.e.), following a particular event: a group of devotees, including women, 
children, and old people, fleeing to the desert caves, were attacked by the enemy 
on the sabbath and, doing nothing to defend themselves, were cut down (1 Macc. 
2.29 – 40; adapted in 2 Macc. 6.11). Mattathias the Hasmonaean reacted to this 
event by issuing an unambiguous order that defending oneself on the sabbath 
was imperative in every situation, since there would otherwise be no chance to 
stand against the enemy. Many scholars, therefore, are agreed that it is from this 
point on that warfare on the sabbath was permitted, albeit for defense only.56

This view was rejected by modern orthodox rabbis, adhering to the old, tradi-
tional view that there were no principal changes and developments in Jewish oral 
law. They have been joined in the last generation, for other reasons, by secular 
Jewish scholars, including the present author,57 who point out that a prohibition 
against self-defense on the sabbath could never have been viable in any period 
and would not have been the norm in any case.58 The latter reject the testimony of 
agatharchides as evidence for a prohibition against any warfare on the sabbath 
and regard Mattathias’s pronouncement as doing nothing more than reinforcing 
a long-standing practice. scholars who take this view have different opinions on 
a range of questions, such as the reconstruction of the occupation of Jerusalem 
in 302/1, the exact intent of agatharchides, and the reason for his reporting 
such a prohibition; the motive of those who died in the cave for refraining from 
fighting on the sabbath; the nature and significance of Mattathias’s reaction 
to that event; 59 the position of the author of 2 Maccabees, and of later sources, 
regarding warfare on the sabbath;60 and the accepted position of Jews in Judaea 
and the diaspora in the second temple period regarding offensive warfare on 
the sabbath.61 in general, all Jewish groups and sects seem to have forbidden 
offensive warfare, while defensive warfare in certain conditions was permitted by 

56. For a detailed bibliography, see Bar-Kochva (1989) 474 – 75 and nn. 1, 3; supplemented by 
rappaport (2004) 129 – 34.

57. see Bar-Kochva (1989) 474 – 93, and 474 n. 2 for bibliographical references.
58. The point had first been made by radin (1915) 179 – 81; cf. efron (1987) 21 n. 63; Bar-Kochva 

(1989) 475 – 77.
59. on this point, see Bar-Kochva (1989) 481 – 84. it seems to me upon reflection that, contrary to 

my interpretation twenty years ago, the group that died in the caves did in fact apply stricter rules, 
of the type also found in later books, such as the Book of Jubilees (50. 12), and the damascus scroll 
(12. 6).

60. see Bar-Kochva (1989) 484 – 92.
61. For an exceptional view that even offensive warfare was permitted on the sabbath, see Ben-

shalom (1993) 89 – 93.
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all but a few eccentric groups in Judaea and some diaspora Jews by whom a strict 
interpretation of this and other sabbath practices was adopted and adhered to 
throughout the whole period of the second temple. The present section will deal 
only with the event of 302/1, and the accounts by Josephus and agatharchides.

The first task is to ascertain where Josephus found the information that he uses 
for his own account of the event, which precedes the fragment of agatharchides 
in Jewish Antiquities (12. 4). Josephus’s version provides many details that are not 
in the following short fragment: the sabbath is explicitly mentioned; Ptolemy is 
said to have acted deceitfully, declaring that he was entering the city only in order 
to sacrifice (or rather initiate a sacrifice) in the temple in honor of the Jewish 
God (as Hellenistic rulers occasionally did in Jerusalem and in other places). 
consequently, the Jews did not suspect a plot to occupy the city, and it was for 
this reason that they did not defend themselves against him; and since there was 
no alert, and it was the Jewish day of rest, the Ptolemaic forces had no trouble 
occupying the city. is all this an interpretation of agatharchides by Josephus, or 
does it derive from another source?

it is not unusual for Josephus to adduce statements and accounts from internal 
sources and support them by quotations from Gentile authors on the same subject, 
even if the support is only partial.62 However, he does occasionally also provide 
his own paraphrase of an account by a Gentile author, which he then supports by 
quoting the same source word for word, trying to create the impression that his 
own version is based on personal knowledge or a written source other than the 
one then adduced. in such a case, there is obviously close correspondence between 
the paraphrase and the following quotation.63 There is no such correspondence in 
the present case. in fact, the fragment does not even hint that the “superstition” at 
issue is the observance of the seventh day. Why, then, would Josephus on his own 
initiative, and without assistance from any source, wish to show the reader in his 
own account that the sabbath was very early on considered a superstition by the 
Greeks, although there is no mention of this in the fragment? Josephus, therefore, 
adduced agatharchides to support information he drew from another source. 
This additional source was not the account by agatharchides in On Europe, used 
by Josephus a decade later in Contra Apionem. apart from the statement that the 
event occurred on the seventh day, when the Jews abstained from work, there is no 
mention there of the devious manner in which Ptolemy took the city. Josephus’s 
version of the event is based on another source.

in order to identify Josephus’s source, there are two more points worth con-
sidering. First, Josephus could not have invented the trick played by the king, 

62. e.g., Josephus Antiquitates Judaicae 12. 132 – 35, as opposed to 135 – 36 (from Polybius).
63. e.g., Josephus Antiquitates Judaicae 13. 250 and 251 (from nicolaus of damascus); 318 and 319 

(from strabo-timagenes).
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implying as it does flexibility in sabbath rules (see below). The story of the cave 
victims in 1 Maccabees had led Josephus to believe that there had been a sweeping 
prohibition on warfare on the sabbath prior to Mattathias’s proclamation (AJ 12. 
272 – 77). Josephus, therefore, followed a source describing the trick. second, in 
the sentence following the fragment, Josephus says: “Ptolemy took many captives 
from Mt. Judaea and places neighboring Jerusalem and samaria and Mt. Garizim 
(Grizim) and led them all to egypt and settled them [there]” (para. 7). This infor-
mation certainly does not derive from On Europe, and had it come from On Asia, 
Josephus would have quoted this too in the name of agatharchides. significantly, 
pseudo-Aristeas, which elaborates on the expulsion of the Jews from Judaea to 
egypt (paras. 12 – 27) and was copied almost word for word by Josephus (AJ 12. 28 – 

33), makes no mention of the expulsion from samaria or Mt. Garizim. Hence it 
must be concluded that Josephus used an internal source, one of those unknown 
internal sources that he frequently used in Jewish Antiquities.

The internal Jewish source indicates that the Jews were accustomed to defend-
ing themselves on the sabbath. The reason given for the failure to stop the king 
from entering the city is the mistaken assumption of the residents that he had 
come just to offer sacrifice (“for they did not suspect him to be hostile”), and 
not that there was a prohibition against fighting on the sabbath. The same thing 
could have happened on any other day of the week.64 The next statement, how-
ever, refers to the second stage of the operation, that of getting control of the city: 
“and, they happening to be idle and at rest, because of the lack of suspicion and 
[because of] the day, he possessed the city without effort.” it explains in brief 
how Ptolemy succeeded in holding the city even after his true purpose had been 
revealed: The king entered Jerusalem on the sabbath peacefully, and then took 
advantage both of the Jews’ lack of preparedness when acute danger was not 
considered imminent and of their custom of not bearing arms on their day of 
rest, a practice well known from the subsequent history of the second temple 
and Pharisaic rulings.65 on the sabbath, it was only when danger was manifest 
and immediate that arms could be taken up ready for battle. The story actually 

64. see 1 Maccabees 29 – 30: apollonius, captain of the Mysian mercenaries, occupied Jerusalem 
in 168 b.c.e. on the eve of the religious edicts and used the same trick, although not on the sabbath. 
The seleucid commander deceitfully made peace overtures to the Jews and won their trust; that is, 
the Jews took no precautionary measures. The Mysian-seleucid force entered Jerusalem without 
hindrance, and the result was that “the city fell suddenly and a great blow struck it.” according to 
the parallel in 2 Maccabees 5.25 – 26 (merely an invention of the author, based solely on 1 Macc.), the 
event occurred on the sabbath. on the reasons why the author chose the sabbath, see Bar-Kochva 
(1989) 485. Josephus was not acquainted with 2 Maccabees.

65. on the prohibition against carrying weapons on the sabbath, see Herr (1961) 249, 354 – 56. 
The main sources: tosefta erubin 3. 5 – 6; Pt erubin 4. 3 (21d); Bt erubin 45a; cf. Mishnah, sabbath 
6. 3 – 4; Josephus Vita Josephi 161.
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assumes that Ptolemy i was aware of, and fully exploited, this custom by playing 
his trick for entering the city, which he could have played on any day, intention-
ally on the sabbath.

The event may now be constructed as follows. Ptolemy i entered the city under 
false pretenses. When he made his hostile intentions known (by a demonstration 
of force, occupying key positions, arresting influential people, and the like), the 
inhabitants had insufficient time to arm and organize themselves, and the city 
consequently fell to him like a ripe fruit. The difficulty in organizing quickly 
for defense is well illustrated by another event described in the tosefta: “at the 
beginning they used to lay down their arms (on the eve of the sabbath) in a house 
next to the wall; one time (the enemy) came back upon them, and [they] pushed 
on to take up their arms and killed each other” (erubin 3 [4] 6).

Josephus used an internal source obviously knowledgeable of the Jewish rules. 
There is no reason to regard the description given as incorrect.66 it has now to be 
seen whether this description squares with the reports in the two fragments of 
agatharchides.

The fragment of agatharchides in Jewish Antiquities is too short and vague 
to be used to conclude anything about the progress of the event. all that can 
be learned from it, by comparison with the fragment from On Europe, is that 
agatharchides tended to omit details that did not serve his purpose in the given 
historical context. as for the longer fragment in Contra Apionem, all that is 
actually said is no more than that the Jews did not guard the city because of their 
observance of the sabbath, that they allowed Ptolemy to enter with his army, and 
that as a result, the city fell into his hands. although it is not stated explicitly, 
the reader might infer that the Jews from the outset had no intention of fighting 
on the sabbath in any situation. The concluding sentences hint at a blind faith 
in divine assistance even when the inhabitants were not in desperate straits and 
could easily have defended their city, thanks to its topography and fortifications.67

at the same time, this version as well seems to contain traces of an earlier 
account reminiscent of the internal source used by Josephus: the author states 
that the Jews did not bear arms on the sabbath, rather than saying simply that 
they did not fight;68 that they did not guard the city; and that Ptolemy was allowed 
to enter the city. since agatharchides used Ptolemaic royal documents and first-
class sources, he would have had access to reliable descriptions of the circum-
stances surrounding the capture of Jerusalem by Ptolemy i in 302/1. strategic and 
tactical information such as this would certainly have been recorded accurately 

66. see, e.g., stern (1976) 1121; pace radin (1915) 179 – 81.
67. see further, pp. 303 – 4 below.
68. τὰ ὅπλα βαστάζειν (“to bear arms”). The expression does not mean “to fight,” for which the 

most similar expression is τὰ ὅπλα λαβεῖν (“to take up arms”).
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and in full detail to be kept in the archives for the planning of future military 
campaigns, in this case, together with the Jewish rules of military conduct on the 
sabbath. agatharchides must have abbreviated the original reports greatly and 
omitted many details. to understand why he did so requires a clarification of his 
position regarding the sabbath in general.69

aGat H a rcH i de s ’  at t i t u de  
toWa r d t H e sa BBat H a n d t H e J eWs

Josephus states twice that agatharchides wanted to ridicule the Jews (Ap. 1. 205, 
212). This was accepted by some scholars who have described agatharchides as 
hostile toward the Jews, and even as an “anti-semite.” 70 others have cleared him 
of any hostile intent, claiming that the disparaging word deisidaimonia (super-
stition) was frequently used in Greek literature in connection with customs of 
foreign peoples (and, i would add, often also of Greeks).71 This argument might 
seem to be corroborated by the fact that Plutarch, who did not show hostility 
toward the Jews,72 called only the sabbath a superstition.73

With regard to the use of the term “superstition” by agatharchides, it is worth 
noting that in his fragments and testimonia (a considerable amount relative to 
that of his alexandrian contemporaries), the term appears only once, and with 
regard to stratonice in the episode preserved in Contra Apionem (1. 208). This 
is despite the presence in the (few) surviving passages from On Europe and On 
Asia of references to daily life and customs of cities and peoples, while the work 
On the Red Sea even describes in detail the lives of aethiopians and other deeply 
superstitious african tribes. it should be observed, however, that the fragments 
from the historical works of agatharchides have survived mainly in athenaeus’s 
Deipnosophistai (The learned at table) and therefore pertain to food and drink, 
where they express agatharchides’ negative opinion of tryphē (luxury).74 as for 

69. The analysis both of the account of agatharchides (above) and of his aims (below) differs 
considerably from what i wrote in the past: Bar-Kochva (1989) 477 – 81.

70. Fraser (1972) 1: 517, 525; schäfer (1997a) 84, 243 n. 15. in slightly softer tones: efron (1962) 18; 
sevenster (1975) 126 – 27; Gabba (1989) 642; Feldman (1993) 160; Kasher (1996) 211, 214.

71. Friedländer (1903) 363; stern, GLAJJ 1: 105; id. (1976) 1124; shatzman (1992) 18. on “supersti-
tion” by and large, see Martin (1997), (2004).

72. Feldman (1993) 160; (1996b) 529 – 52.
73. De superstitione 3, p. 166 a; 8, p. 169 c ( = stern, GLAJJ 1: 255 – 56). at De Stoicorum repug-

nantibus 38, 1051e ( = stern, GLAJJ 1: 257), Plutarch may seem to suggest that what the Jews, syrians, 
and poets think about the gods is steeped in superstition, but it is not clear whether he is expressing 
his own opinion or someone else’s, or whether the observation is meant to be taken seriously or is 
rhetorically sarcastic at the expense of the stoics.

74. see Jacoby, FGrH, ii.a, no. 86, frr. 2 – 3, 5 – 8, 10 – 11, 14 – 17 (pp. 207, 208 – 9, 209 – 10, 210 – 11).
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On the Red Sea, the work concentrated on the daily struggle for existence of 
the local tribes, and their survival strategies, namely, adaptation to the difficult 
living conditions at the southern edge of the known world. agatharchides repeat-
edly emphasized the power of necessity (chreia) in dictating the natives’ lifestyle 
given the “nature” (physis) prevailing in those parts.75 consequently it would 
have been inappropriate to dwell on customs based on superstition, and those 
agatharchides did mention could have been rationalized as stemming from the 
natives’ struggle for survival.

at the same time, deisidaimonia appears in diodorus (3. 6. 3) in a passage rightly 
considered to have been derived ultimately from agatharchides.76 it describes the 
irrational behavior of the aethiopian kings before the time of Ptolemy ii facing 
prophecies about the time of his death. However, this does not really detract from 
the positive portrayal of them in the account.

Be that as it may, the attitude of agatharchides toward the sabbath and the 
Jews should not be decided solely by his choice of the term deisidaimonia. The 
version of the story adduced in Contra Apionem provides additional data. scorn 
for the behavior of the Jews on the sabbath is prominent, and indeed Josephus 
rightly understood the story as deriding the Jews (paras. 205, 217). Thus they are 
said to pray in temples all the day with their hands outstretched (para. 209).77 
agatharchides mocks the excessively long duration of the activity and the par-
ticipation of “all the Jews” in the ceremony. Those features, being imaginary (let 
alone the fact that there was just one temple in Jerusalem), were certainly not 
drawn from any official report on the 302/1 campaign but were added as a supple-
ment by agatharchides. Furthermore, Jerusalem is portrayed as the strongest 
of all cities (para. 209), a gross exaggeration for the time of Ptolemy i intended 
to emphasize the stupidity of the inhabitants, who apparently could easily have 
prevented the fall of the city had they been more sensible. The city fell because 
they paid attention to their foolish custom rather than to guarding the city (“The 
fellows instead of guarding the city observed the folly,” para. 210). The very use 
of disparaging terms is a clear sign of agatharchides’ position: anoia (literally, 
“senselessness”) and phaulos (“worthless”).78 agatharchides’ negative approach 
is expressed no less strongly in the conclusion: “The outcome taught all but those 

75. see diodorus 3. 15. 7, 18. 7, 19. 2, 23. 2, and many other places.
76. For agatharchides as diodorus’s direct source, see, e.g., dihle (1961) 223 – 24. For an interme-

diate source such as artemidorus or Posidonius, see Fraser (1972) 2: 773 n. 159. in view of diodorus’s 
regular adherence to one source, and his evident direct dependence on agatharchides in his account 
of the aethiopian tribes, the suggestion of dihle is more likely.

77. on extending the hands in prayer, see alon (1977) 1: 181 – 84; and the summary in Kasher 
(1996) 214.

78. The subsequent hyponoia (interpretation) may also be colored by the earlier anoia (senseless-
ness); on hyponoia, see p. 302 below.
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(the Jews) to flee to dreams and to the traditional interpretation concerning 
the law (only) whenever they are too weak in their human reasonings about 
problems.” leaving aside “the traditional interpretation concerning the law,” to 
be discussed later,79 this means that when it is possible to make an efficient and 
successful defense, there is no justification for resorting to dreams and the like 
(i.e., omens and superstitions), which, however, is what the Jews did, and still do, 
and in this they differ from all other peoples.80 in other words, they are the only 
people to rely on such methods in reaction to immediate dangers. This is a very 
strong statement. its extreme formulation suggests that it refers not only to the 
situation described but to other developments as well; not only to the sabbath 
customs but to a Jewish irrational way of thought in general.81

Whatever the case may be, the view agatharchides expresses with regard to 
the sabbath as a whole was evidently negative. This would explain the abbrevia-
tions he made in adapting the original Ptolemaic official report. dwelling on 
the intricacies of Jewish law and the custom of warfare on the sabbath and 
what exactly happened when Ptolemy’s treacherous trick was discovered would 
have detracted from the clarity of the points agatharchides was trying to make, 
namely, the absolute folly of the sabbath custom, and the need to keep away 
from superstitions. agatharchides, according to Photius, strove for clarity, and 
in any case he was not writing a military report for the benefit of the Ptolemaic 
army in future campaigns against the Jews in Judaea. He was critical of the 
house of Ptolemy, indeed of imperialism altogether, and had no motivation to 
see to the continuation of its despotic rule over small nations. The main point 
of his story about stratonice, to which was appended the account of the capture 
of Jerusalem, was, as is explained in his conclusion, to condemn reliance on 
superstitions in situations that could be resolved rationally. The context was 
moral and universal rather than particular and military, and agatharchides 
took the opportunity to condemn the sabbath itself, and reliance on supersti-
tion in general.

Why was agatharchides so negative toward the sabbath? one strong possibil-
ity is that in principle he was against idleness, which was regarded as a vice by a 
few Greeks (and many romans), as it tended to lead to undesirable developments 
both for the individual and for society at large. roman authors accused the Jews 
of spending a seventh of their lives in idleness,82 and the subject became a popular 

79. see pp. 301 – 2 below.
80. schäfer (1997a) 243 n. 15 rightly emphasizes the element of difference between the Jews and 

all the others.
81. see p. 304.
82. cf. tacitus on the sabbath and the fallow year: “They say that they decided on rest on the 

seventh day because it (the seventh day) brought an end of labors; then, with inactivity leading them
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laughingstock in roman literature.83 agatharchides expresses his view against 
idleness in several places in On Europe. Thus he reports on a lycian tribe that was 
enslaved to others because of its excessive idleness (ath. 12. 527f); on the dardani, 
who had too many slaves, and whose slaves fought for them when necessary 
(ath. 10. 272d); and on the citizens of Zacynthus, who were militarily untrained 
because they lived in luxury (ath. 12. 528a).84 in On the Red Sea, agatharchides 
reports during his account of sabaean society that the king and his court become 
effeminate through idleness, and at the end of the passage he concludes: “idleness 
is unable to preserve freedom for long.” 85

The examples show that agatharchides’ attitude toward idleness conforms 
with his expectation that a properly functioning society will take all measures 
to defend itself. in On Europe, he relates how Magas, the brother of Ptolemy ii, 
completely neglected military matters and devoted himself to gluttony (ath. 
550c-d). in the introduction to the first book of On the Red Sea, agatharchides 
inserted a didactic speech that is said to have been directed at an unnamed 
young Ptolemaic king, warning the latter of “softness” and neglect in defensive 
preparations against an imminent invasion of the aethiopians, as well as alerting 
him to all sorts of other dangers. it is emphasized that the stronger always strives 
to wrest power from the weaker at the point of the sword. This is the way of the 
world.86 in another place in On the Red Sea, agatharchides elaborates on the 
behavior of the tribes of innocent, passionless fish-eaters of the red sea (whom 
he usually appreciates for their simple life), with undisguised criticism, in places 
verging on satire:

For if someone drew his sword and was bearing it down they did not flee from 
under it, nor did they become angry when undergoing insult or blows, nor did 
the majority become irritated in sympathy with those receiving [such treatment]; 
rather, sometimes when their children or women were being slaughtered before 
their eyes they remained passionless in their dispositions, betraying no sign of 
anger or again of pity. all in all, falling in with the most shocking terrors they 
remained calm throughout, looking intently at the things being completed, nod-
ding with their heads at each of the things. For this reason it is said that they do not 
use speech. (diod. 3. 18. 3 – 6)

on, the seventh year was also given to idleness” (Hist. V. 4. 3). on seneca’s view of idleness on the 
sabbath, see below, and cf. pp. 262–63 above.

83. Horace Satires 1. 9. 67 – 72; Juvenal Satires 2. 6. 159, 5. 14. 105 – 6; Martial Epigrams 4. 4; Persius 
Satires 5. 179 – 84.

84. The luxurious lifestyle of the citizens of Zacynthus is not the issue in this reference. agath-
archides states a little earlier that the aetolians are eager to die in battle just as they are eager for 
luxury (ath. 12. 527b-c).

85. Photius cod. 250. 102, 459a-b.
86. Photius cod. 250. 12 – 17, 445a-b.
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agatharchides, it may be presumed, did not intend this to be a realistic descrip-
tion of the way this people actually reacted to danger. He was perfectly capable of 
exaggerating beyond all proportion when he wished to, just as he did in describ-
ing the way the close followers of alexander the Great and subsequently the 
diadochi used golden luxury items (ath. 4. 155c-d; 12. 539b-d), all for the sake of 
underlining a universal message.

The abstention from fighting on the sabbath, like the other vices — idleness, 
apathy, luxuriousness — is thus responsible for hastening the end of a society 
at the hands of a stronger, more sensible opponent. seneca’s criticism of Jewish 
superstitions, among them the sabbath, is instructive in this context:

[seneca] claims that they behave inexpediently, because for every seven-day period 
they lose around a seventh of their time in being idle, and by not doing on time 
many things that are pressing they are harmed. (august. De civ. D. 6. 11)

notably, agatharchides does accept that men need rest. in On the Red Sea, 
he bemoans the bitter fate of the mine workers in southern egypt who he says 
toil ceaselessly day and night.87 The sabbath law in the deuteronomy version of 
the ten commandments explains why the sabbath should be observed: “that 
thy manservant and thy maidservant may rest as well as thou” (deut. 5.14). Had 
agatharchides been aware of this, he might have modified his attitude on the 
subject; but he was not acquainted with the torah. The suggestion that he was 
familiar with the septuagint is baseless.88

apart from his opposition to the sabbath on principle, agatharchides may 
have had more immediate reasons. The relatively fiery tone of the argument, the 
scorn, and the dramatic formulation of the double conclusion to the fragment 
from On Europe all suggest that he was driven by more than mere ideals and 
theoretical reservations. Furthermore, there are indications to the effect that the 
account was influenced by everyday life in Hellenistic egypt. The word “tem-
ples” appears in the plural, and they are described as places of prayer, namely, 

87. diodorus 3. 12. 3; Photius cod. 250. 18, 445b.
88. Pace Fraser (1972) 1: 517, 544, 2: 783 n. 204; and see also stern, GLAJJ 1: 104 n. 1. Fraser com-

pares the sentence in diodorus 3. 40. 7, taken from agatharchides (“For these in a moment returned 
to nature the spirit which it had given [to them]”), with the verse in ecclesiastes 12.7 (“The spirit 
returned to God who had given it,” in Hebrew and in the septuagint). However, a Greek scholar 
such as agatharchides, familiar with Greek tragedy and popular beliefs, would not have required 
ecclesiastes for inspiration to write this sentence (see the collection of parallels from euripides and 
Greek epitaphs in Hengel [1973] 228 n. 132: e.g., eur. Supp. 1140, El. 59). Furthermore, ecclesiastes 
was canonized only after the destruction of the second temple. its Greek translation is evidently 
influenced by ‘aqilas and therefore must be dated no earlier than the second quarter of the second 
century c.e.
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synagogues.89 The concluding sentence actually says that the Jews continue to 
observe the sabbath up to the present day. agatharchides expresses dismay at 
the continuation of this custom, which is at odds with the opinion of “all.” His 
negative attitude toward the sabbath, therefore, may have been influenced by the 
tension this custom inevitably created between Jews and Greeks in egypt. The 
observance of the sabbath by the many Jewish soldiers in the royal service, and 
the official exemption they received from the Ptolemies (as from other rulers in 
the Hellenistic and roman ages), inevitably posed internal problems and military 
difficulties for the Ptolemaic army, whether the Jews fought in their own units 
or were scattered in groups or individually in mixed, multiethnic, units.90 if we 
are to rely on the direct and indirect references in the literature of diaspora Jews 
and random information about them, Jewish soldiers in the diaspora strictly 
observed the sabbath and may have adopted more restrictions than was custom-
ary in the Holy land.91 Many (if not all) of them certainly refrained from offen-
sive warfare, at least on the sabbath, and from guarding and bearing arms when 
there was no immediate danger. it is easy to see that these restrictions would have 
created major difficulties in a multiethnic army. They would naturally have led 
to resentment on the part of Greek and Macedonian soldiers toward their Jewish 
brothers in arms, who relieved themselves of all routine and emergency duties 
not only on the Jewish holy days but one day a week as well, leaving the non-Jews 
to pick up the burden, increasing the military risks, and occasionally ruining the 
chances of a successful attack. The Jews, therefore, must have been perceived as 
enjoying an unfair exemption on the sabbath at the expense of their neighbors.

living in egypt, agatharchides could not have been unaware of the problem 
and remained indifferent, certainly not in the generation in which the Greco-
Macedonian army was occupied in defending egypt from the incursions of 
antiochus epiphanes, which would have aroused unrest among the egyptian 
population. agatharchides,in the tradition of Greek literature, did not favor 
parasites, as he makes clear elsewhere (ath. 6. 251f).

agatharchides may also have thought that keeping the sabbath was not an 
original Jewish command ordained by Moses. in the Jewish excursus of Heca-
taeus of abdera, the basic source of information about the Jews for alexandrian 

89. see the comprehensive discussion of the term “temples” in Kasher (1996) 214 – 15, proving that 
agatharchides meant the synagogues in egypt. see also cohen (1987a) 161; Feldman (1993) 159. That 
“temples” in this case meant “synagogues” was first suggested by Büchler (1910/11) 139; cf. Joseph. 
BJ 4. 408, 7. 144.

90. on Jewish soldiers in the Ptolemaic army, see tcherikover (1963) 30 – 44. For exemption of 
Jews from military service on the sabbath, see, e.g., 1 Maccabees  10.34, 37; Josephus Antiquitates 
Judaicae 12. 150;  13. 52, 251; 14. 226, 228, 232.

91. see esp. 2 Maccabees 5.25 – 26, 8.25 – 28, 15.1 – 5; Josephus Antiquitates Judaicae 18. 322.
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authors, there is no reference whatsoever to the sabbath.92 agatharchides was 
very familiar with Hecataeus’s Aegyptiaca.93 He could have worked out that the 
sabbath was no more than a later invention of the Jews designed mainly to shirk 
their duties, both military and civilian. some support for this suggestion may 
be found in the concluding sentence of the fragment from Contra Apionem: 
agatharchides calls the sabbath prohibition hyponoia (para. 211), which literally 
means “under sense,” a significance beyond the superficial meaning of some-
thing. it can mean even “folly” or “nonsense” but usually denotes interpretation 
(including metaphorical), and already in Plato’s Politeia it applies to allegory. The 
Jewish “interpretation,” namely, the regulations about the sabbath, or at least 
about war on the sabbath, had, according to agatharchides, been handed down 
from generation to generation (a “traditional interpretation”; as an oral tradi-
tion?). agatharchides could have learned something about the variety of methods 
applied by Jews in their interpretations of the ancient texts concerning the sab-
bath from the Greek commentary on the torah by his contemporary aristobulus 
the Jew, who served in the Ptolemaic court.94 aristobulus invested considerable 
effort into proving that the earliest and greatest of the Greek authors endorsed 
and adopted the observation of the sabbath and expressed this in their works. as 
evidence he adduced verses and fragments of verses that he attributed to Homer 
and Hesiod; among these are Jewish forgeries, verses taken out of context, and 
some that aristobulus interpreted allegorically.95

The allegorical interpretations of aristobulus raise yet another possible motive 
for agatharchides’ remarks against the sabbath. in the third and second centu-
ries b.c.e., when nearly anyone capable of holding a quill, with the exception of 
agatharchides himself and a few others, felt compelled to write a commentary, 
usually allegorical, on Homer, the allegorical approach of aristobulus was quite 
dangerous. This allegorical interpretation made it possible to distort everything 
written in the Greek tradition and Judaize it, as indeed aristobulus had already 
done to Homer, Hesiod, Pythagoras, socrates, and Plato.96 agatharchides’ scorn 
for the sabbath and his assertion that the folly in it was recognized by all may 
have been intended, among other things, to refute such “evidence” of the type 
provided by aristobulus. The danger that Greeks would take these allegorical 
interpretations seriously would have spurred agatharchides on to attack a cus-

92. see p. 123 above.
93. on the use of Hecataeus by agatharchides, see Photius cod. 250. 64, 454b. For the influence of 

Hecataeus’s account of the pharaonic kingdom on agatharchides, see Murray (1970) 154 – 57.
94. on aristobulus, see pp. 196 – 200 above.
95. Preserved in clement Stromateis 6. 16 (137.4 – 138.4, 141.7b – 142.1, 144.3), 5. 14 (107.1 – 4, 108.1); 

eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 13. 12. 9 – 16, 13. 34 – 35a; and see Walter (1961) 75 – 78, 151 – 56; Holladay 
(1983 – 96) 3: 223, 234 – 38.

96. see p. 199 above.
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tom that he regarded as encouraging idleness and endangering the freedom and 
the very existence of Greeks living among oriental people.

as the secretary of Heraclides lembus, who wrote a summary of the biogra-
phies by Hermippus of smyrna, agatharchides was certainly familiar with the 
writings of Hermippus. He may have been affected by the implied evaluation 
of Hermippus of one or more Jewish customs as virtually superstitions.97 yet 
agatharchides did not actually need the influence of a predecessor to form his 
own opinion on such matters. We cannot know to what extent he was influenced 
in his attitude toward the Jews in general by the egyptian anti-Jewish libels that 
in his time were being given Greek coloring and disseminated at the instigation 
of the court in antioch.98 at any rate, it is unlikely that he would have been nega-
tively disposed toward the Jews because of their struggle against the seleucids.99 
agatharchides was outspoken in his criticism of Ptolemaic tyranny and was 
presumably just as opposed to the house of seleucus. He criticized the dominance 
of empires over small peoples, and the deification of Hellenistic kings. He experi-
enced the subjugation of Ptolemaic egypt by antiochus epiphanes, and since his 
patron, Heraclides lembus, conducted the negotiations that led to the surrender 
of egypt, agatharchides would certainly have been aware of the problematic 
personality of antiochus iV epiphanes.

• • •

are the remarks and the overt and covert intentions of agatharchides against 
the sabbath sufficient to call him “anti-semitic” or, rather, anti-Jewish? Given 
the present data and in light of what we know of his writings and views, it 
would require oversensitivity to make such a claim, which in any case cannot 
be proven. The criticism the Jews receive for their failure to defend themselves 
agatharchides dishes out in like measure to the aethiopians and others, includ-
ing Greeks and Macedonians. The fish eaters in the red sea who are criticized 
for failing to defend themselves are appreciated, if not admired, by Hermippus 
for their simple and natural lifestyle. nor do the implied charges of a certain ten-
dency to idleness, to be parasites, to shirk military and civilian duties (a seventh 
of the time), necessarily indicate an overall hatred of Jews. These characteristics 
are far less degrading than some of the stereotypical negative features that Greeks 
attributed to many of the people and ethnic groups they encountered, and that 
even agatharchides himself attributed to certain Greeks and Macedonians.

agatharchides’ concluding sentence states that the Jews, alone among nations, 
prefer to follow “dreams” even when a situation could be better dealt with by 

97. see pp. 186 – 90 and 193 above.
98. see pp. 277 – 79 above.
99. Pace efron (1962) 18 and others.
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reason. The claim might at first sight indicate an underlying “anti-semitism.” a 
closer inspection reveals, however, that it is no more than a rhetorical-didactic 
exaggeration designed to drive home the universal lesson, namely, that over-
reliance upon superstition brings disaster, as happened to the Jews. Were the 
sentence taken literally, it would mean that every nation on earth, save the Jews, 
behaves perfectly rationally in extreme situations as well as in everyday life, 
turning to superstition only when all other avenues have been explored. However, 
agatharchides would not have regarded most, if any, humans as stoic sages free 
of superstition, let alone entire nations. Most telling is that the story was adduced 
by agatharchides in the context of the episode about a Macedonian princess who, 
two generations later, likewise relied upon “dreams” instead of taking the mea-
sures necessary to save her life. and was all humanity aware of the occurrences 
in remote Judaea in 302/1? This sort of exaggeration could have been applied 
to any other nation in the appropriate circumstances and context. That such a 
sentence concludes the story is not exceptional; agatharchides often makes use 
of epigrammatic statements and aphorisms to express a moral or universal mes-
sage regarding an episode or event.100 ultimately, the mention of the Jewish event 
alone as resembling the stratonice episode does not by itself single out the Jews 
as a particularly superstitious people. in an account of european history that 
digresses to the ill-fated adventure of the former antigonid queen in syria, it is 
all but natural to draw a parallel to an event that also effected the interests of the 
House of antigonus in syria in the early Hellenistic period. 

agatharchides could hardly have been indifferent toward the Jews, but it is 
impossible to determine the tenor of his general attitude, and it is unclear how 
he would have reacted to their uniqueness in various spheres of life. His work On 
the Red Sea shows that agatharchides was not a one-dimensional, opportunistic 
historian, but an opinionated personality with great, sometimes surprising social 
and political sensitivity. His temporary cessation of work on On Asia, which 
in the end proved to be permanent, prevented him from moving beyond the 
diadochic period to times that would have provided him with good opportuni-
ties to refer to the Jews and given us greater insight into his positions on Jews 
and Judaism. Josephus, who bothered to quote at length two parallel passages 

100. see note 26 above. schäfer (1997a) 84 says: “agatharcides’ true subject is again Jewish 
separateness and self-isolation which he attributes to superstition and folly.” Hence he concludes: 
“agatharcides reveals himself here as a worthy spokesman of an egyptian-Greek anti-Jewish tradi-
tion which articulates itself within different contexts and uses different motives.” This interpreta-
tion is not supported by the text and does not pay attention to the specific historical and literary 
context of the reference to the Jews (including its stylistic features), nor to agatharchides’ extraor-
dinary positions and unique worldview. as a matter of fact, there is not a single issue on which 
agatharchides can be regarded as representing the common opinion of alexandrian Greeks.
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from agatharchides on the same event, does not mention any other reference by 
agatharchides to the Jews, which indicates that there was not any.

at the same time, the fragments of agatharchides reveal a transitional stage 
between the relatively cool and unbiased writings of previous Greek authors and 
the openly hostile writing of later Greek and roman authors. agatharchides 
was the first Greek, so far as we know, to call a celebrated symbol of Jewish 
identification a superstition. From the next generation onward, Greek authors, 
and romans in their wake, gradually began to portray an increasing number of 
Jewish customs as superstitions, including the Jewish religion altogether, apply-
ing the Greek term deisidaimonia, and its latin equivalent, superstitio. The first 
of these authors known to us is Posidonius of apamea, who enthusiastically 
described Mosaic Judaism but then went on to condemn the later Jewish priests 
and tyrants (the latter clearly the Hasmonaean rulers) for introducing customs 
stemming from superstitions such as circumcision and excision, the prohibition 
against eating certain types of meat, and so on (in strabo 16. 2. 37).101 Posidonius 
was very familiar with the writings of agatharchides and was greatly influenced 
by them.102 it is no coincidence that cicero, who admired Posidonius, studied 
with him, and used his works as sources for his dialogues, is the first to have 
called the Jewish faith barbara superstitio (Flac. 28 [67]), thus paving the way 
for other roman authors. it is true that authors such as tacitus and suetonius 
and their successors called not only Judaism but all barbarian religions supersti-
tions,103 yet there are later latin authors who “grace” Judaism alone with this 
epithet. For example, apuleius calls only the Jews superstitiosi in his geographical 
survey, which also lists the “learned” egyptians, the arsacides, ityraei, and arabs 
(Flor. 16).

101. see chapters 11 – 13 below. For an explanation of why Posidonius refrained from mentioning 
the sabbath, see pp. 522–23 below.

102. so, e.g., the Posidonian description of labor in the silver mines in Hispania (preserved in 
diod. 5. 36 – 38 = Jacoby, FGrH, ii.a, no. 87, fr. 117 [pp. 308 – 9]) based on the model established for 
such descriptions by agatharchides in his account of the forced labor in the gold mines in southeast 
egypt. on the influence of agatharchides on other passages of Posidonius, see Fraser (1972) 1: 517, 2: 
773 n. 160, 744 n. 166; and see further leopoldi (1893) 19 ff.; schwartz (1887) 227; Jacoby, FGrH, ii.a, 
no. 86, p. 151.

103. such as seneca, tacitus, Quintilian, suetonius, Horace, Fronto, and apuleius. The same is 
expressed but in different formulations in ovid, tibullus, and Juvenal. see also stern, GLAJJ 2: 60; 
Grodzynski (1974).
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The most detailed description of the exodus from egypt that has come down 
to us from the Hellenistic-roman period was written by an author named 
lysimachus. The account has been preserved in Josephus’s Contra Apionem (1. 
305 – 11). independently of this passage, Josephus includes in the second book of 
Contra Apionem, in his own shortened formulation, a number of statements — 

mostly hostile — made by lysimachus about the Jewish people and about Moses 
(2. 16, 20, 145, 236). lysimachus’s description of the exodus is relatively detailed, 
and so of considerable value. yet, despite its many implications for the history of 
hatred of the Jews, it has not received the attention it deserves.1

The value of lysimachus’ account lies not only in its detail, but also in its use 
both of egyptian and Hellenistic-egyptian versions and of most of the elements 
of the exodus stories known to us from Hellenistic and roman literature, not to 
mention elements unknown from other sources. Because of this surfeit of data, 
Josephus declared this account by lysimachus to be the most hostile of all the 
versions on the exodus (Ap. 1. 304).2 Josephus even puts the hatred of lysimachus 
toward the Jews and his unreliability on a par with those of apollonius Molon, 

9

The diachronic libels 
and accusations (c)

Lysimachus of Alexandria and 
the Hostile Accounts of the Exodus

1. lysimachus’s account of the Jews has attracted only brief surveys and commentaries: Müller 
(1877) 208 – 11; reinach (1895) 117 – 20; stählin (1905) 28 – 30; schürer (1901 – 9) 3: 535 – 36; Böhl (1953) 101 – 

33; Gager (1972) 118 – 20; stern, GLAJJ 1: 382 – 88; id. (1976) 1114 – 15; troiani (1977) 135 – 37; conzelmann 
(1981) 79 – 81; Whitaker (1984) 45 – 46; Goodman in schürer et al., 3: 600 – 601; aziza (1987) 55 – 58; 
Gabba (1989) 652 – 54; Feldman (1993) 143 – 44, 171 – 72, 192 – 94; Kasher (1996) 270 – 75; schäfer (1997a) 
27 – 28; Gruen (1998) 45 – 47; labow (2005) 311 – 30.

2. For a similar estimation of lysimachus as one of the most hostile pagan authors toward the Jews, 
see stern, GLAJJ 1: 382; id. (1976) 1114; aziza (1987) 56; Feldman (1993) 163, 171, 192; Gruen (1998) 46.
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the celebrated orator of the first half of the first century b.c.e., whom Josephus 
regarded, along with apion, as the greatest hater of the Jews. Josephus lumps 
them together in his derogatory reference to haters of Jews as the “lysimachi and 
the Molons” (2. 236).3 There is also special interest in the original additions made 
by lysimachus himself; as we shall see, under cover of the exodus stories, they 
reflect the contemporary confrontation between Jews and Hellenistic cities in 
the Holy land at the end of the second century b.c.e. and were motivated by the 
deterioration in relations between Greeks and Jews in egypt.

t H e i de n t i F icat ion oF lysi M acH us , 
H is de sce n t,  Per iod, a n d Wor K s

The content of the testimonia in Josephus has allowed scholars to establish with 
a great degree of certainty that lysimachus’s account of the Jews appeared within 
an ethnography — an egyptian history entitled, according to custom, Aegyptiaca,4 
or the like, and not in a monograph devoted to the Jews.5 The main testimonium 
describes the expulsion of the Jews from egypt in the reign of King Bokchoris, 
their ordeal in the desert, and their misdeeds in the inhabited land until they 
settled in Judaea and Jerusalem. one learns from this that the passage on the 
Jews appeared in the account of the times of Bokchoris (late eighth cent.) and was 
limited to those events that lysimachus deemed to have happened during or close 
to the reign of that king (apart from the veiled hints to events contemporary with 
the author himself).

Josephus (or his assistants) used the work of lysimachus directly. Josephus 
nowhere mentions using an intermediate source with regard to lysimachus, as 
he does in some other instances in Contra Apionem,6 and there is no indication 
that he used such a source. There is in principle no justification for inventing an 
intermediate source if there is no evidence or good reason for one. in the case of 
Josephus-lysimachus, there is no reason even for suspicion.

3. cf. the contemptuous expression “the apions and the Molons” (Ap. 2. 295). on the attitude of 
apollonius Molon toward the Jews, see below, pp. 469 – 516.

4. so, e.g., Fraser (1972) 2: 1092 n. 475; stern, GLAJJ 1: 382; conzelmann (1981) 79; Goodman in 
schürer et al., 3: 601; schäfer (1997a) 27. yet the work could just as well have been called, like others 
of this type, περὶ Αἰγυπτίων (On Native Egyptians). in any case, one should not rely on cosmas 
indicopleutes, the sixth-century Byzantine merchant-monk, who counts lysimachus among the 
authors who wrote Aegyptiaca; pace susemihl (1891 – 92) 1: 479 n. 116; conzelmann (1981) 79; Good-
man, 601 n. 116. on the list in cosmas, which is valueless, see in detail below, pp. 478 – 79.

5. suggested by Gabba (1989) 652.
6. Mnaseas of Patara (Ap. 2. 112), as well as Posidonius of apamea and apollonius Molon (2. 79). 

on the question of Josephus’s acquaintance with the writings of apollonius Molon, see pp. 484 – 85 
below.
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Josephus provides no basic information about lysimachus: nothing on his 
origin or period of activity, nor on the work referring to the Jews. He expresses 
his opinion only with regard to the degree of hostility lysimachus manifested 
toward the Jews, and, as usual, adds his own words of censure against him and, 
in this instance, juxtaposed with apollonius Molon (Ap. 2. 145: “ignorance and 
ill will”; 2. 236: “unimportant sophists,” “misleading [corrupting?] the youth”). 

With Josephus silent on the matter, it was suggested that lysimachus should 
be identified with the author of that name who was believed to have been active 
in alexandria some time after 200 or 175 b.c.e.7 some rejected this suggestion, 
while others preferred to keep an open mind on the subject.8 The question of 
lysimachus’s identity is not merely a pro forma inquiry. it has implications for the 
motives of the author, the reconstruction of the original content of the passage 
on the Jews, our understanding of its transmission by Josephus, and other issues. 
The examination of the question of the identity of our lysimachus will therefore 
commence with a survey of the available information concerning the works and 
writing habits of lysimachus of alexandria and continue with an attempt to date 
him and establish his descent.

What we know of lysimachus of alexandria comes from a series of frag-
ments and testimonia drawn mainly from scholia on poets such as Homer, 
Pindar, sophocles, and euripides, and from later authors and compilers such as 
apollonius rhodius, athenaeus, Porphyry, and Photius, with additional, dubi-
ous references by other authors.9 in two places, lysimachus is called explicitly 
“alexandrian.” 10 The sprinkling of material in the scholiasts, who composed their 
works in the second and third centuries c.e., in athenaeus and Porphyry in the 
same period, in Photius in the ninth century, and even in eustathius, the twelfth-
century Byzantine commentator on Homer indicates that lysimachus was not 
unknown, and that his works were available in central libraries for most of the 
period during which the tradition of Greek literature was preserved.

The material that has survived from lysimachus’s works comes from only 

7. see Müller (1877) 208; radtke (1893) 101; Gudemann, RE s.v. “lysimachos (20),” cols. 35 – 36; 
Fraser (1972) 2: 1093; Goodman in schürer et al., 3: 601. For surveys and discussions of lysimachus 
of alexandria, see Müller, FHG  iii. 334 – 42 (text and short notes); stiehle (1849) 99 – 110; (1850) 382 – 

83; susemihl (1891 – 92) 1: 463 – 64, 2: 674; radtke (1893); Baumstark (1898) 691 – 703; Gudemann, RE 
s.v. “lysimachos (20),” cols. 32 – 39; Jacoby, FGrH iii. b, no. 382 (pp. 165 – 75); Fraser (1972) 2: 1092 – 93; 
labow (2005) 312 – 15.

8. Without conclusive results: Jacoby, FGrH iii. b, no. 382, p. 179; stern, GLAJJ 1: 382; conzelmann 
(1981) 2; Gruen (1998) 45; Kasher (1997) 270; contra: Müller, FHG iii. 338 ff.; Gabba (1989) 652 n. 4; 
Gager (1972) 118 – 20; troiani (1977) 135. in Jacoby’s collection, the passage on the Jews is set apart 
from the passages of lysimachus of alexandria; see FGrH iii. c, no. 621 (pp. 155 – 56).

9. see Jacoby, FGrH iii. B, no. 382 (pp. 251 – 58).
10. Ἀλεξανδρεύς: FGrH iii. B, no. 382, 2; 8 (pp. 251 – 52, 254).
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two of his compositions: περὶ τῶν Θηβαίων παραδόξων (on the Paradoxoi of 
the Thebans), apparently in three books,11 and Nostoi (return Journeys [to the 
Homeland]). another work is referred to by the name περὶ τῆς Ἐφόρου κλοπῆς 
(on the Plagiarism of ephorus), but only the title remains.

The title of the first work presents some difficulty with regard to its genre and 
content. “Paradox” literature is well known to us; it deals with the unexpected, 
the surprising and marvelous, and is similar to the genre dealing with the won-
derful (thaumasia).12 yet there is no hint of wonderful deeds in the passages 
surviving from lysimachus’s work.13 it seems therefore that the title should be 
interpreted literally: “[views] against the common opinion.” This meaning of the 
word is known from philosophical literature and is found in isolated arguments, 
in whole books, and in titles of works. it should suffice to mention the series of 
paradoxes of Zeno of elea (famous for the paradox of achilles and the tortoise);14 
the seventh book of aristotle’s Physics; and the works On Stoic Paradoxes by 
cicero and Plutarch. There are many titles combining the word with the name 
of a place;15 but their nature and content cannot be determined with confidence.

This suggested meaning of the title is corroborated by the content of a frag-
ment in which lysimachus describes the founding of Thebes through the legend 
of cadmus and europa, the son and daughter of agenor, king of tyre. lysimachus 
thus regarded cadmus and the first generation of Thebans as originating in 
Phoenicia — in conformity with the ancient classical tradition (e.g., Hdt. 2. 49, 5. 
57 – 61) — and not in egypt, as reported by Hecataeus of abdera in his egyptian 
ethnography (diod. 1. 23. 4, 40. 3. 2) and was received in alexandria as authorita-
tive. The link between cadmus and the egyptians suited the way of thinking of 
people at the time, in view of the two settlements named Thebes, in Boeotia and 
in egypt, and the Ptolemaic regime and its advocates must have been particularly 
motivated to adopt this version, which served both its external and its internal 
purposes. although not invented by him, lysimachus’s version of the found-
ing of Thebes, in this case, was aimed against the opinion once widely held in 
alexandria on this subject.16

11. see FGrH iii. B, no. 382, 2, l. 4 (p. 252 l. 2). The number written in the Ms is ιγ́ ( = 13); the 
Müllers raised the possibility of correcting to γ́ ( = 3); see Müller, FHG iii. 336. Jacoby (FGrH iii. B, 
no. 382, p. 252) left the question open.

12. susemihl (1891 – 92) 1: 464 regards the work as belonging to the genre of “wunderbare 
ortslegenden.”

13. Jacoby writes: “unerklärlich ist Παράδοξα im titel: was in den fragmenten steht ist absolut 
nicht das was dieser und ähnliche titel sonst decken.” Jacoby offers no solution to the difficulty; see 
Jacoby, FGrH iii. b, no. 382, p. 167.

14. see the commentary of simplicius on the seventh book of aristotle’s Physics in DG, no. 947.
15. a partial collection of such titles can be found in susemihl (1891 – 92) 1: 463 – 86.
16. on the background to the change in approach, see below, pp. 336 – 37.
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From the second work by lysimachus, Nostoi, we have a story about the settle-
ment of the sons of antenor in cyrene and its vicinity, and their relations with 
the earlier settlers from troy, on the one hand, and with the Hellenes, on the 
other; passages touching on the inhabitants of the island of samos, on the place 
where Heracles was conceived and born, and on the founding of cities by acamas, 
the son of Theseus; traditions concerning the children of andromache and relat-
ing to genealogy, settlement, and government; and subjects connected with the 
early history of athens and Homeric heroes. remarkably, though lysimachus 
lived in alexandria, there is no hint in all of this of a connection with egypt and 
egyptian figures, not even when he writes about cyrene.

The third work by lysimachus, On the Plagiarism of Ephorus,17 is men-
tioned in a testimonium taken from Porphyry by eusebius in the tenth book of 
Praeparatio evangelica (3. 23), together with a work by the same title by alcaeus, 
the third-century b.c.e. poet from Messene (cf. PE 10. 1 – 2). in the same con-
text, eusebius-Porphyry list similarly named works against ctesias, Herodotus, 
Theopompus, and lesser-known authors. since nothing has survived from 
the work against ephorus, and since no identifying detail apart from the title 
appears, the identification of its author with lysimachus of alexandria has been 
contested.18 yet Felix Jacoby had already noted the link between the particular 
subjects of interest of lysimachus of alexandria and those of the lysimachus 
who accused ephorus of plagiarism, making it likely that the two were the same 
man.19 ephorus of cymae in aeolis (fourth cent. b.c.e.),20 like lysimachus of 
alexandria, emphasized foundation stories of settlements and cities, and genea-
logical connections between them,21 and wrote a great deal about Thebes. of the 
thirty books that made up ephorus’s Histories — a sort of universal history with 
special emphasis on Greece from the archaic period to near the end of the fourth 
century — five books were devoted to the period of the hegemony of Thebes, a 
number that seems somewhat disproportionate. This is not surprising in view 
of aeolians’ origins in Boeotia. as appears from what remains of his works, 
ephorus was a compiler who did not mention the names of his sources but drew 
from a great variety of historians, including Herodotus,22 and that in spite of 

17. identifying the writer with lysimachus of alexandria: susemihl (1891 – 92) 1: 464; Jacoby, 
FGrH iii. b, no. 382, p. 166.

18. radtke (1893) 101; Gudemann, RE s.v.  “lysimachus (20),” col. 36.
19. see Jacoby, FGrH, iii. b, no. 382, p. 173.
20. on ephorus, see schwartz, RE s.v. “ephoros,” cols. 1 – 16; laqueur (1911) 161 – 206, 321 – 54; 

Barber (1935); Momigliano (1935) 180 – 204; andrews (1951) 39 – 45; drews (1962) 383 – 92; (1963) 244 – 55; 
rubincam (1976) 357 – 66.

21. Polybius 9. 1. 4, 34. 1. 3 – 4; strabo 10. 3. 5.
22. see Jacoby, FGrH ii. a, no. 70 (pp. 37 – 109); ii.c, no. 70 (pp. 23 – 103), and in various places in 

the discussions mentioned in note 20 above.
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ephorus’s own writing ability and originality, for which he was praised by as 
strict a critic as Polybius (12. 28. 10).23

The writing of a work on plagiarism, at the time generally regarded as a fairly 
acceptable practice,24 suggests an author who keenly felt that original authorship 
should be acknowledged. We may assume that lysimachus cited his sources in 
his own works. can this be substantiated from the remains of his writings? of 
eighteen testimonia and fragments from his works on Thebes and Nostoi, four are 
fragments between seven and fifteen lines long (in Jacoby’s edition), and the rest 
are testimonia mostly containing just a few words. Because of their nature and 
length, the four fragments are of greater significance to the current question. in 
each long fragment, lysimachus refers by name to more than one source; some 
of these sources are esoteric and otherwise unknown to us. There is no story or 
detail without its sources being named. if all of the sources agree on a point, 
lysimachus notes it; if one source disagrees, even on the slightest detail, this too 
is mentioned for the reader’s information.25 of the fourteen short testimonia, 
lysimachus is seen in three to have named his sources,26 and in another four, this 
may be inferred from the way the scholiast presents lysimachus.27 The lack of 
references in the remaining seven testimonia may be due to their extreme brevity 
or to the summarizing technique of the scholiasts. Thus the overall impression 
from these remains is that lysimachus practiced what he preached.

The facts mentioned above concerning the titles and contents of works, and 

23. Polybius criticized ephorus only for his lack of understanding of land warfare (12. 5) and 
constitutional issues (6. 45. 1).

24. indeed, it would be difficult to imagine the development, and especially the survival, of 
Greek and latin literature without the extensive plagiarism of all kinds that went on. legal sanc-
tions and social ostracism were not adopted against these thieves of intellectual property, itself a 
notion barely recognized in a culture where pseudonyms were widely used and compilators were 
quite popular. yet some voices of protest were heard against acts of plagiarism; see, e.g., diogenes 
laertius 8. 54; Porphyry Vita Plotini 17 – 18; and the extensive information Porphyry provides on 
acts of plagiarism by philosophers, historians, and poets, and on how they conceal their deeds 
(preserved in eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 10. 3 – 4). among the authors accused there of plagia-
rism we find Herodotus, sophocles, euripides, Plato, demosthenes, isocrates, ctesias, Menander, 
ephorus, and Theopompus. From the same source we also learn about the existence of a sort of 
genre dedicated to exposing literary thefts; a work of this type was usually called περὶ τῆς τινος 
κλοπῆς (on [someone’s] Plagiarism). such works were written on Herodotus, ctesias, ephorus, and 
Theompompus, to name but a few.

25. see Jacoby, FGrH iii. B, no. 382, frr. 2, 8, 9, 10a (pp. 251, 254). Jacoby presented the fragments 
in spaced lettering (see, e.g., no. 8 — κατὰ λέξιν), but not separate from the testimonia, in order to 
allow the reader to see the context in which the scholiast adduced each fragment (see, e.g., no. 2, 
where the source is mentioned in the opening testimonium: someone by the name of arizelos). This 
is Jacoby’s practice in such cases.

26. Jacoby, FGrH iii. B, no. 382, frr. 4, 11, 14 (pp, 252, 256).
27. Jacoby, FGrH iii. B, no. 382, frr. 1b, 4, 12, 15 (pp. 251, 252, 256, 257).
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lysimachus’s references to works of other authors, suffice for the conclusion that 
lysimachus of alexandria was a Greek, and not a Hellenized egyptian as some 
scholars have suggested.28 it is hard to believe that a Hellenized egyptian would 
engage himself so fundamentally in distant subjects of archaic Greece, all the 
while referring consistently to esoteric Greek sources. The non-egyptian origin 
of our author is manifest in the attribution by lysimachus of a Phoenician rather 
than an egyptian origin to cadmus and the Thebans, and this in a work whose 
title indicates that it contradicts the common opinions. a Hellenistic-egyptian 
author would not make such an effort to oppose a legend that could only increase 
the prestige of his pharaonic ancestors. lysimachus of alexandria’s non-egyptian 
origin can also be deduced from the absence of references to egypt and egyptian 
figures in his other genealogies. The work on Thebes may point to lysimachus 
being a Boeotian immigrant or of Boeotian descent. We might have expected 
scholiasts to mention other such works by him on other cities had he written any.

as lysimachus of alexandria refers to Mnaseas of Patara (ath. 4. 158c-d), 
a date after the year 200 or 175 b.c.e has been suggested for him.29 a “ceiling” 
date can be suggested tentatively, before considering his identification with the 
lysimachus cited by Josephus, in view of the choice of ephorus as the subject 
for a work on plagiarism. as can be deduced from the list in the tenth book of 
eusebius’s Praeparatio evangelica, the authors chosen for attack in the genre of 
works on plagiarism were well known in their time, not esoteric or neglected. 
ephorus was widely read in the last centuries b.c.e. but for various reasons fell 
into oblivion in the first century c.e.

This allows us chronologically to identify lysimachus of alexandria with the 
lysimachus appearing in Josephus. are the two to be identified, however? Was 
the author/compiler of the exodus account a Greek? or was he an egyptian with 
a Greek education, like Manetho, Ptolemy of Mendes, or chaeremon?

at first sight, there appear to be some obstacles to this identification. The 
detailed testimonium of lysimachus on the exodus is located after the testimonia 
of Manetho and chaeremon, the Hellenistic-egyptian authors, and in the intro-
duction to Manetho’s account we are told that it was the egyptians who began 
the dissemination of hostile stories about the Jews. Furthermore, there is no sign 

28. e.g., schürer (1901 – 9) 3: 535; Goodman in schürer et al., 3: 601 (indirectly); Kasher (1996) 
270. it should, however, be made clear that the adjective “alexandrian” alone is no evidence: it was 
restricted to those of Greek origin (Polybius in strabo 17. 1. 2 [797]) only until the middle of the sec-
ond century b.c.e., after which its application became more flexible. on the problems surrounding 
this term and on the literature written about it, see Kasher (1979) 249 – 53; delia (1991) 23 – 28; Barclay 
(1996) 60 – 71.

29. see Jacoby, FGrH iii. b, no. 382, p. 166; Goodman in schürer et al., 3: 601. on the date of 
Mnaseas, see p. 210 above.
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in the testimonium — as we now have it — of any explicit reference to the use of 
sources, although it is evident that the author relied on at least two sources, in 
contrast to what one should expect of lysimachus of alexandria.

These observations, however, fail to tilt the balance. The mention of a hostile 
Greek author after the mention of two hostile egyptian authors does not contra-
dict the way Josephus presents, at the beginning of his remarks, his quotations 
on the exodus. The opening paragraph (Ap. 1. 223) goes on to state that the tradi-
tions about the exodus were written by “several” authors in order to please the 
egyptians. This formulation does not require all the authors to be egyptian.30 The 
blame for the absence of references to sources may rest with Josephus; it was his 
usual working habit to omit such references,31 and in this case one may assume 
at the outset that he would not have wished to give more weight to the serious 
accusations made by lysimachus.32 lysimachus could hardly be an egyptian. 
First, the temples destroyed by the Jews are not egyptian but are those of other 
people and their gods (paras. 209 – 10). This is not what one would expect of an 
egyptian in such a story, and does not accord with the early egyptian exodus 
traditions preserved by Manetho (Joseph. Ap. 1. 238 – 40, 249). second, Josephus 
says nothing about lysimachus’s origin. Josephus, who usually found a way to 
include some biographical details about the authors he mentioned or quoted,33 
should have been especially interested in the origin of the author-ethnographer 
who provided the most extensive and hostile account of the exodus had he been 
of egyptian descent, all the more so as he bears a Greek name. This would surely 
have been emphasized by Josephus in order to degrade him and detract from 
the value of his testimonium, as he did with both Manetho (1. 73) and apion 
(2. 28 – 32).34 it would not have taken too much trouble to discover the origin 
of lysimachus. The arrangement of the pinakes, or catalogues, in the libraries 

30. τῶν δὲ εἰς ἡμᾶς βλασφημιῶν ἤρξαντο μὲν Αἰγύπτιοι· βουλόμενοι δ’ ἐκείνοις τινὲς χαρίζεσθαι 
παρατρέπειν ἐπεχείρησαν τὴν ἀλήθειαν, οὔτε τὴν εἰς Αἴγυπτον ἄφιξιν ὡς ἐγένετο τῶν ἡμετέρων 
προγόνων ὁμολογοῦντες, οὔτε τὴν ἔξοδον ἀληθεύοντες. The inclusion of lysimachus in the list of 
egyptian authors who wrote an Aegyptiaca according to cosmas indicopleutes, Patrologia Graeca 
37, 342e – 343a (Wolska-conus [1973] 3: 456d – 457a), is worthless. apollonius Molon is also included 
in the same list. see in detail pp. 478 – 79.

31. Josephus treats the sources quoted by apion differently because he also argues with apion 
about the very reliability of those sources.

32. see further, pp. 324 – 25 below.
33. see Ap. 1. 16 – 18, 73, 112, 116, 129, 142, 162 – 63, 168, 172, 176, 183 – 84, 213, 228, 288; 2. 12, 28, 148, 

223 – 25, 265 – 66, 270.
34. Josephus did not indicate the egyptian origin of chaeremon and felt no need to introduce 

him to his readers: chaeremon, his younger contemporary, first an egyptian priest and then a 
stoic author, was quite famous for presenting egyptian religion in stoic terms. By and large, the 
degree of chaeremon’s hostility toward the Jews cannot be compared with that of lysimachus. on 
chaeremon, see van der Horst (1984).
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of rome and the Hellenistic world, followed the pinakes of callimachus,35 and 
therefore facilitated easy location of the various entries. each major genre (in this 
case, “history”) had a separate scroll or group of scrolls of the catalogue, and the 
internal arrangement was alphabetical according to the names of the authors. 
The entries themselves included detailed information, and the descent of the 
author could be found directly or indirectly.36 Moreover, the pinakes took special 
care to distinguish between authors bearing the same name and to emphasize 
it.37 Had the lysimachus who wrote on egypt not been a Greek, the pinax would 
have made this clear.

it is also worth noting that the three indisputably egyptian authors who wrote 
an extensive egyptian ethnography-history — Manetho, Ptolemy of Mendes, and 
chaeremon — were priests. (apion’s alleged egyptian descent is doubtful.)38 This 
was observed in late testimonia, mainly from the Byzantine period, and was cer-
tainly based on information in the pinakes. The egyptian authors who were par-
ticularly driven to exalt the egyptian past, and who were best equipped with the 
capability and information to achieve this aim, belonged naturally to the priestly 
class.39 such authors also stressed their priestly status in their writings, as did 
Josephus with regard to himself (Vita 1 – 6). Had lysimachus been an egyptian 
priest, Josephus would have discovered his descent even more easily.

it must have been lysimachus’s Greek origin that encouraged Josephus to 
lump him together with apollonius Molon, the celebrated Greek orator who was 
famous in rome. it would sound rather strange to mention them in the same 
breath, especially in the form “the lysimachi and the Molons” (Ap. 2. 236), if 
lysimachus were an unknown egyptian author,40 and not a Greek writer. The 

35. on the bibliographical work of callimachus as a model for future pinakes and catalogues, see 
Blum (1991) 182, 202 – 6, 226, 238, and the references there to earlier research.

36. on the internal arrangement of the pinakes and the content of their entries, see Blum (1991) 
161 – 63, 255 – 57, 280.

37. see Blum (1991) 234 – 36, 256 – 57, 282 – 83.
38. For testimonia on the descent of Manetho, see Jacoby, FGrH iii. c, no. 608, t1 – 14 (pp. 5 – 10); 

on Ptolemy of Mendes, no. 611, t1 – 2 (p. 116); on chaeremon, no. 618, t1 – 10 (pp. 145 – 46). on apion, 
see note 40 below.

39. on the egyptian priests as sources of information and preservers of ancient traditions, we 
have the testimony of, among others, Herodotus, Manetho, pseudo-Aristeas, Philo, and tacitus. on 
this, see, e.g., Berthelot (2000) 204 – 6.

40. ”unknown” needs to be emphasized. in his efforts to defame apion, Josephus attributes to 
him an egyptian origin, bitterly arguing against apion’s presentation of himself as a Greek (Ap. 2. 
28 – 29). at the same time, he joins apion with Molon in the contemptuous expression “the apions 
and the Molons” (Ap. 2. 295). Whatever his real descent, apion was very famous in the Greek and 
roman world, not least because of his lecture tours, and was considered Greek by his Greek and 
roman readers and audience. on the question of his descent, which seems to have been half-Greek, 
see p. 241 and note 116 above.
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veiled allusion to the Jewish attack on the centers of Greek worship in the Holy 
land (1. 310) also sits much better with the aims and sentiments of a Greek 
author.41

The odds are that this Greek lysimachus is indeed to be identified with 
lysimachus of alexandria. although the name lysimachus is not rare in the 
Greek onomastikon, we know of only two esoteric writers besides lysimachus of 
alexandria who had this name. Their time, provenance, and subject matter do 
not accord with the passages adduced by Josephus and the approximate period of 
their composition. Furthermore, a Greek who did not reside in alexandria or at 
least in egypt would hardly have been able to present such a detailed collection of 
old egyptian traditions regarding the exodus.

some of the features of lysimachus’s account of the Jews are reminiscent of 
the writings of lysimachus of alexandria. For example, the relatively exten-
sive treatment of the conquest and settlement in the new land within a story 
intended to report the stay in egypt and the expulsion from there is reminiscent 
of the tendency of lysimachus of alexandria to dilate upon foundation stories. 
The original etymology for the Hellenistic name of Jerusalem is reminiscent of 
lysimachus of alexandria’s predilection for etymological interpretations — both 
hostile and favorable — of names of people and places. These features are not 
peculiar to lysimachus of alexandria, but they are prominent in the few remains 
from his works.

a stylistic comparison leads to similar conclusions. Most of the remains are 
indeed testimonia in indirect speech, betraying the possible influence of interme-
diate sources (mainly, scholiasts), and they mainly contain genealogical material 
that is not really amenable to stylistic comparison. yet one fragment contains 
a complete story: lysimachus’s account of the trials of the burial of oedipus.42 
The account shows extensive use of participles, exemplifying the hypotactic style, 
whereby multiple participles are subordinated to each main verb. This style was 
widely used by authors in alexandria and elsewhere both before and after the 
roman conquest, when summing up the accounts of their predecessors, especially 
myths and other such stories. it is common in the summaries of tragedies and 
comedies (hypotheseis), mostly written by grammatici. it is also found in extensive 
works. to take just one example from a related genre: the Bibliothēkē, wrongly 
attributed to apollodorus of athens, summarizes earlier works (not oral tradi-
tions) concerning the Greek gods and heroes, often with similar constructions.43 
at the same time, it must be said that the transmission of the lysimachus account 
by Josephus is in reported speech, which always at the outset raises the suspicion 

41. see below, pp. 335 – 37.
42. Jacoby, FGrH, iii. B, no. 382, 2 (6) Vi, ll. 2 – 15 (p. 252).
43. see, e.g., the fourth chapter of the first book; there are many other examples.
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of abbreviations, omissions, and paraphrases. Thus the examination of style can 
only point to a similarity corroborating the proposed identity, while not proving it.

t H e e Xodus:  
t e X t,  For M u l at ion, a n d a BBr eV i at ions

The proposed identification of the author with lysimachus of alexandria, together 
with the information on the latter and his works, will help primarily in under-
standing the method of composition of the passage as we now have it, and in 
solving some of its internal difficulties. i shall begin with a literal translation of 
the passage (Ap. 1. 305 – 11):44

(305) For (lysimachus) says that in the reign of Bokchoris,45 king of the egyptians, 
the peoples of the Jews (ὁ λαὸς τῶν Ἰουδαίων),46 being  lepers47 and afflicted with 
boils and having 48 certain other diseases, used to flee to the temples and beg for 
their livelihood; and when very many men succumbed to sicknesses49 requiring 

44. The translation is based on the version of Ms s (schleusingensis). in many cases, the read-
ings of s and the editio princeps, which consistently adhered to s, are preferable to those of l 
(laurentianus), the manuscript upon which niese based his text in his “canonical” edition of the 
writings of Josephus (vol. 5 of the editio maior [Berlin, 1892]). s followed a textual tradition other 
than that of l. on this, see further, pp. 480 – 81 below.

45. l: Βοχχόρεως. in the latin version, bochorem, and so niese. We should read Βοκχόρεως, 
with s, and, indeed, also with l to para. 307. see also Jacoby, FGrH iii. c, no. 621, p. 155, note to l. 5.

46. τὸν λαὸν τῶν  Ἰουδαίων λεπροὺς ὄντας καὶ ψώρους. This clearly and unambiguously refers 
to the whole of the Jewish people. The latin version reads: quosdam ex populo Iudaeorum, qui erant 
leprosi et scabie pleni aliisque vexati languoribus (“certain of the people of the Jews who were leprous 
and full of boils and afflicted with other diseases”). The translators seem to have tried to solve the 
obvious difficulty in the story: if all the Jews suffered from leprosy and boils and other diseases and 
were drowned in the sea (para. 308), how did there remain any Jews to settle Judaea? The extant Greek 
reading is the correct one, as may be seen by Josephus’s repetition of it in his refutation (para. 313): 
λέγει γὰρ ὁ λαὸς τῶν Ἰουδαίων. The definite article leaves no room for doubt. on the use of λαός 
in Josephus to denote the Jewish people as a whole, see Meiser (1998) 61 n. 229; Gerber (2001) 135 ff.

47. λεπροὺς ὄντας κτλ. The description in lysimachus has been turned by Josephus into 
reported speech, beginning at para. 305 init., in the historic present, reflecting a continuous or 
extended state. This was the background to the events, and only afterward (para. 306 ff.), when the 
developments begin to unfold, does the narrator switch to the aorist to refer to actions not defined 
by their duration. The aorist participle is freqently encountered in this passage. it indicates an action 
that occurred prior to the action denoted by the finite verb of the sentence, or occasionally serves as 
a substitute for the infinitive in reported speech. Here and there, when an action is to be stressed as 
coextensive with another action, or simply extended, the author returns to the historic present. The 
whole of the translation has been presented in the past tense.

48. l (niese): ἐχόντων. required here is ἔχοντας, which appears in s and the editio princeps. 
This reading is preferred by Thackeray (1926) ad loc.

49. νοσηλίᾳ, emended by Bekker and niese to νοσηλείᾳ. But according to the beginning of the 
paragraph, the correct reading should be νοσηλείαις; see also the latin: in has aegritudines.
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treatment, there was crop failure (akarpia) in egypt. (306) Bokchoris, king of the 
egyptians, sent to [the oracle of ] ammon50 to consult about the crop failure. The 
god told51 [the king] to cleanse (katharai) the temples of impure (anagnoi )52 and 
irreverent men (dyssebeis) by expelling53 them from the temples into desolate places, 
and to sink [those] afflicted with boils, and lepers, since the sun was vexed at the 
existence of these, and to purify (agnisai) the temples,54 and thus the earth would 
bring forth crops. (307) Bokchoris [continues lysimachus] received the answers, 
and having called both the priests and the altar attendants, he ordered them to 
make a selection of the unclean (akathartoi )55 and hand these over to the soldiers 
to lead them down to the wilderness;56 and to bind57 the lepers to rafts ( ? )58 of lead 

50. εἰς Ἄμμωνα, and in the latin version, ad ammonem. Hudson (1728) 2: 1359 rightly reads εἰς  
ἄμμωνος, which is also the reading in para. 312. The emendation has been accepted by all editors: εἰς 
pertains to entry into the temple or the place of the oracle, to be understood in the sentence. Motion 
toward the god would require πρός or παρά.

51. l: ἐρεῖν (“to ask”), which is the opposite of the intent of the sentence. The latin version has 
respondisse (“to have answered”). Hence probably niese and Thackeray’s emendations to ἀνελεῖν 
and ἀναιρεῖν respectively (both meaning “to answer,” especially pertaining to the reply of an oracle). 
niese’s emendation suits the sequence of tenses in the passage, while that of Thackeray is palaeo-
graphically closer. yet even closer palaeographically is the reading of s and the editio princeps, εἰπεῖν 
(“to say”).

52. in accordance with the use of the verb ἀγνίσαι later in the same passage, the term ἄναγνοι 
should be interpreted to mean “impure.”

53. l: ἐκβάλλοντα (“[by] expelling”). in s and the editio princeps, the participle appears in the 
aorist, ἐκβάλοντα (“having expelled”). so also Bekker, naber, Thackeray, and Jacoby. The sequence 
of descriptions, however, would indicate that the reading of l is correct in this case.

54. καὶ τὰ ἱερὰ ἀγνίσαι (in the latin version, <et> templa purificari). This denotes the ceremo-
nial process of purification after the removal of the “impure.”

55. The word ἀκάθαρτοι (literally, “unclean, unpurified”; cf. καθᾶραι, para. 306) refers back to 
the ἄναγνοι (para. 306).

56. κατάξειν αὐτοὺς εἰς τὴν ἔρημον. The latin version does not translate these words. niese 
thought that they should be omitted, perhaps because they repeated the description of this action in 
para. 308. yet the words are required to clarify the instruction of the god. 

57. ἐνδήσαντας (“having bound”). Thackeray hesitantly suggests ἐνδῆσαι (“to bind”), and this 
seems to be the correct reading. The structure of the sentence requires a command in reported 
speech ( = the infinitive) pertaining to the second group, as for the first group.

58. The Greek manuscripts and the editio princeps read χάρτας, which usually means “papyrus 
sheets,” or “a papyrus scroll.” The entry in lsJ (s.v. χάρτης 2) suggests that this passage used the 
word in the borrowed sense of “leaf or thin plate.” The word may refer to rafts or sheets of metal 
large enough to contain a good number of people. naber’s ([1896] p. xxxvii) proposed emendation 
λάρνακας (“boxes” or “chests”) is unacceptable. This recalls the box into which seth-typhon tricked 
osiris (Plut. De Is. et Os. 356c). in the story of isis and osiris, it is even said that the lid of the box 
was closed with lead (to prevent it being opened from inside). But a box with a closed lid (which is 
necessary in any responsible transportation) would not have required the captives to be bound to it, 
as is said to have happened in the account of lysimachus, and such boxes could contain just a few 
people. and to avoid unnecessary speculation, it should be noted that the preposition εἰς does not 
need to mean “into.” By the time of lysimachus, it may have replaced ἐν + dative in the sense of “on.”
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so that they might sink59 in the sea.60 (308) after the lepers and those afflicted with 
boils had been sunk, the others were assembled in desolate places and exposed to 
destruction. But they gathered together to take counsel about themselves.61 When 
night came on, they lit fire and lamps in order to protect themselves, and fasted 
the following night in order to beseech the gods about saving them. (309) on the 
following day, a certain Moses62 advised them to take a risk 63 and cut one way 
( = strike out in one direction) until 64 they came to inhabited regions, and he called 
upon them not to show goodwill to anyone of men ( = any man) or give the best 65 
advice,66 but the worst,67 and to destroy any temples (naoi) and altars (bōmoi) of 
gods they might encounter. (310) When the others 68 agreed, doing what they had 
decided, they marched through the wilderness, and with a good deal of trouble 
they came to the inhabited country, and, both having been insolent to the people 
and having looted and burned the temples, they came to what is now called Judaea, 
and, having founded a city, are living there. (311) This town was called 69 Hierosyla 

59. καθῶσιν, and the latin version, mergerentur (“that they might sink”). niese proposed 
emending to καθέθωσιν (“they will be cast down”), which is not appropriate in the context.

60. εἰς τὸ πέλαγος. on the use of εἰς as a substitute for ἐν + dative, see n. 58 above.
61. l: περὶ αὐτῶν (“about them”). Hudson (1728) 2: 1359, and all later editors, emend to περὶ 

αὑτῶν (“about themselves”). This is the reading of s and the editio princeps, and it is also apparent 
from the following sentence and the latin translation. 

62. l: μωσῆν. in the latin version, moysen, and in s and the editio princeps, μωυσῆν. The 
latter is to be preferred, since Μωυσῆς, a transcription of the egyptian, is used in references based 
on egyptian and Hellenistic egyptian sources; see p. 240 and note 109 above. Ms s and the editio 
princeps again read this form (as against l) in the testimonium from chaeremon (Ap. 1. 290). This is 
also the form in most instances in the manuscripts of other works by Josephus.

63. l: παραβαλλομένοις. in s and the editio princeps, παραβαλλομένους (so rightly Bekker, 
naber, and Thackeray).

64. l: ἄχρι ἄν ὅτου. in s and the editio princeps, ὅτου is missing. Bekker and naber omitted 
it, while Thackeray printed it in brackets. There is no justification for any change: ἄχρις οὗ ἄν is a 
normal expression, and in reported speech, οὗ becomes ὅτου. The reading ἄχρις of s and the editio 
princeps is obviously to be preferred to ἄχρι.

65. ἄριστα. niese, in his editio minor ([1889] 46), rightly emended to τἄριστα.
66. εὐνοήσειν . . . συμβουλεύσειν. niese proposed emending to the aorist forms of the infini-

tive, εὐνοῆσαι . . . συμβουλεῦσαι (probably because of the previous τινι, which might indicate a 
specific, one-time occurrence). yet the intent is to denote a continuous future giving of advice. 
Thackeray has a present form, ἐννοεῖν, which is wrong.

67. μήτε ἄριστα συμβουλεύσειν ἀλλὰ τὰ χείρονα. in the latin version, neque bona suadenti-
bus adquiescerent, sed pessima quaeque facerent (“that they might not acquiesce to those giv-
ing them good advice, but do each thing very badly”). The translator may have been faced with 
συμβουλεύσαντι, but he could well have found it difficult to understand the nature of an instruction 
not to give good advice to anyone, when it was the Jews who appeared to need good advice at that 
moment. The reading as it stands is supported by the previous sentence, “<not> to show goodwill.”

68. τῶν ἄλλων. in the latin version, cunctis, apparently following a corrupt Greek reading or a 
misreading by the translator: τῶν ὅλων (all). There is no need to emend here. The current formula-
tion is a summary: see below, pp. 319–20.

69. l: ὠνόμασται; s and the editio princeps rightly have ὠνομάσθαι.
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( Ἱεροσύλα = temple loot) after their disposition (diathesis).70 later, when they had 
become stronger, in time they changed the name in order <not> to be defamed;71 
the city was called Hierosolyma, and they were called Hierosolymites.72

The Greek text is fraught with difficulties, perhaps more than is usual in 
Contra Apionem (apart from the section preserved only in the latin translation, 
2. 52 – 113, which is particularly corrupt). The difficulties here arise partly from the 
transformation of the text into reported speech. The shift from direct to reported 
speech usually results in changes of grammatical forms and tenses, and even 
slight changes in the order of sentences or clauses, and accidental omissions may 
also occur. all this in turn causes copyists, who find the sequence of tenses and 
sentences hard to follow, to confuse the text still further with mistakes and even 
attempted corrections. The difficulties are aggravated by the abbreviation and 
compression of the lysimachean text by Josephus.

That Josephus made certain omissions may be deduced from three references 
to lysimachus in the second book of Contra Apionem. The first concerns the 
number of Jews expelled from egypt in apion’s work (110,000), which, it is stated, 
is the same as in lysimachus (2. 20). There is no reference to a number in the 
detailed account of lysimachus. later, lysimachus is mentioned together with 
apollonius Molon as calling Moses a wizard and deceiver (γόης καὶ ἀπατεών), 
and saying that “the laws [of the Jews] are teachers only of vice and not of vir-
tue at all” (2. 145). Both these points are also absent from the detailed account. 
although there Moses plays a central role and some of the negative laws attrib-
uted to him are elaborated upon, these insults to Moses’ personality and teaching 
are missing. in the third reference to lysimachus in book 2 of Contra Apionem, 
lysimachus and apollonius Molon again appear together, this time both are cited 
as saying that the Jews are “the lowest of men” (φαυλότατοι ἀνθρώπων, 2. 236). 
There is no parallel to this in the first book. How can the omissions be explained? 
The number of those expelled may have been accidentally omitted. The omission 
of the direct insults to Moses and his teaching seems to have been deliberate. 

70. l: Ἰεροσόλυμα; s: Ἰερόσυλα, which is certainly the right reading. in the latin version we find 
quae urbs ἀπὸ τῆς ἱεροσυλείας id est a templorum expoliatione ex illorum qualitate denominata est 
(“This city was named apo tēs hierosyleias, i.e., ‘from the despoiling of temples,’ after the character 
of those [people]”). The Greek expression was a gloss explaining the name of the city, found in the 
Ms used by the latin translator, who adduces and translates it (id est a templorum expoliatione), 
before continuing with his translation of the text proper. He translates διάθεσις somewhat freely as 
qualitas rather than dispositio.

71. πρὸς τὸ ὀνειδίζεσθαι. Hudson supplied the necessary μή.
72. ἱεροσολύμουσ; the latin version, hierosolymitae. niese and naber emended to Ἱεροσολυμίτας, 

the usual form in Josephus. yet it is not impossible that Josephus copied the form Ἱεροσολύμους from 
lysimachus. This is a legitimate form for the adjective describing inhabitants of a place; cf. Σόλυμοι 
(but also Σολυμῖται).
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Book 1 of Contra Apionem deals mainly with the antiquity of the Jewish people 
and the refutation of hostile accounts of the exodus; the refutation of both the 
personal insults and the blasphemies against Jewish belief and law (excluding 
those directly pertaining to the residence in egypt) was deferred to the second 
book. in that part of Contra Apionem, Josephus detailed and refuted the accu-
sations, adding a general review of the theology and laws of Moses, without 
distracting the reader from the main argument.

Further abbreviations in the account may be discerned. For example, the 
statement that the diseased Jews “used to flee to the temples” (para. 305) suggests 
that the original account reported that they were attacked, insulted, or abused, 
and therefore required asylum. The observation “very many men succumbed 
to sicknesses requiring treatment” (para. 305) may suggest that no treatment 
was offered, and the sick were left to roam the streets. The clause “when very 
many men succumbed to sickness” would seem to indicate that, according to the 
original account, egyptians contracted diseases from the Jews. a little later (para. 
308) we are told that those who were expelled into the desert fasted on the second 
night after the expulsion, but there is no mention of the fast continuing into the 
next day, when, according to the passage, they prayed to the gods. Furthermore, 
as we have it, the people “were assembled in desolate places” (para. 308), that is, a 
number of places. This implies that the expelled were split into small groups and 
scattered in many places, the egyptians’ purpose being, presumably, to prevent 
the organization of an invasion force in the event that those expelled wished to 
return, and because smaller groups would have a greater risk of getting lost and 
of being “exposed to destruction” (para. 308). From the following sentence (“But 
they gathered together” etc.) we learn that this ploy failed: the expelled managed 
to group together, consider their position, and act in cooperation — not, however, 
in an attempt to return to egypt, but to go in the opposite direction, toward 
Judaea. Finally, at the end of Moses’ words of advice (para. 310), the text says 
“When the others agreed,” not “When they all agreed”; this may indicate that the 
original account reported a difference of opinion between those who from the 
beginning supported the leadership and advice of the erstwhile unknown Moses 
and others, who hesitated or advocated other options.

t H e t Wo M a i n V er sions a n d t H ei r i n t eGr at ion

it appears from Josephus’s report that lysimachus’s account is based on two main 
versions of the history of the Jews in egypt and their expulsion.73 The text also 
reveals traces of some stages in the development of each version.

73. scholars did not pay attention to the existence of two different versions. stern, while noting 
a “confusion,” attributes it to the transmission (GLAJJ 1: 386). Kasher does not accept stern’s view:
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at the beginning of the story, we are presented with “the nation of the Jews” — 

that is, all the Jews74
 — being diseased (“being lepers and afflicted with boils”) 

and escaping to the temples (para. 305). according to the instructions of the god 
ammon, they are drowned in the sea (paras. 306 fin., 307 fin.). The inevitable 
question arises: How there were Jews to be expelled if all the Jewish people was 
drowned in the sea? The god’s instructions begin with reference to “impure and 
irreverent men” (para. 306). These in fact become the main subject of the story; 
they too are expelled from the temples, but they are not drowned along with 
the lepers and those afflicted with boils, being expelled instead into the desert 
(paras. 307 – 8), and they are the ones who under the leadership of Moses make 
their way to Judaea (paras. 308 – 11). That the story contains two versions may be 
seen from specific details as well, but this is especially obvious in the report of the 
instructions of the god ammon, and the execution of these instructions, with the 
jumbled patchwork of sentences and actions concerning the lepers and the rest, 
on the one hand, and the impure and irreverent men, on the other hand (paras. 
306 – 7).

However, it is not always easy to disentangle one version from the other. There 
are doublets, and compression and summarizing of details, quite apart from the 
omissions already mentioned, and the migration of elements from one version to 
the other creates a further complication. in order to reconstruct the independent 
development of the versions before they were joined together, we must not only 
follow the internal logic of the text as we now have it, but also avail ourselves of 
parallels in other Hellenistic sources concerning the exodus.

let us begin with a more detailed presentation of the two versions in their 
last stage of development, before being integrated into one story. according to 
the first version, all the Jews dwelling in egypt in the reign of King Bokchoris 
were afflicted with leprosy, boils, and other diseases. They escaped to the temples 
and begged for their livelihood. They also infected “very many”— namely, many 
egyptians. The resulting shortage of manpower in egypt led to a crop failure. The 
king sent to the oracle of the god ammon and was told to sink the diseased in the 
sea so as no longer to vex the sun. The instruction was executed. The afflicted were 
loaded onto rafts of lead (?), which were towed out to sea and sunk (paras. 305 – 8a).

The people at the center of the second version are “the impure and irreverent.” 

“The internal inconsistency was woven from the outset into the body of the plot, and can thus 
exemplify the rule, ‘a lie has no legs’”; see Kasher (1997) 273. i am afraid there is no need nowadays 
to take an active part in Josephus’s quarrel with lysimachus. schäfer (1997a) 223 n. 69 comments: 
“lysimachus runs into contradiction when he distinguishes between the lepers and the impure 
persons and identifies the Jews with the lepers only, because the lepers are being drowned and only 
the unclean people are banished to the wilderness and thus ‘saved’.” see also labow (2005) 318 – 19.

74. on the correctness of the reading of the Greek manuscripts here and its unambiguous refer-
ence to the Jewish people as a whole, see above, note 46.
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From the instructions of the god ammon, it appears that they caused the crop 
failure: the purification of the temples and their expulsion from egypt was to 
ensure that “the earth would bring forth crops.” ammon ordered these people 
to be expelled into the wilderness. after a selection by the priests, they were led 
away by soldiers to desolate places, where they were left to their own devices. 
Those expelled managed to group together in one place, where they fasted and 
prayed to the gods. a man called Moses, appearing out of nowhere, told them 
to take their fate into their own hands and dare to walk in one direction away 
from egypt until they should come across inhabited regions. He also told them 
to show hostility and cruelty to the local inhabitants and pillage and destroy 
their temples and altars. This policy they carried out until they reached the area 
later called Judaea, and here they founded the city of Hierosyla, called after their 
mistreatment of temples. only later, out of concern for their reputation among 
the nations, did they change the name of the city to Hierosolyma (Holy solyma).

The original formulation of the two versions underwent some stages of devel-
opment, both adapting details that originated in the other version, or an indepen-
dent variation of it. in the first version (sinking the lepers and those afflicted with 
boils), the reason for consulting the oracle of ammon, expelling the diseased 
people from the temples, and drowning them in the sea was crop failure (akar-
pia), presented as the direct result of a shortage of agricultural manpower caused 
by very many workers — Jews, and egyptians infected by them — falling sick. This 
reason does not suit what should have been the original formulation of the first 
version. First, the need to halt the epidemic is sufficient reason for consulting 
the oracle of ammon and getting rid of the deceased. This, indeed, is what we 
find in several Hellenistic sources concerning the exodus.75 second, crop failure 
does not result from a shortage of manpower for gathering the harvest. indeed, 
according to the oracle of ammon, the act of expulsion and drowning (a mixture 
of the two versions) would lead to the earth bringing forth crops (para. 306 fin.). 
This explanation — crop failure — would fit well in a story about a punishment 
imposed for disrespecting the gods (the second element in the second version). 
Thus lack of crops in an egyptian context appears in Theophrastus as a punish-
ment for disrespect in holy matters (Porph. Abst. 2. 27. 1).76 Famine, like plague, is 
a widespread motif in Greek literature as a collective punishment for moral and 
cardinal sins and/or offenses against the gods.77 We may conclude that at some 

75. explicitly: diodorus 34/35. 1. 2; Pompeius trogus in Justin 36. 1. 12; chaeremon in Josephus 
Contra Apionem 1. 289; esp. tacitus Historiae 5. 3. 1; and in a softer and inverse variation, Hecataeus 
in diodorus 40. 3. 1.

76. see above, pp. 31 – 32.
77. The most famous example is the tale of woe that befell Thebes because of the crime of 

oedipus. Warnings in this direction are constantly raised by attic orators (e.g., in order to scare
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stage in the development of the first version the original reason for the approach 
to ammon, the infection of egyptians as well by the plague, was replaced by crop 
failure, a component of the second version, and, as the infected egyptians are said 
to have been “many,” the new reasoning was supplemented by an inappropriate 
explanation that egypt suffered from a shortage of agricultural workers. The first 
version may well have used the word limos (plague) originally, which was slightly 
corrupted later to loimos (famine). This would have encouraged the importation 
from the second version of the element of crop failure.

The second version itself is not free of contamination and suffers from addi-
tional elements imported from the first version or variations of it. The people 
expelled to the desert are portrayed as “impure and irreverent men” who popu-
lated the temples, as did the lepers and other diseased people in the first version. 
seeking refuge in temples might be plausible for the “impure” (anagnoi), namely, 
the diseased,78 but hardly for “irreverent” (dyssebeis) men. and indeed, later in 
the story (para. 307), the temple priests and altar attendants are told to make a 
selection of the “unclean” (akatharoi = anagnoi), and these are handed over to 
the soldiers to be led into the “desert,” while the “irreverent” are not mentioned. 
The people in the temples are, accordingly, only the diseased. Parallel egyptian 
traditions claim that the misfortunes came as a punishment for neglect of the 
gods.79 i would therefore suggest that the original second version described only 
the expulsion of the irreverent. The “impure” were attached at some stage of its 
development, under the influence of the first version and its parallels.

each version, then, had been contaminated by the other even prior to their 
conflation in one account. The original uncontaminated versions may be recon-
structed in outline as follows:

Version 1: all the Jews, being afflicted with leprosy, boils, and other diseases, 
spread epidemics throughout egypt and sought refuge in temples. When 
many egyptians were infected by the Jews, the egyptian king sought 
advice from the oracle of ammon. He was instructed to drown the 
 diseased in the sea, and did so. later additions: the misfortune — crop 
failure, shortage of agricultural workers.

Version 2: irreverent people (presumably egyptians) annoyed the egyptian 
gods, who reacted by causing a crop failure, which in turn brought about 
a famine in egypt. The oracle of ammon advised expelling the sinners to 

jurors away from exonerating a murderer). The motif is also well known from literature both biblical 
and of other religions. see also on the illyrians appian Illyriaca 4 – 5.

78. cf. in Manetho the synonym miaroi; Contra Apionem 1. 233, 236, 248, 251, and Josephus’s 
refutation, 261, 296.

79. see p. 326 below.
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desolate places, and it was done. This sets the scene for the ordeal in the 
desert, the appearance of Moses, the rallying together as one people, and 
their journey to Jerusalem. a later addition: The “impure” (= “unclean”; 
probably lepers and the like) join the “irreverent.”

Who was responsible for patching together the two versions and their variants 
into one consecutive narrative? lysimachus of alexandria wrote a work against 
plagiarism. His testimonia reveal that he himself was consistent in presenting 
more than one version of each account and in acknowledging his sources.80 There 
is no reason to suppose that he acted differently in his account of the Jews. He 
would have presented the two main accounts with acknowledgments, specific or 
vague (such as “There are those who say . . .”), as he had done in his other works. i 
would suggest, then, that Josephus himself is responsible for the unified account, 
the omission of the references to lysimachus’s sources, the resulting internal 
inconsistencies great and small, and the doublets.

omission of names of sources and clumsy conflation of their accounts into 
one story is quite typical of Josephus. a well-known example is his continuous 
narrative on the Hasmonaean state (book 13 of Jewish Antiquities), where he 
draws upon nicolaus of damascus and strabo (crediting them only occasionally), 
sometimes with the version of one appearing after the other’s, and sometimes 
with the two versions ineptly mixed together, resulting in contradictions, incon-
sistencies, and doublets in the continuous narrative. Josephus himself contributes 
only occasional brief comments of his own for the sake of harmonization or as a 
bridge between one subject and another, and some banal concluding remarks.81

in the case of the account of the Hasmonaean state, Josephus usually deleted 
even the names of his direct sources; in the case of the lysimachus extract, just 
names of the indirect ones, whose mention was considered to be far less compel-
ling. and after all, listing lysimachus’s various sources would have given the anti-
Jewish accusations some credit, and detracted from lysimachus’s image as an 
extreme hater of the Jews who related (or invented) vicious slanders against them.

as a result, the passage came out as one consecutive story. in fact, Josephus 
himself treated it as such, as appears from his rhetorical questions in the detailed 
refutation of the passage.82 This is not surprising: Josephus’s harmonizing notes 
in the history of the Hasmonaean state indicate that he wanted to present the 
account as one consecutive narrative. at least in the case of lysimachus’s account, 
one may guess that a long time had passed since the collection of the material up 

80. see above, pp. 310 – 11.
81. see Hölscher (1904) 12 ff.; and below, pp. 402 ff.
82. see, e.g., Ap. 1. 314: how is it that the king drowned many Jews in the sea and expelled the rest 

into desolate places, and yet there remained alive so many Jews?
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to the final stage of the writing and editing by Josephus, so that he could easily 
have forgotten that lysimachus quoted or paraphrased two versions separately. 
in view of the refutation section that follows the passage (paras. 313 – 20), it is even 
more tempting to suspect Josephus of preferring at the outset to present the pas-
sage as one story in order to expose its absurdity more effectively.

t H e eGy P t i a n sou rce s For t H e e l e M e n t s 
oF t H e t Wo V er sions

We have now seen that lysimachus’s account of the exodus contained two main 
versions, and that both were acknowledged in lysimachus’s original work. 
tracing the various elements of the two versions in the literature both preceding 
and following lysimachus would allow us to identify more clearly the elements 
peculiar to lysimachus’s account, and thereby recognize variations of the exodus 
account that were popular before the time of lysimachus but are now unknown 
to us from any other source.

The first version establishes the protagonists at the outset as “the nation of the 
Jews.” similarly, in Hecataeus’s Jewish excursus, those who left egypt were defined 
as one of the foreign peoples or tribes who left egypt and settled in the regions 
of the Mediterranean and Mesopotamia, having acquired their national identity 
prior to the expulsion (diod. 40. 3. 2). His argument with egyptian traditions 
about the egyptian descent of all nations indicates that egyptian mainstream 
opinion in his time was that the Jews were basically autochthonous egyptians.83 
This view also appears in one of the egyptian traditions summarized by Manetho 
(Joseph. Ap. 1. 229, 233 – 40). notwithstanding, the first version in lysimachus, and 
another version in Manetho (Ap. 1. 82 – 91), suggest that Hecataeus also drew his 
counterview not only from his Jewish informer, but also from egyptian ones, as 
he indeed does more than once in his account of the Jewish origo and nomima.84

of the diseases listed — leprosy, boils, and “other diseases” (Ap. 1. 305) — lep-
rosy is well attested in other sources,85 one of which — Manetho — is egyptian 
and earlier than lysimachus. Boils are also mentioned in the version presented 
by the augustan historian Pompeius trogus (Justin 36. 12. 2). Manetho, like 
lysimachus, also mentions in general terms other diseased people (Ap. 1. 229). 
Missing from lysimachus’s list is plague, to which Hecataeus may be understood 
to refer (diod. 40. 3. 1: λοιμικὴ περιστάσις). it seems that the two main versions 

83. see pp. 111 – 14 above.
84. see p. 116 above.
85. Manetho in Josephus Contra Apionem 2. 229, 233; cf. timochares (via Posidonius) in dio-

dorus 34/35. 1. 2; Pompeius trogus in Justin 36. 2. 12; and probably tacitus Historiae 5. 3. 1 (tabes). on 
the ultimate source of diodorus, see p. 412 below.
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used by lysimachus deliberately made no mention of pestilence. Then, as until 
recently, plague paralyzed the sufferer, and death occurred days after infection 
(see, e.g., the dramatic description of the plague — if this is what it is — in Thuc. 2. 
47 – 54). including plague would have made it difficult for any narrator to explain 
how the sufferers were able to congegrate in public buildings such as temples and 
could continue to function when required.86

in the first version, there is no explanation of why the Jews were suffering 
from these diseases. From the account in Hecataeus of abdera we can infer — 

despite the changes made by him in the egyptian version — that the diseases were 
generally explained as a punishment for neglect of the gods (diod. 40. 3. 1).87 
This link may also be discerned in the versions preserved by diodorus (34/35. 1. 
2) and tacitus (Hist. 5. 3. 1). Manetho’s account shows that there was a different 
view, according to which there was no particular reason for the diseases. They 
occurred naturally, as they do in any society, but all the more so in ancient egypt. 
it was only after the lepers had been harmed by god and man that they partici-
pated in sacrilegious acts (Ap. 1. 239 – 50).

The drowning of the Jews in the sea is unique to lysimachus’s account. in all 
other sources, the diseased are expelled, escape, or go into the desert of their own 
will.88 This variation, it would seem, was invented as a reaction to the Jewish story 
about the drowning of the egyptian army in the sea, in the way that plague and 
boils seem to reverse the biblical account of the exodus.89 The biblical account is 
prone to generalization; for example, the whole egyptian army — infantry, chari-
ots, cavalry, and all — are drowned in the sea (exod. 14.23, 26, 28).90 similarly, the 
egyptian counterstory talks of the “people of the Jews” altogether as having been 
drowned (Ap. 1. 305, 317). The counternarrative would have been self-contained 
and would therefore have exhibited no internal inconsistencies. since it was a 
slander intended just to humiliate, the storyteller had no reason to bother with 
the subsequent existence of the Jewish people. at the most the original story may 

86. cf. the absence of plague affecting humans in the Pentateuch; plague afflicts only animals 
of all sorts (exod. 9.1 – 7). Plague is not mentioned at all in the list in Psalms 105.30 – 32, but appears 
in Psalms 78.50, afflicting both man and beast. on the development of the tradition concerning the 
plague and the difficulty faced by the editor of the story in exodus, see löwenstamm (1987) 39 – 40. 
lewy (1960) 120 thinks that plague is being referred to in tacitus Historiae 5. 3. 1. yet the description 
of the symptoms of the disease — tabe, quae corpora foedaret  — together with the relatively energetic 
activity of the Jews, is better suited to leprosy and boils.

87. see p. 116 above.
88. see Hecataeus in diodorus 40. 3. 1; Manetho in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 251; timochares 

(via Posidonius) in diodorus 34/35. 1. 2; Pompeius trogus in Justin 36. 1. 12; apion in Josephus 
Contra Apionem 2. 8, 15; tacitus Historiae 5. 3. 1.

89. on “counterliterature,” see, in more detail, pp. 331 – 32 below.
90. cf. Sapientia Salmonis 18. 6; Philo De Vita Mosis 1. 167, 179, where the destruction of the 

entire egyptian army is emphasized.
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have conceded that a few Jews had been saved, a survival motif known from the 
oriental Flood stories, and that they were the ancestors of the Jews known to 
contemporary egyptians. The first appearance of this counterstory is undatable.

Previous egyptian elements were used for the basic second version as well. 
it has been suggested above that the original subjects of this version were “the 
irreverent,” to whom were attached the “impure” during the development of 
the version. each of these elements could be autochthonous egyptians, foreign 
rabble, or a mixture of both, as the people expelled from egypt are described in 
one way or another by egyptian and Greco-roman sources commencing with 
Manetho.91 accordingly, the Jewish people was formed only after leaving egypt, 
and not in egypt. These same sources report that those afflicted with diseases 
neglected the gods.92 Theophrastus’s egyptian-inspired account about the great 
crises of early civilization in egypt reports that neglect of the gods in egypt was 
punished by famine ( = crop failure).93 This betrays the antiquity and origin of 
the second version. an early egyptian parallel to the second version in its con-
taminated form can be inferred from the account of Hecataeus, who based his 
report on an egyptian version. This report portrayed the Jews as a foreign nation 
dwelling in egypt that neglected the gods and was punished with plague, causing 
an epidemic throughout the country, and was consequently expelled.94

one of the instructions imputed to Moses in the second version (para. 309) — 

“not to show goodwill to anyone of men (= any man)” — is actually identical to 
the oath attributed to the Jews in the blood libel (Joseph. Ap. 2. 121). This suggests 
that lysimachus was acquainted with the blood libel, invented by the egyptians.95 
The second one — “(not to) give the best advice” — recalls, in the positive form, 
maxims known from Greek and roman literature,96 but it may well have been 
inspired by ancient egyptian wisdom. However, the instruction to destroy altars 
and temples seems to be rather an addition by lysimachus in preparation for the 

91. Manetho in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 233 – 49; strabo Geographica 16. 2. 35, and a passage 
from his Historica Hypomnemata, as quoted by Josephus, in Antiquitates Judaicae 14. 117; chaeremon 
in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 289 – 90; apion in Josephus Contra Apionem ii. 28; and this also seems 
to be the intent of tacitus Historiae 5. 3. 1 ff. see also celsus in origen Contra Celsum 3. 5.

92. Manetho in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 248 – 49; timochares (via Posidonius) in diodorus 
34/35. 1. 1; hinted at in tacitus Historiae 5. 3. 1; clement in origen Contra Celsum 3. 5.

93. in Porphyry De abstinentia 2. 27. 1; and see pp. 31 – 33 above.
94. see p. 116 above on the original version. 
95. see the lysimachus version μήτε ἀνθρώπων τινὶ εὐνοήσειν as against μηδενὶ εὐνοήσειν ἄλλῳ 

φύλῳ in the “Jewish” oath (Joseph. Ap. 2. 121). and see pp. 271 – 76 above on the egyptian origin of 
the blood libel, and p. 279 on the absence of the blood libel in lysimachus.

96. see, e.g., Hesiod Opera et Dies 266; Xenophon Anabasis 5. 6. 4; cicero De officiis 1. 5, 52; 
seneca De clementia 29. 1; iamblichus De vita Pythagorica 30 [85]. cf. the hostile variation on the 
Jews in Juvenal Satirae 14. 102 – 5: “to show the way and lead no one but the circumcised to a desired 
spring.”
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reference to the destruction of temples and altars close to the Jewish territory 
around Jerusalem (paras. 310 – 11).97

a more conspicuous novelty in the passage from lysimachus, besides the 
drowning of the Jews in the sea, is the presentation of Moses. He appears in 
the desert out of the blue, with no prior notice and no apparent background or 
involvement in the events prior to the expulsion or in the expulsion itself (Ap. 
1. 309; cf. the refutation by Josephus, 316). When the lysimachean account is 
combined with a separate testimonium of his presenting Moses as a wizard and 
deceiver (Ap. 2. 145), it appears that Moses was said to have managed to con-
vince the expelled people and impose upon them his authority through trickery 
and sleight of hand. The Moses portrayed here is quite unlike his namesake in 
other Hellenistic sources, where he is introduced (implicitly or explicitly)as an 
egyptian priest or a governor, and his personal attributes and standing as a leader 
before the expulsion are presented favorably more than once.98 i would guess that 
Moses was described in lysimachus’s second version as an unknown person in 
order to facilitate his portrayal as a wizard and deceiver. These negative features, 
unlike the wisdom and bravery usually attributed to him by other authors, pro-
vide an unflattering backdrop to Moses’ authority and the negative heritage that 
he bequeathed to his people. Jewish stories about Moses performing miracles 
may have helped egyptian storytellers arrive at this portrayal. 

The Greco-egyptian version of the exodus closest to the lysimachus passage 
was preserved in diodorus, and was drawn, as has definitely been proved and is 
universally acknowledged, from Posidonius of apamea. it shares a considerable 
number of elements with the lysimachus passage, or rather with the second 
version in its contaminated form. in the diodorus-Posidonius account about 
the advice of the friends of antiochus Vii to annihilate the Jews (diod. 34/35. 
1. 1 – 3), which derived ultimately from a contemporary seleucid court historian, 
and therefore was prior to lysimachus, it is said that the Jews were thrown out 
of egypt because they were sinners hated by the gods, and because they suffered 
from leprosy. They took control of an area near Jerusalem, and their leader, 
Moses, gave them misanthropic laws. Moses advises the Jews, among others, 
“nor to show (other people) any goodwill at all” (para. 2), which is almost identi-
cal to the “advice” in lysimachus. if the two accounts are not totally identical, 
it is probably because the diodorus-Posidonius version telescoped its source to 
suit the context, so that unnecessary details were omitted. The great similarity 

97. see further, pp. 334–36 below.
98. Manetho in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 250; Posidonius in strabo 16. 2. 35; Pompeius trogus 

in Justin 36. 2. 11. Hecataeus praises Moses as φρονήσει τε καὶ ἀνδρείᾳ πολὺ διαφέρων (“greatly supe-
rior both in prudence and in courage,” diod. 40. 3. 3), which is the opposite of “wizard and deceiver.” 
cf. tacitus’s description of Moses as merely “one of the exiles” (Hist. 5. 3. 1).
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enhances the distinction suggested above between the two versions transmitted 
in the original account of lysimachus.

it must, however, be stressed that the version of tacitus (Hist. 5. 3. 1), occasion-
ally compared by scholars to the stories of lysimachus,99 is evidently different, 
despite a few similarities with other anti-Jewish exodus stories, and it contains 
two major elements, unknown from any other account of the exodus. tacitus’s 
story is set in the reign of Bokchoris; the epidemic (judging from the symptoms 
given, leprosy) afflicted only one group of people (we are not told whether they 
are egyptian or not) who were disrespectful toward the gods; these people were 
expelled into the desert, and a man named Moses, presenting himself as sent 
from Heaven to lead the exiles, managed to save them from dying of thirst by 
following a herd of asses and finding a water source; after six days they reached 
inhabited land, took control of it, and built a capital city and a temple; at this 
time, Moses established the laws of the Jews, emphasizing the hatred of foreign-
ers and customs designed to commemorate their trials and tribulations in the 
desert. The most prominent addition here is the story about the asses, hinting 
at the legendary link between the Jews and the god seth-typhon, a link that was 
emphasized in some of the egyptian traditions of the exodus, thus paving the 
way for the story about ass worship in the temple (tac. Hist. 5. 4. 2). Following 
the reference to the duration of the expedition, tacitus repeats, with a slight 
variation, the circumvented aetiological explanation already given before him for 
the origin of the sabbath (cf. Plut. Quaest. conv. 670d). 

t H e eGy P t i a n BacKGrou n d to t H e Host i l e t r a di t ions: 
sou rce s oF i nsPi r at ion a n d t y PoloGy

The hostile traditions about the exodus, originating in literature, rumors, and 
egyptian oral accounts, were motivated by the tension between the egyptian 
and Jewish populations in egypt. not a few scholars have rightly claimed that 
the tension began in the Persian period,100 and so too the hostile traditions.101 it 
had already been claimed by Josephus that the hostile accounts of the exodus had 
originated in egypt itself (Ap. 1. 223), although the reasons he gives for the enmity 
of the egyptians are not very convincing (224 – 26). The historical background 
and motives for the tensions between the Jews and the egyptians have been the 

99. see, e.g., Gager (1972) 127; stern, GLAJJ 1: 386, 2: 35 – 36.
100. on the beginnings of the hostility in the Persian period, see esp. yoyotte (1963) 133 – 43; see 

also, e.g., radin (1915) 97 – 99; lewy (1960) 10; tcherikover (1961) 432 n. 79, 358 – 59, 361; schäfer (1997a) 
163 – 69; and others.

101. as observed in most of the references in the preceding note. For a different approach, 
attempting to trace the creation of these traditions to pharaonic egypt, see assmann (1997).
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object of much interest in modern research.102 in the present context it is worth 
surveying briefly some of the valid claims already made, and  adding a few 
remarks and clarifications.

The specific causes of the development of the hostility between the two peoples 
were the cooperation between the Jews and the hated Persian government, the 
Jewish attitude toward egyptian animal cults, and the Passover festival and all 
that that entailed. Jews found themselves between the hammer and the anvil, 
acting effectively as border guards for the Persian kings, and they may also have 
been carrying out internal security services, as happened later, in the Hellenistic 
period.103 The egyptian deification of animals was a cause of serious friction. For 
example, the Jewish sacrifice of animals in elephantine led to the destruction of 
the local temple at the hands of an egyptian mob in 410 b.c.e.104 other violent 
situations may be envisaged as occurring because of the egyptian animal cult, 
such as pogroms in reaction to the Jewish slaughtering of certain animals for 
food, and even rioting following the accidental harming or killing of a sacred 
animal, like the lynching many years later of a roman who had accidentally 
killed a cat (diod. 1. 83. 6 – 9). such outbreaks, similar to those that for centuries 
have dogged relations between Hindus and Muslims in india, would not have 
been uncommon events. Jewish households celebrated the Passover in words, 
music, and song commemorating the ten plagues and the destruction of the 
egyptian army in the sea,105 using the biblical text and embellishing it.106 such 
a widespread and annual celebration would naturally have raised the hackles 
of the Jews’ egyptian neighbors, leading not only to violent confrontations and 
attempts to prohibit Passover festivities,107 but also to the creation of egyptian 

102. see in particular reinach (1895) xvi; radin (1915) 97 – 99; Heinemann (1939/40) 288 – 96; 
Baron (1952) 189 – 95; tcherikover (1961) 361 – 77; Kasher (1974) 74, 80, 81 – 82; stern (1976) 1111 ff.; 
rappaport (1983) 38 ff.; Feldman (1993) 107 – 22; schäfer (1997a) 121 – 69.

103. see the comprehensive survey of the material in Porten (1968) 28 ff.; (1984) 389 ff.
104. on the temple cult, which included sacrifices and burnt offerings, see Porten and yardeni 

(1986) 1: 68 – 78.
105. on the Passover festivities of the Jews of elephantine, see Porten (1984) 388 – 89; and in 

egypt in general, tabory (1996) 81 – 84. For the domestic and musical character of the Passover fes-
tivities in egypt and Palestine, see the indirect references in Sapientia Salmonis 18.9 – 10, and Jubilees 
49.10; and the direct account in Philo De specialibus legibus 2. 148.

106. Many detailed additions to biblical stories are prominent in a number of Jewish Hellenistic 
authors active in egypt, such as ezekiel the tragedian, Philo (Vit. Mos. 1. 94 – 180), and especially 
Sapientia Salmonis; they amplify both the alleged wickedness of the egyptians and the seriousness 
of the plagues inflicted upon them. such extreme additions are found even in artapanus, whose 
attitude toward the egyptians is relatively favorable. a basic survey of these additions may be found 
in löwenstam (1987) 43 – 46, 120 – 22, and in various notes throughout. For more detailed discussions 
from the perspective of Greek culture, see Guttmann 2: 9 – 72; Winston (1979) 6 – 9, 292 – 329; Jacobson 
(1983); Holladay (1983 – 96) 1: 189 – 244, 2: 301 – 529; cheon (1997).

107. For the document concerning egyptian attempts to prevent the Passover festivities in
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counterstories. in addition to these circumstances, tension was also greatly exac-
erbated by long-standing egyptian xenophobia, repeated confrontations over 
living space and sources of income, the usual conflicts between neighbors, and 
the tendency to find scapegoats for national disasters such as foreign occupation, 
famine, and plague. egyptian enmity in general, and the anti-Jewish slanders in 
particular, were but a natural reaction to the particular conditions prevailing in 
egypt in the Persian period and later, and an inevitable result of the daily friction 
between two intolerant communities thrust closely together by circumstances, 
each fiercely loyal to its own religion and ancient traditions.

The sources of inspiration for the egyptian stories were quite varied. scholars 
have already observed, in various ways, that the hostile accounts of the exodus 
were inspired by biblical stories.108 The hostile accounts manifestly set out to 
invert the biblical account as much as possible. The plagues — especially the pes-
tilence and the boils — and other trials that, according to the Bible, befell the 
egyptians were turned on the Jews. similarly, those characteristics commonly 
attributed to egyptians by Greeks and other peoples — above all, their hatred 
of foreigners, their reclusiveness, and their outlandish cultic practices109

 — were 
foisted upon the Jews. The counterstories include many folkloristic motifs drawn 
from egyptian reality, mythology, ways of life, and geography, such as leprosy, 
outbreaks of plagues, famines, consultations with the god ammon, wars among 
the gods, and incursions of desert nomads and northern peoples, as well as their 
expulsion. The anti-Jewish oral and written literature also included tales inspired 
by the seth-typhon legends.110275The counterstories occasionally developed from 

elephantine, see Porten (1966) 125, no. 13B (cauley [1923] no. 21); and more decisively and in more 
detail Porten (1984) 389; see also schäfer (1997a) 124 – 28; Porten and yardeni (1986) 54 – 55, no. 4.1.

108. on the development of the egyptian accounts as a response to the exodus stories, see radin 
(1915) 96; tcherikover (1961) 287 and n. 79; stern (1976) 1111; Kasher (1975) 80; (1996) passim, and 273 
on lysimachus; schäfer (1997a) 15 ff. For further bibliography pertaining directly to Manetho, see 
Gruen (1998) 58 n. 57. terms commonly used are “counter history,” “reply,” and others of this sort. 
not every response turns the original story on its head; see below on the seth-typhon stories. Gruen 
presents an exceptional approach according to which the egyptian stories of the exodus are based 
essentially on Jewish accounts glorifying their conquest of egypt and making fun of the egyptians 
and their gods, and should not be regarded as polemics aimed at the biblical accounts or as “counter 
history”; see Gruen (1998) 41 – 72. some of Gruen’s reservations are answered indirectly below, where 
a distinction is made between active-response and passive-response stories. Whatever the case may 
be, lysimachus’s account is certainly “counter history.”

109. see, e.g., sophocles Oedipus Coloneus 337 – 38; Plato Laws 953e; strabo 17. 1. 6, 1. 19 (in the 
latter, eratosthenes is named as a source); Juvenal Satire 15. 159 ff. (apparently an account of human 
sacrifice in egypt); diodorus 1. 88, 4 – 5; cicero Respublica 3. 9. 15; and in Jewish Hellenistic literature: 
Sapientia Salmonis 19. 14 – 15; Philo De Abrahamo 107 and passim. on the absolute difference in 
customs: Herodotus 2. 35, 91. cf. p. 275 above.

110. on which, see above, pp. 245 – 49, 271 – 76.
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a combination of various associations and sources of inspiration. The leper libel, 
for example, was inspired by the prevalence of leprosy in egypt, and the human 
tendency to blame aliens for its spread, together with the contempt for lepers. 
some egyptians who were more familiar with biblical stories could more easily 
make the connection between Jews and leprosy by noting that Moses is said to 
have received a sign from god when his hand was turned leprous (exod. 4.6, 21; cf. 
num. 12.10 on his sister). The leper libel was made more plausible by the common 
portrayal of the Jews as cut off from human society, the inevitable fate that also 
befalls lepers.111

in order to understand the perception of the anti-Jewish tales by the egyptians, 
it is worth distinguishing between aggressive and “passive”-fatalistic stories. 
The aggressive ones contained violent attacks on the Jews, using primarily the 
method of inversion, so that it is the Jews who are humiliated and victimized. The 
“passive”-fatalistic stories retained the Jewish traditions in which the egyptians 
are the victims, supplementing them with elements from egyptian folklore and 
mythology, and especially in the context of the destructive character of seth-
typhon, the bad god of egyptian mythology, who was also considered the patron 
of foreigners, and specifically of desert nomads and semitic peoples, and was con-
sequently also identified with the god of the Hebrews. Manetho’s account of the 
settlement of Moses and his followers in avaris, the city of typhon (Ap. 1. 87 – 90), 
and the cooperation and even identity between the Jews and the foreign occupiers 
of egypt (81 – 90, 94, 241 – 250) are examples of the “passive”-fatalistic type;112 to 
this type also belongs the aetiological legend describing typhon, clearly through 
identification with Moses, as the founder of Judaea and Jerusalem, and implying 
a link between typhon and the sabbath commandment, by means of the story 
of typhon’s seven-day retreat through the desert (Plut. De Is. et Os. 363c-d). 
an extreme version identifying the god of the Jews with seth-typhon, without 
reference to the exodus traditions, is expressed in the libel portraying the Jews 
as worshipping an ass in the temple.113 The “passive”-fatalistic stories culminate 

111. cf. the later aetiological explanation, transposing cause and effect, of Pompeius trogus 
(Justin 36. 1. 15): the Jews refrain from contact with foreigners so as not to be hated by their neigh-
bors, being mindful of their expulsion from egypt because of the inhabitants’ fear of infection (of 
leprosy and boils, 36. 2.  12). This self-isolation from other nations became, over the course of time, 
a religious practice.

112. The typology of Manetho’s accounts and their influence on authors such as lysimachus 
should not be affected by the much-discussed and complex “Manethonian problem”: the question 
of authenticity; whether the present accounts derive from a summary; whether there are a number 
of layers, authors, or sources; and whether there are interpolations. Whatever the case may be, 
Manetho or putative later forgers did not invent the main elements. 

113. see above, pp. 241–42, 244 – 46.
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in the two versions of the blood libel, which also originate in the typhon-seth 
legends.114

This type of story, which is utilized nowadays mainly to rouse international 
public opinion, probably catered in particular to the lower egyptian classes. 
The stories intensified the fear and hatred felt toward the neighboring Jews and 
accorded with the basic feelings of oriental mobs, who were fatalistic in their 
approach to life and their perception of disasters. The aggressive stories served to 
give vent to egyptian frustrations and boost the morale of the egyptian national-
ists. some versions, such as that of Manetho, contained both types: on the one 
hand, the Jews are portrayed as lepers, while, on the other hand, they are identi-
fied (or described as cooperating) with the aggressive occupiers who maltreat the 
egyptians and all that they hold sacred. 

t H e Wor K ’ s dat e , 
H istor ica l BacKGrou n d, a n d Pu r Pose

The historical and thematic framework of the lysimachus excerpt, which is lim-
ited to the Jewish origo, the concentration on the behavior of the Jews in egypt 
and their expulsion, and the overwhelming egyptian features and motifs do not 
leave much doubt with regard to the subject and genre of the work it was taken 
from: The account of the Jews in egypt was included in an egyptian history and/
or ethnography written by lysimachus. The origo of the Jews was actually an 
excursus, inserted into lysimachus’s work similarly to the Jewish excursus of 
Hecataeus of abdera, which was attached to the latter’s Aegyptiaca. The reasons 
of Hecataeus are quite clear to us, since we have the diodorean paraphrase-epit-
ome of this work. in the absence of his original work, lysimachus’s motives for 
abusing the Jews may become understandable after determining his exact date.

lysimachus’s work has been dated to various periods: between the times of 
Manetho and apion (i.e., between the third century b.c.e. and the first half of 
the first century c.e.);115 some time after Mnaseas of Patara (i.e., after c. 200 or 175 
b.c.e.) and before apion;116 near the time of Mnaseas (at the turn of the second 
century b.c.e.);117 in the first years of the internal struggle in alexandria between 
Ptolemy Physcon and his wife, cleopatra ii (145 – 140 b.c.e.);118 in the time of 
apollonius Molon (the first half of the first century b.c.e.119 or a little later, in the 

114. see above, pp. 272 – 76.
115. reinach (1895) 120; Gudemann, RE s.v. “lysimachos (20),” col. 33; Gruen (1998) 45.
116. susemihl (1891 – 92) 1: 479; Gager (1972) 118; Kasher (1997) 270.
117. Fraser (1972) 2: 1093.
118. aziza (1982) 56; and see the response of Gruen (1998) 46 n. 17.
119. Gabba (1989) 652.
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second half of the first century b.c.e.);120 close to the time of apion;121  between 50 
b.c.e. and 50 c.e.;122 and generally, in the second or first centuries b.c.e.123

a clue to a more precise dating comes from the instruction attributed by the 
author to Moses, that those expelled into the desert should destroy all the temples 
and altars they encounter, and the assertion that this instruction was carried out 
once they reached inhabited land (Ap. 1. 309 – 10). This is not mentioned just in 
passing. it seems to be the climax of the account. lysimachus goes so far as to offer 
an innovative etymology for Jerusalem in this vein: “temple loot.” The absurdity 
of the explanation speaks for itself and exposes its central role in the story: the 
name given to the city reflects the character and peculiarity of its inhabitants in 
the future. such veiled references to contemporary events are commonplace in 
Hellenistic ethnographic literature, as in foundation stories (and likewise in lit-
erature of other peoples, including the Bible), where the deeds of contemporaries 
are explained by the character and achievements of their ancestors. attempts to 
see in this instruction an echo of biblical commandments (e.g., deut. 7.5)124 fail to 
convince.125 some scholars, indeed, have suggested that this reflects the deeds of 
the Hasmonaeans against Greek sites of worship in the Holy land.126

to be more accurate, lysimachus does not say that the Jews destroyed the “tem-
ples and altars” in the area of Judaea around Jerusalem, but that they destroyed 
sites that they came across in the inhabited land before they reached Judaea. The 
second generation of Hasmonaean rulers did in fact mount an intensive effort 
to destroy pagan “temples and altars” outside the territory of the Hellenistic-
Hasmonaean eparchy of “Judaea,” the Jewish power base around Jerusalem. no 

120. susemihl (1891 – 92) 2: 674.
121. Gruen (1998) 45.
122. Jacoby, FGrH iii. b, no. 382, p. 166; troiani (1977) 135.
123. stern, GLAJJ 1: 382; id. (1976) 1114; Wittaker (1984) 45; schäfer (1997a) 27.
124. For various suggestions, see Gager (1972) 119; conzelmann (1981) 80 n. 93; Kasher (1997) 

274 – 75.
125. it would be going too far to attribute to lysimachus a familiarity with the biblical com-

mandment. The instruction was usually not mentioned in Jewish Hellenistic literature, where 
instead violence against foreign worship was discouraged (see below, note 129). lysimachus’s state-
ment is drawn from contemporary reality. it should be added that there is no connection between 
lysimachus’s account and the stories of Manetho about the foreign occupiers — with whom the 
“polluted egyptians” cooperated — provoking the egyptian gods and sacred animals (Ap. 1. 249). 
Manetho does not mention burning and destroying temples, and lysimachus is not talking about 
the period before the expulsion from egypt, but after the exiles had left the desert and were on their 
way to Judaea. For the character of the description in Manetho, cf. the stories about the ill-treatment 
by cambyses of the bull apis and his burning of the idols in the temple of the god Ptah in Herodotus 
3. 28 – 29, 37, and 3. 16, 37, for the mutilation of dead bodies and mummies.

126. Müller (1877) 208; stern, GLAJJ 1: 386; id. (1976) 1114; conzelmann (1981) 80; Goodman in 
schürer et al., 3: 600; Kasher (1997) 274 (as a possibility). 
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“temples” (as opposed to “altars”) were destroyed inside Judaea proper; they sim-
ply did not exist. in the days of the Hasmonaean brothers (Judas Maccabaeus, 
Jonathan, and simon) the destruction of Hellenistic temples outside small Judaea 
was only sporadic. a systematic action against Hellenistic cult centers throughout 
coile syria and Phoenicia was taken by John Hyrcanus and alexander Janaeus 
from 125 b.c.e. a terminus post quem can therefore be set in the last quarter of the 
second century b.c.e.127

This dating can be narrowed down a bit more: the instruction “to destroy 
any temples or altars” is practically identical to the words of praise for the Jews 
of the Holy land who “destroyed . . . temples and altars” in pseudo-Hecataeus’s 
On the Jews (Ap. 1. 193).128 This praise for religious violence is unusual. Most 
Hellenistic Jewish authors of whatever sectarian affiliation would normally 
advocate religious tolerance, whether their target audience was Jewish or non-
Jewish.129 The unusual nature of the praise, its unprecedented provocative and 
aggressive tone, and the phrasing of the concluding comment of the author (“it is 
just to admire them for these [actions]”) — all suggest that the similarity between 
the formulations of pseudo-Hecataeus and lysimachus is not accidental, and 
that it was pseudo-Hecataeus who reacted to the statement of lysimachus, and 
not vice versa. it is also rather doubtful that a book such as On the Jews, written 
by an orthodox Jew just for internal consumption, would have been known 
to an alexandrian Greek. The observation that pseudo-Hecataeus reacted to 
lysimachus’s accusations may be supported by what looks to be a deliberate 
inversion: lysimachus says that the Jews destroyed temples and altars in a foreign 
land they passed through on their way to Jerusalem; pseudo-Hecataeus stresses 
that the Jews destroyed all the temples and altars erected in their own land by 

127. on the dating of the intensive destruction of foreign sites of worship in the Holy land, see 
Bar-Kochva (1996d) 128 – 34.

128. lysimachus: ναοὺς καὶ βωμούς . . . ἀνατρέπειν; pseudo-Hecataeus: νεὼς καὶ βωμοὺς . . . 
κατέσκαπτον. There were enough other words in Greek meaning “temples” and “altars.” on the 
statement of pseudo-Hecataeus, see also Bar-Kochva (1996d) 128 – 34.

129. see septuagint, exodus 22.28 (prohibition against reviling the gods of nations); Philo De 
specialibus legibus 1. 53 (prohibition against insulting other gods); De Vita Mosis 2. 205 – 6 (not to 
mock the idols and icons of foreign gods); Quaestiones et solutiones in Exodum 2. 5 (not to scorn 
or rebuke other gods); Hypothetica in eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 8. 6. 6 – 7 (the Jews did not 
conquer the Holy land by force; it was freely handed over to them by the inhabitants); artapanus in 
eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 9. 27. 4, 6, 9, 12 (the positive and active part of Moses in founding 
the egyptian religion); Josephus Antiquitates Judaicae 4. 207 (biblical prohibition against robbing 
the sacred sites of foreigners and cursing other gods); Contra Apionem 2. 237 – 49 (prohibition against 
mocking and rebuking gods of other peoples). There are exceptions to this rule in the septuagint 
version of the commandments to destroy foreign sites of worship (e.g., exod. 23.24 = Joseph. AJ 4. 
192) and in the harsh words of the author of Wisdom of solomon on the superstitions and false gods 
of the egyptians (13 – 14). see also Philo De vita contemplativa 7 – 10.
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newcomers.130 Pseudo-Hecataeus wrote his treatise between 103 and 93 b.c.e.131 
The work by lysimachus is, therefore, to be dated to the last decade of the second 
century, or a little earlier.

This conclusion draws attention to the special circumstance in egypt that 
would have motivated the hostility of lysimachus. He was writing in the reign 
of cleopatra iii (116 – 102 b.c.e.), a queen greatly influenced and sometimes even 
manipulated by the Jewish commanders of her army. all this was just a few 
years after about three decades of internal struggles in the reign of Ptolemy Viii 
Physcon (145/4 – 118), which had torn egypt between the eccentric and monstrous 
king and his sister-wife, cleopatra ii. The queen was supported by the enlight-
ened Greek population — mostly in exile — and especially by the Jewish soldiers 
who fought for her.132 Her daughter, cleopatra iii, having suffered formerly from 
sexual abuse at the hands of her stepfather, needed strong and unreservedly loyal 
military support. This she found in the Jewish soldiers, their commanders, and 
the Jewish population as a whole, which had already demonstrated its loyalty 
to her mother during the many years of internal conflict and a reign of terror. 
That the Jews had the ear of the new queen caused the Greeks considerable anxi-
ety. They must have felt themselves betrayed by the Greco-Macedonian regime, 
and many turned to support Ptolemy lathyrus, cleopatra iii’s rebel son, in his 
unflagging efforts at unseating his mother. The remarks concerning the hostile 
attitude of the Jews toward other peoples (not new observations in themselves) 
and the transparent reference to the Hasmonaean attacks on Hellenistic centers 
of worship expressed, among other things, the Greeks’ apprehension regarding 
their future in egypt, signaling to the new Ptolemaic government what could be 
expected from their intolerant Jewish allies.

The suggested dating toward the end of the second century b.c.e. helps 
explain why lysimachus, contrary to Hecataeus of abdera and others, returned 
to accepted classical Greek traditions concerning the origin of cadmus and 
the founding of Thebes, thus removing any connection the pharaohs had with 
Greece, and avoided integrating egyptian figures in his other stories and gene-
alogies of classical Greece.133 Greek intellectuals who were active in egypt at 
the beginning of the Ptolemaic period grasped at trends existent already in the 
literature of Greece in its heyday,134 striving to find at any price as close a connec-

130. Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 193: ἔτι γε μὴν τῶν εἰς τὴν χώραν, φησί, πρὸς αὐτοὺς ἀφικνου-
μένων νεὼς καὶ βωμοὺς κατασκευασάντων ἅπαντα ταῦτα κατέσκαπτον. . . .

131. on the dating of pseudo-Hecataeus, see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 122 – 42.
132. on the perverse personality of Ptolemy Physcon, the internal situation, and the status of 

the Jews, see, e.g., Bar-Kochva (1996d) 299 – 302; and Huss (2001) 596 – 625, and the references there.
133. see above, p. 309.
134. on this trend prior to the Hellenistic period, see Berthelot (2000) 192 – 96; isaac (2004) 

352 – 56.
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tion as possible between the egyptians and the Greeks, in order to accommodate 
themselves with the native population, especially the powerful priestly class, so as 
to reduce the level of alienation and tension in relations between the natives and 
the foreign occupying power. However, at the end of the second century there was 
no longer much sense in such flattery, and in the light of two centuries of close 
intimacy with the egyptian population, and the ugly, recurring confrontations 
with it (especially in 217 – 180 and 145 – 116), a Greek author would regard such 
flattery as out of place, even offensive and ridiculous. later egyptian history 
provides an instructive parallel to this in the hostile and mocking attitude of sec-
ond-century c.e. roman literature toward egypt; the fifteenth satire of Juvenal, 
which was widely read, is only one example of this. The oppression of the Greek 
intellectual class, including the most prominent figures who went into exile, at 
the hands of Ptolemy Physcon, who was supported by the native population and 
was deeply influenced by the egyptian lifestyle,135 necessarily led Greek authors 
to ignore legends concerning a common origin or the like between Greeks and 
egyptians.136 it stands to reason that the overall portrait of the egyptians and 
their history in lysimachus’s work differed significantly from that in Hecataeus’s 
Aegyptiaca.

135. on the suppression of the intellectuals and their exile, see especially athenaeus 4. 184; 
Pompeius trogus in Justin 38. 8. 6. For additional sources and a discussion of the background and 
the reliability of the sources, see the references in note 132 above.

136. For the same reason, the purpose for which hostile egyptian traditions regarding the exodus 
were adduced by a Greek author of that generation does not seem to have been a desire to gratify the 
egyptians as Josephus explains to his readers (Ap. 1. 223).
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Posidonius deserves an introduction considerably more detailed than those 
devoted to other authors dealt with in this book, both because of the uniqueness 
of his approach to the Jews and Judaism, along with the number of surviving 
references, and because of the complexity of questions surrounding his life and 
writings. This survey concentrates on the question of his dates and origin, impor-
tant landmarks in his biography, and the contents of some of his works. The 
celebrated “Posidonian question” will also be considered in general terms. not all 
the major problems associated with Posidonius will be discussed here, but only 
those that have a bearing, direct or indirect, on the assessment of Posidonius’s 
attitude and references to the Jews and related questions.

Posidonius of apamea flourished in his adopted home of rhodes at a time when 
it was one of the main centers of literary and intellectual activity in the Hellenistic 
world, alongside alexandria and athens. leading contemporary figures, such as 
cicero and Pompey, admired him and attended his lectures during their visits 
to rhodes. Many of his writings in an unusually wide range of fields became 
standard works for generations to come and influenced later thinkers in a variety 
of ways. His younger contemporary, cicero, was already in his philosophical 
dialogues providing characters presenting the stoic view with latin paraphrases 
of Posidonian positions. it is therefore strange at first sight that not even one of 
Posidonius’s many works has survived. Moreover, given his popularity at the 
time, it is rather surprising that we have so little information about his personal 
life, considering the number of biographies we have of lesser philosophers, but 
this seems to be due less to design than to unfortunate accidents of transmission. 
He is not alone in this respect.

10

Posidonius of apamea (a) 
The Man and His Writings
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cH ronoloGica l Fr a M eWor K 
The canonic dates for Posidonius are 135 – 51 b.c.e. The dates appear to be clear 
cut, but they rest on two uncertain scraps of information. The first of these is a 
statement in the Suda entry for Posidonius that Posidonius went to rome in the 
consulship of Marcus Marcellus.1 This sentence is located at the end of a very brief 
biographical entry, where one would have expected a reference to Posidonius’s 
death. The text is corrupt, and three plausible if speculative emendations to the 
sentence all change the report to read that Posidonius died in the consulship of 
M. claudius Marcellus (51 b.c.e.).2 The exact date of Posidonius’s birth (135 b.c.e.) 
has been based on one or other of these emendations, with the aid of a dubious 
report in pseudo-lucian’s Longaevi of Posidonius’s age at death as eighty-four.3 
Given that pseudo-lucian occasionally exaggerates,4 Posidonius is unlikely to 
have been older than eighty-four, but he may have been somewhat younger.

The only dates in Posidonius’s biography that can be determined exactly are 
87/6 b.c.e., when Posidonius (by the canonic reckoning, aged forty-nine) was 
sent by the rhodians on an embassy to rome,5 and 60 b.c.e., when at home in 
rhodes he (by the same reckoning, now aged seventy-five) sent cicero a mes-
sage.6 it should also be noted that when his teacher, Panaetius of rhodes, died in 
110 b.c.e., Posidonius would have been, by this reckoning, twenty-five years old. 
The conventional dating, therefore, is serviceable but may be more than a few 
years off. The doubts just indicated justify a more rigorous investigation.

Posidonius could not have died before sending his letter to cicero in 60 b.c.e., 
but assuming for the sake of argument that he died the next year (eight years 

1. Suda s.v. Ποσειδώνιος ( = Kidd 1: t1): ἦλθε δὲ καὶ εἰς   ῥώμην ἐπὶ Μάρκου Μαρκέλλου. ἔγραψε 
πολλά.

2. The proposed emendations are as follows: Jacoby (FGrH, iia, no. 87, t1 [p. 222]): ώμην-ἐπὶ 
Μαρκέλλου-καὶ ἐτελεύτησεν ἐπὶ Μαρκέλλου-; reinhardt (RE s.v. “Poseidonios,” col. 564): ῤώμην-
ἅμα τελευτήσας ἐπὶ Μάρκου; Theiler ([1982] t 1a): Μαρκέλλομ-καὶ ἐπανιών ἐτελεύτησε. reinhardt 
and Theiler offer emendations that have Posidonius going to rome in the year of his death. This is 
because 51 b.c.e. was the year in which rhodes reaffirmed its treaty with rome (cic. Fam. 12. 15. 2), 
and Posidonius may have been in rome in connection with this, although (as Kidd [1989] 4 points out) 
he would have been at least eighty by then. The advantage of Jacoby’s emendation is that Posidonius 
is not said to have traveled to rome at such an advanced age, and it explains the omission of the verb 
(by homoeoarchton — the scribe’s eye would have jumped from the first ἐπὶ Μαρ . . . to the second ἐπὶ 
Μαρ . . . ).

3. Pseudo-lucian Longaevi 20 ( = Kidd 1: t4).
4. Pseudo-lucian puts Zeno’s age at ninety-eight (only seventy-two according to Persaeus in 

diog. laert. 7. 28) and that of chrysippus at eighty-one (only seventy-three according to apollodorus 
in diog. laert. 7.  184).

5. Plutarch Marius 45 ( = Kidd 1: F255). laffranque (1964) 46 n. 1 refers erroneously to Marius 85.
6. cicero Ad Atticum 2. 1 ( = Kidd 1: t34).
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earlier than the conventional date of death), and by adding the maximum of 
eighty-four years provided by pseudo-lucian, we may fix the earliest possible 
year of birth for Posidonius at 143 b.c.e. The latest possible year of birth, on 
the other hand, may be set at 129 b.c.e., again based on the year of death. in 
his Tusculanae disputationes, written in 45 b.c.e., cicero adduces a list of phi-
losophers portrayed as self-imposed exiles, who, once they had left home, never 
returned.7 all the philosophers named before Posidonius, who ends the list, were 
dead by the time of writing. Both the logic of the illustration and the general 
company of dead men suggest that Posidonius was also dead when cicero wrote 
this passage. it has also been suggested that Posidonius was dead by 43 b.c.e., as 
he is not mentioned in appian’s account of the siege of rhodes by cassius (BCiv. 
4. 65 – 81).8 even the year 45 b.c.e. would require us to accept the maximum life 
span of eighty-four years in order to establish a plausible year of birth (129 b.c.e.), 
and even this would hardly allow Posidonius time to study with his renowned 
teacher, Panaetius. Were Posidonius to have been born in 129 b.c.e., he would 
have been only nineteen years old when Panaetius died in 110 b.c.e. While this is 
still theoretically possible, an earlier date for Posidonius’s birth would seem more 
reasonable. a later year than 129 b.c.e. is out of the question.

in conclusion, the maximum (eighty-four-year) life span for Posidonius may 
be set no earlier than 143 – 59 b.c.e., and no later than 129 – 45 b.c.e., giving a mini-
mum possible span of seventy years (129 – 59), fourteen years less than the maxi-
mum span. The conventional dates for Posidonius assume the maximum span of 
eighty-four years but fall almost midway between the earliest and latest possible 
dates (135 – 51 b.c.e.). These may therefore be accepted, allowing for a margin of 
error of up to eight years, constrained by the maximum eighty-four-year span.9

This state of affairs might seem satisfactory by comparison with the informa-
tion we have about many other intellectuals (as opposed to rulers) in the ancient 
world. even so, such a large margin of error is problematic when dating some of 
the events in Posidonius’ life, or assessing his age at the time of datable events.

et H n ic de sce n t

Posidonius was born in apamea, a Macedonian military colony on the orontes 
in syria.10 it is not clear whether he was of Greco-Macedonian or syrian-semitic 

7. cicero Tusculanae disputationes 5. 107 ( = Kidd 1: t3; and cf. Kidd 2: 7).
8. see scheppig (1869) 12 – 13.
9. This is essentially the conclusion arrived at by Kidd 2: 8 – 9. laffranque (1964) 47 allowed a 

wider margin of error for the year of death, 59 – 40 b.c.e., although a few lines earlier she too regards 
the year 43 as “une date extrême.”

10. Suda s.v. Ποσειδώνιος 2107; strabo 14. 2. 13; athenaeus 6. 252e ( = Kidd 1: t1 – 2); and see Kidd 
2: 7 – 8; laffranque (1964) 48 – 53. on the military colony, see Grainger (1990a) passim.



 Posidonius of Apamea (A)   341

or mixed stock, nor how long he lived in his native city. in the context of his 
references to the Jews, answers to some biographical questions would not be 
without interest. Was Posidonius a son of those Macedonian military colonists 
who fought repeatedly — even in his time — against the Hasmonaeans, or was 
he born to oriental parents? Was he familiar with the culture and traditions of 
eastern nations? could he speak and read aramaic? Was Posidonius in apamea 
long enough to form relationships with the local Jews and learn from them about 
Jewish history and customs?

Quite a few scholars in the past have described Posidonius as “oriental” on the 
basis of passages attributed — arbitrarily — to him that appear to show oriental 
influences.11 i. J. Kidd, the coeditor of Posidonius’s testimonia and fragments, 
argues that Posidonius was clearly Greek: “(Posidonius) had a Greek name, wrote 
in Greek, had his higher education in Greece, and lived the whole of his adult 
life in athens and rhodes, where he clearly felt at home.” 12 The argument is not 
conclusive, as may be seen from another example: Zeno of citium, the founder 
of stoicism, had a Greek name, a Greek higher education, and lived all his adult 
life in athens, where he may well have felt at home, but he is described as being of 
Phoenician stock, and proud of his Phoenician descent (diog. laert. 7. 1 – 3, 6, 12).

at the same time, it should be pointed out that the question of stock only 
partially affects the problem of early upbringing. The young Posidonius may have 
been brought up by native women speaking aramaic;13 but he may just as well 
have been a syrian given a consciously Hellenic education from the outset. There 
is no evidence that he knew any language other than Greek, but we should bear 
in mind that there is no evidence that Zeno of citium, for example, knew any 
language other than Greek either. Whatever the case may be, it would be difficult 
to prove that any perceived oriental influences in Posidonius’s philosophy derive 
from his early upbringing in apamea.

it is tempting to try to fill in this major blank in Posidonius’s life by examining 
the political and social conditions in apamea and the seleucid empire around 
145 – 120 b.c.e., but we do not know at what age Posidonius left apamea. The impres-
sions of Posidonius the teenager would differ greatly from those of the boy or the 
infant Posidonius. did his parents take him to rhodes, or did he go there later and 
independently? if he went of his own accord, why did he go, and when? although 
rhodes in the latter half of the second century was past its heyday as a major com-
mercial and maritime base, it was still prosperous and, furthermore, just then stra-
tegically placed at the crossroads between the roman West, which now extended as 

11. Pohlenz (1926) 257 – 65, and others; reinhardt, RE s.v. “Poseidonios,” cols. 628 – 36; Malitz 
(1983) 8.

12. Kidd 2: 7.
13. laffranque (1964) 52.
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far as the western coast of asia Minor, and the Hellenistic east.14 There were many 
material reasons why Posidonius’s parents might be attracted to rhodes.

another factor, relating to Posidonius himself, suggests that he was quite 
young when he came to rhodes. Posidonius’s vast erudition and propensity for 
geometrical thinking15

 — for example, in the application of geometry and astron-
omy to geographical matters and even military tactics and deployment — indicates 
that he was exposed to a rigorous scientific education from an early age. This is 
indeed stated by one source.16 in 145/4, the intellectuals of alexandria had been 
expelled by the monstrous Ptolemy Viii Physcon or had sought refuge abroad, to 
the great benefit, we are told, of the islands and towns receiving them. deprived 
of royal patronage, these intellectual refugees were obliged to teach what they 
knew for their living.17 some settled in rhodes (strabo 14. 2.13 [655]; ath. 11. 489). 
it is usually argued or assumed that Posidonius went to athens before moving to 
rhodes,18 but Posidonius may well have studied with these alexandrian exiles or 
their pupils in rhodes while still in his teens (around 125 – 115 b.c.e.). it should, 
of course, be taken into account that after 116, when Ptolemy Viii died, a good 
number of these intellectuals may well have returned to alexandria, where they 
could expect much better facilities and financial rewards. yet it is unlikely that 
all would have returned; the internal situation in alexandria remained unstable.

stoic e ducat ion: Posi don i us a n d Pa na et i us

Panaetius of rhodes is the only attested teacher of Posidonius, barring one excep-
tion.19 as a matter of fact, the relationship between Panaetius and Posidonius is 
referred to explicitly only once, and this in a typical piece of academic polemi-

14. For rhodian geopolitical history, see schmitt (1957) 173 – 92; laffranque (1964) 68 – 70; 
Berthold (1984).

15. Posidonius’s book defending euclid against the epicurean Zeno of sidon was used as a source 
by later writers on the fundamentals of geometry (Procl. In Euc. elem. pp. 199.3 – 200.6 Friedlein 
[ = Kidd 1: F46]; pp. 214.15 – 218.11 Friedlein [ = Kidd 1: F47]).

16. Galen notes that Posidonius was the most scientific (ἐπιστημονικώτατος) of the stoics be-
cause of his training in geometry (De plac. Hipp. et Pl. 8. 652, p. 653.14 f. M [ = Kidd 1: t84]), and that 
having been brought up (τεθραμμένος) in geometry, he was more in the habit than other stoics of 
following proofs (8. 390, p. 362.5 – 9 M [ = Kidd 1: t 83]).

17. athenaeus 4. 184c; cf. 4. 174d-e; diodorus 33. 6 – 6a, 20; Justin 38. 8. 6.
18. e.g., Kidd 2: 7: “after an education in athens with Panaetius, he settled in rhodes . . . and, 

according to cicero, never returned to live in apamea.” laffranque (1964) 60 suggests that while 
Posidonius was studying in athens, he may have gone elsewhere now and then, including rhodes, to 
acquire his scientific education, if no suitable teachers were to be found in athens.

19. Pseudo-Galen Historia philosophia 3 ( = Kidd 1: t11) gives a potted version of the cynic-stoic 
lineage, but Posidonius is presented — impossibly — as the student of antipater of tarsus. Panaetius 
of rhodes, the student of antipater and teacher of Posidonius, has been omitted, probably as the
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cal rhetoric, where it is emphasized that while both Panaetius and his pupil 
Posidonius are stoics, they do not agree on a particular stoic doctrine (and it is 
Panaetius who is portrayed as unorthodox).20 The testimonium should be treated 
not as evidence that Panaetius was the most important teacher of Posidonius, 
but that he was certainly one of his teachers. The argument of the academic has 
force only if Panaetius was the teacher of Posidonius. The academic is making 
the point that even a supposedly wise stoic teacher and his outstanding pupil 
fail to agree (thus demonstrating the academic thesis that no men, not even 
two supposedly like-minded stoics, have the means to decide properly what is 
true and what is not). it is reasonable to suppose that Panaetius, a successful and 
popular stoic teacher in his day, played some part in the molding of Posidonius 
as a stoic.21 as we shall see later, it may also be through Panaetius that Posidonius 
was introduced to roman high society.

Panaetius is conventionally regarded as the seventh head of the stoic school 
in athens, from the death of his teacher, antipater of tarsus, in 129 b.c.e. to the 
time of his own death in 110.22 Posidonius is usually assumed to have traveled 
first to athens to study with Panaetius in his capacity as head of the stoic school, 
remaining until the age of twenty-five or thereabouts (according to the conven-
tional dating of Posidonius’s birth in 135); and further, that after Panaetius’s death 
Posidonius chose not to stay in the stoic school in athens but moved to rhodes, 
where he opened his own school. This putative sequence of events is unsatisfac-
tory. Beyond the questions of why Posidonius would abandon the stoic school in 
athens and why he would move to rhodes at all, there is the far more difficult 
question of how he could have succeeded in mastering a different tradition of 
science in a variety of fields after a stoic education in athens.

These difficulties disappear if it is assumed that Posidonius began his scientific 
education prior to meeting Panaetius, and indeed there is no reason to assume 
otherwise.23 another question, however, the reverse of our previous difficulty, 

result of a scribal error. The Index Stoicorum Herculanensis gives a much fuller account of the stoic 
lineage, but the last Life in it is that of Panaetius. Posidonius is not mentioned among his pupils, 
but this is most probably due to the lacunose nature of the papyrus. see also ludlam (2003) 50 – 52.

20. cicero De divinatione 1. 6 ( = Kidd 1: t10). The point at issue is fairly central to Posidonius’s 
religious outlook and has a bearing on the question of the validity of divination. on Posidonius’s 
references to Jewish divination techniques, see pp. 381 – 89 below.

21. see Kidd 2: 58 and references there to further discussion.
22. e.g., Kidd 2: 12 (on Posidonius being a pupil of Panaetius): “This must have been at athens, 

where Panaetius was (if not at rome) from at least 148/7 B.c. . . . until his death, c. 110 B.c., having 
succeeded antipater as Head of the school in 129 B.c.”; steinmetz (1994) 647: “nach dessen (des 
antipatros) tod wurde er (Panaitios), nun schon über 50 Jahre alt, dessen nachfolger im amt (129). 
Panaitios stand der stoischen schule rund 20 Jahre bis zu seinem tode (110 oder 109) vor.”

23. on Posidonius’s early training in geometry and his generally scientific mind-set, see note 
16 above.
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then presents itself. if Posidonius was already pursuing a scientific education 
in rhodes, why would he have broken this off in order to study with a stoic in 
athens, where Panaetius is generally considered to have been head of the stoic 
school?

it has been argued that there never was an organized stoic school in athens, 
and that all those stoics who are portrayed as heads of the school are no more 
than artificial links in a chain of masters and pupils designed by heresiographers 
to lend some order to the scheme of philosophical development.24 The reality 
was that each stoic teacher could teach wherever he wished, usually in a public 
place, in the tradition of the sophists and the cynics. a stoic teacher would take 
pains to insist that his teaching reflected that of Zeno of citium, the “father of 
stoicism,” in order to attract students who wished to study stoicism, but the 
teacher’s doctrines were invariably refined in response to interschool and intra-
school controversies, and in order to suit his own personality and the needs of his 
pupils, while maintaining certain stoic principles.25 Panaetius was not the head 
of an organized stoic school in athens, but a famous teacher with his own brand 
of stoicism. Posidonius may have made Panaetius’s acquaintance not in athens, 
but in rhodes.

We know very little about the connections between Panaetius and his native 
land, the island of rhodes. He was widely traveled. He had studied in Pergamum 
with the grammarian crates of Mallos, and then at athens with the stoics 
diogenes of Babylon (died 151 b.c.e.) and antipater of tarsus (died perhaps as 
early as 137). Panaetius appears to have been made a priest of Poseidon Hippios 
in the rhodian city of lindos around the middle of the second century, and that 
implies his return to rhodes at that time. in 144 he followed in the footsteps of his 
teachers crates of Mallos and diogenes of Babylon by traveling to rome, where 
he became a member of the intellectual circle patronized by P. scipio aemilianus 
(africanus Minor). He accompanied scipio on his mission to the east, traveling 
to egypt, syria, Pergamum, and Greece (140 – 138).26 He thereupon divided his 
time between athens and rome, until his death in athens in 110.

Panaetius never returned to settle in rhodes, but he certainly visited there at 
least once, to become a priest of Poseidon Hippios at lindos, and he may have 
visited more than once. it may be, then, that Posidonius, a budding student of 
science, first met Panaetius in rhodes. acquaintance with this distinguished 
rhodian may have helped to promote Posidonius’s position on the island.

Panaetius need not have spent much time in athens during the period in 
which Posidonius was his pupil. He may have taken Posidonius with him to rome 

24. ludlam (2003).
25. ludlam (2003) 55.
26. on which, see, e.g., Férrary (1988) 595 – 602.
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on one or other of his visits there. acquaintance with roman high society would 
also have raised the political standing of Posidonius in rhodes. after Panaetius’s 
death in 110 in athens, Posidonius, now aged nineteen to thirty-two, would have 
returned to rhodes, where he eventually began teaching his brand of stoicism. 
This was not a rebellion against the orthodox stoic establishment, there never 
having been one, but rather normal practice for a stoic who chose teaching as a 
career. opening a school meant no more than teaching students, wherever and 
whenever appropriate. Posidonius must also have begun at this stage to integrate 
his scientific theories with stoic doctrines, modifying both in the process, and 
may from this time have continued his study of stoicism and the various sciences 
through extensive reading, rather than personal acquaintance with teachers.

l a n dM a r K s i n Posi don i us ’ s  l i Fe a n d ca r e er

i shall now survey briefly what is known to us about some highlights in Posido-
nius’s life after his training and when he had become a philosopher and teacher 
in his own right.

at the turn of the first century, Posidonius, now twenty-nine to forty-two 
years old, embarked upon his well-attested voyage around the rim of the western 
Mediterranean, probably by land through Marseilles to cadiz, collecting stories 
about the hinterland without going too far inland to see for himself, and making 
scientific and cultural observations, before returning by sea to rome.27 His eth-
nography on the celtic nations and tribes, for example, was based in part on his 
own visits to at least the southern fringes of celtic territory, around Marseilles;28 
but most of it relied upon rumors and earlier sources. The whole account was 
planned by Posidonius for ulterior doctrinal purposes and designed accordingly.

one of the aims of the journey was clearly to test scientific theories that were 
of interest to Posidonius in his own theoretical construction of the world. We 
know that during his stay in cadiz on the atlantic seaboard, he measured the 
tides for at least one month. With his results he was able to refute a theory of 
his older contemporary seleucus of seleucia concerning the influence of the 
moon on tides.29 The material Posidonius collected on this journey seems to have 
aided him in the writing of one of his greatest and most influential works, On 
Ocean — referring to the sea external to the Mediterranean, which was believed 

27. area of Marseilles: strabo 4. 4. 5; 3. 4. 17 ( = Kidd 1: t19, t23); cadiz: strabo 3. 5. 9, 1. 5; 2. 5. 14; 
3. 5. 8; 13. 1. 67 ( = Kidd 1: t14 – 18); the sea voyage from cadiz to italy: strabo 17. 3. 4; 3. 2. 5 ( = Kidd 1: 
t21 – 22).

28. strabo 4. 4. 5 ( = Kidd 1: t19).
29. seleucus of seleucia had written on this subject against crates of Mallos, one of the teachers 

of Panaetius. see esp. strabo 3. 5. 9 ( = Kidd 2: F218, and 2: 777, comm. ad loc.).
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to circumvent the entire landmass of the known world. in this work Posidonius 
displayed great erudition and skill in geography, astronomy, anthropology, and 
mathematics; the work was a major source for strabo, who has preserved impor-
tant pieces of it.30

We do not know whether there were any other motives for Posidonius’s trip 
to the West. it has been suggested that Posidonius may also have served as a sort 
of political and trade ambassador for rhodes.31 This would certainly not have 
harmed his political career in rhodes, and rhodians may have helped to some 
extent in the preparations for the trip. another possible source of help should not 
be overlooked: it seems more than likely that Posidonius began his trip in rome,32 
and he may have obtained the assistance of roman friends in the preparations 
for his journey. But what sort of support could he have been offered in any case? 
The most useful assistance would have been letters of recommendation to xenoi 
(guest-friends) in various ports of call, with whom he could stay during his visit. 
We know that he did stay with at least one host, in Marseilles (strabo 3. 4. 17). His 
journey, therefore, may not have been as expensive as it first appears, certainly 
not requiring the huge investment that would have obliged Posidonius to serve 
his backers rather than concentrate on the advancement of his own scientific 
projects. at any rate, Posidonius may well have practiced what he preached so far 
as moderation is concerned, a subject dear to his heart (and one not unrelated to 
his Jewish ethnographical excursus).

The work On Ocean may have been published quite soon after Posidonius’s 
return to rhodes, perhaps in the late 90s. it was the sort of work that would 
have made a name for Posidonius if until now he was relatively unknown. at all 
events, he soon had enough of a reputation to be sent on an embassy to rome in 
87/6 to meet Marius during his last consulship. The purpose of the embassy may 
have been to promote relations between rome and rhodes after the rhodians 
had successfully resisted a siege by Mithridates in 88. rhodes had been the only 
island to hold out against Mithridates during his sweep through asia Minor and 
the aegean. The choice of Posidonius implies great confidence in him on the part 
of the ruling families in rhodes.33 Posidonius may already have had rhodian 
citizenship at this time, but the embassy in itself does not give any indication 
either way. nonnative philosophers had been sent, for example, by the athenians 
to rome over sixty years earlier.34 it is interesting that Posidonius was chosen to 

30. e.g., strabo 1. 1. 8 – 9, 3.9; 2. 5. 43; 4. 1. 7; 6. 2. 11; 17. 1. 21 ( = Kidd 1: t214, 221, 208, 229, 227, 207 
respectively) and esp. 2. 2. 1 – 3. 8 ( = Kidd 1: t49).

31. e.g., laffranque (1964) 77 – 78.
32. The first part of his route seems to have been overland around the northern rim of the west-

ern Mediterranean, and the trip ended with a sea voyage back to rome.
33. Kidd 2: 23 (t28 comm.).
34. carneades, diogenes of Babylon, and critolaus, representatives of the academic, stoic, and
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present rhodes’ case in rome rather than apollonius Molon, who was second 
to none in rhetorical ability. apollonius Molon was sent to rome on a similar 
mission only in 81 b.c.e., where he met with great success.35

Posidonius was certainly a citizen when he attained one of the highest politi-
cal offices in rhodes, the prytany.36 There is no evidence that he passed through 
the customary course of office, but there is no evidence to the contrary either. it 
may be remarked that his fellow native citizen, the sculptor Plutarch of apamea, 
having acquired rhodian citizenship, did climb the political ladder up to the 
office of prytanis. it has, however, been questioned whether Posidonius “would 
have committed himself so fully to a political career,” 37 but there is no reason to 
suppose that a dedicated stoic such as Posidonius — who had become a citizen 
of the polis in which he lived — would not have practiced what he preached, and 
become involved in the affairs of state at least to the extent of carrying out the 
offices expected of a good citizen. stoic ethics required the wise man to fulfil all 
his duties, not only as a private man, husband and father, but also in the public 
sphere, as a citizen of his polis.

Posidonius was teaching in rhodes in 78/7, when he was visited by cicero, 
then aged twenty-eight or twenty-nine. in 79 cicero had studied in athens with 
antiochus of ascalon, who claimed to have returned to what he called the “old 
academy”; then toured asia Minor with his brother Quintus; and finally reached 
rhodes, where he studied stoic philosophy with Posidonius and rhetoric with 
apollonius Molon (Plut. Cic. 4.5). From rhodes, cicero returned to rome in 77.

Posidonius was still teaching in 66, when he would have been about seventy 
years old. in that year, Pompey landed in rhodes, presumably to boost his naval 
power against the pirates he was currently subduing (strabo 11. 1. 6). While he was 
there he dropped in on a lecture given by Posidonius. Four years later, in 62, after 
his successful campaign against Mithridates and the conquest of syria and Judaea, 
Pompey returned to rhodes on his way back to rome. He is said to have attended 
lectures by all the “sophists” (among them rhetoricians) of rhodes, and paid them 
well. This may help to explain why Posidonius chose on that occasion to lecture on 
the superiority of philosophy to rhetoric (Plut. Pomp. 42. 5).38 anecdotes suggest 
that Pompey paid Posidonius great respect in his own hour of glory.39

Peripatetics respectively, comprised the athenian delegation sent to rome in 156 (diogenes Baby-
lonius, SVF 3: frr. 6 – 10).

35. see p. 472 below.
36. Kidd 1: t27. There is no indication as to when this was. it is usually assumed to have preceded 

the embassy, but Kidd 2: 22 (t27 comm.) is right to suspect that it came later.
37. Kidd 2: 22 (t27 comm.).
38. see further, p. 476 below.
39. Pliny Naturalis historia 7. 112; solinus Collectanea rerum memorabilium 1. 121; cicero Tuscu-

lanae disputationes 2. 61 ( = Kidd 1: t36 – 38 respectively).
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it has been argued that a vague and ambiguous remark in strabo (11. 1. 6) indi-
cates that Posidonius wrote an encomium on Pompey.40 among other things, this 
suggestion caused scholars to regard at least the Jewish excursus of Posidonius 
(preserved by strabo) as originating in this hypothetical monography. There 
appears, however, to be a textual problem in this interpretation of the strabonian 
reference, which led to other, more satisfactory readings.41 Besides, one may 
doubt whether Posidonius would have been in a fit state to write an encomium 
of Pompey, after Pompey’s successes in the Middle east and their meeting in 62. 
two years later, Posidonius declined (by letter) cicero’s request to write a record 
in elaborate Greek of cicero’s consulship (cic. Att. 2. 1. 2). old age and gout — he 
is reported to have been suffering greatly (but stoically) from gout in 62 (at 
least) — would have made Posidonius disinclined, if he had ever been inclined, to 
write encomia for self-seeking romans. He may have ceased his writing activity 
altogether by this time. We know of no later activities. as already argued, the 
date of his death cannot be fixed with any certainty. one can say only that it falls 
between 59 and 46 b.c.e.

t H e “Posi don i a n ProBl e M” 
a n d Posi don i us ’ s  Wor K s

The main difficulty in Posidonian research is the relative paucity of this prolific 
author’s literary remains. only fragments and testimonia — albeit some three 

40. καὶ τὴν ἱστορίαν συνέγραψε (sc. ὁ Ποσειδώνιος) τὴν περὶ αὐτόν (sc. τὸν Πομπήιον). see 
reinhardt, RE s.v. “Poseidonios,” cols. 638 – 40.

41. reinhardt assumes that αὐτὸν refers back to Pompey, the nearest masculine singular noun. 
The sentence so understood, however, is problematic: in particular, τὴν ἱστορίαν suggests that 
Posidonius wrote the one and only work on Pompey, but there was already a well-known monograph 
on Pompey by Theophanes of Mytilene (cic. Arch. 24). aly (1957b) 4: 94 ff. argues that αὐτὸν could 
refer all the way back to τὸν  Ὠκεανόν (strabo 11. 1. 5). schwartz (1931) 391 n. 22 emended περὶ αὐτόν 
to περὶ αὐτῶν to refer to the immediately preceding iberians and armenians, and this has been 
accepted by Theiler (1982) 2: 59 ff. Kidd 2: 331 – 33 remains undecided. see also Malitz (1983) 71 – 73. 
Franklin (2003) 103 – 4, and esp. 108, adheres to reinhardt’s hypothesis, arguing that strabo 11. 1. 5 – 6 
criticizes Posidonius for refraining from utilizing information with regard to the measurements of 
the “caucasian isthmus” provided to him by Pompey after the campaign against Mithridates Vi. 
This indicates — so Franklin — that Pompey conveyed to Posidonius much information later used by 
Posidonius in his biography of Pompey. However, this is not exactly what strabo says. He just notes 
ironically that Posidonius, as a friend of Pompey, who carried out an expedition in that region, 
should have been more accurate. This is no more than a small dig by a native of Pontus, who took 
advantage of his acquaintance with its neighboring regions and was adequately informed about the 
expedition of Pompey against the armenian kingdom. The mistaken measurement could well have 
been found in one of Posidonius’s geographical works, presumably  in his celebrated “on ocean,” 
referred to by strabo in the same paragraph.
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hundred of them — have survived, scattered throughout Hellenistic and latin lit-
erature, in philosophical works and doxographies of philosophers, histories and 
collections of anecdotes, works of professionals (such as the physician Galen), 
and even in the writings of christian authors of later periods. The identification 
of additional passages has been the subject of controversy for the past century. 
Karl reinhardt and izak Heinemann, the leading authorities in Posidonian 
research in the first half of the twentieth century, presented a maximalist view, 
finding traces of Posidonius in a great number of surviving works of literature 
of late antiquity, including many passages from Philo Judaeus. The second half 
of the twentieth century saw a marked change.42 The extreme “Pan-Posidonian” 
approach brought about an equally extreme reaction, with various scholars ques-
tioning whether Posidonius was an original thinker at all (while accepting that 
his influence was very great), and some going so far as to deny him many passages 
previously rightly attributed to him. This tendency is clearly seen in edelstein 
and Kidd’s edition of Posidonian fragments and testimonia (second edition, 
1989), which includes only those passages explicitly attributed to Posidonius, 
although we have many other passages whose contents or other data leave us in 
no doubt as to their Posidonian origin.43 a relatively moderate approach is taken 
in the edition of fragments and testimonia by the German scholar Willy Theiler; 
Theiler’s edition, however, was published posthumously in 1982 in an incomplete 
and problematic state.

Posidonian fragments and testimonia have been preserved in scores of authors 
writing in various genres, but a list of his works, such as those provided by 
diogenes laertius in his biographies of several philosophers, has not come down 
to us. attempts have been made in modern research to organize the hundreds of 
fragments and testimonia into some semblance of order. lists have been made 
of works whose titles have survived, or whose titles may be surmised from the 
subject matter, particularly stoic topics where we have the titles of similar works 
by other stoics (such as Politeia).

The most up-to-date list of Posidonian works with attested titles includes 
twenty-four works of varying lengths — the longest, Histories, contained forty-nine 
or fifty-two books.44 This might seem to be an impressive output, but when com-
pared with bibliographies of other philosophers recorded in detail by diogenes 

42. The new trend actually started with an article by dobson in the first half of the century: 
dobson (1918) 179 – 95. see also edelstein (1936) 286 – 325. The prevailing trend, however, remained 
that of reinhardt and Heinemann. The turning point came only after the end of World War ii, amid 
the general revision of many fundamental concepts of German philological research.

43. Kidd 1: xvii disagrees with “the more extreme form of edelstein’s position” but rightly 
regards the edition in the present circumstances as a much-needed tool clearly presenting the 
primary evidence (xviii).

44. Kidd 1: 39 – 92.



350   The Hasmonaean Period  

laertius, sometimes containing hundreds of books,45 it would be safe to say that 
the list garnered from the Posidonian remains represents only a fraction of his 
output. This only exacerbates the “Posidonian problem,” making it more difficult 
to attribute even clearly Posidonian fragments to a particular work. For example, 
we have no clue as to the title or even the genre of the work in which Posidonius’s 
celebrated account of the Golden age was originally located (testimonia in sen. 
Ep. 90). The testimonia reveal that Posidonius distinguished between two periods 
in human history, the ideal period and the period of decline. This conception is of 
vital importance for identifying Posidonius as the author of the strabonian Jewish 
excursus,46 and for other issues pertaining to Posidonian research by and large. 
such, then, are the limitations within which we must operate. 

to gain some impression of the wide range of interests of this versatile and 
prolific stoic author, it will suffice to survey briefly some of those works for which 
we have titles and that are clearly attributable to Posidonius. The survey will be 
limited to include only those works that have some bearing on the Posidonian 
accounts of the Jews:

 1.  Protrepticus (Προτρεπτικοὶ λόγοι).47 This type of work (in latin called exhor-
tatio) was intended to entice the reader by various means to take up the subject 
under discussion — in this case, stoic philosophy, as may be deduced from its 
limited remains. not a few philosophers tried their hand at this type of work, 
among them aristotle, cicero, seneca, and others mentioned by diogenes 
laertius. it has been speculated that Posidonius tried to show in this work both 
the nature and the benefit of (stoic) philosophy. He would have achieved the 
first objective by describing the mythological Golden age as a society molded 
by philosophers, and the second objective by emphasizing the many contribu-
tions of those philosophers, including the invention of all the arts and crafts 
essential for civilization. it might appear, therefore, that those testimonia in 
seneca concerning Posidonius’s Golden age derive from this work.48 However, 
other reconstructions of this work’s content are possible, while the account of 
the Golden age may plausibly have found a place in any one of several other 
works of Posidonius, including, for instance, a work on the development of 
civilization.49 The three testimonia that refer explicitly to the Posidonian 
Protrepticus are of no help in deciding this particular issue either way.

45. For example, diogenes laertius 2. 84 – 85 (aristippus); 4. 4 – 5 (speusippus); 5. 22 – 27 (aristo-
tle); 7. 4 (Zeno of citium); 7. 189 – 202 (chrysippus).

46. see p. 372 ff.
47. Kidd 1: F1 – 3.
48. see Hartlich (1898) 209 ff.; summers (1910) 311 – 12; reinhardt (1921) 392 ff.
49. Theiler (1982) 412 speaks of a composition such as Βίος Ἑλλάδος by dicaearchus and a reac-

tion to it. on the Golden age, see p. 366 ff.
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 2.  Works on the cosmos and the world order: (a) Account of Nature (Φυσικὸς 
λόγος);50 (b) On the Universe (Περὶ κόσμου);51 (c) Various works on meteo-
rology;52 (d) On Gods (Περὶ θεῶν).53 This last work, referring to gods in the 
plural, would no doubt have attempted to square traditional cult and belief in 
the gods with stoic physics, according to which one god is both the cause of 
all things and what governs the cosmos. The testimonia portray Posidonius 
as maintaining the general views of earlier stoics, particularly chrysippus 
with regard to the cosmic god. Worthy of note is the stress apparently laid by 
Posidonius on the stoic distinction between two aspects of god, as pervad-
ing the whole of the cosmos and as having its seat in the outer sphere of the 
cosmos.54 Posidonius differs slightly from chrysippus in his view of pneuma, 
the material aspect of the cosmic god.55

 3.  On Divination (Περὶ μαντικῆς).56 The testimonia note that Posidonius wrote 
this work in five books, more than earlier stoic works on the same subject. The 
majority of stoics believed in divination, but Posidonius’s teacher, Panaetius, 
was the exception and seems not to have written a work devoted to this sub-
ject. Posidonius appears to have used as one of his sources the work on divi-
nation in two books by antipater of tarsus, the teacher of Panaetius. cicero 
occasionally used Posidonius’s work in his dialogue De divinatione.57 The 
Posidonian view of divination will be discussed at length in chapter 11.58

 4.  On General Inquiry (Περὶ τῆς καθόλου ζητήσεως).59 Posidonius delivered a 
lecture in 62 in the presence of Pompey, who — according to Plutarch’s testi-
mony — on his short tour of rhodes “heard all the sophists.” The lecture by 
Posidonius was published as a treatise. it attacked the rhetor Hermagoras of 
temnos, who preceded Posidonius by a century, and who had gained a repu-
tation for trespassing as a rhetor into the realm of philosophy. This is the only 
direct evidence for active Posidonian involvement in the long-running rift 
(discidium) between philosophers and rhetors on the standing of rhetoric as 
an independent discipline and the right of rhetors to express views on various 

50. diogenes laertius 7. 134, 140, 143, 144, 145, 149, 153, 154 ( = Kidd 1: F4 – 12).
51. diogenes laertius 7. 142 ( = Kidd 1: F13).
52. diogenes laertius 7. 138, 152, 135, 144; simplicius In Aristotelis physica 2. 2; cleomedes De 

motu circulari corporum caelestium 1. 11. 65 ( = Kidd 1: F14 – 19).
53. diogenes laertius 7. 148, 138 – 39; cicero De natura deorum 1. 123; lactantius De ira Dei 4. 7 

( = Kidd 1: F20 – 23).
54. Kidd 2: 139 (F20 comm.).
55. see ludlam, pp. 527 – 30 below.
56. cicero De divinatione 1. 6; diogenes laertius 7. 149 ( = Kidd 1: F26 – 27).
57. Kidd 2: 149 (F26 comm.).
58. see pp. 381 – 89 below.
59. Plutarch Pompeius 42. 5 ( = Kidd 1: F43).
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subjects, especially philosophical issues. The subject will occupy us in chapter 
15, on the anti-Jewish ethnography of apollonius Molon.60

 5.  Introduction to Style (Εἰσαγωγὴ περὶ λέξεως).61 The writing of this work under-
scores Posidonius’s keen interest in rhetoric. Posidonius himself had a highly 
rhetorical style,62 which would accord with his view that only those with a 
decent philosophical education could apply rhetorical devices correctly in 
presenting their doctrines.

 6.  Inquiries or Histories (  Ἰστορίαι).63 This work contained forty-nine or fifty-two 
books, beginning where Polybius ended his account, namely, in the year 146,64 
when corinth and carthage were destroyed by the romans, events symbol-
izing more than anything the arrival of roman hegemony throughout the 
Mediterranean basin. The evidence suggests that Posidonius brought his work 
down to the First Mithridatic War (88 – 84 b.c.e.), but no later.65 it would there-
fore have covered no more than fifty-eight to sixty-two years. considering the 
size of the work, the accounts must have been fairly detailed. That this was the 
case may be seen from some of the fragments and can be discerned in the great 
number of stylistic features typical of an expansive work. not a few marginal 
episodes also received detailed descriptions, clearly with an ulterior motive 
in view, namely, the veiled presentation of Posidonian moral doctrines.66 as 
was typical of Hellenistic historiography, the work included many ethno-
graphical excursuses (ath. 4. 151e), some of which were quite elaborate. not 
one of these excursuses has survived entire and in its original sequence. The 
ethnography on the celts, for example, the most famous of all the excursuses, 
has reached us piecemeal, scattered throughout four or more later sources.67 
of the remaining excursuses, it is worth noting the ethnographic surveys of 
the Parthians, the cimbri, and the Thracians down to their tribal divisions.68 
The Histories of Posidonius would appear to have been a source of information 
for many subsequent authors, who summarized, reworked, paraphrased, or 

60. see pp. 474 – 77, 491–92 below.
61. diogenes laertius 7. 60 ( = Kidd 1: F44).
62. Kidd 2: 87 – 88; e.g., strabo 3. 2. 9.
63. see Kidd 1: t1a, F51 – 78.
64. Suda s.v. Ποσειδώνιος 2108 ( = Kidd 1: t1a).
65. Kidd 2: F51 comm., esp. pp. 277 – 80.
66. For example, the detailed account of the “philosopher” athenion, who was tyrant of athens 

for a short time in 88 b.c.e., during the Mithridatic War (ath. 5. 211d – 215b [ = Kidd 1: F253]). on this 
episode, see pp. 177–78 above. For more examples, see pp. 424 – 31 below.

67. athenaeus 4. 151e – 152f, 154a-c; 6. 246c-d; strabo 4. 4. 5, 4. 6 ( = Kidd 1: F67 – 69, 274, 276).
68. Parthians: athenaeus 4. 152f – 153b ( = Kidd 1: F 57 and 64); cimbri: strabo 2. 3. 6, 7. 2. 

1 – 2 ( = Kidd 1: F49. 303, and Kidd 2: comm. ad loc., pp. 259 – 62; F272); Thracians: strabo 7. 3. 2 – 7 
( = Kidd 1: F277a).



 Posidonius of Apamea (A)   353

copied it (in direct or indirect speech). identifying fragments of the Histories 
is part of the general “Posidonian problem.” in the “Pan-Posidonian” period 
of scholarship, far too much historical information reported in surviving 
texts was attributed to Posidonius’s Histories. However, there is no debate 
over some of the attributions. For example, books 33 – 37 of the vast historical 
Library by diodorus siculus, including affairs concerning sicily itself, such 
as the slave revolt, are no more than an epitome, if rather detailed, of some 
books of the Histories of Posidonius.69 another large historical work that made 
extensive use of Posidonius was "the [events] after Polybius" (Ta meta Polybion) 
by strabo. This work has not survived, but a number of passages from it that 
originate in Posidonius are found, for example, in the Jewish Antiquities of 
Josephus (books 13 – 14).

in chapter 12 i shall discuss in more detail the special way in which Posidonius 
worked his historical information. The historical value of the information and the 
methods Posidonius employed are totally, and deliberately, opposed to the factual 
and “pragmatic” history of Polybius, whose historical framework Posidonius 
claimed to continue. Posidonius regarded all his varied writings as falling within 
the province of philosophy, and remained above all a philosopher when he wrote 
the Histories. This applies not only to his Histories. although Posidonius is often 
regarded as distinguishing between philosophy, on the one hand, and arts and 
sciences (technai), on the other,70 it is a basic tenet of stoic philosophy that the 
province of the wise man is epistēmē (knowledge = “science”); the three parts of 
philosophy — logic, physics, and ethics — together exhaust the fields of knowledge 
(“science”) of the stoic wise man; in other words, philosophy and science are not 
distinct entities, but are aspects of the same thing.71 indeed, athenaeus explicitly 
notes that Posidonius’s historical writing was subordinated to his philosophical 
doctrines (4. 151e). it was actually philosophy in the guise of history. Posidonius 
worked his historical material in a way that allows us — deprived as we are of the 
Politeia he may well have written — to learn about Posidonius’s views on state and 

69. see p. 412 note 38 below.
70. see, e.g., Kidd’s organization of the fragments. Kidd’s distinction between philosophy and 

science is based on seneca Epistles 88 and 90 (F90 and F284 respectively), interpreted as if claiming 
that τέχναι are irrelevant to philosophy; but these letters show only that Posidonius considered 
τέχναι as not contributing to virtue itself, although preparing the soul for virtue (stated explicitly 
and concisely, 88. 20). The τέχναι remain firmly within the province of stoic philosophy, since they 
are, after all, the inventions of wise men.

71. Posidonius may on occasion appear to distinguish between philosophy and another science 
but does not consider the two mutually exclusive. For example, rhetoric is portrayed as inferior to 
philosophy, but rhetoric is still an aspect of dialectic, itself an aspect of logic, which in turn is a part 
of philosophy.
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society. He also adopted quite often a satirical style that in the nature of things 
distorted facts and created caricatures of the leading figures and their deeds. all 
this was done in order to underline the faults of the existing sociopolitical order, 
as a foil to the philosophical ideals Posidonius adhered to.

among the outstanding Posidonian positions and conceptions expressed in the 
working of the historical and ethnographic material to be found in Posidonius’s 
accounts of the Jews, it is worth mentioning in particular his sharp criticism of 
luxury, including greed, gluttony, extravagant displays of wealth, and various 
manifestations of riotous behavior, all characteristic of the period of decline; 
similarly, his reservations concerning luxurious temples and cult practices, as 
well as other religious extravagances; his criticism of peoples and tribes indulging 
in robbery, piracy, and human sacrifice; and his diagnosis that men, tribes, and 
nations are unequal, so that the more talented are worthy to rule and govern — by 
mutual agreement and even by contract — those less able to govern themselves. 
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in the context of the geographical description of the coast of coile syria and 
Phoenicia and of Judaea in strabo’s Geographica (16. 25 – 45), there is a mini-
ethnography on the Jewish people (35 – 37). This excursus is the most enthusiastic 
account of the origin of the Jewish people to have been written by a non-Jewish 
ancient author. strabo, a Greek from asia Minor, flourished in rome at the time 
of augustus, when, in the wake of political and military developments, a number 
of accusations and libels concerning the origin of the Jews and the Mosaic legacy 
had already spread to the roman world. strabo’s enthusiastic account of Mosaic 
Judaism is rather surprising, considering the hostile tendencies, and especially as 
the account goes on to criticize contemporary Judaism.

Thus strabo’s unique account is remarkable from every point of view and calls 
for a stringent examination, all the more so in light of a hypothesis raised in the 
past that this account derived from Posidonius of apamea, the leading intellec-
tual authority in the Hellenistic world at the time of the Hasmonaean state. This 
chapter will attempt to trace the source of the account, its meaning and purpose, 
and thereby clarify its philosophical and literary background.

t H e con t e n t oF t H e e Xcu r sus  
a n d deV e loPM e n t s i n r e se a rcH

according to strabo’s account, the forefathers of the Jews were egyptian enlight-
ened men led by Moses, an egyptian priest who served as the governor of lower 
egypt. Moses and his followers could no longer put up with egyptian animal cult 
worship but also rejected the Greek practice of anthropomorphizing their gods. 

11
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instead, they believed in one divinity alone, the highest entity “enclosing” and 
“containing” the universe. They also developed new ideas concerning the correct 
way to serve their divinity and communicate with it. in order to practice their 
religion as they saw fit, without interference, they decided to leave egypt of their 
own free will and build a new life for themselves in a new land. The emigrants 
chose to settle in Jerusalem and its environs, a rocky, arid wilderness that would 
normally be considered unappealing to settlers; their reasoning, however, was 
that precisely because of the nature of the land, their neighbors would not wish 
to occupy it, and hence there would be no threat of war. Following their pacifist 
principles, they even refrained from training the younger generation for war. 
This peaceful way of life was reflected in the internal running of the new settle-
ment. There was no need for laws, official institutions, or law courts, since all 
accepted the moral authority of Moses. as for cult worship, the Jews worshipped 
their divinity modestly in a simple temple, refraining from high expenses and 
extravagant practices of the sort usually intended to appease the gods, such as 
possessions and extreme ecstasy. They communicated with their divinity by 
means of “incubation”: suitable candidates, those pure in mind and body, would 
sleep in the temple and receive divine messages in their dreams. The religious and 
social harmony of the new society in Jerusalem became known to the neighbor-
ing peoples, some of whom accepted the authority of Moses and adopted the 
Jewish lifestyle. This idyllic atmosphere continued for a while with Moses’ suc-
cessors, but eventually a decline set in. First, there came to power “superstitious 
priests” who adopted strange customs such as circumcision of men and excision 
of women, and abstention from certain meats. Then came the “tyrant” priests, 
who used force to take command of their fellow Jews and of other peoples in syria 
and Phoenicia and indulged in robbery and confiscation of property.

even the most casual perusal of this account of the origin of Judaism is 
enough to show that it has no foundation in Jewish tradition and has little in 
common with historical Judaism or the tradition as formulated in the second 
temple period. even the few general similarities differ greatly in their details. 
This account of Mosaic Judaism sounds utopian, and the philosophical design 
of various details, including the concept of the Jewish divinity, should not go 
unnoticed. it is quite clear that one of the main sources of information for the 
excursus, despite the great differences between them, is the Jewish ethnography 
of Hecataeus of abdera.1 either strabo or his intermediate source systematically 

1. The connection between strabo’s account and the Jewish ethnography of Hecataeus has long 
been recognized; see Heinemann (1919) 120 – 21; reinhardt (1928) 9; aly (1957a) 197 – 207; nock (1959) 
7 – 8; Gager (1972) 41. These scholars refer mainly to the description of the Jewish faith. cf. also 
schlatter (1893) 341; Malitz (1983) 316. on the dependence of the excursus on Hecataeus, see also 
below, pp. 363 – 64 and 376, 379 and the appendix of ludlam, pp. 534 – 35 below.
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reworked the Hecataean ethnography, adapting it to his own ends, adding to 
it, and even inverting elements in accordance with his philosophical views and 
hopes for a better world.

ever since the end of the nineteenth century, various scholars have claimed 
that strabo took his Jewish excursus from Posidonius of apamea.2 This hypoth-
esis became accepted as fact following the studies by the leading Posidonian 
scholars of the early twentieth century, Karl reinhardt and isaac Heinemann, 
who without hesitation regarded Posidonius as the source for strabo’s Jewish eth-
nography. They drew support from four or five details in the excursus that seemed 
to them to suit their reconstruction of Posidonian philosophy. They also noted 
that strabo mentioned Posidonius as one of his three sources for the description 
of the dead sea (mistakenly called by strabo “lake sirbonis”) within his run-
ning geographical survey of Judaea (16. 2. 43). scholars who in their wake also 
regarded Posidonius as the source for strabo’s Jewish excursus assumed that it 
was intended to serve as an ethnographic introduction to the story of the confron-
tation between antiochus Vii sidetes and the Jews (132 b.c.e.) or of the conquest 
of Judaea by Pompey (63 b.c.e.).3

The change in research trends in the 1950s that saw scholars questioning the 
Posidonian origin of many passages attributed to him in the past4 led to the grad-
ual rejection by an increasing number of scholars of the attribution of strabo’s 
Jewish excursus to Posidonius.5 They noted basic errors in the few proofs so far 
adduced in support of a Posidonian source (mainly regarding the concept of the 
divinity). They also claimed that earlier research was not sufficiently extensive 
and ignored the “appendix” to the excursus in strabo (paras. 38 – 39), which do not 
sit well with a particular Posidonian position. They drew support from Josephus, 
who testifies that apion used Posidonius and apollonius Molon as his sources 
for the ass libel and the blood libel (Ap. 2. 79 ff.); a writer, it was argued, who 

2. see reinach (1895) 70, 89, 97, 99; reitzenstein (1901) 77; Geffecken (1907) xi n. 5; Heinemann 
(1919) 113 – 21; norden (1921) 276 – 82; Morr (1926) 269 – 71; Heinemann (1928) 72 ff.; reinhardt (1928) 
5 – 34; Munz (1929) 271 – 83; Bickermann (1937) 130 – 31; Jacoby, FGrH ii. c, no. 87, fr. 70, pp. 196 – 99; 
Pohlenz (1948) 105; lewy (1960) 13 – 14; tcherikover (1961) 364 – 65; strassburger (1965) 44; Hengel 
(1973) 469 – 71; Wacholder (1974) 92 – 94; Theiler (1982) 1: 112 – 14, 2: 96 – 99; Malitz (1983) 315 – 18; Bar-
Kochva (1997a); ludlam (1997); Berthelot (2003) 161 – 77; Bloch (2004). There are variations among the 
scholars mentioned above. For example, norden argued that the ethnographic excursus of Polybius 
served as the primary source for Posidonius.

3. see below, pp. 448 – 51.
4. see above, pp. 348 – 49.
5. see aly (1957a) 191 – 209; nock (1959) 5 – 9; Gager (1972) 38 – 47; cf. also stern, GLAJJ 1: 264 – 67, 

305 – 6; lebram (1974) 234 – 44; Gauger (1979) 211 – 24; conzelmann (1981) 65 – 69; attridge (1984) 171; 
Kidd 2: 951 – 52; Gabba (1989) 648; shazman (1992) 24 – 25. The first to propose that strabo used a 
Jewish source was schürer (1901 – 9) 3: 156 – 57; cf. stählin (1905) 23 – 24, 28.
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could set down these libels as fact could not have written such an enthusiastic 
account of Mosaic Judaism, not to mention the praise for the Jewish rejection of 
anthropomorphism and particularly of animal deification.

it is worth making clear with regard to the last argument that the blood libel 
is nowhere to be found in the remains of the Posidonian corpus and seems to 
have been falsely attributed to him by apion.6 as for the ass libel, this and other 
charges against the Jews, including a hostile account of the emigration from 
egypt, were indeed reported by Posidonius in the context of the advice of the 
“friends” of antiochus Vii sidetes (preserved by diod. 34/35. 1. 1 – 5). However, 
since the advice is said in that same account to have been rejected outright by the 
king, it is not immediately obvious what Posidonius himself thought about these 
accusations.7 any decision on this matter is dependent on a prior clarification of 
the source of strabo’s excursus and a number of related questions.

Three main hypotheses have been proposed to replace the earlier hypothesis 
that Posidonius was the source: (a) strabo, who had a philosophical education, 
composed the excursus himself; (b) strabo’s source was a stoic philosopher other 
than Posidonius; (c) strabo’s source was a Jew with a stoic education. The third 
option seems to have been the most popular in the last generation.

t H e t e X t oF t H e e Xcu r sus a n d 
i t s coM Pat i Bi l i t y W i t H t H e “a PPe n di X ”

Before moving on to an examination of the content of the excursus, it is worth 
presenting the text in its entirety as it appears in strabo:8

(35) For a certain Moses, one of the egyptian priests, holding a part of what is called 
the “<lower> land” (of egypt),9 departed thither (to Judaea) thence, disgusted at 
the state of affairs, and there set out with him many worshipping the divine entity 
(to theion). For he used to say and teach that the egyptians did not behave rightly 
in likening the divine entity to wild beasts and cattle, nor the lybians; and the 

6. see below, pp. 455 – 57.
7. see below, pp. 444 – 48.
8. The translation here is based on the Greek text edited by Kramer (1844) 303 – 4; Meineke (1852) 

3: 1061 – 62. later editions differ very little (and insignificantly) from the text of Meineke and the 
apparatus of Kramer. see esp. FGrH ii. B, no. 87, fr. 70 (pp. 264 – 65).

9. The Mss reading is ἔχων τι μέρος τῆς καλουμένης χώρας ( “holding a part of the called land” ). 
corais proposed adding after τῆς the adverb κάτω (“lower”), which could easily have been omitted 
by later copyists, and this supplement has rightly been accepted by later editors. see corais (1815) 
4: 135. cf., e.g., strabo 1. 1. 23, 17. 1. 4. in light of the phrasing of the sentence, the word χώρα cannot 
be interpreted in the Hellenistic technical sense of a rural area in its entirety. This meaning would 
require too many (and implausible) changes in the sentence. The reservations of Gager (1972) 38 n. 41 
are unjustified.
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Greeks did not [behave] well in fashioning anthropomorphic [gods]. For [he said 
that] this one [thing] only was god, the [thing] encompassing us all and earth and 
sea, what we call heaven and cosmos and the nature of things-that-are. [He asked] 
who, having sense, would dare to form an image of this similar to one of the things 
around us? [and he said that] it was advisable to abandon the making of idols, and, 
having defined a sacred area (temenos) and a worthy precinct (sēkos), to honor [the 
divine entity] without an image. [He said that it was necessary for] good dreamers 
to incubate (i.e., sleep in the temple to receive divine messages in dreams), both for 
themselves and for the others.10 [He said that] those living temperately and with 
justice should expect something good from the god, and at any time a gift and a 
sign, but [that] others should not expect [them].

(36) Well then, he (Moses) saying such things persuaded not a few prudent 
men and led [them] away to this place where there now is the founded settlement 
(ktisma) in Jerusalem. He easily possessed the place, it not being enviable, nor over 
which would anyone fight seriously; for it is rocky, and, while being well watered 
itself, has surrounding land that is barren, waterless, and rocky within [a radius 
of] sixty stades. at the same time, instead of arms [Moses] would use as protection 
sacrifices and the divine entity, thinking to seek a seat for it (the divine), promising 
to deliver such a worship and such a cult that would not disturb the users with 
expenses or spirit-possessions 11 or other strange affairs. Well then, he (Moses), 
being well reputed, established for them (the Jews) no accidental government, and 
from all [the neighbors] round about [people] joined [him] easily, because of the 
association [with him] and the [offers? prospects?] held out [for them].

(37) The successors remained for some periods in the same [ways], acting justly 
and being truly god-fearing; then when there were appointed to the priesthood 
people firstly superstitious and then tyrannical. From superstition were made cus-
tomary the abstinences from the meats from which it is also now their custom to 
abstain, and the circumcisions and the excisions (of females) and other such things, 
and from the tyrannies [were made customary] the bands of robbers. For some, 
having rebelled from the country, harmed both it and the neighboring [country]; 
others, collaborating with the rulers, seized the [property] of others and over-
turned much of syria and Phoenicia. There was, nevertheless, some decency with 
regard to their acropolis. They did not cause it to be loathed as a tyrant’s dwelling,12 
but exalted and respected it as a holy place. (16. 2. 35 – 37)

10. The Mss reading, generally accepted by editors, is αὐτοὺς ὑπὲρ ἑαυτῶν καὶ ὑπὲρ τῶν ἄλλων 
ἄλλους (“themselves for themselves and others for the others”). The word ἄλλους (“others”) does 
not suit the context, which refers to the good dreamers as one whole group. corais (ad loc.) sug-
gested emending to read ἄλλως (“in another way”); but the whole point of this passage is that Mosaic 
society believed that divine messages were delivered only in dreams. it is more likely that ἄλλους 
is a mistaken addition, perhaps intended to restore a perceived verbal balance in the sentence, or it 
may be a misplaced marginal correction for the ἄλλους that occurs a little later at the end of para. 35.

11. θεοφορίαι literally means “god-carryings” and denotes demon possession and the like.
12. οὐχ ὡς τυραννεῖον βδελυττομένων. The genitive participle agrees with the pronoun αὐτῶν,
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The excursus contains three elements customary in Greek and Hellenistic ethno-
graphic literature: (a) origo — the origin and development of the people; (b) nomima — 

characteristic customs, including cult; (c) historia — later rulers. The geographic 
section, appearing in a considerable number of Greek and roman ethnographies, 
is missing here because the excursus is located before the geographical description 
of Judaea. a long appendix was attached to the body of the excursus (paras. 38 – 39). 
since various statements appearing in the appendix have been raised in support of 
the view that the excursus was not based on Posidonius, it will be worth clarifying 
already at this stage the relationship between the excursus and the appendix.

strabo comments in the last sentence of the excursus that the later priests 
and the tyrants, despite the great differences between their behavior and that of 
Moses and his generation, continued to respect the temple. strabo then turns to 
the appendix, saying:

For it is so by nature, and this is common both to Greeks and to barbarians; 
for being polis-dwellers they live under a common command (prostagma). For 
otherwise it would be impossible for the many to do one and the same [thing] in 
harmony with one other, which is what it is to live in a polis, and in any other way 
to live a common life. (16. 2. 38)

strabo continues by explaining that the common command may be divine or 
human, and that the ancients honored the first sort more. This statement leads 
the author to adduce a list of various personalities, mythological and historical, 
Greek and barbarian, who “gave mankind divine commands”; the list includes, 
among others, orpheus, Musaeus, Thraseas, Zamolxis, Minos, and lycurgus. The 
first to be mentioned are those who were aided by oracles (para. 38); then comes a 
second group, of legislators who were prophets (para. 39). The detailed account of 
the second group ends with the comment that “Moses was one of them.”

it is clear that the excursus and the appendix derive from different sources, and 
that strabo was the one who combined them.13 although the appendix is detailed 
and is almost as long as the excursus, it has nothing to say about Jewish matters. 

which naturally refers back to the main subject of the passage, the tyrants and not the Jewish people. 
The latter interpretation (e.g., Berthelot [2003] 164) has been influenced by reading the participle 
as “loathe,” which of course a tyrant would not do with regard to his own seat of power. The verb, 
however, can have an active meaning in later texts (cf. lsJ s.v. βδελύσσομαι ii), thus “cause to be 
loathsome,” “cause to be an abomination,” and this would seem to be the middle of that active sense, 
i.e., “cause their own acropolis to be loathsome [to the people] as a seat of tyranny.” see also pp. 453 – 

55 and note 47 below.
13. Pace Heinemann (1919) 116 – 18; norden (1921) 282; Gager (1972) 30. Those who have seen the 

need to separate the appendix from the excursus include Jacoby, FGrH ii. c, no. 87, pp. 196, 198; aly 
(1957a) 201; lebram (1974) 236; cf. nock (1959) 6; Gabba (1989) 649. Their reasoning, however, has not 
been conclusive.
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The two texts have been ineptly joined. The opening words “For it is so by nature” 
are intended to bridge the gap and present the appendix as an explanation for 
the last sentence of the excursus. The reader receives the impression that the 
following will explain why the Jewish tyrants continued to respect the temple. 
The connection with the following sentence, however, and indeed the appendix 
as a whole, is forced and not at all obvious. one might understand that the Jewish 
tyrants respected the temple because temples have served, among other things, 
as oracles, a source for divine commands. yet there is no attempt in the appendix 
to explain this connection. Moreover, the second part of the appendix, concern-
ing legislating prophets, is entirely redundant in this context. The final sentence 
identifying Moses with the second group is also artificial and forced. it suits 
neither the appendix, where he has failed to make an earlier appearance, nor the 
excursus, where Moses has not been presented as a legislator or a prophet. last 
but not least, no attempt has been made to adapt the appendix to the excursus, 
not even by mentioning in the appendix the method of prophecy attributed to 
the Jews in the excursus. not only is the particular technique of incubation not 
mentioned in the appendix, but there is no mention of dreams at all as a form of 
prophecy. if the first and last sentences of the appendix are omitted, the excursus 
and the appendix are seen to be entirely independent of each other.14

it may therefore be established that the appendix was originally a discussion 
concerning the source of divine commands (oracles and legislating prophets). 
strabo took it from an unknown source and appended it to the excursus. He 
may have done this because he felt that the excursus lacked any reference to the 
activity of Moses as a legislator, something known to strabo from Hellenistic 
ethnographies and other references to Jews in literature of the period. The pas-
sage on prophets and legislators might have filled this gap, and strabo rounded 
it off with a short sentence on Moses the legislator. yet strabo did not make the 
appendix an integral part of the account in the excursus, nor did he transfer 
any details about Moses from the excursus to the appendix. He even refrained 
from adding a remark in the excursus to the effect that Moses gave laws to the 

14. linguistic-stylistic considerations do not by themselves decide the issue. The excursus is 
written paratactically and includes a speech containing factual statements, rhetorical questions, and 
sermonizing. The appendix, on the other hand, is written in the complex periodic style, with many 
quotations from classical literature, which are completely absent from the excursus where many 
an opportunity presented itself for their inclusion. such stylistic considerations, however, are not 
compelling, since it might be argued that the differences are the result of strabo’s transition from 
one genre to another, from historical narrative concerning the Jews to a semiphilosophical survey 
resembling somewhat the Hellenistic sermon (diatribē). likewise, the speeches of Thucydides differ 
from the style of his descriptions of battles, and Plato uses different genres in any one dialogue, with 
a consequent change in style. The phenomenon is most pronounced in authors who avail themselves 
of their literary heritage in all its genres.
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Jews. His own contribution was limited to the initial and final sentences of the 
appendix. The careless combination of sources resulting in inconsistencies and 
anachronisms, the addition of misleading initial and final sentences, and failed 
attempts at harmonization are all characteristic of strabo’s geographical surveys 
and are also prominent in his geographical survey of the coastal plain of Judaea.15

it is therefore already apparent that the excursus is not an original piece of 
work by strabo. albeit based on previous sources, it is all of a piece, by one hand, 
with only a few minor changes by strabo. Further evidence against strabo as the 
original author of the excursus will be adduced later in the discussion. another 
conclusion relevant to our discussion is that the intermediate source must be 
considered without reference to the content and sources of the appendix.16 For 
various reasons, the appendix cannot be attributed to Posidonius.17

 Fe at u r e s oF t H e e Xcu r sus

returning now to the excursus, we shall discuss in detail the prominent fea-
tures in its presentation of Mosaic Judaism. i shall present their parallels in 
Greek, Hellenistic, and latin literature and examine their connection both with 
the account of Hecataeus, the main ultimate source of the excursus, and with 
Posidonius, who should be reinstated as the intermediate source. Three features 
recalling the Posidionian “state of the wise” should be considered first: the back-
ground and characteristics of Moses and his sage followers; the absence of laws 

15. see, e.g., the 90-degree turn of the coastline from Jaffa southward (para. 28); calling the dead 
sea lake sirbonis (paras. 42 – 44); mixing details pertaining to lake sirbonis with the description of 
the dead sea (paras. 42 init., 44 fin.); locating the edomite settlement next to lake sirbonis (para. 
34); the erroneous description of the dimensions of lake sirbonis and the location of Mt. casius 
(paras. 32 – 33). This string of errors stems from strabo’s attempts to harmonize his three sources, 
eratosthenes, artemidorus, and Posidonius, the latter having wrongly called the dead sea lake 
sirbonis. The negligent combination of sources is particularly obvious in strabo’s extensive descrip-
tion of the indian subcontinent and its inhabitants (15. 1. 1 – 73), which is chock-full of doublets and 
inconsistencies. The geographical survey of Judaea is generally outdated: e.g., the name “strato’s 
tower” (para. 27) and the reference to Gaza as a city in ruins (para. 30). among the few updates made 
by strabo: the place of death of Pompey (para. 33) and the name sebastia (para. 34). other updates 
were made apparently by his sources (who had used even earlier sources). on serious anachronisms 
in other surveys, see syme (1965) 365 (e.g., strabo 17. 3. 15: “The carthaginians rule even now over the 
most fertile part of europe,” meaning Hispania). on errors introduced by strabo into the material 
copied from his sources, see also 16. 2. 26, together with athenaeus 8. 333c (taken from Posidonius, 
explicitly mentioned as the passage’s source).

16. Pace Gager (1972) 41.
17. The main reason is the difference between the list of legislators in the appendix and the 

parallel list in seneca Epistle 90. 6, which derives from Posidonius. some reservation with regard to 
prophecy and divination is also discernible in para. 39 (“whatever the degree of truth in them may 
be”), which is contrary to the strong conviction of Posidonius himself (see below, pp. 381 – 89).
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and governmental institutions in the Jewish state; and the moral decline of the 
state into tyranny (subsections a – c). in order to facilitate matters, the remain-
ing features will be discussed according to the order of their appearance in the 
excursus (subsections d – F) , apart from the account of the Jewish perception 
of the divine entity. Because of its complexity, the theological aspect will be 
discussed separately in an appendix to this book. The appendix has been written 
by my colleague ivor ludlam, whose expertise embraces stoic physics, of which 
stoic theology is a part.

A. The Origin of the Jews: Egyptian Theologians/Philosophers
The exodus from egypt is described not as a nationalistic uprising but as an 
internal egyptian movement of theologians/philosophers lacking any national-
istic significance, with the departure being portrayed as voluntary and not as an 
expulsion. Furthermore, the leader was an egyptian who served as a priest and 
was a senior official in the royal hierarchy. The movement became universal with 
the settlement in Judaea: the settlers were open to strangers who took an interest 
in their principles; as a result, members of neighboring nations accepted the 
leadership of Moses and adopted his religious and social way of life.

such an account clearly rests on a few pieces of information from one or 
another source and is not entirely a figment of the imagination of the author of 
the excursus. it is enough to point to the statement that Moses was the governor 
of lower egypt. Where, then, did the author find these pieces of information? 
as has already been mentioned, and will become clearer in this discussion, 
strabo’s Jewish ethnography is essentially a sophisticated reworking of the Jewish 
excursus of Hecataeus of abdera (diod. 40. 3. 1 – 8). The descent of Moses and 
his followers and their emigration from egypt, however, are exceptions to this. 
according to Hecataeus, the Jews were an alien people expelled from egypt 
along with other foreign peoples. The egyptian natives attributed a plague that 
had broken out in egypt to the anger of the gods whose cult had been neglected. 
in order to appease them, the egyptians decided to remove all the foreigners 
from the country (40. 3. 1 – 2). in this account there is no criticism of the egyptian 
religion or praise for the Jewish faith. This is compatible with Hecataeus’s positive 
opinion concerning egyptian gods,18 and with his impartial account of the Jewish 
religion.19 although we should be used to surprises in the strabonian excursus 
on the Jews, it is still very much a surprise to find that the source of inspiration 
for the basic framework of the exceptionally favorable version of the Jewish origo 
is none other than Manetho, the egyptian priest of the first half of the third 
century b.c.e. who had written a work in Greek on the egyptian people in which 

18. see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 98 – 99.
19. see above, p. 132 ff.
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he had included a number of hostile accounts of the origin of the Jews — or if not 
Manetho, a similar source or one deriving ultimately from Manetho.20

some basic elements seem to have been inspired — directly or indirectly — 

by Manetho’s detailed account of the lepers who worked in the stone quarries 
(in Joseph. Ap. 1. 228 – 52): Manetho portrays Moses as an egyptian priest from 
Heliopolis (238, 250, 265). Heliopolis was known in Greek literature as the seat of 
the wisest of the egyptians, outstanding in wisdom and prudence;21 Moses was 
placed at the head of the men who were allocated the city of auaris (Αὔαρις) in 
lower egypt (238; whence it would have been a short step to portray Moses as 
the governor of lower egypt); Moses was openly hostile to egyptian animal cult 
(244, 249); he was supported by “some learned priests” (235); and finally, Moses 
was not expelled from egypt but left of his own accord (albeit in unflattering 
circumstances, and his companions were “unclean,” 236, 248). The strabonian 
excursus emphasizes six identical or similar points: (a) the Jews were egyptian; 
(b) Moses was an egyptian priest; (c) Moses served as governor of lower egypt; 
(d) Moses and his followers were sages;22 (e) they were opposed to egyptian 
animal cult; (f) they left egypt of their own free will. The author of the excursus 
lifted these pieces of information out of their original context and transferred 
them to another one of his own making. after all, Hecataeus himself abandoned 
his Jewish informants and used a hostile egyptian source for his account of the 
Jewish origo, transforming it into a new, unbiased version.23

a comparison of the two Jewish excursuses reveals why the author of the 
strabonian excursus preferred in this instance to abandon the basic information 
of Hecataeus and draw from the account of Manetho or his like (omitting and/
or altering the hostile details and tone). While Manetho actually portrays Moses 
and his first followers as egyptian priest-sages opposed to egyptian cult, and 
even describes the “unclean” who joined Moses as egyptian, Hecataeus por-
trays Moses as the leader of a foreign people in egypt; having been expelled — so 
Hecataeus — Moses established for that same people an exclusive state whose 
very separatism was motivated from the outset by a grudge against other peoples 
and not by any admirable religious ideology. Hecataeus even goes so far as to 
describe Jewish practices as “somewhat [quite?] removed from [the society of] 
men and [somewhat?] hostile to strangers” (diod. 40. 3. 4). The basic framework 
of this Hecataean version was unsuitable for the idealistic universal values the 
author of the excursus strove to illustrate.24 at the same time, it was influenced 

20. on the question of authenticity, cf. pp. 246 – 47 above.
21. Herodotus 2. 3; Hecataeus ap. diodorus 1. 75. 2 – 3; strabo 17. 1. 29; Plutarch Solon 26. 1.
22. see note 43 below.
23. see above, p. 116.
24. i had remarked on the inversion of Manetho’s account in my article on strabo (Bar-Kochva
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by Hecataeus in its very portrayal of Mosaic society as exclusive, giving it a new, 
positive, and appealing shape.

More important than the identity of the ultimate sources is an understanding 
of the content and purpose of the excursus. This is manifestly a portrayal of the 
“state of the wise.” could Posidonius have been the source for this account? 25 in 
order to answer this question, we must first briefly consider the development of 
the utopian “state of the wise.” 26

The stoic conception of the “state of the wise” is a development of the state 
described extensively in Plato’s Politeia. The character called socrates depicts a 
polis with three social strata: (1) the “guardians,” later “philosophers,” or wise 
men who govern the polis; (2) the military “aides”; and (3) the craftsmen and mer-
chants (e.g., 434c7 – 8; 484a ff.). This polis is often regarded by scholars as Plato’s 
only ideal state, but his socrates actually began his depiction of types of states 
with a simple model that seemed to him “healthy” and “true”: a society without 

[1997a] 307, in Hebrew). Berthelot (2003) 169 takes issue with this point, although agreeing that 
Posidonius was the source for the excursus in strabo. she seems to be arguing that strabo’s descrip-
tion of Moses in egypt (namely, his status, deeds, followers, and departure) was the most com-
mon and widespread version of the egyptian tradition, claiming that strabo calls it ἡ κρατοῦσα 
μάλιστα φήμη (“the most prevalent report,” para. 34 fin.). There is therefore no need to hypothesize a 
Posidonian familiarity with Manetho. However, this statement (ἡ κρατοῦσα κτλ.) in strabo does not 
appear in the excursus (paras. 35 – 37) but in the previous fragment (para. 34 fin.). as clearly appears 
from the context, it does not refer to the story about Moses and his followers in egypt and their 
exodus, but only to the actual egyptian descent of the Jews. strabo accepted this version, which he 
found in the excursus of Posidonius and elsewhere, and adopted it in other places as well (see, e.g., 
the testimonium in Joseph. AJ 14. 118). He presented it as a predominant rumor, just as other Greek 
and roman authors did when they had to choose between various versions. can anyone seriously 
entertain the notion that the “information” that Moses was an egyptian priest and governor of 
lower egypt, that he opposed the egyptian animal cult, that wise men followed him, and that they 
left egypt willingly rather than by force derived from the most popular egyptian tradition prevalent 
in the Greek world?

25. suggested by Heinemann (1919) 116, in a brief note: “dagegen paßt die Vorstellung von 
einer urspünglichen weisen und gerechten Herrschaft, der sich jeder willig unterordnet, trefflich 
zu der Geschichtsbetrachtung des P., nach welcher ursprünglich allenthalben ‘bene imperanti bene 
pareretur nihilque rex maius minari male parentibus posset quam abire se regno’ (sen. Ep. 90. 5).” 
on the formulation of the latin sentence quoted here, see below, note 36. surprisingly enough, 
Heinemann’s note seems to have been overlooked all these years, even though the similarity to the 
motif of the decline and fall (as opposed to the state of the wise) had already been underlined in the 
booklet of reinhardt (1921).

26. it should be noted that expressions such as “state of the wise” and “city of sages” are not 
found in the ancient sources, although such a state or city is implied. The terms are used in modern 
scholarship with reference to Plato’s “ideal state” in the Politeia, and to the stoic ideal state. The lead-
ers in Plato’s Politeia are not actually described as sophoi, although they are portrayed as wise. The 
stoics are more explicit and describe their ideal leaders as sophoi or sapientes (Zeno and chrysippus 
in diog. laert. 7. 131, Posidonius in sen. Ep. 90. 5), but not at every opportunity.
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strata, from which the later three-tiered society derives (372e6 – 7). apparently, in 
reaction to Plato’s Politeia, Zeno of citium, the founder of stoicism, presented in 
his own Politeia a classless, but exclusive, society comprising only sages.27 Their 
conduct is guided by the principles of reason, and there is consequently no need 
for the usual institutions and legal system. Zeno’s book provoked a scandal in 
athens, as it contained approval of incest and cannibalism, but even so we have 
little information about its content. stoics of the late third century b.c.e., such as 
chrysippus, attempted damage control by applying a decent interpretation to the 
more scandalous features of the book, while some even claimed that Zeno was 
not the author of those remarks, and, later still, that Zeno was not the author of 
the Politeia attributed to him.28 despite all this, the “state of the wise” remained 
a stoic ideal.

We do not know in which work Posidonius wrote his version of the stoic “state 
of the wise.” There are several possibilities.29 His account has been preserved only 
partially, among a number of testmonia adduced by seneca in one of his letters to 
lucilius (Ep. 90). Most of the testimonia, unfortunately, deal with the contribu-
tion of sages to the development of human material culture by the invention of 
crafts (technai). There is, however, one passage that allows a reconstruction of the 
basic outlines of the Posidonian state of the wise (paras. 5 – 6):

(5) Therefore, in that age that they regard as golden, Posidonius judges that the 
kingdom was in the hands of the wise. These restrained hands and protected the 
weaker from stronger; they persuaded and dissuaded; 30 and demonstrated useful 
and useless things; 31 their prudence 32 foresaw that nothing should be lacking for 
their people, their courage 33 warded off dangers, their beneficence 34 enriched and 
decorated their subjects. ruling was a duty/service (officium), not [an attribute of] 

27. on the echoes of Plato’s Politeia in Zeno’s Politeia, see schofield (1991) 24 ff. Plutarch states 
explicitly that Zeno in his Politeia reacted to Plato’s Politeia (De Stoic. repugn. 1034F).

28. Much has been written on Zeno’s Politeia. see, e.g., erskine (1990) 9 – 42; schofield (1991) 3 ff., 
104 ff. of the earlier studies, it is worth mentioning Baldry (1959) 6 – 8 on the subject of Zeno’s ideal 
state comprising only sages. on later stoic attitudes toward Zeno’s utopian state, see Plutarch De 
Stoicorum repugnantibus 1044 – 45; clement Stromateis 5. 9; see also SVF 3: frr. 743 – 54.

29. see above, pp. 350 – 51.
30. as Kidd 1: 961 notes, “i.e., used argument, not force.”
31. Kidd 1: 961: “i.e., the canon of conduct for the ordinary man.” The stoic wise men could 

understand their own conduct, but their subjects required some less philosophical criteria by which 
to live well.

32. prudentia  = φρόνησις, for Zeno of citium the general virtue of the stoic sage (SVF 1: frr. 
200 – 201), but later only one main virtue among several (e.g., SVF 3: frr. 262 – 66, 268, 274, 280).

33. fortitudo  = ἀνδρεία, defined by chrysippus as “the understanding of what should be chosen, 
what should be rejected, and what falls under neither of those two categories” (diog. laert. 7. 93).

34. beneficentia — a free translation of μεγαλοπρέπεια?
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the kingdom. no one [of the kings],35 as much as he had power, tried [his power] 
against those through whom he had begun to have power, nor did anyone have 
the inclination or cause for injury, since one who ruled well was obeyed well, and 
the king could threaten nothing greater against those obeying badly than that he 
leave36 the kingdom.

(6) But with vices creeping in, the kingships turned into tyranny, and there 
began to be a need for laws; and these too, at first,37 wise men brought forward.

Posidonius, then, set his “state of the wise” in the mythological and utopian 
Golden age, so nostalgically described in many Greek and latin versions ever 
since Hesiod (Op. 109 – 20). The combination of the two utopias in one presents 
a Posidonian account that is original with respect to both the “state of the wise” 
and the Golden age. The uniqueness of the Posidonian account of the Golden 
age will be considered in more detail below.38 Here our concern is with the 
uniqueness of his version of the “state of the wise” in comparison with those of 
Plato and Zeno of citium.

The Posidonian “state of the wise” has some prominent features:

 a.  it appears to have been a universal society encompassing all of mankind.39 
This is apparent from the contexts, the tone and content of seneca’s testimo-
nia, and seneca’s own reactions. it also would have accorded with the stoic 
conception of a return to a universal society of mankind. Hesiod’s Golden 
age society is also universal.

 b.  The state was headed by a sage king (para. 5). it is not surprising that the 
Posidonian sage is described as a king. early (as distinct from mythological) 
society was conceived in Greek thought to have been ruled by kings.

 c.  The state comprised two classes: sages and commoners. The latter are 
referred to as people who needed to be restrained and so on. (para. 5 init.). 

35. it appears in this account that originally the wise, who had the kingdom in their hands, 
regularly elected a king to rule over them.

36. abiret B, abirent later Mss. The correct reading need not be decided by considering whether 
their leaving the kingdom, or the king leaving the kingdom, would be the worst threat to urge 
against dissidents. The verb denotes voluntary departure and in the context could apply only to 
the king himself. His expulsion of the dissidents would have been forcible and would have required 
another verb, such as eicio.

37. inter initia, “among the beginnings,” indicating that each city had a different beginning, and 
not all of them had a lawgiver.

38. see pp. 373–75. on the Posidonian Golden age, see rudberg (1918) 51 ff.; reinhardt (1921) 392 – 

408; Heinemann (1921) 88 – 107; Ganss (1952) 106 – 14; cole (1967) 95; Theiler (1982) 2: 484 – 90; Kidd 2: 
961 – 71.

39. not all the accounts of the Golden age offer a clear picture of the unity of mankind at that 
time. The general impression is of one society, but some accounts present various societies leading 
similar lives at some distance from each other (e.g., Pl. Pol.  271b; ov. Met. 1. 100).
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The sages are obviously the ones through whom “he (the king) had begun 
to have power” (para. 5 fin.). They are explicitly mentioned as the ones who 
prepared the laws after society became beset with vices and had sunk into 
tyranny (para. 6).40 in what was not a hereditary monarchy, a sage class 
would have been required to allow the proper transfer of kingship from 
one king to another down the generations.

 d.  The state had no laws. There was no need for them, since all the  subjects 
obeyed their wise leader. legislation became necessary only later, in the 
period of decline (para. 6). The clear impression is that for the same reason 
there was no need for ordinary government institutions.41

 e.  The Golden age “state of the wise” declined over time. it happened in two 
stages: at first, vices began to creep into it, and later, it was usurped by 
tyrants.42

This presentation of the “state of the wise” differs from both that of Plato 
and that of Zeno. as opposed to the “Platonic state,” it is universal and not an 
individual polis; the Posidonian state is ruled by a wise monarch, and not a col-
lective of wise “guardians”; it has no laws or government institutions, unlike the 
all-pervasive system described by Plato’s socrates in his Politeia. The Posidonian 
state is similar to that of Plato in that it has some social structuring, although 
of a different nature. as opposed to the Zenonian state, the Posidonian state is 
universal, socially structured, and ruled by a monarch; Zeno’s state is exclusive, 
composed only of sages, and consequently has no leader. neither state has laws or 
institutions; both are in fact cosmopolitan, albeit only of sages in the case of Zeno. 
The Posidonian account in general appears to be a mixture of the Platonic struc-
tured society where authority is in the hands of the sage class and the Zenonian 
universal society with Posidonian modifications and improvements.

The Posidonian utopian state is exemplified by Mosaic society. While the latter 
is in a historical setting, the similarities are manifest at almost every point, and 
they agree in their differences from the ideal states of Plato and Zeno. The leader, 
Moses, is wise and is accompanied by other sages.43 From the statement that 

40. The decline into tyranny could have been preceded by a breakup of society. each individual 
polis would then have had a need for its own sage to produce laws, at which point the account would 
begin to conform with Greek tradition.

41. see further, pp. 370 – 72 below.
42. on these two stages of decline, see further, pp. 372 – 75.
43. Those who join Moses are called εὐγνώμονες ἄνδρες (para. 36), “prudent men,” which is 

tantamount to calling them “wise.” We may recall that Plato’s socrates in the Politeia attributes 
to the ruling class of the aristocratic state the similar characteristic of euboulia, “good counsel” 
(428b6), which he goes on to suggest is the only epistēmē that should be called sophia (428e – 429a). 
This identification demonstrates the flexible use of various terms used to denote the wisdom of the 
leaders. see also note 26 above on the term “state of the wise.”
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the original followers of Moses (“not a few prudent men”) were joined by their 
neighbors (“everyone round about easily joined”), it is quite clear that most of the 
citizens are not sages. Moses derives his authority from the assent of all the citi-
zens to his right to govern because of his unique qualities. The state has no laws, 
law courts, or other governmental institutions (see subsection B). Jewish history 
is divided into two distinct periods: the ideal, Mosaic, period and the greatly 
diminished period when Judaism turned to “superstition” and subsequently to 
government by tyrants. in both his accounts, Posidonius refers explicitly to the 
rise of tyranny as symbolizing the decline (see subsection c).

unlike the Posidonian mythological state of the wise, which is universal, the 
Posidonian Mosaic state is exclusive (although in a sense cosmopolitan). This 
change was necessary in the given context. in the Golden age a state containing 
the whole of humanity was plausible. The Jewish state, however, was founded 
in the later historical age, when humanity was already in decline and divided 
along ethnic and religious lines. We may recall the censure of egyptian and 
Greek religion in the strabonian Jewish excursus. The Jewish state of the wise 
was established against the prevailing downward trend. it was only natural that 
contemporary sages aspiring to live in an ideal society would abandon the main-
stream societies and establish their own state in which they could fulfill their 
vision. Posidonius, therefore, transferred his utopia from the mythological down 
to the historical period and adapted it to the new context. at the same time, the 
Jewish state of the wise is open to people from outside who are eager to accept its 
principles. This, then, is not an exclusive society in the usual sense of the term, 
but a society naturally inclined to cosmopolitan openness.

significantly enough, there seems to be a close connection between the unique 
explanation of Jewish exclusivity in strabo and explicit comments regarding the 
detachment of the Jews from other nations deriving from Posidonius. in the main 
report of Josephus on the siege of Jerusalem by antiochus sidetes in the year 132/1 
(AJ 13. 236b – 248), taken from Posidonius (via strabo),44 Jewish “non-mixing” 
(amixia) with other nations is explained as the result of their eusebeia (246). stoic 
doxographies and other relevant sources explain eusebeia as “knowledge of serv-
ing god” (ἐπιστήμη θεῶν θεραπείας),45 and knowledge is of course an essential 
quality of the stoic wise man. The positive attitude toward Jewish exclusivity is 
contrary to the Hecataean approach (diod. 40. 3. 4), and there is no parallel to it 
in Greek or latin literature, where Jewish exclusivity is normally condemned and 

44. see below, pp. 409 – 17. This is not some sort of circular argument: the identification of 
Posidonius as the source of the siege account in Josephus, based on source criticism, is valid without 
the identification of Posidonius as the source of the Jewish excursus in strabo.

45. e.g., diogenes laertius 7. 119 = SVF 3: fr. 608; stobaeus Eclogues 2. 60. 9 = SVF 3: fr. 264, 
ll. 40 – 41.
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explained as the result of the hardships endured by the Jews after their expulsion 
from egypt.46 only in strabo’s Jewish excursus is there a similar positive attitude 
toward the unique Jewish version of exclusiveness. it is presented there as con-
ducive to the right belief and the proper worship of the divine entity. its origins 
are in the voluntary emigration of the sages, who thereby obtained the means to 
practice and develop their philosophical religion without interference.

B. Jewish Society at the Time of Moses:  
No Laws or Governmental Institutions

it was mentioned above how similar the lack of laws and governmental institu-
tions in Mosaic society was to the Posidonian description of the state of the wise 
preserved in seneca (Ep. 90. 5 – 6). This unusual feature needs to be more closely 
examined and compared with the Hecataean account of laws and governmental 
institutions in his description of the Jewish state. The literary and philosophical 
background to this characterization in strabo also needs to be clarified.

Hecataeus goes into some detail in his account of the role of Moses in estab-
lishing the laws of the Jews. He accords Moses the prestigious title of nomothetēs 
(“legislator”; diod. 40. 3. 6) and explicitly attributes to him a number of laws 
concerning, for example, military matters, the ownership of property, the raising 
of children, marriage. and burial (3. 7 – 8). Hecataeus even remarks that the Jewish 
book of laws closes with the statement “These are the words that Moses heard 
from God and gave to the Jews” (3. 6).

as for governmental institutions, Hecataeus states that “Moses laid down 
laws (ἐνομοθέτησε) concerning the constitution (politeia), and arranged (διέταξε) 
them” (3. 3). as part of his arrangements, he “picked out the men of most refine-
ment and the most able to head the entire nation, and appointed them as priests” 
(3. 4). in addition to their cultic duties, he “appointed them to be the judges of 
the greatest disputes and entrusted to them the guardianship of the laws and 
customs” (3. 5). The priests were also authorized to choose the High Priest, to 
whom Moses bequeathed the position of leader of the nation (3. 5). one of his 
duties was to read the laws aloud in the people’s assemblies (3. 6). Hecataeus thus 
lays great stress on the role of Moses as legislator and instigator of state functions.

The excursus in strabo says nothing of all this. There is no mention of Moses 
as lawgiver or of governmental institutions. indeed, all of that would have been 
redundant considering the style of leadership attributed to Moses there. Moses is 
said to have had the power of persuasion, to have been admired by all the inhabit-
ants of Judaea and their neighbors, and to have instituted an unusual type of gov-
ernment. This glaring difference from the Jewish excursus of Hecataeus cannot 

46. see esp. Manetho ap. Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 239; diodorus 34/35. 1. 4; Pompeius trogus 
ap. Justin 36. 1. 5; lysimachus ap. Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 309; tacitus Historiae 5. 5. 1.
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be coincidental but is surely deliberate and must depend upon the sociopolitical 
outlook of strabo’s source for the excursus.

The account recalls the Politeia of Zeno of citium, where governmental insti-
tutions are declared redundant, and the building of law courts is explicitly pro-
hibited (diog. laert. 7. 33). We have already mentioned the attempt of chrysippus 
to defend Zeno’s Politeia, while later stoics claimed that the Politeia had been 
falsely attributed to Zeno. chrysippus adhered to the idea of a state without laws 
and institutions (SVF 3: Marcianus, fr. 314). Posidonius himself returned to a 
defense of the Zenonian Politeia, albeit indirectly. His respectable account of the 
Golden age outlines a period in which there was no need for laws, thanks to the 
special qualities of the leaders . only once the decline in morals had set in, which 
led to the transformation of kingships into tyrannies, did there arise any need for 
laws, and it was then that legislators appeared (para. 6). it may also be seen from 
seneca’s paraphrase of the Posidonian Golden age that not only laws (mentioned 
explicitly in para. 6) but also ordinary governmental institutions were redundant 
before the period of decline. There is no reference to such institutions, but only 
to the authority of the kings, accepted and respected by all. The virtues and style 
of leadership of the leaders, the obedience of the subjects, and the general atmo-
sphere all contributed to a society that had no need of governmental institutions 
of the usual type, just as it had no need of laws.

it is worth making clear that the lack of laws and governmental institutions in 
the Posidonian state is not to be attributed to its being set in the Golden age. it 
is true that the accounts of the Golden age by Plato and ovid mention the lack 
of state organization and of laws, respectively (Pol. 271d-e; Met. 1. 89 – 93), and the 
redundancy of governmental institutions and laws follows from the perception 
that humans lived in harmony and perfect happiness, desiring little, with the 
little that they desired being provided for by nature.47 yet Posidonius seems to 
have regarded the Golden age in a less rosy light; otherwise his kingly leaders 
would have been unnecessary, they would not have needed to protect the weak 
from the strong, nor would their wisdom (prudentia) have been required to care 
for the needs of humans (para. 5). seneca’s criticism of Posidonius in his Epistle 

47. cf. Plato Laws 677a – 682: humans after the flood were primitive, and neither rich nor poor; 
consequently they had no need for a constitution or any legislation. reference is also made there 
to Odyssey 9. 112 – 15, concerning the society of the cyclopes, who lived in caves and on top of 
mountains. on the conception of the “Golden age,” see pp. 374 – 75 below. in this context, it is worth 
quoting the comment of agatharchides of cnidus on the red sea fish-eater tribes: “They are not 
governed by law, for why should a person who is able to act correctly without written law be a slave 
to decree?” (Phot. cod. 250. 49, 451b). These tribes live virtually in the innocence of a Golden age, 
fearing no danger and without arms (agatharchides in diod. 3. 18. 3 – 6). notably, Posidonius was 
acquainted with agatharchides’ work  and was inspired by him in many respects; see p. 305 note 102 
above.
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shows that his own view of Golden age society, a frugal pastoral society (paras. 
30 ff.), differed from that of Posidonius. The reason for the absence of laws in 
Posidonian Golden age society, therefore, is their redundancy because of the 
wisdom of the leaders, and not because of any pastoral conditions usually said to 
have prevailed in the Golden age. The greater realism of the Posidonian account 
would have encouraged the reader to take the various sociophilosophical mes-
sages seriously, rather than dismiss the account as escapist myth.

The mere absence of laws and governmental institutions in Mosaic society in 
strabo’s account does not in itself prove that Posidonius was strabo’s source. The 
general idea was stoic, passing from Zeno of citium to chrysippus and down to 
Posidonius.48 This feature, however, should be considered along with the other 
peculiarly Posidonian details of the state of the wise discussed in the previous and 
subsequent sections. no wonder Moses is not referred to among the legislators in 
seneca’s Epistle (90. 6), which derives from Posidonius, although he does appear 
in the parallel, earlier list in Hecataeus (diod. 1. 94. 2) and in other “canonical” 
lists, including the appendix strabo attached to the excursus (para. 38).49

C. Moses and the Tyrants: The Golden Age and the Decline
The Jewish excursus of Hecataeus makes no distinction between Mosaic and later 
Judaism. The Jewish faith and customs are discussed en bloc and without any devel-
opment from the time of their inauguration by Moses to contemporary Judaism. 
authority passed from Moses to the High Priests, and they carefully preserved the 
traditional laws and customs. Hecataeus describes the Jewish people as exclusive, 
displaying here some critical reservation not to be found elsewhere in his fairly 
impartial account.50

strabo’s excursus makes no reservation concerning the exclusivity of Mosaic 

48. on the stoics and laws, see erskine (1990) 16 and n. 13; schofield (1991) 65 – 74 and elsewhere.
49. Berthelot (2003) 169 – 71 raises some reservations concerning the claim i made in my article 

on strabo’s excursus (Bar-Kochva [1997a] 323 – 25, in Hebrew) that the Posidonian Moses was not a 
legislator. The reservations are peculiar and not to the point. she further suggests that Posidonius 
played down the activity of Moses as a lawgiver because of the link between Moses and laws deemed 
misanthropic. However, Posidonius could have attributed any misanthropic laws to the supersti-
tious priests who came after Moses, just as customs considered superstitious, such as circumci-
sion and excision and abstinence from certain types of meat, were attributed to them and not to 
Moses. Posidonius would have achieved the central aim Berthelot imputes to him (to condemn the 
Hasmonaeans for using Moses as a foil; see below, note 119) far more efficiently and consistently had 
he written that the wise Moses legislated good laws, unlike the “tyrants” (the Hasmonaeans), who 
legislated misanthropic laws. Posidonius did not choose to portray Moses as a legislator, and this 
he did for philosophical reasons. He wished to present the figure of a (stoic) wise leader in an ideal 
society, one who needed no laws in order to govern successfully, since all acknowledged his wisdom 
and moral authority.

50. see above, pp. 129 – 32 and 102 n. 31.
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Judaism. Quite the contrary. Jewish exclusivity is presented as the best way for 
sages to serve the divine entity. Furthermore, unlike Hecataeus, strabo distin-
guishes between Mosaic and contemporary Judaism. He states that after the 
period of Moses and his immediate successors, who remained faithful to his 
vision, there was a marked deterioration beginning with priestly rulers affected by 
superstitions, who initiated dietary laws, circumcision (of males), and excision (of 
females). These were followed by priestly tyrants who enslaved and robbed their 
own and neighboring peoples. later Judaism, therefore, is the complete opposite 
of Mosaic Judaism: Mosaic worship was free of “strange practices” (para.  35), 
while later worship suffered from superstitious prohibitions and unacceptable 
acts. The subsequent decline into tyranny surely refers to the Hasmonaean state. 
instead of leaders striving for internal and external peace and stability, there 
rose to power warmongering and rapacious tyrants who set about expanding 
the limits of their territory through military conquest. They oppressed their own 
people and are blamed, notably, for the existence of robber bands (λῃστήρια, 
para. 37). This recalls the description of the Hasmonaean conquests elsewhere 
in strabo (16. 2. 28) and Pompeius trogus (Prol. xxxix: latrociniae; cf. Justin 40. 
2. 4). in another context, the Hasmonaean rulers are explicitly called “tyrants” 
(strabo 16. 2. 40).

i have already noted that the distinction between periods in strabo’s excursus 
is similar to that appearing in the Posidonian account of the history of mankind 
adduced by seneca.51 This observation requires further elucidation. Posidonius 
distinguishes between two main periods: the Golden age, the original and best 
period, in which wise kings ruled, and the subsequent period, which sank to 
the lowest depths with the rule of tyrants instead of kings. seneca paraphrases 
the Posidonian reference to this bad period only in passing (Ep. 90. 6a), since 
his main concern at this point is to refute the Posidonian claim that the great 
inventions were made by sages. even so, two stages may be discerned in the bad 
period: first, the spread of evils, and only after that, the onset of tyranny (sed 
postquam subrepentibus vitiis in tyrannidem regna conversa). The first is actually 
a transitional stage required by the subject matter: evils could not have spread 
during the period of the wise kings, who ruled with prudence and their principles 
of wisdom and justice, and the wise men themselves, being wise, could not have 
become tyrants; yet tyranny could not take root without evils to facilitate its 
appearance. an immediate change from kingship to tyranny might be possible 
in myths where the gods themselves can change anything at a stroke (as happens 

51. The similarity between the Posidonian accounts of the ideal origin of mankind and the 
period of decline has already been remarked upon by reinhardt (1928) 19, 76 ff. (cf. [1921] 392 – 401). 
He did not, however, consider the apparent differences between seneca’s and strabo’s accounts, 
which allowed the criticism of Gager (1972) 46 – 47.
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in the Golden age accounts of Hesiod, ovid, and Virgil); but the Posidonian 
account gives the gods no role, and they are not even mentioned. a transitional 
stage could be envisaged, for example, as having rulers who appear wise because 
they continue the traditional customs instituted by their wise forebears, but due 
to incompetence or lack of ability fail to implement the customs correctly and 
gradually cause internal chaos that finally (as so often happened in Greek history) 
invites the rise of tyranny.

The Posidonian version of the Golden age and subsequent developments is 
but one of the many variations in later literature on the Hesiodic myth of the 
ages of mankind.52 yet the Posidonian theory differs from all the others, both in 
the number of its periods and stages, and in their characteristics. This point may 
be illustrated by a few examples from other major versions in Greek and latin 
literature.

The Hesiodic myth itself speaks of five ages (Op. 109 – 200). The ideal condi-
tions of life in Hesiod’s Golden age, when human beings had all their needs 
supplied without any effort on their part, are completely different from the way 
of life in the Posidonian Golden age.53 Hesiod has no kings in his Golden age, 
no tyrants in his silver age when unjust practices began to spread among man-
kind, nor in later ages when warfare predominates. in Plato’s Politicus (272b) a 
distinction is made between the period of the rule of cronus (identified with the 
Golden age) and the subsequent period of the rule of Zeus. The period of cronus 
is described as pastoral, and some Hesiodic ideal characteristics are there made 
extreme. it is emphasized that cronus ruled exclusively, and for that reason there 
were no political constitutions (271e). in Plato’s Politeia (544e ff.), aristocracy and 
four increasingly degenerate regimes are described, each with a different politi-
cal constitution. although the last of these regimes is tyranny, the process by 
which it is reached is completely different from that described by Posidonius. The 
version of aristotle’s pupil, dicaearchus of Messenia, is particularly interesting. 
it serves, in the same way as the anthropological theory of his contemporary, 
Theophrastus, as a vehicle for preaching vegetarianism and abstention from 
animal sacrifice. dicaearchus explicitly distances himself from the myths that 
preceded him, and divides the history of mankind into three periods: the age of 
cronus, the nomadic age, and the agricultural age. The age of cronus was a 
vegetarian period, when men did not work and had no cares. it was not, however, 
a period of boundless plenty. Men gathered their food from plants in moderation, 
enjoyed universal friendship, and warfare was unknown. in the nomadic age, 
men turned to shepherding and the eating of meat, and there began to be wars. 
Then came the agricultural age, lasting until the time of the author (in Porph. 

52. see the survey of the various versions in Gatz (1967) 26 – 86.
53. see above, pp. 366 – 68.
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Abst. 4. 2. 1 – 9). also relevant to the present discussion is the version by aratus 
of soli, the third-century b.c.e. scholar-poet who managed among other things 
to study with Zeno of citium. aratus relates the myth of the goddess dike and 
refers to three ages: the Golden, the silver, and the Bronze (Phaen. 100 – 34). in the 
Golden age there are no kings. The goddess dike (Justice), living among people, 
supplies mankind with all their needs and urges them to preserve the principles 
of justice. The silver age sees the spread of evils among men, and dike can no 
longer live among them. yet she appears every evening, admonishes them, and 
calls them back to the path of righteousness. in the Bronze age, men turn to war-
fare and murder, and dike abandons them completely, returning to the heavens. 
nothing is said of the type of regime in this period, nor are tyrants mentioned. 
i should add that the early stoics did not exploit the notion of a Golden age in 
their writings.54

turning now from the pre-Posidonian Greek poets and thinkers to the roman 
poets of the augustan period: Virgil refers to only two periods, the age of saturn 
( = cronus) and the age of Jupiter ( = Zeus). in both periods, government is in 
the hands of the gods. There are no kings in the first period, nor tyrants in the 
second. yet laws exist from the very beginning (Aen. 8. 316 – 26). Finally, ovid, 
in his celebrated version, presents four periods in great detail (Met. 1. 89 ff.). His 
Golden age is pastoral to perfection. His silver age does not show moral decline 
in the behavior of men, but a certain degradation of the weather leads to a more 
difficult life for mankind. in neither period is the rule of men referred to, and 
there is no mention of kings or tyrants.

We may therefore establish — at least from those versions that have reached 
us — that the division of the evolution of human society adduced by seneca in 
the name of Posidonius was unique to Posidonius. This account is very similar 
to the portrayal of Jewish history in the excursus of strabo, both in its division 
into periods and in its characteristics. Both accounts distinguish between two 
main periods only, with the second being subdivided into two stages. Both call 
the stage of extreme degeneration “tyranny,” and both refer to the rule of a wise 
man in the first period, an ideal reign that had no need of laws or governmental 
institutions.55

54. see erskine (1990) 201; cf. Baldry (1959) 7, 12 – 13.
55. stern, GLAJJ 1: 266, raises the possibility that the conception in strabo’s excursus concern-

ing Jewish degeneration is influenced by the arguments of Theophrastus against animal sacrifice: 
according to Theophrastus, mankind originally refrained from eating animals, and only later, in the 
wake of a certain chain of events, did they begin to eat meat (Porph. Abst. 2. 5 ff., 27 ff.; and see pp. 19 – 

20 above). However, the two stages in strabo are quite the opposite: according to the formulation as 
it stands, abstention from certain meats is a superstition appearing only in the period of degenera-
tion (“abstinences from meats from which it is also now their custom to abstain”). This would mean 
that the Jews formerly ate all types of meats. Posidonius respects general abstinence from meat on
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D. The Settlement in Jerusalem and the Nature of the Area 
according to Hecataeus, Moses led his people out of egypt to an utterly desolate 
area nearby and founded there a city called Jerusalem (diod. 40. 2. 2 – 3). strabo’s 
excursus repeats this claim but explains further that Moses chose Jerusalem 
because the surrounding area was parched and rocky (the settlement itself neces-
sarily had a water supply on site), so that there was no concern about covetous 
neighbors or fear of conquest by foreigners. as a result, there was no need for mil-
itary preparations of any kind. to illustrate this explanation, a short geographical 
survey of the city and its environs was integrated in the text. in addition, while 
Hecataeus states that Moses prepared the younger generation for war and “made 
military expeditions into the neighboring lands of the nations” (6 – 7), strabo’s 
excursus claims that “instead of arms [Moses] would use as protection sacrifices 
and the divine entity” (para. 36). The moral message is clear-cut: the wise avoid 
battles and conflicts well in advance, and at all cost, even at the expense of their 
basic comfort and standard of living.

The Hecataean version reflects the Greek tradition of foundations of apoikiai 
in unsettled areas, where military training was an essential feature.56 Military 
training is spoken of with approval in Plato’s Laws (941 – 44) and elsewhere, 
although pacifist sentiments were widespread in Greek literature and philoso-
phy, including other Platonic writings. Wars were seen to be an inevitable part 
of human life and an important factor in its development (e.g., Pl. Leg. 625d5 – 7). 
This is in fact the prevailing attitude to war in Greek literature.57

The stoics, perhaps under cynic influence, envisaged a demilitarized ideal 
state. Zeno posited in his Politeia a classless state of wise people who, being wise, 
would all enjoy the same way of life and the same political system (Plut. De Alex. 
virt. 329a). He treats eros as bestowing upon men “friendship” (philia), “consen-
sus” (homonoia), and “freedom” (eleutheria) (ath. 13. 561c). it goes without saying 
that such a political system per se would enjoy eternal peace. chrysippus in his 
Politeia, probably using Zeno’s Politeia as his source, quotes the cynic diogenes 

the grounds of vegetarianism (strabo 7. 3. 3), but he frowned upon abstinence from certain types 
of meat, explaining the custom as mere superstition. similarly, for many generations, philosophers 
had been scathingly critical of the many prohibitions of this type among the Pythagoreans. Gager 
(1977) 46, who believes that the distinction between the two in the Jewish excursus is strabo’s own, 
draws attention to strabo’s account of the decline in crete after the reign of Minos (10. 4. 8 – 9). yet 
Minos is described in strabo as a nomothetēs (legislator), while Moses in the excursus (as distinct 
from the actually independent appendix) is not. Furthermore, Minoan crete is in no way portrayed 
as a state of the wise.

56. see above, pp. 120 – 22.
57. For surveys and discussion, see nestle (1938); dieckhoff (1962); arnould (1981); Flower (1994) 

215 – 17; ostwald (1996) 102 – 18.
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of sinope on “the uselessness of arms” (Phld. On the Stoics, coll. 15. 31 – 16. 1).58 
chrysippus clearly argued for a state without arms or army in his Politeia and 
wrote another work called homonoia (ath. 6. 267b).

Posidonius’s vision of a pacifist state was presented in his utopian account 
of the state of the wise in the Golden age. seneca’s testimonium, which refers 
to the reign of the kings in the Posidonian state of the wise, makes no mention 
whatsoever of any military organization. The very description of the state of the 
wise as a universal society suggests a pacifist aspiration. Furthermore, this was a 
society that had no need of armed internal security. The reader is given to under-
stand that the wise rulers, being wise, knew how to nip in the bud any internal 
friction.59 it is not surprising that arms are not mentioned among the items 
whose invention Posidonius attributed to the wise. His detailed list of inventions 
is scattered throughout seneca’s Epistle.60 it is not stated in the Epistle when 
these inventions were said by Posidonius to have been made, but the mention 
of anacharsis and democritus among the inventors (paras. 31 – 32) shows that at 
least some of the inventions were dated by Posidonius to the historical period and 
not to the Golden age.61 arms that were developed in the historical period were 
therefore not invented, according to Posidonius, by the wise. indeed, Posidonius 
would have been unable to accept such a claim.

This Posidonian position is reflected in his cosmopolitan vision appearing in 
the third book of cicero’s De officiis, part of which work is based almost entirely 

58. see the edition of crönert (1906) 61. on Zeno’s Politeia as the intermediate source for chry-
sippus’s quote from diogenes, see Baldry (1959) 10; schofield (1991) 26 n. 10, and 50 ff.; cf. nestle 
(1938) 39 – 40.

59. Plato (Pol. 271b) and dicaearchus (Porph. Abst. 4. 2. 5, 7, 9) present the argument that there 
were no wars in the Golden age because men led a pastoral life and had no ambitions for more than 
that (cf. aratus Phaen. ll. 108 – 10). However, Posidonius did not regard the Golden age in this way 
(see pp. 366 – 68 above). His reason for the absence of war would have been that the whole of mankind 
was one society and the leaders prevented internal strife (as is also indicated in the testimonium of 
seneca, para. 5: “These [the wise leaders] restrained hands”).

60. in para. 26, seneca mentions “weapons and walls and instruments useful for war”; however, 
this is not said in the name of Posidonius but appears within the rhetorical arguments seneca raises 
in order to refute the opinion of Posidonius that all inventions were the product of wise men. seneca 
lists various inventions that he considers naturally of little value, and that consequently would 
not have been conceived by the wise philosophers (such as refined movements of the body and the 
breathing and blowing out of air to sound the trumpet, mentioned in this context). it is clear, there-
fore, that Posidonius did not mention these. The conclusion of the paragraph, which emphasizes the 
aspiration of the wise to achieve universal peace (as opposed to the development and invention of 
arms), only points out the rhetorical character of the argument.

61. Those inventions that benefited mankind were usually attributed to the period after the 
Golden age, since the pastoral life had formerly supplied all the modest needs of mortals. since 
Posidonius saw the Golden age in a slightly different light, however, he may have attributed some of 
these inventions to the wise of the Golden age.
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on Posidonius.62 i shall quote only two passages out of many that make the opin-
ion of the author quite clear:

nature does not allow this: that we should increase our own means, supplies, and 
wealth at the expense of others. (Off. 3. 22)

But those who say that citizens should be taken into account and that foreigners 
should not, they destroy the common society of humankind (communem humani 
generis societatem), and once this has been removed, beneficence, liberality, good-
ness, and justice will be completely removed, and those who remove them should 
be adjudged even impious against the immortal gods; for they are uprooting the 
society among humans (inter homines societatem) that was established by [the 
gods]. (Off. 3. 28)

The ideals of a “common society of humankind” and “beneficence, liberality, 
goodness, and justice” cannot go hand in hand with violent means for settling 
intercommunal conflicts, and certainly not with the desire to deprive other 
peoples of their freedom and property. at the same time it must be said that the 
peaceful cosmopolitan vision is common to all the stoics and is not peculiar to 
Posidonius. 

examination of the brief geographical description of Jerusalem, however, sug-
gests Posidonius as the most probable originator of the reference to the choice of 
Jerusalem by Moses. The description, although partly erroneous and exaggerated, 
is too similar for coincidence to the unique and tendentious geographical survey 
of the location, terrain, and water supply of Jerusalem by timochares, a seleucid 
court historian who wrote a monograph on antiochus sidetes (139 – 129 b.c.e.).63 
The version in strabo is evidently a sophisticated adaptation of that survey, care-
fully adjusted to explain why Moses chose Jerusalem of all places for his settle-
ment.64 The survey of timochares served as a preface to his account of the siege of 
Jerusalem by antiochus Vii sidetes in 132/1 b.c.e.65 The same siege is described in 
exceptionally great detail by Posidonius (preserved in diod. 34/35. 1. 1 – 5; Joseph. 
AJ 12. 236 – 47).66 since identification of strabo as the original author of the Jewish 
excursus has already been ruled out,67 it does not require too much imagination 
to identify Posidonius as strabo’s (intermediate) source for the adapted geo-
graphical survey, and consequently for the excursus as a whole: Posidonius, born 

62. see Kidd 2: 187 on the sources for the book. on Posidonius and imperial rule, see p. 427 below.
63. see the detailed discussion below, pp. 465 – 68.
64. see below, pp. 462 – 64.
65. see below, pp. 459 – 61.
66. see chap. 12, pp. 409 – 17. The argument is not circular; see note 44 above about strabo’s 

source for the excursus.
67. see pp. 360 – 62 above.
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in apamea, the nerve center of the seleucid army, devoted special attention to the 
personality and achievements of antiochus sidetes, elaborating on his diplomatic 
and military campaigns.68 Posidonius must have been familiar — certainly much 
more than any alternative candidate for the authorship of the Jewish excursus — 

with the survey of Jerusalem by timochares, his elder contemporary, the court 
historian of antiochus sidetes.

E. Modest Temple and Cult
Hecataeus emphasizes that Jewish cultic customs differed completely from those 
of other peoples, and a note of reservation creeps in a little later: “He (Moses) 
established sacrifices and modes of conduct for everyday life differing from those 
of other nations; for as a result of their own (the Jews’) expulsion from egypt, he 
introduced a [way of] life that is somewhat (= quite?) removed from [the society 
of] men and [somewhat?] hostile to strangers” (diod. 40. 3. 4).69 Hecataeus would 
almost certainly have provided more explicit details about Jewish sacrifices, but 
diodorus has omitted all of them (just as he omitted other details).70 strabo’s 
intermediate source would have seen these, and it appears that he turned these 
details on their head. His account saw Jewish sacrificial practices differing in 
their frugality, refraining from lavish expenses and the sort of ecstatic activities 
engaged in by other peoples attempting to appease capricious gods. The author 
maintains this general tone by saying that “instead of arms [Moses] would use as 
protection sacrifices and the divine entity.”

This essentially positive view of the foundation of a temple is not shared by the 
early stoics. Zeno advocated a state without temples or cult, reasoning that there 
was no building worthy of god, and that no work of builders or artisans had much 
worth or holiness (clem. Strom. 5. 12. 76).71 chrysippus, the second central figure 
in the development of stoic thought, appears to have been ambivalent about holy 
places in his discussion of the question of whether one should be allowed to per-
form in temples socially unacceptable acts, such as urinating on the altar (Plut. 
De Stoic. repugn. 1044F). later stoics were by and large more moderate and seem 
to have adapted themselves to the mind-set of the average Greek, who observed 
tradition. diogenes laertius, the compiler-biographer of philosophers, states:

[The stoics claim that] good men are also god-fearers (theosebeis), for they are 
experienced in the customs concerning the gods; and eusebeia is knowledge of 
serving gods. Furthermore, [they say that] they will sacrifice to gods and are pure; 

68. see pp. 424 – 31 below.
69. see further, pp. 130 – 32 above.
70. see above, pp. 103–4, 132, and note 121.
71. cf. the testimonia in Plutarch De Stoicorum repugnantibus 1034B; diogenes laertius 7. 33; 

and Theodoretus and epiphanius, SVF 1: 264, ll. 35 ff.
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for they incline away from offenses concerning gods. and [they say that] the gods 
admire them; for they are both holy and just concerning the divine [entity]. and 
[they say that] only the wise are priests; for they have studied concerning sacrifices, 
the building of temples, purifications, and the other matters pertaining to gods. 
(7. 119)

a summary of cult requirements is given by epictetus, the first-second century 
c.e. stoic: “to anoint and to sacrifice victims, and to bring the first fruits, accord-
ing to the custom of our forefathers, in purity, and not crassly or negligently, not 
in a miserly fashion nor yet beyond one’s means, this is what all of us should do” 
(Enchir. 31).

The rejection of ostentatious and expensive sacrifice for social and moral rea-
sons is not peculiar to the stoics. indeed, it was a commonplace in Greek litera-
ture.72 it already appears in Hesiod (Op. 1. 336) and is well known, for example, 
from Plato’s Laws (955e). in the time of Zeno of citium, it was even picked out for 
emphasis by aristotle’s successor, Theophrastus, in his Peri eusebeias, arguing in 
particular against animal sacrifice.73

The positive attitude of Posidonius toward temples and sacrifices arises from 
the description of the siege of Jerusalem by antiochus sidetes, preserved, as has 
already been said, in Josephus Jewish Antiquities. He praises antiochus for his 
eusebeia, which had induced him to respect the Jewish God (AJ 13. 242, 244). at 
the same time, the special circumstances of the event indicate that Posidonius is 
in fact critical of the wasteful and ostentatious nature of the victims and gifts sent 
by antiochus to be sacrificed in the Jewish temple.74 This Posidonian position fits 
well with his praise for the simplicity of early roman life, as expressed in their 
cult (in ath. 6. 274b).75 Posidonius also praises the laws of Zaleucus (sen. Ep. 90. 
6). These included the explicit instruction that “[the god] should not be served [by 
means of] great expenses” (stob. Ecl. 4. 12. 7; cf. diod. 12. 20. 2).

it may be stated in conclusion, therefore, that while the positive attitude 
toward temples and sacrifices, and the advocacy of modest cult practice, are 
not peculiarly stoic, they certainly are features shared by stoics. They do not 
reflect the early stoa, however, which opposed temples and sacrifices altogether, 
or distanced themselves from such things; they are reflected, both explicitly and 
indirectly, in passages that derive from Posidonius.

72. a partial collection of sources touching upon this point is found in Wilhelm (1915) 219; 
Heinemann (1921) 114; Gager (1972) 42.

73. in Porphyry On Abstention 2. 14. 3, 19. 4, 20. 1, 60. 1, and in stobaeus Anthologia 3. 3. 42. see 
also Theopompus, the younger contemporary of Theophrastus, in Porphyry On Abstention 2. 16.

74. see below, pp. 420, 426.
75. However, the account of roman cult appearing in the same passage is not Posidonian.
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F. Divination and Dreams 
Hecataeus does not give details about the prophetic qualities of Moses. He 
describes him as a lawgiver who acted in accordance with the special circum-
stances of the migration and settlement, and only observes that the High Priest of 
the Jews functioned as “a messenger . . . of the commandments (προστάγματα) of 
the god” (diod. 40. 3. 5), and that at the end of the Jewish book of laws it is written 
“Moses having heard these things from the god says [them] to the Jews” (3. 6).

strabo’s excursus actually hints that Moses received prophetic enlightenment 
in dreams during “incubation” in the temple. Moses is said to have advised his 
followers on how to achieve divination in dreams. The passage (para. 35) allows 
us to list the following features of Jewish divination: (1) the dream is the recom-
mended method of divination; (2) the dreamer himself interprets the dream; 
this means that there is no need for a separate class of dream interpreters; (3) the 
dreamer must be of a moderate temperament; (4) the dreamer must lead an 
upright life; (5) the dreamer must be strongly inclined to dream by nature; (6) the 
dream prophet will see the future not only of himself but of others; (7) “incuba-
tion” in the temple is the best way of achieving dream divination.

This description of Jewish divination is far away from written or oral Jewish 
tradition, although individual elements may bear a passing resemblance to one 
or another verse or isolated deed of this or that biblical personality.76 despite the 
popularity of dreaming as a method of divination in the near east and ancient 
israel, Jews did not attribute it to Moses and the classical prophets (perhaps apart 
from Zechariah), nor was it a practice that these prophets recommended in their 
writings. it would suffice to mention the polemic of the prophet Jeremiah against 
dreamers (Jer. 23.27 – 28, 27.32, 29.8).

The popular belief in the prophetic power of dreams is well known in Greek 
culture from its early beginnings.77 Greek philosophers accepted it (see, e.g., the 
summary in cic. Div. 1. 5 – 6, 52 – 54).78 Most of the prominent stoics shared this 
belief in divination. Zeno of citium argued for the divinatory power of dreams 
and oracles (e.g., diog. laert. 6. 149; cic. Div. 1. 5 – 6). The next few generations 

76. Pace Preuschen (1903) 34, 64, who claims that the source for the whole practice is biblical. on 
dreaming in the Bible, see recently Fidler (2005), and in the near east, oppenheim (1956).

77. see the surveys of Wachsmuth (1860); Bouché-leclercq (1879 – 82) 1: 277 – 329; dodds (1951) 
102 ff.; (1973) 156 – 210; Pritchett (1979) 3: 92 – 101, 142 – 43.

78. socrates is mentioned there presumably because of Plato’s Crito 44a-b. as for aristotle, the 
story appearing in De divinatione 1. 53 seems to have been taken from an early dialogue by aristotle, 
Eudemus, or On the Soul (see eudemus fr. 1 in ross [1955] 16). in his later acroamatic work On 
Dream Divination, aristotle rejected dream divination. it is highly doubtful whether cicero knew 
aristotle’s acroamatic writings. later Peripatetics, apparently apart from Theophrastus, rejected 
divination. on this last point, see Pease (1963) 57.
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of stoics proved, using stoic principles, that the divine entity strives to reveal 
its intentions to mankind and has contrived special means of communication 
for this purpose (cic. Div. 1. 82, 2. 101 – 2; cf. cic. Nat. d. 2. 5 ff.). stoics, including 
chrysippus, diogenes of Babylon, antipater of tarsus, and Posidonius himself, 
wrote various works on divination. chrysippus devoted one of his two books 
on divination to dreams (the second concentrated on oracles). antipater’s two-
book work on divination expanded on dreams, using chrysippus as a source. 
Posidonius wrote a five-book treatise on divination with the aid of antipater’s 
work. some material from Posidonius’s treatise has reached us through the 
medium of cicero’s dialogue De divinatione (1. 6, 84, 123; 2. 33, 144). antipater’s 
pupil and Posidonius’s teacher, Panaetius, seems to have been unusual for a stoic 
in that he rejected the existence of divination (diog. laert. 7. 149; cf. cic. Div. 1. 
6; 2. 88, 97). Posidonius, on the other hand, regarded even astrology as a reliable 
means of divination (august. De civ. D. 5. 2. 5) and recommended dreams most 
highly. The most expressive and concise testimonium is in cicero:

But [Posidonius] thinks that men dream through the impulse of gods in three ways: 
first, that the soul itself foresees through itself, since it is held by a kinship with the 
gods; second, that the air is full of immortal souls, in which, as it were, stamped 
marks of truth are apparent; and third, that the gods themselves converse with 
sleepers. (Div. 1. 64)

richard reitzenstein, one of the first to suggest Posidonius as the source for 
strabo’s excursus, adduced this passage as proof that Posidonius saw dreaming 
as a legitimate form of divination.79 isaac Heinemann added that Posidonius was 
following the Pythagoreans in his belief that only a soul released from the bonds 
of sensation, for example by dreaming, was able to connect with the divine entity 
(cic. Div. 1. 63).80 arthur darby nock, the great scholar of ancient religions, drew 
attention to another point: cicero’s summary of Posidonius makes no mention of 
the need to interpret dreams. The information is conveyed directly, and this is the 
case also in strabo’s excursus.81 i would add that the stoic speech opening cicero’s 
dialogue on divination even condemns dream interpreters explicitly, along with 
other suspect soothsayers (Div. 2. 12).

There are, therefore, two immediately discernible similarities between cicero’s 
summary of Posidonius’s view of dream divination and strabo’s excursus: dream-
ing is the recommended form of divination; and there is no need for interpreta-
tion. a discussion of the other features requires some preliminary clarification of 
the structure and sources of cicero’s De divinatione, our main source of informa-
tion for stoic views on divination and dreams.

79. reitzenstein (1901) 77.
80. Heinemann (1919) 115.
81. nock (1959) 9.
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cicero wrote dialogues in the style of aristotle, with speeches and counter-
speeches, and himself appearing as one of the main speakers. in De divinatione, 
cicero attacks dogmatic arguments for divination. The main speakers are Quintus, 
cicero’s brother, who is to defend all forms of divination, and cicero, who is to 
argue against. The first book presents the various arguments for divination; 
the second book refutes them. in his introduction, cicero declares that he will 
attempt to compare arguments and hints that the arguments in favor are stoic, 
while the arguments against are based on the criticisms of the second-century 
b.c.e. academic scholarch carneades of cyrene, the greatest representative of 
the skeptical academy (Div. 1. 6; cf. 2. 8 – 9, 100, 150).82 The first book includes 
references to a number of philosophers — Plato, aristotle, dicaearchus, Zeno, 
chrysippus, diogenes of Babylon, antipater of tarsus, cratippus of Pergamum, 
and Posidonius — in addition to Greek historians and events from roman history. 
as happens in such cases, opinions sometimes diverge concerning cicero’s imme-
diate sources for the various testimonia, and all the more so regarding the source 
of unattributed views appearing in the dialogue.83 i shall be joining the many 
scholars who have followed in the footsteps of a. s. Pease, the Harvard philologist 
and author of a monumental commentary on cicero’s De divinatione, in claiming 
that cicero’s direct sources for the work were only two — Posidonius and the non-
stoic cratippus — and that Posidonius was the main source for the first book. The 
references to other sources in the first book, according to this view, would also have 
been taken from Posidonius.84 at the same time, i shall attempt to demonstrate 
that Posidonius was indeed the source of each passage discussed below.

it is now time to return to our comparison of the features in strabo’s excursus 
and the opinions about dream divination held by Posidonius. The third requisite 
feature of the dream diviner in strabo’s account is the virtue of temperance or 
moderation. We shall see below that this virtue is considered by Posidonius 
to be essential if the soul is to be separated from bodily sensation, that is, free 
from all thought, concern, and anger while in the sleep state, and is to be able 
to concentrate and be completely receptive to dream divination. a passage in 
cicero, clearly summarizing Posidonius, dwells at some length on the subject 
of freeing the soul from its bodily chains in order to achieve the proper state for 
dream divination:

From nature, however, there is a certain other argument that explains how great 
is the power of the soul when divorced from the sense of the body, which happens 

82. on the structure of the dialogue and the position of cicero himself, see schofield (1986) 
47 – 65.

83. see the bibliographical survey in Pease (1963) 19 n. 85; Pfeiffer (1976) 44 – 53.
84. see Pease (1963) 18 – 22 and esp. 21 – 22. Kidd 2: 149 is more circumspect. Pease’s book com-

prises two long articles published in 1920 and 1923.
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especially either to sleepers or to those in a frenzy (mente permotis). For just as 
the souls of the gods, without eyes, without ears, without tongue, perceive among 
themselves what each perceives (hence it is that men, even when they wish or vow 
anything in silence, have no doubt that the gods hear it), so the souls of men, when 
either released by sleep they leave the body, or frenzied (mente permoti) they are 
incited by themselves and move freely, they discern those things that souls thor-
oughly mixed (permixti) with the body cannot see. While it is perhaps difficult to 
apply this particular explanation of nature to that type of divination that we call 
artificial, nevertheless Posidonius investigates this too, as far as is possible. He 
thinks that there are in nature certain signs of future things. (Div. 1. 129 – 30; cf. 121: 
ut igitur, etc.)85

The Posidonian source of the passage is proved by the explicit reference to Posido-
nius at the end, and by the use of the term “nature” at the beginning. “nature” is 
one of the trilogy “god,” “fate,” “nature,” which Posidonius employs in order to 
demonstrate the principle of divination (Div. 1. 125, 129).86

The image of the release of the soul from the body appears in a similar form in 
another passage, indicating that this passage too is Posidonian, although only the 
example adduced at the end of it is attributed explicitly to Posidonius:

When therefore the soul has been called apart by sleep from the society and 
contact of the body, then does it remember past [things], discern present [things], 
and foresee future [things]; for the body of the sleeper lies as of a dead man, but 
the soul is strong and alive. How much more so will it do this after death, when 
it will have left the body completely. Therefore when death approaches it is much 
more divine (i.e., has greater powers of divination). . . . That the dying divine 
Posidonius establishes also with that example that he adduces, that a certain 
rhodian who was dying named six people of the same age and said who would 
be the first of them, who the second, and so on, to die. (Div. 1. 63 – 64; cf. 81, 110, 
113, 115, 116, 121)87

The need for moderation in food and drink in preparation for the proper release 
of the soul from the body with a view to dream divination is discussed elsewhere 
in De divinatione:

85. on the Posidonian source of the fragment as a whole, see Pease (1963) 21. so too Kidd 2: 428, 
434; long (1976) 72 – 75.

86. see Kidd 2: 434; cf. 426 – 28.
87. on Posidonius as the source for para. 63, see Pease (1963) 21. Kidd 2: 429, on the other hand, 

does not include this paragraph among his collection of Posidonian fragments. He remarks: “in 63, 
the power of divination of the soul in sleep, when withdrawn from the body, leads to the topic of 
such powers at the approach of death. Posidonius is merely cited for a famous instance of this.” even 
were we to overlook the arguments and evidence for cicero’s extensive reliance on Posidonius in De 
diviniatione 1, such reasoning would still appear overcautious.
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and this indeed is the rationale of seers, and not dissimilar actually to [that] of 
dreamers. For things that occur to seers while awake [occur] to us while asleep. For 
the soul thrives in sleep, free from the senses and every burden of cares, while the 
body is lying and almost dead. since it has lived from all eternity and has found 
itself with innumerable souls, it sees all things that are in nature, if only it has been 
so affected by temperate dishes and moderate drinks that it itself might keep watch 
while the body sleeps. This is the divination of the dreamer. (1. 115)

The explanation of the divinatory dream in terms of the separation of the soul 
from bodily sensation, and the comparison of the state of the dreamer with that 
of a dead man, both found in the two Posidonian passages quoted prior to this 
one, show that this last quotation is also Posidonian. The connection between 
eating and drinking and moderation is explained in an earlier long passage of 
cicero (1. 61; cf. 2. 119) that quotes Plato (Politeia 9. 571d6 – 572b1). according to 
the text, trustworthy dreams are dreamt in a relaxed state achieved by retiring 
to sleep after a balanced meal that does not leave the person hungry or too full, 
nor angry, since all these states interfere with the ability of the soul in sleep to 
divine properly. it has already been rightly argued that the passage was not taken 
directly from Plato, but from Posidonius, acting here as an intermediate source.88 
This passage would have found a place in the Posidonian presentation of dream 
divination. “Quintus” himself explains that the personality and reputation of 
Plato suffice to tip the scales against the epicurean denial of dreams: “Therefore 
will you put this man [i.e., epicurus] before Plato and socrates, who, even with-
out giving an argument, would yet prevail over these petty philosophers by 
their authority?” (1. 62). it is worth noting that the quote from Plato stands in 
opposition to the aristotelian claim that even hypochondriacs are capable of 
divination.89

The fourth feature required of the dream diviner is personal integrity, dikaiosynē, 
uprightness or (the usual translation) justice. There is nothing in the Posidonian 
fragments or testimonia — a small part of his actual output — that attributes this 
characteristic explicitly to the dream diviner, but his great work on divination 
would surely have required this cardinal virtue of a medium between god and man. 
There is indeed one expression in cicero’s De divinatione that indicates that this 
might have been the case. since the passage is concerned with the preparations of 
the dream diviner before going to sleep, and specifically the need to achieve tran-
quillity, it certainly complements previous Posidonian passages examined above 

88. Pease (1963) 21. Pease directs the reader’s attention to the words illo etiam exemplo. The 
Platonic text shows that sophrosynē is “moderation,” later one of the four cardinal virtues adopted by 
the stoics. at 1. 115, quoted above, there are also Platonic echoes; cf. e.g., Meno 81c5-d1.

89. cicero De divinatione 1. 81; cf. aristotle Problemata 954a34 ff.; Ethica Eudemia 1248a39 ff.
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and is very likely Posidonian itself. This conclusion is reinforced by the fact that the 
passage is in the first book of cicero’s De divinatione: 90

Therefore, just as one who gives himself to repose having prepared his soul with 
good thoughts and things conducive to tranquillity discerns certain and true things 
in sleep, so is the spotless and pure soul of one who is awake more prepared for the 
truth of birds, of the rest of the signs, and of entrails. (1. 121)

“Good thoughts” are essential for the reception of reliable dreams. The mean-
ing of “good thoughts” may be elucidated by comparison with the character-
istics required of a seer: he must have a spotless and pure soul (castus animus 
purusque ). The double epithet castus purusque (i.e., ἁγνὸς καὶ καθαρός) pertains 
to sexual or religious purity rather than anything ethical in the philosophical 
sense, while castus alone may have had an ethical connotation. in this context, 
therefore, “good thoughts” would appear to be thoughts free of sexual or any 
other irreligious content. This is as near as cicero comes to saying that the dream 
diviner is required to have a high degree of personal good conduct. His source, 
namely Posidonius, may have been a little more explicit.91

The fifth characteristic, the natural tendency to dream, is also to be found in 
cicero’s account, based on Posidonius:

[This connection between cause and effect] is seen both by those to whom natural 
divination has been granted and by those to whom the course of things is made 
known by observation [of signs]. although they do not discern the causes them-
selves, they do discern the signs and tokens of causes. . . . it is therefore not to be 
wondered at that those things are sensed in advance by diviners that nowhere are 
[ = exist]. . . . and as in seeds there inheres the potential of those things that are 
produced by them, so in causes are stored future things whose being in the future 
either a frenzied soul or one released by sleep discerns, or reason or conjecture 
senses beforehand. (1. 127 – 28)

in this case, the argument cannot be described with certainty as Posidonian; all 
that may be stated with confidence is that Posidonius transmitted the argument. 
a clearer piece of evidence is to be found in one of the passages already quoted, 
where Posidonius presents three ways in which divine impulse affects dream 
divination (1. 64). one of these is the natural affinity of the soul to the gods, 

90. De divinatione 1. 121 is similar to 1. 63, which is Posidonian (see note 85 above), and Posido-
nius is the source for 1. 123.

91. The words καθαρός and ἁγνός occasionally appear in one and the same sentence, albeit not 
always next to each other, in a socioethical sense: e.g., in Theophrastus Peri eusebeias; see Porphyry 
On Abstention 2. 19. 4 – 5. The ethical sense of the words in that context is indicated by τὸ ἔθος (19. 3) 
and καθαρὰν κακῶν τὴν ψυχήν (19. 4). However, each case should be examined in its own right, and 
no clear-cut decision can be reached in the present instance.
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which allows it to foresee future events. in this context, it is worth noting the 
general stoic opinion that only the souls of the wise are akin to the gods in that 
they are all rational entities; only the wise are loved by the gods; only the wise 
are true experts in any skill.92 We have already seen that Posidonius required the 
dream diviners to have moderation, and possibly righteousness. These are two of 
the stoic cardinal virtues, the virtues of the wise man. We may conclude from all 
this that the man best prepared to be a dream diviner is the stoic sage. However, 
the emphasis on natural ability, the natural inclination to dream, is peculiar to 
Posidonius.

The sixth feature in the list, the ability of the dreamer to divine not only for 
himself but also for others what is to happen in the future, is reflected in examples 
of near-death divination adduced by Posidonius himself. We have already seen 
the example of the dying rhodian (1. 64). it is immediately followed by another 
illustration:

and this, as i said just now, happens more easily upon the approach of death, 
that souls prophesy future things. Hence also that [story] of callanus, about 
whom i spoke before, and of the Homeric Hector, who while dying announces the 
approaching death of achilles. (1. 64 – 65)

The first sentence is certainly Posidonian (cf. paras. 63 – 64). it is almost cer-
tain that the examples are also Posidonian. The story of callanus, the indian 
ascetic sage, appears a little earlier (1. 47). He prophesied the imminent death 
of alexander just before he had himself burned to death. The examples cicero 
adduces from Greek history and literature were taken from Posidonius, who 
himself used earlier sources.93 Posidonius compares the ability of the dream 
diviner to that of a dying man and offers one explanation for both phenomena. 
The ability to divine for others, manifest in the “historical” accounts of dying 
men, would therefore be proven for the dream diviner as well.

The seventh characteristic touches upon the appropriate place for dream divina-
tion. divinatory dreams received in temples are well known from Greek literature.94 
it has been observed that this is the meaning of the “third impulse” for divination 
according to Posidonius, the same impulse that leads humans to dream divination: 
“that the gods themselves converse with sleepers” (Div. 1. 64). not a few classical 

92. There are many such claims; see the index to mainly doxographical testimonia under the 
entry σοφός in SVF 4: 128.

93. Pease (1963) 22 n. 100. on the reference to Hector, see Kidd 2: 430 who refers to sextus 
empiricus Adversus mathematicos 9. 21, where the observation is attributed to aristotle. Posidonius 
may have been cicero’s intermediate source for this as well.

94. see Bouché-leclercq (1879 – 82) 1: 271 ff.; dodds (1951) 161 ff. For a detailed description of the 
arrangement of temple incubation, see, e.g., the inscription in dittenberger (1920) no. 1004.
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sources mention “contacts” with gods in the context of temple incubation, and the 
custom was particularly well-established in the temples of asclepius.95

sleeping in temples is mentioned twice in cicero’s De divinatione. in the 
first book, “Quintus” quotes a few examples of the influence of various types of 
divination on the policies and decisions of Greek cities and says in connection 
with dreams:

indeed, lycurgus, who moderated the state of the spartans, reinforced his own 
laws with the authority of delphic apollo. . . . and also those who ruled over the 
spartans, not content with their waking deliberations, used to sleep in a shrine of 
Pasiphae that is in a field near the city in order to dream, since they believed that 
oracles of repose were true. (1. 96)

The source for this reference to lycurgus seems to be chrysippus (see paras. 37, 39) 
or antipater of tarsus (para. 39). Both these stoics wrote works on dreams, and 
Posidonius based his own work on their works. it is fairly certain, therefore, that 
Posidonius was cicero’s intermediate source for this information. The emphasis is 
on the spartan rulers receiving oracles (i.e., dreams) in a state of repose (quietis). 
This idea is repeated in clearly Posidonian passages (1. 61, from Plato, visa quietis; 
cf. 63, 110, 113, 116, 121). The method adopted also suits the other requirements of 
Posidonius — the removal of the dreamer from earthly concerns (1. 110, 115, 121).

another pertinent passage appears in the second book of De divinatione, 
where cicero asks during his critique of the proponents of dream divination:

can aesculapius or serapis through sleep prescribe for us a health cure, [but] 
neptune cannot for sea captains? and if Minerva gives [knowledge of] medicine 
without a doctor, will the Muses not give sleepers the knowledge of writing, read-
ing, and the other arts? But if health treatment were given [in this way], these also, 
which i have mentioned, would be given [in the same way]; [but] since these are 
not given [that way], [knowledge of] medicine is not given [that way]; with this 
removed, the whole authority of dreams is removed. (2. 123)

cicero, as he states in the introduction to the first book, here quotes, in the 
second book, popular beliefs accepted by the stoics concerning the temples of 
the gods mentioned. it may therefore be inferred that Posidonius was favorably 
disposed toward a belief in therapeutic dreams through incubation in temples.96

95. see Pease (1963) 209 and n. 1; Kidd 2: 432. see, e.g., Virgil Aeneid 7. 88 – 91; iamblichus On the 
Mysteries 3. 2. 3; Plutarch De genio Socratis 24; origen Contra Celsum 7. 35.

96. Posidonius may have been the source for strabo’s account of sleep as a means of receiving 
divination on medical matters in the temple of serapis (17. 1. 17). strabo used Posidonius in his 
egyptian geography (17. 1. 5, 21), borrowing perhaps from one of his geographical works. There is a 
striking resemblance between the attitude toward dreamers in the temple of serapis and that toward 
dreamers in the Jewish temple.
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in conclusion, the discussion has identified seven characteristics in strabo’s 
excursus concerning the method of divination recommended by Moses. six are to 
be found in one form or another in the small proportion of Posidonius’s total out-
put that reached us. The remaining characteristic (integrity) may be Posidonian. 
not one of the features (apart, perhaps, from the demand for a prior natural incli-
nation to dream) is peculiar to Posidonius, or even to stoics in general, but they 
are not found in this combination in any other author. This in itself would suggest 
that Posidonius is the most likely candidate as strabo’s intermediate source.

G. Jewish Theology
The concept of the divine entity presented by strabo is discused by ivor ludlam in 
the appendix to this book. The discussion shows that strabo’s detailed description 
of the Jewish faith derives ultimately from Hecataeus of abdera and was almost 
completely taken from one intermediate source (apart from a few words of inter-
pretation by strabo himself). This intermediate source described the Jewish divine 
entity in peculiarly Posidonian terms. Thus the account as a whole is a Posidonian 
intensive reworking of Hecataeus concerning Jewish religion. Posidonius’s con-
cept of the divine indicates that he could not have accepted anthropomorphism 
and material representation of the divinity. This in fact applies also to other 
stoics.97

st r a Bo’ s di r ec t sou rce

now that the questions pertaining to all the features of the excursus have been 
clarified, we are in a position to evaluate the four or five possibilities so far offered 
regarding the identity of the intermediate source. one possibility to be rejected 
outright is that the author was a stoicizing Hellenistic Jew:98 a Jew would never 
attribute female excision to the Jews; 99 and a Jew, no matter what education he 
had received, and whatever might be the aims of his work, would hardly describe 
Moses and the Jews who left egypt as egyptians.100 The same reasons for rejection 
are applicable to the possibility that the excursus received a Jewish reworking.

in the discussion above on the connection between the excursus and the 
“appendix” attached to it (paras. 38 – 39), it has already been shown that strabo 

97. For their careful treatment of popular beliefs and cults, refraining from public deploration 
and finding indirect and circuitous methods to express their disapproval, see pp. 395, 512 – 14 below. 

98. see esp. nock (1959) 8; Gager (1972) 47; lebram (1974) 234; Gabba (1988) 647 – 48; cf. schürer 
(1901 – 9) 1: 156.

99. cf. strabo 17. 2. 5 (in the egyptian ethnography) and esp. 16. 4. 9, portraying female excision 
in certain parts of ethiopia as an activity performed according to the Jewish manner (αἱ γυναῖκες  
Ἰουδαϊκῶς ἐκτετμημέναι).

100. correctly observed by norden (1921) 278; stern, GLAJJ 1: 266; id. (1976) 1135 – 37.
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himself could not have been the original author of the excursus. Moreover, given 
the way he wrote and adapted his sources, the ethnography we have is too sophis-
ticated to be attributable to strabo, despite the philosophical education he had 
received. it is hard to believe that an author of his type would have bothered 
(and was able) to turn the unbiased Jewish excursus of Hecataeus and the hostile 
Manethonian version on the origin of the Jews into such an elaborate and imagi-
native stoic utopia, especially considering the anti-Jewish material being spread 
in his day. strabo’s adherence to stoicism is in itself rather questionable.101

Posidonius is actually the only candidate remaining as the author of the 
excursus. indeed, there is a great deal of specific evidence that Posidonius was 
strabo’s source: the unique features of his Jewish state of the wise;102 the distinc-
tion between the Mosaic period and the two stages of decline and degeneration 
subsequent to it;103 and the identification of the second stage of degeneration with 
tyranny.104 Posidonius was also the direct source for the speech of Moses that 
describes the Jewish divine entity.105 There are ample reasons to conclude that the 
restrained, moderate cult practices ordained by Moses,106 and the implied praise 
of Jewish self-isolation originated in Posidonius.107 He was almost certainly the 
intermediate source for the sophisticated geographical description of Jerusalem 
and its environs.108

in addition to all this, other statements and features of the excursus have 
parallels in fragments and testimonia surviving from the writings of Posidonius 
(albeit not always unique to Posidonius): the absence of laws and governmental 
institutions from the ideal state, and their appearance only in the period of 
decline and degeneration;109 the nostalgic-utopian description of a society with-
out wars and without arms and the reservation from the use of arms;110 and six 
out of seven specific characteristics of the recommended way of prophesying 
(the seventh characteristic has no direct parallel, although it sits well with the 
Posidonian way of thinking).111 The combination of all these features speaks for 
itself.

a number of general considerations arise from the sources relevant to the dis-

101. see ludlam, pp. 535–36 below.
102. see above, pp. 365 – 70.
103. see above, pp. 372 – 75.
104. see above, pp. 373 – 74.
105. see below, p. 525 ff., 540–41.
106. see below, pp. 379 – 80.
107. see above, pp. 369–70.
108. see above, p. 378.
109. see above, pp. 370 – 72.
110. see above, pp. 376 – 79.
111. see above, pp. 381 – 89.
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cussion: Posidonius is one of the three sources strabo uses explicitly for his geog-
raphy of Judaea (paras. 28, 43, 44), in which the excursus is placed. The other two 
have no connection with the Jewish excursus: eratosthenes was not a stoic, and 
he lived several generations before the Hasmonaeans; artemidorus, who wrote 
at least one Periplous, was no philosopher. Furthermore, strabo uses Posidonius 
a great deal throughout his Geographica and mentions him over seventy times. 
Posidonius was strabo’s main source for seleucid affairs in his historical works,112 
as well as for the account of the siege of Jerusalem by antiochus sidetes.113 an 
ethnographic excursus on the Jews by Posidonius must necessarily have preceded 
the last account.114 Why then would strabo have preferred the version of some 
anonymous stoic author to the Posidonian excursus that was already at his dis-
posal? Why would he have abandoned Posidonius, whom he regarded as one of 
the greatest historians and ethnographers (despite occasional disagreements on 
geographical matters), precisely here, having used him liberally for his account 
of the relations between the seleucid kings and the Hasmonaean rulers in his 
historical work, and for Judaea and its environs in his Geographica? 

in light of all the evidence, it would be superfluous to posit as strabo’s source 
for the Jewish excursus not Posidonius but an anonymous stoic author, holding 
unique opinions identical to those of Posidonius (and acquainted with the inac-
curate and tendentious survey of Jerusalem by timochares etc.). There is no need 
to opt for an alternative when there are no cogent and decisive reasons for doing 
so (see also chapter 13 below).

Posi don i us a n d Mosa ic J u da isM:  
a i Ms a n d Per sona l BacKGrou n d

The idealization of the Mosaic period in the Posidonian account should puz-
zle historians for a number of reasons. Posidonius was born and educated in 
apamea, a seleucid military settlement that provided the seleucid army with 
soldiers for the phalanx, the backbone of Hellenistic armies. His main literary-
philosophical activity began during the Hasmonaean period, at a time when the 
Jews drove out of the Holy land what remained of seleucid control there, and in 
doing so contributed to the final collapse of the seleucid empire. Furthermore, 
the Hasmonaeans forcibly converted ethnic elements in the vicinity, expelled the 
inhabitants of a good number of cities from their lands, and destroyed Hellenistic 
temples and centers of culture and cult. as a result, some contemporary and 
later Hellenistic and roman authors circulated hostile descriptions of Mosaic 

112. see below, p. 413.
113. see below, pp. 409 – 17.
114. see pp. 448 – 51 below.
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Judaism as the source of all the evils, which they attributed to the Jews of their 
time. in doing so, they followed the Hellenistic practice of explaining national 
customs as having been established by a founder (and, with regard to the Jews, 
they also followed the example set by Hecataeus of abdera). Posidonius instead 
took the unprecedented step of praising Mosaic Judaism, while at the same time 
condemning the deeds of the Hasmonaean leaders and their priestly predecessors 
and calling contemporary Jewish customs “superstitions,” and the Hasmonaeans 
“robbers.” 115 What, then, led Posidonius to write such an unusual and enthusiastic 
account of Mosaic Judaism? since his account differs on all essentials from the 
Jewish tradition concerning Moses and Jewish settlement in the Promised land, 
it is also worth asking whether Posidonius had any real information on historical 
Judaism (save what he found in the Hecataean Jewish excursus).

Posidonius can hardly be assumed to have been ignorant of Jewish religion and 
basic customs. He invested much effort in learning about distant cultures, even  
traveling to such places as Hispania, north africa, and south Gallia in order to 
investigate local features, both of the land and of the inhabitants. in apamea 
itself there was a Jewish community,116 and Posidonius, even if he left apamea 
at a young age,117 would surely have taken a special interest in the religion and 
customs of such an important and curious element of his native city. Just like his 
younger contemporary, alexander Polyhistor, he was able to avail himself of the 
writings of Hellenistic Jewish authors who presented Judaism to the Gentiles.118 
The dissimilarity between the Posidonian account and historical Judaism cannot, 
therefore, be ascribed to ignorance. it is intentional and designed to further a 
certain aim.119

115. This extreme reference to the Hasmonaeans, despite their position as rulers of an indepen-
dent, recognized state, recalls the Greek description of highlanders who occupied lowland plains, 
which is actually what the Jews had gradually done since the restoration. on this topos in Greek 
sources, see isaac (2004) 406 ff. it need not, therefore, indicate exceptional naval aggressive activity 
by the Jews, as several scholars tend to think, although in the generation of Pompey the term “rob-
bers” certainly acquired an additional connotation.

116. on the Jews in apamea, see Millar in schürer et al., 1: 13 – 15.
117. see above, p. 342.
118. on alexander Polyhistor, see esp. Freudenthal (1875); and stern, GLAJJ 1: 157 – 64; schürer 

et al., 3: 2, 510 – 12.
119. Berthelot (2003) 174 – 76 believes that the enthusiastic description of Moses is merely a device 

to underscore the wickedness of the Hasmonaeans. Mosaic Judaism is in her words a “contre-
modèle exact” (176) of the Hasmonaeans. if this is the case, it is rather strange that Mosaic Judaism 
receives such extensive and elaborate treatment while the Hasmonaeans earn barely three sentences. 
a condemnation of the Hasmonaeans would surely have been much better served by a detailed 
description of their nefarious deeds than by prolonged enthusiastic praise of Moses. it would sound 
even stranger that Posidonius attempted to degrade the Hasmonaeans by attributing to the founder 
of their nation all possible virtues in his philosophical system, in the fields of religion, society, and
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Posidonius, who condemned later Judaism and the Jewish leaders of his time, 
surely would not have intended to promote the Jewish religion and customs. His 
aim, as may be discerned from his historical writing in general, was to exemplify 
or underscore his philosophical or historiosophical principles. Moses’ statement 
that “the Greeks did not [behave] well in fashioning anthropomorphic [gods],” a 
lapsus calami of a sort, not to mention the many disguised messages, is sufficient 
to establish the didactic nature of the account.120 The narrative medium was more 
attractive to readers, and they were often more likely to absorb philosophical 
ideas while immersed in a fascinating story or historical account. educators have 
always been well aware of the advantages of this method over straightforward 
lecturing or preaching. Posidonius would certainly have been aware of it, being 
not only a great thinker, but also an excellent lecturer and teacher, and well versed 
in rhetoric.121 it was already noted in the ancient world that Posidonius deviated 
quite openly from historical truth and adapted his material to his own philo-
sophical end. in so doing, he did not refrain, in his description of societies, from 
embroidering beliefs and customs in order to make them more worthy of praise 
or blame (ath. 4. 151e). We have already seen reflected in the Jewish excursus 
the religious, social, and political ideals of Posidonius. The degree of exaggera-
tion and deliberate deviation from historical truth may be seen not only in the 
idealization of Mosaic Judaism, but also in the condemnation of contemporary 
Jews, where the Hasmonaeans leaders and their accomplishments receive harsh 

state, and bothering to enlist for this purpose even his unique version of the Golden age. Further-
more, there are more than a few elements in the description of Mosaic Judaism that are hardly the 
opposite of the deeds and convictions of the Hasmonaeans: the conception of the divinity; refrain-
ing from anthropomorphism and material representations of the divinity; the almost exhausting 
detail regarding many elements of dream divination; and reverence toward the temple (maintained 
even by the tyrants, as explicitly stated at the end of para. 37). Had Posidonius truly wished to 
blacken the name of the Hasmonaeans at any price, even going to the lengths of attributing to their 
forefathers all the ideals cherished and preached by him as a foil, why did he not attribute to them 
the institution of the “superstitions,” such as circumcision and excision and abstinence from types of 
meats? Why did he go out of his way to miss his mark by attributing these practices to “superstitious 
priests” who preceded the “tyrants”? in the same vein, why did he not attribute to the Hasmonaeans 
real misanthropic and misoxenic laws and customs? The actual terms apanthrōpia, misanthrōpia, 
and misoxenia are not mentioned (despite the evident use made of Hecataeus’s excursus), and the 
customs inherited by “tyrants,” namely, the Hasmonaeans, from the “priests” are merely “supersti-
tions.” The deploration of the Hasmonaeans is actually only a by-product of the excursus, exemplify-
ing the Posidonian conception of the universal stages of deterioration. Finally, does not the negative 
reference to Greek anthropomorphic religion clearly reveal the real universal purpose and message 
of the account? see also note 24 above and note 124 below.

120. The contempt for egyptian animal cult recurs in Greek literature; see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 
98 and n. 137; isaac (2004) 357.

121. see, in more detail, p. 347 above and pp. 474 – 77, 491–92 below.
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descriptions such as “ bands of robbers,” and the ethiopian-egyptian custom of 
female excision is attributed to Jews of his time (para. 37).

Why was the genre of the ethnographic excursus chosen for this exposition? 
it was the most appropriate genre for the delivery of a detailed survey of an ideal 
society and its customs. in choosing to use it, Posidonius followed an established 
literary tradition. already in the time of Hecataeus of abdera, Hellenistic eth-
nography had developed a utopian or semi-utopian direction, with the idealizing 
of certain eastern peoples and distant races beyond the known world often in 
an attempt to present role models for the developing Hellenistic society. The dis-
covery of new cultures and societies in a period of general change and instability 
politically and socially motivated Hellenistic intellectuals to look for new models. 
Methodically similar responses to current developments can be found in later 
Hellenistic and even roman ethnography as well (e.g., the Germania of tacitus).

in literature of the time, two types of utopian ethnographies were common: 
one dealt with imaginary, mostly mythological peoples; the second with existing 
peoples. Good examples of the first sort are Hecataeus’s work on the Hyperboreans 
of the far north and the utopia of euhemerus on the Panchaeans, a tribe located 
on an island in the indian ocean. The remoteness of these imaginary peoples 
allowed the authors full freedom of imagination. at the same time, portraying 
social and political ideas through the agency of merely legendary peoples could 
have the drawback of arousing incredulity, and the ideas presented therein might 
appear unrealistic or impracticable. no such drawback afflicted the second type 
of ethnography, which dealt with well-known, existing, and successful peoples. 
information on a certain people would be collated, fashioned, and interpreted 
in a manner that would convey the ideals and vision that the author wished to 
present. The best-known examples of this type are the monumental Aegyptiaca 
of Hecataeus of abdera and the Indica of Megasthenes. Both served as models for 
later ethnographies in many respects, and not least the central didactic aspect.

Posidonius wrote at least one utopia. This was not in the form of an ethnogra-
phy, but rather his presentation of the myth of the Golden age. The ideal Golden 
age society has acquired clearly Posidonian lines. Just like ethnographies of the 
first type, this account would have suffered from its mythological background. 
The heroes were legendary, its location was unknown, and its time was set vaguely 
in the first generations of mankind. The myth could be no more than an illustra-
tion, and hardly proof that the social model presented was practicable. only the 
description of a well-known and existing society in the historical period, cast in 
Posidonian fashion, could demonstrate that the Posidonian vision was no mere 
pipe dream but had indeed already existed, thus providing proof of the model’s 
practicability. The period of Mosaic Judaism was indeed set well after the end 
of the mythological Golden age. it began in a period when there was already a 
well-developed egyptian culture boasting many previous dynasties of kings — a 
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period, according to Posidonian conceptions, entirely degenerate in religious and 
cultic terms. From this unpromising beginning sprang Mosaic society, a real, 
historical society — and if it happened once, it could happen again.

The similarity between the Judaism presented by Posidonius and his account 
of the Golden age is the best evidence for the explanation presented above for 
the unusual description of Mosaic Judaism given by Posidonius. His description 
of Jewish society reduces the geographical extent of the Golden age society but 
brings it much nearer, and makes it more relevant, to his own time. The exclusiv-
ity of the Jews, condemned by many authors, and the transition to a new coun-
try, are favorably reinterpreted by Posidonius to his own didactic advantage. He 
exploits these elements to fashion a practicable, credible model otherwise similar 
to that presented in his account of the Golden age. Thus Posidonius could not 
only repeat what he had said about the Golden age and the decline into tyranny 
but also underscore two additional messages. First, The way of life described in 
the account of the Golden age is not lost for ever and only to be recalled with 
nostalgia, but is a socio-politico-religious plan worth realizing and realizable. 
second, Posidonius could incorporate in his Jewish ethnography, by means of the 
speech he attributes to Moses, criticism of contemporary cultic practices, explic-
itly referring to the Greeks. The account of the Golden age did not allow this, 
since no character at that time had experienced the period of degeneration and 
could not have referred to it in such a speech. By the very nature of that account, 
Posidonius had had to be content with a more restrained criticism of various con-
temporary corruptions and distortions, especially regarding religious subjects. 
The purportedly historical Moses could be more outspoken than Posidonius in 
his criticism of the religions popular in the time of Posidonius.

When Posidonius attributed to Moses criticism of anthropomorphism, which 
was common among many peoples, including the Greeks, he had an additional 
consideration in mind: the stoics were not explicit in their condemnation of idol 
worship, at least not in public. The character lucius Balbus, representing the 
stoic view in cicero’s dialogue On the Nature of the Gods, is made to say that the 
ignorant many believe that gods have the form of a man (2. 45; cf. the criticism in 
paras. 59, 70). yet we find him claiming that cult practice is important (2. 71, 79), 
and nowhere does he demand the scrapping of cult practice. Balbus consistently 
refrains from touching the heart of the problem. While he claims that the gods 
exist, he describes them, by means of etymologies, as forces of nature, noble 
qualities (such as faith and prudence), and things beneficial to man (such as corn 
and wine, 2. 59 ff.).122 Balbus’s speech well illustrates the dilemma of the stoics: on 

122. The speech of Balbus most clearly exemplifies the stoic double standard. it must be noted, 
however, that cicero’s De natura deorum is a fictitious dialogue written by a roman non-stoic. 
While cicero, as usual in his philosophical writings, bases his arguments on Greek philosophical 
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the one hand, their physical-theological system requires the denial of anthropo-
morphism, but, on the other hand, their acceptance in society requires a degree 
of adaptation. The stoics recognized the importance of cult practice in maintain-
ing social order and understood that the ordinary man (a fool, in stoic terms), 
being unable to grasp the true world-order and its governance, would accept no 
type of cult practice other than what he was used to. The tension between what 
the stoic knew to be true and what could safely be said in a society of fools led 
Posidonius to a compromise typical of the stoics. He has Moses, a historical 
model, an egyptian wise man (but wise in the Posidonian stoic sense), voice what 
are after all stoic sentiments as if they are Mosaic. it is Moses, not Posidonius, 
who criticizes idol worship and anthropomorphism in general. Posidonius, like 
other philosophers, adopted a similar indirect strategy, and other methods of 
subterfuge and camouflage, whenever he wished to criticize contemporary prac-
tices and leaders.123

Posidonius chose Judaism as the vehicle for his own ideas because of the 
accepted image of Jewish belief and cult. The Hellenistic world was aware that the 
Jews believed in one god and refrained from any representations of the divine. 
This view of the Jews had already led authors at the beginning of the Hellenistic 
period to describe the Jews as a community of philosophers. it would have cre-
ated a favorable climate for a philosophical description of Mosaic Judaism that 
readers might have found credible. Posidonius took into account his readers’ 
possible negative attitude toward contemporary Jews in distinguishing Mosaic 
Judaism from the later Judaism of the tyrants. The tyrants do not represent 
original Judaism, which had once been guided by enlightened principles. This 
form of presentation also suited Posidonius’s conception of the degeneration in 
the lifestyle of mankind and individual peoples.124

texts, he adapts the arguments to his roman audience, according to his own aims. With regard to 
the point concerning us here, however, parallels may be found, for example, in two testimonia of 
diogenes of Babylon, an important third-second b.c.e. stoic who taught antipater of tarsus who 
taught Panaetius, the teacher of Posidonius; see diogenes, SVF 3: frr. 32 – 33 (pp. 216 – 17). cf. also 
diogenes laertius 7. 147, where “stoics” explain popular gods as various aspects of the one God.

123. see below, pp. 422 – 32; cf. pp. 512 – 14 on the stoics and the epicureans.
124. The main points in this section were discussed in my article (Bar-Kochva [1997a] 331 – 37, 

in Hebrew). Berthelot (2003) 173 responds that were the aim of Posidonius to prove that such a 
society as was described in the excursus had existed historically, in support of its practicability in 
the present, he would have taken rome as his model. Posidonius, so the argument goes, did present 
various roman individuals in a positive light, while contemporary Jews were as repugnant to him 
as to others. For this reason, the portrayal of Judaism as a role model would have been regarded as 
inconsistent by his readers. a society that had degenerated to such an extent could not be regarded as 
ideal. However, by the same token, human society of the Golden age would not have been regarded 
as an ideal to strive for because of the subsequent decline. as for the possibility of portraying rome 
as an ideal society, would Posidonius have been able to present the rome of the kings (to roman
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despite all that has been said so far, it may be supposed that Posidonius would 
not have chosen the Jews to illustrate the practicability of his stoic ideal state if 
his own attitude toward Judaism and the Jews had not been basically favorable. in 
light of his theological views, it is only to be expected that Posidonius would have 
sympathized with Jewish insistence on monotheism as well as their resistance to 
anthropomorphism and any material representation of the divine. Posidonius 
may also have had contacts with Jews while still a youth in apamea that had 
left upon him positive impressions and memories. at any rate, there seem to 
have been good relations between Jews and Gentiles in that mixed syrian city. 
Posidonius would have been able to distinguish between them and the “tyrants” 
in Judaea. The late Menachem stern drew attention to the fact that apamea was 
one of only three mixed cities in syria and the Holy land in which the Gentile 
inhabitants did not harm their Jewish neighbors during the time of the great 
Jewish revolt against the romans (Joseph. BJ 2. 479).125 Posidonius was not the 
only apamean author to express enthusiasm for Mosaic Judaism: numenius, 
the second-century c.e. Pythagorean philosopher, called Plato “Moses speaking 
attic.” 126

• • •

Posidonius’s positive view of Mosaic Judaism has not been transmitted by those 
romans who were his students or who used him as a source in their own writing, 
such as cicero and seneca; they refer only to contemporary Jews, in contexts 
where their comments on Judaism had no need to encompass Mosaic Judaism, 
and where any positive reference would only have detracted from their purpose. 
Positive remarks on the forefathers of the Jewish people are hardly to be expected 
in cicero’s law-court speech in defense of Flaccus, a roman noble charged with 
extorting from Jews money donated for the temple in Jerusalem while serving 
as propraetor and governor of asia Minor.127 For all these reasons, one cannot 

readers) or of the early republic (to the general reader) as a society conforming with his religious, 
social, and political ideals? did romans believe in a divinity that in any way reflected his conception? 
did they refrain from anthropomorphism or from the construction of many temples? did they believe 
that one god was in all things? Was dream divination the only technique they employed to foretell the 
future? could they, by any stretch of the imagination, be presented as pacifists? Much detailed work 
on roman history and religion was already common knowledge in Posidonius’s time, leaving him 
little leeway for adaptation to his stoic principles. The Jews were still far more obscure, and the rumors 
about their origin and customs were highly inconsistent, to say the least. Posidonius could allow him-
self to do what he wished with the material at his disposal and knead the data into the shape required 
for his ends. Besides, Posidonius considered roman history after 146 as a deterioration (p. 422 below).

125. stern, GLAJJ 1: 143; id. (1976) 1124 – 25.
126. see in stern, GLAJJ 2: 63a-e.
127. see esp. lewy (1960) 79 – 114, and cf. cicero’s own observation that a defense lawyer does not 

express his own opinions in a court of law but adapts his speech to the needs of the case (Clu. 139).
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tell what these romans really thought — if they had any opinion at all — about 
“Mosaic” Judaism. cicero, however, seems to have adopted the description of con-
temporary Judaism as a deisidaimonia, being the first roman author on record to 
call the Jewish religion barbara superstitio (Flac. 28 [67]), thus inspiring quite a 
few later authors.128 conservative roman authors rejected Judaism because of the 
threat it posed, along with other oriental religions and cults, to roman tradition 
and social stability. at the same time, traces of the Posidonian version, positive 
but marginal, may be detected in the Jewish ethnography of tacitus, despite his 
overall great hostility.129 only Varro seems to have been decisively influenced 
by the positive account of Posidonius.130 Posidonius may well have inspired his 
compatriot numenius of apamea. despite Posidonius’s apparently limited influ-
ence on roman authors with regard to Mosaic Judaism, his great fame in rome 
may have contributed somewhat to the fashion of contemporary roman society 
to convert to Judaism or at least to take a positive interest in it; but this hypothesis 
still lacks textual evidence.

128. see p. 305 above.
129. norden (1921) 297; Jacoby, FGrH ii. c, no. 87, pp. 197 – 98; Bickermann (1937) 173; cf. lewy 

(1960) 123 n. 37; Malitz (1983) 314 – 15; Bloch (2002) 17 – 26; (2004) 286 – 90. The link between the Jewish 
excursus of tacitus and that of Posidonius is clearly seen in the description of the dead sea; see 
Historiae 5. 7 together with strabo 15. 2. 42 – 44.

130. see esp. Varro in augustine On the City of God 4. 31. on this passage, see norden (1921) 
298 – 301; stern, GLAJJ 1: 207 ff., against Heinemann (1919) 121 n. 1.



399

in book 13 of his Jewish Antiquities, Josephus describes in relatively great detail 
the siege of Jerusalem by antiochus Vii sidetes (paras. 236 – 47). The account 
contains unique features not to be found elsewhere in Josephus’s works. a few 
scholars have already assumed that Josephus’s version is based, directly or indi-
rectly, on Posidonius.1 some consider nicolaus or both nicolaus and strabo to 
be Josephus’s immediate sources.2 others have suggested that Josephus drew on 
a Jewish source, alone or in addition to Gentile sources.3 The account expresses 
definite views on the religion and customs of the Jews, and on their ruler as well. 
establishing its source, or sources, and tracing its veiled messages may add to our 
understanding of Posidonius’s attitude toward Jews and Judaism.

t H e story oF t H e si eGe a n d i t s r e su lt s

Josephus’s account (AJ 13. 236 – 52) runs as follows:

(236) antiochus, being angry on account of the things he had been made to suffer 
by simon, invaded Judaea in the fourth year of his reign and the first of Hyrcanus’s 

12

Posidonius of apamea (c)
Josephus on the Siege of Jerusalem 

by Antiochus VII Sidetes (132/1 b.c.e.) — 

Antiochus the Pious and Hyrcanus the Tyrant

1. see scheppig (1869) 33 – 36; nussbaum (1875) 35; albert (1902) 30; schürer (1901 – 9) 42; Marcus 
(1943) 350 note c; adriani (1965) 88; and implied by schürer et al. 1: 22; Malitz (1983) 310 – 11; stern, 
GLAJJ 1: 184 has his doubts; cf. Friedländer (1903) 347 – 48; Böhl (1953) 124.

2. nicolaus: albert (1902) 30; schürer (1901 – 9) 42; Marcus (1943) 350 note c; stern, GLAJJ 1: 184; 
id. (1991) 460 n. 81 (based on Posidonius). nicolaus or strabo: rajak (1981) 67 – 68; and, in effect, 
Hölscher (1904) 12.

3. Beloch (1879) 91; Hölscher (1904) 12; cf. Thoma (1994) 131 – 32. Contra: rajak (1981) 67, 69, 70.
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rule, in the 162nd olympiad. (237) Having ravaged the countryside (chōra), he 
shut Hyrcanus in the city itself, and, surrounding it with seven camps, he at first 
accomplished nothing at all, both because of the strength of the walls and because 
of the excellence of those besieged and moreover because of the lack of water, from 
which a great rainstorm relieved them, when it poured down with the setting of the 
Pleiads. (238) But opposite the north part of the wall, where it happened also to be 
level, having set up one hundred towers three storeys high, he put up in them mili-
tary units. (239) By making attacks every day and cutting a ditch, deep, and great 
and wide and double, he blockaded the inhabitants. They for their part contriving 
many sallies, if ever they fell upon the enemy unawares, did many things to them, 
but when the enemy perceived them,4 they withdrew with agility. (240) When 
Hyrcanus observed that his great numbers were harmful, both because the sup-
plies were being consumed more quickly by them and because no work was done 
such as would be reasonable from so many hands, he separated and drove out the 
useless (among the city’s population), and as much as was in the prime of life and 
fighting fit, this [part] he kept. (241) antiochus, however, prevented those rejected 
from going out, and they, [trapped] between the walls, suffering torments, began to 
die pitifully. Just then, however, the festival of tabernacles came round, and those 
inside, taking pity, received them back in. (242) When Hyrcanus sent to antiochus 
and requested a truce for seven days on account of the festival, antiochus, defer-
ring to piety (eusebeia)5 toward the deity, held a truce and moreover sent in a 
magnificent sacrifice: golden-horned bulls and gold and silver cups full of all sorts 
of spice. (243) Those at the gates, having received the sacrifice from those supplying 
it, led it to the sanctuary, while antiochus feasted his army, differing very much 
from antiochus epiphanes, who, having captured the city, had sacrificed pigs on 
the altar and besprinkled the temple with their fat, violating the customs of the 
Jews and their ancestral piety, for which things the nation was made hostile and 
irreconcilable. (244) all called this antiochus, however, because of an excess of 
religious observance (δι’ ὑπερβολὴν τῆς θρησκείας), “pious” (eusebēs).

(245) Hyrcanus, having acknowledged his (antiochus’s) reasonableness, and 
having learned his seriousness toward the deity (τὴν περὶ τὸ θεῖον σπουδήν), sent 
an embassy to him, requesting [that he] restore to them their ancestral constitu-
tion. He (antiochus), although he had thrust aside6 the plot7 of those urging to 

4. The reading of niese followed by Marcus, αἰσθομένων, is surely wrong. Hudson’s emendation 
αἰσθομένοις is closer to the Mss reading, parallels the dative in the earlier clause, and is intelligible.

5. Given the stoic features of the account, eusebeia might have its stoic sense of “knowledge of 
serving the gods” (ἐπιστήμη θεῶν θεραπείας — diog. laert. 7. 119; sext. emp. Math. 9. 123; stob. Ecl. 
2. 60. 9, 67. 20). However, antiochus sidetes, despite his positive — even “stoic” — qualities, could 
hardly be described in terms specific for the stoic wise man. Philosophers in their nontechnical 
writings would often take into account the concepts of laymen, and the term here should therefore 
be understood in its popular sense of “piety.”

6. reading the aorist participle ἀπωσάμενος as concessive.
7. The Mss read ἐπιβουλήν (plot). Marcus emends to ἐπιστολήν (letter), adopting also an ear-

lier emendation, οὐκ ἀπωσάμενος, so that antiochus is portrayed as not rejecting a letter from
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root out the nation because of the nonmixing (amixia) of their way of life with 
regard to others, did not consider it;8 (246) but believing that they (the Jews) were 
doing all according to piety (eusebeia), he replied to the envoys, that the besieged 
hand over their weapons and pay tribute (dasmos) to him for Jaffa and the other 
cities alongside Judaea and, having received a garrison, be freed of war on these 
conditions. (247) But they, while (they agreed) to endure the other things, they did 
not agree [to endure] the garrison, not coming into contact with others because of 
the nonmixing (amixia). instead of the garrison, however, they would give hostages 
and five hundred talents of silver, of which they immediately gave three hundred 
and the hostages when the king consented; among whom was also a brother of 
Hyrcanus; but he pulled down the crown (i.e., battlement) of the city [wall]. (248) 
on these conditions, then, antiochus raised the siege and withdrew.

(249) Hyrcanus opened the tomb of david, who surpassed [all] kings ever in 
wealth, and conveyed out three thousand talents of silver and, starting off from9 
these, became the first of the Jews to maintain mercenaries. (250) He also had 
friendship and an alliance with antiochus and, receiving him into the city, sup-
plied the army unsparingly and liberally in all things. and Hyrcanus set out with 
him when he was making an expedition against the Parthians. a witness for us of 
these things is also nicolaus of damascus relating thus: “Having set up a trophy 
by the river lycus, having defeated indates the general of the Parthians, antiochus 
remained there for two days, Hyrcanus the Jew having requested [this] because of 
some ancestral festival in which it was not customary for the Jews to march out.” 
(252) and in saying this he does not lie: for the festival of Pentecost had come round 
after the sabbath, and it is not possible for us to march either on sabbaths or on a 
festival. (253) But having engaged arsaces the Parthian, antiochus lost a great part 
of the army and was himself killed.

sou rce s oF t H e story

A. Josephus’s Direct Sources 
Josephus’s main source was certainly not Jewish, nor was it an oral tradition 
passed down through the generations. The Gentile touch is discernible, first and 
foremost in the statement that “the setting of the Pleiads” rescued the besiegers 
from a shortage of water (para. 237), in the dating of the event according to the 
olympiads (para. 236), in the phrase “the customs of the Jews” (para. 243), and in 
the consistent use of the third person whenever reference is made to the Jewish 
people. an examination of the enthusiastic episode concerning the generous 

Hyrcanus. neither emendation is entirely necessary. The awkward structure of the sentence may be 
ascribed to the summarizing of the advice of the king’s counselors reported in the original account 
(see pp. 410–12 below).

8. i.e., the immediate, unconditional restoration of the Jews’ ancestral constitution.
9. Following the emendation of ὑπό to ἀπό: see niese ad loc.
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ceremonial sacrifice that antiochus sent to the temple (paras. 242 – 44) shows 
that even this is drawn from a Gentile author.10 We may also note the request 
of Hyrcanus to restore to the Jews “their ancestral constitution” (para. 245). The 
source of this information seems to have been unaware of the annulment of 
restrictions on the Jewish religion by the seleucid authorities, officially declared 
over thirty years before. Finally, it is highly unlikely that the words of praise 
heaped on antiochus would have been taken from a Jewish source or added 
by Josephus. They are at odds with the description of antiochus sidetes in 1 
Maccabees (15.25 – 31, 36 – 41) and in Jewish Antiquities itself in an earlier account 
(12. 225 – 26). likewise, the negative portrayal of Hyrcanus stands in marked con-
trast to the spirit of Josephus’s report in the following accounts (e.g., paras. 273, 
282, 288 – 89, 299 – 300) and to the favorable image of “Johanan the High Priest” 
in Jewish tradition.

in a 1904 booklet on the sources of Josephus, Gustav Hölscher established that 
two lost works — nicolaus’s Histories and strabo’s historical work — were the main 
sources for Josephus’s account of the Hasmonaean state in his Jewish Antiquities.11 
The evidence on the whole was convincing, although Hölscher was not always 
accurate. Much more evidence has since accumulated, and one may still disagree 
with the analysis and attribution of certain passages, paragraphs, and sentences.12 
The most telling proof is that strabo and nicolaus are explicitly mentioned by 
Josephus as his sources for several statements and events.13 Josephus did, of course, 
occasionally use internal Jewish oral or written sources and official documents as 
well. in the same booklet, Hölscher established another rule that has been uni-
versally accepted: Josephus, for his earlier account of the Hasmonaean state in the 
Jewish War, condensed nicolaus of damascus and consulted no other source.14 it 
should be noted here that strabo’s accounts of Hasmonaean rulers were included 
in his Ta meta Polybion ([events] subsequent to Polybius), and not in his Historica 
hypomnēmata (Historical records), a work that seems to have recorded only select 
events of an earlier period.15

an analysis of the account in Jewish Antiquities concerning the development 

10. see pp. 413 – 15 below.
11. Hölscher (1904) 11 – 17, 36 – 43; id., RE s.v. “Josephus” (2), col. 1994 ff.; cf. schürer (1901 – 9) 1: 

82 – 84; schürer et al. 1: 50 – 51.
12. see, e.g., Bar-Kochva (1989) 187 n. 111, and note 27 below. as far as the siege by antiochus Vii 

is concerned, Hölscher failed to notice the basic contradiction between para. 250 and paras. 237 – 48, 
and he suggested a Jewish source for paras. 140 – 44.

13. Antiquitates Judaicae 13. 251, 287, 319, 347; 14. 35, 68, 104.
14. Hölscher (1904) 17 – 19; cf. schürer (1901 – 9) 1: 83 – 84.
15. on strabo’s historical works, see strabo 1. 1. 23, 2. 1. 9, 11. 9. 3; cf. Suda s.v. Πολύβιος. For 

a survey of the various views regarding strabo’s works — their number, titles, and structure — see 
dueck (2000) 69 – 71. it appears from strabo himself that he wrote three historical works: one on the
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of the relationship between Hyrcanus and antiochus sidetes shows that Josephus 
used two sources that did not coincide. The main body of the account (paras. 
237 – 47; henceforward, the “long siege story”) elaborates on the great scarcity of 
basic foodstuffs in the city and the stubborn refusal of the Jews in the negotiations 
to allow foreign troops into the city. This objection was finally acknowledged by 
antiochus, who thereupon waived this condition, recognizing the pious character 
of the Jewish separateness from foreigners (13. 245, 247). The “long siege story” ends 
with the lifting of the siege and antiochus’s withdrawal from Judaea. afterward, 
Josephus relates that Hyrcanus had opened King david’s tomb and removed from 
it three thousand silver talents, which enabled him to hire mercenaries (249). Then 
comes the following story (250; henceforward, the “reception story”):

He also had friendship and an alliance with antiochus and, receiving him into the 
city, supplied the army unsparingly and liberally in all things.

This is puzzling, to put it mildly. Where could the supplies have come from 
in a starved, exhausted, and besieged city? and in quantities sufficient to pro-
vide antiochus’s large army with everything they needed “unsparingly and 
liberally”? 16 Furthermore, does this happy atmosphere tally with the end of the 
“long siege story,” where we are told that, contrary to the agreement (δὲ καί), the 
battlements were demolished (para. 247), indicative of lingering mutual bitter-
ness and mistrust? above all, the “long siege story” reports that antiochus and 
his troops were not allowed into Jerusalem because of the principle of Jewish 
separateness, while in the “reception story” they are warmly accepted into the 
city. This last discrepancy invalidates a possible response that the “reception 
story” refers to a later diplomatic-ceremonial courtesy visit of antiochus and his 
troops to Jerusalem or to a separate military expedition. on the strict principle 
of separateness, as presented and stressed in the report of the “long siege story,” 
antiochus and his army would not have been welcomed in Jerusalem, whether as 
conquerors or as guests. Furthermore, were this a new episode in a single source 
being followed by Josephus, one might have expected an introductory sentence to 

period after 146, the closing date for Polybius’s Histories (Ta meta Polybion); the second a selection of 
historical events preceding 146 (Historica hypomnēmata); the third a treatise on alexander the Great 
(Hai Alexandrou praxeis). There is no justification for the tendency of many scholars to deviate from 
strabo’s explicit statement about his own works.

16. it might be suggested that the text implies that the supplies for antiochus were paid for by 
the silver taken from david’s tomb. From the parallel in the Jewish War (1. 61), however, it is clear 
that according to Josephus’s source, the money from the grave was used only for convincing the 
king to raise the siege and for recruiting mercenaries. in any case, talents of silver would hardly have 
enabled the inhabitants of a besieged, starved city in a devastated land to immediately produce food 
and provide the enemy troops in the city with all things, “unsparingly and liberally” (para. 249). The 
reliability of the tomb episode is itself rather dubious (see below, note 22).
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the “reception story” explaining that this is a later visit or a later expedition; but 
there is no such remark.

We are therefore obliged to assume that Josephus used two sources that recorded 
two different versions of the same event. Josephus himself did not preface any 
introduction to the “reception story,” because he realized from the context of the 
original accounts that the two sources referred to the same event. He disregarded 
the contradictions, in line with his habit of mixing parallel sources — even when 
contradictory — without attempting to harmonize them. This is particularly notice-
able in his account of the Hasmonaean state in Jewish Antiquities, which is a patch-
work of parallel and sometimes contradictory accounts from different sources. in 
most cases there is no attempt at harmonization.17

The use of two contradictory sources may immediately be detected at the 
beginning of the account, when Josephus dates the invasion as follows: “in the 
fourth year of his (antiochus Vii’s) reign and the first of Hyrcanus’s rule, in the 
162nd olympiad.” (236). The two sets of dates do not coincide: the dating accord-
ing to the regnal years brings us to 135/4 b.c.e., while the 162nd olympiad covers 
the years 132 – 128. There is no way of reconciling the two datings.18

The two sources need to be identified and distinguished. as nicolaus and 
strabo are the two main sources used by Josephus for the account of the Hasmo-
naean state, and there are no real traces of an internal Jewish source here, we may 
assume that nicolaus and strabo were Josephus’s sources in this case as well. The 
chronological contradiction can now be explained. Hölscher proved convinc-
ingly that the regnal years in Josephus’s account of the Hasmonaean state and 
Herod’s reign were taken from nicolaus, while the olympiad reckoning derived 
from strabo.19 our main interest, however, is the colorful and lively account 
referred to as the “long siege story.”

The key to distinguishing between the two sources, as already established by 
Hölscher, is the parallel account in the Jewish War (1. 61), which derives solely 
from nicolaus. details in Jewish Antiquities that are identical to those in the 
Jewish War may be traced back to nicolaus. components of the other account 
should, therefore, be traced back to strabo. The version in the Jewish War (1. 61) 
reads as follows:

17. see, e.g., Antiquitates Judaicae 13. 276 – 77 vs. 278 – 79; 301 – 16 vs. 318 – 19; 348 – 50 vs. 351; 352 vs. 
353; 356 vs. 358; 14. 34 vs. 38 – 41.

18. For attempts to harmonize the dating in Josephus, and on the dates in Porphyry and euse-
bius, see Thackeray (1943) 347 n. a; Vermes in schürer et al. 1: 202 n. 5; cf. Graetz (1888) 652 – 54.

19. Hölscher (1904) 40 – 41; cf. 11 – 12. it is supported, in this case, by the context as well; see next 
note. on the reference to the olympiad year at Bellum Judaicum 1. 415 ( = AJ 16. 136), based on nicolaus, 
see the explanation of Hölscher, 40 – 41: it was mentioned by nicolaus in that exceptional case because 
of the special context, the establishment of the five-year cycle of games in caesarea. incidentally, 
Posidonius (like Polybius and strabo) also used the olympiad system; see Malitz (1983) 64 and n. 30.
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antiochus, being angered by [what] he had suffered [at the hands of] simon, 
marched to Judaea and besieged Hyrcanus, sitting down against the Jerusalemites. 
and he (Hyrcanus) opened the tomb of King david, who was the wealthiest of 
the kings, and taking away more than three thousand talents, both persuaded 
antiochus to raise the siege by [payment of] three hundred talents, and, using the 
surplus, was the first [of the Jews] to maintain mercenary troops.

This account begins by stating that antiochus’s expedition was an angry reaction 
to what he had suffered at the hands of simon, Hyrcanus’s father.20 antiochus is 
said to have invaded Judaea and besieged Jerusalem (cf. AJ 13. 236 – 37). so far the 
two versions run parallel (except for the mixed dating, which does not appear 
in the Jewish War). From here on, however, they differ: the version in the War 
says not a single word about the dramatic and complex events that took place in 
Jerusalem according to the “long siege story.” Might this silence be attributed to 
the omission of material by Josephus in keeping with the epitome that the first 
two books of the War constituted? Probably not. Josephus tended to preserve even 
in the most abbreviated accounts of the Jewish War something of the piquant 
(e.g., 1. 57 – 60, 72 – 84). indeed, he pays attention to the scandalous looting of King 
david’s tomb in this very account, and it is unlikely that Josephus would have 
passed over other extraordinary pieces of information had they been reported in 
the sole source for his earlier book. This itself would suffice to indicate that the 
source for the “long siege story” is not nicolaus but strabo. it is worth noting that 
in the Jewish War it is said that Hyrcanus “persuaded” (πείσας) antiochus with 
money to lift the siege. There is no hint of a payment following an ultimatum 
from the king, as asserted in the “long siege story,” nor of the other conditions 
for lifting the siege.

The conclusion is corroborated by a comparison of the episode of the opening 
of the tomb of david in both of Josephus’s works. The Jewish War tells us that 
Hyrcanus removed from david’s tomb three thousand silver talents and with 
three hundred of them persuaded the king to lift the siege. The rest were used to 
hire mercenaries. Jewish Antiquities also reports — in the “long siege story” — the 
payment of the three hundred talents (out of a debt of five hundred), before 
the blockade is lifted (para. 247).21 There is, however, no indication in Jewish 

20. The parallel sentence in Jewish Antiquities is followed by the dating by regnal years, accord-
ing to which the expedition took place in the first year of Hyrcanus. The date of the expedition is 
thus properly explained by the former sentence. The second part of the dating, that of the olympiad, 
bringing us at the earliest to the fourth year of Hyrcanus, is obviously less connected with the open-
ing sentence. For the background to antiochus Vii’s hostility to simon, see Antiquitates Judaicae 13. 
226 – 27, and on its source in nicolaus, p. 407 below. This further suggests that the regnal years were 
taken from nicolaus, and the olympiads from strabo.

21. The sum of three hundred talents seems to have been the phoros, the annual tax, which 
implied recognition of the supremacy of the seleucid king, and the outstanding two hundred talents
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Antiquities of the source of this money. The tomb episode appears there only after 
the king has departed (para. 249), and precedes the “reception story.” The treasure 
is not used there for paying the tribute, but only for maintaining mercenaries. yet 
the tomb episode in both accounts of Josephus clearly derives from the same 
source, namely, nicolaus. The reason why Josephus in Jewish Antiquities omitted 
a reference to the payment to the king during his report of the tomb episode is 
because he had already mentioned that payment earlier in the “long siege story” 
(para. 247). The question then arises why the tomb episode was not recounted on 
that occasion, in its appropriate context. The most plausible answer would be that 
the tomb episode was not taken from the same source as the “long siege story.” 
We may note, indeed, that the “reception story” follows the nicolaean tomb 
episode. since the tomb episode derived from nicolaus, the “long siege story” 
would have been taken from strabo.

The payment of three hundred talents, then, was reported in both sources 
used by Josephus, but with two differences: strabo ( = the “long siege story”) 
did not explain the source of the money and mentioned an obligation to pay five 
hundred talents, of which three hundred were immediately remitted (AJ 13. 247), 
while nicolaus recorded the tomb episode in his story of the siege to explain the 
source of the money, adding a note about future mercenaries and referring to 
three hundred talents only (BJ 1. 61).

nicolaus’s fingerprints may be detected in another reference in the tomb epi-
sode. Josephus reports in the sequence of Herod’s reign that the idumaean-Jewish 
ruler tried to follow Hyrcanus’s example and find treasures in david’s tomb. Herod 
himself took part in the attempt to enter the tomb but was deterred by an epiphany. 
in order to atone for the sacrilege, Herod erected a monument on david’s tomb (AJ 
16. 179 – 82). Josephus goes on to criticize nicolaus for not having mentioned that 
Herod personally descended to the tomb (183 – 87). Here again nicolaus is Josephus’s 
main source for the Herodian era; the reference to Hyrcanus’s attempted theft 
as an earlier Jewish precedent is designed to make Herod’s attempt appear less 
pernicious. such an intention could hardly be attributed to Josephus. The refer-
ence to Hyrcanus was certainly included in the report about Herod by nicolaus, 
Herod’s court historian. even if the story about Hyrcanus was not invented by 

were a special tribute for the recently occupied “corridor” to the sea (Jaffa-Gazara-Pegai). it might 
appear from the previous paragraph (246) in the version of the Jewish Antiquities that the whole sum 
(five hundred talents) was a tribute imposed on the “corridor” to the sea; but if this were so, it would 
be an excessive amount. The sum of three hundred talents was equal to that of the annual phoros 
of the whole of Judaea (see 1 Macc. 11.28, 13.15; and see Bar-Kochva [1977] 172 – 73; stern [1995] 51 n. 
5, 78 n. 22). indeed, in his abbreviated account of the siege, taken from Posidonius of apamea (pp. 
412 – 13 below), diodorus states explicitly that antiochus obtained from Hyrcanus the phoroi owed 
to him (34/35. 1.5). The two hundred outstanding talents were therefore an additional payment for 
the “corridor.”
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nicolaus — and when it comes to this most creative court historian one can never 
know 22

 — nicolaus certainly knew about the story and recorded it in the sequence 
of his report on the Hasmonaean rulers.

and there is another point. The “long siege story” praises antiochus sidetes’ 
personality and his attitude toward the Jews. But in a previous chapter in Jewish 
Antiquities, Josephus accuses antiochus of “covetousness and dishonesty” and 
even of “lawless conduct” (paranomia) and “unjust treatment” of simon (13. 225 – 

26).23 it has already been established that Josephus’s account of simon’s rule 
(143 – 135 b.c.e.) in Jewish Antiquities (13. 213 ff.) derives solely from nicolaus,24 who 
in turn drew from 1 Maccabees for a large part of his section on simon, including 
the statement quoted above (cf. 1 Macc. 15.27). nicolaus sharpened the meaning of 
the biblical phrases deploring the seleucid king in 1 Maccabees. He was certainly 
not an ardent admirer of antiochus Vii.

There is also another piece of evidence: in his account of the relations between 
simon and antiochus sidetes, deriving from nicolaus, Josephus says: “and he 
(antiochus) sent envoys to simon, the High Priest of the Jews, concerning friend-

22. see Bar-Kochva (1977) 182 – 85 for doubts about the historicity of the episode involving 
Hyrcanus. i have suggested that the story was invented by nicolaus. However, i tend now to think 
that the story is a defamatory rumor spread through the years by the opponents of the Hasmonaean 
family to explain the source of money for the compensation to antiochus sidetes and for hiring 
mercenaries. The rumor may have inspired Herod or just been used by nicolaus, his court historian, 
for his obvious purposes. Fischer (1975a, 1983) tries to give credence to the story by a rather bold 
numismatic conjecture. His theory fails for a number of reasons. First, the tetradrachm bearing 
the portrait of antiochus sidetes, which Fischer attributes to John Hyrcanus, is based on the attic 
standard (17.5 g). However, following the special relations between Ptolemy Vi and alexander Balas, 
the seleucid coins from coile syria and Phoenicia were minted according to the Ptolemaic standard 
(14.2 g for a tetradrachm) as from the reign of alexander Balas. This applies also to the coins of 
antiochus Vii sidetes; they even show the Ptolemaic eagle on the reverse. The tetradrachm dis-
cussed by Fischer must have been minted elsewhere, probably in north syria. second, the identifica-
tion of the monogram on that coin with the first Greek letters of the name of Hyrcanus seems rather 
fanciful. Third, in view of the style of Hasmonaean minting and the strict religious convictions of 
John Hyrcanus, a human portrait (and of foreign king at that), which even Herod did not allow 
himself, would be inconceivable on a coin of Hyrcanus. Fourth, the floral ornament on a bronze coin 
of antiochus sidetes, compared by Fischer to the above-mentioned tetradrachm, is not the lily of 
the Jewish High Priest but is more likely to be the pomegranate flower, symbol of antiochus sidetes 
(sidē  = pomegranate). Fifth, the monogram Ba on another bronze coin, discussed by Fischer and 
used to support his proposal, has nothing to do with alexander Jannaeus. The coin probably belongs 
to antiochus Viii Gryphus (see Meshorer [1982] 1: p. 56, nos. 5 – 7), and the monogram, which is very 
convoluted, seems to indicate the name of the minter, and not ΒΑ[ ΣΙΛΕΥΣ ], as suggested by Fischer. 
Finally, the silver tetradrachm that is the basis of Fischer’s hypothesis has been attributed by newell 
to the mint of damascus (newell [1939] 45 nn. 62 – 63; 103; and pl. 8), and there is no reason why this 
should not be accepted.

23. cf. Friedländer (1903) 347 – 48.
24. Hölscher (1904) 9, 11; cf. Bar-Kochva (1989) 452 – 53.
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ship and a military alliance (symmachia). and he (simon) readily accepted his 
offer and provided the soldiers besieging dora with much money and supplies” 
(AJ 13. 223 – 24). The similarity between the two passages is too striking to be 
purely coincidental.

nicolaus’s account (the “reception story”) may thus be reconstructed according 
to the Jewish War and its surviving fragment in Jewish Antiquities: after a short 
siege, Hyrcanus decided to appease the king in every possible way and went so far 
as to open david’s tomb in order to pay the annual tax, contract a military alliance 
with the king, admit him to the city, and lavishly provide the troops with supplies. 
strabo’s version (the “long siege story”), on the other hand, recorded a protracted 
and difficult siege, sidetes’ enormous military efforts, the hunger and shortages 
in the city, the truce during the “festival of tabernacles,” the presents of the king 
to the temple, the negotiations, the terms of surrender, the refusal to admit a 
garrison, and finally the demolition of the battlements and the king’s departure.

The identification of nicolaus as the source of the “reception story” may be 
further supported by the paragraphs subsequent to the “reception story.” They 
recount that Hyrcanus accompanied antiochus on his expedition against the 
Parthians. to enhance this report, Josephus quotes nicolaus in direct speech, 
mentioning him explicitly (para. 251). The connection between the reference to 
the military alliance and the participation of Hyrcanus in the eastern expedition 
is obvious.25

it should be stressed that the absence of any reference in the Jewish War to 
the participation of Hyrcanus in the eastern expedition of antiochus sidetes 
does not pose any difficulty. The “reception story” and the report about the 
expedition were not located side by side in nicolaus’s Histories, since two years 
separated them.26 This is also apparent from the introduction of Hyrcanus in the 
later event as “Hyrcanus the Jew,” in the quotation from nicolaus (para. 251).27 
it would appear that strabo’s account did not record the Jewish participation in 

25. The introductory statement, “a witness to these [things] is also nicolaus of damascus,” does 
not indicate that Josephus used another source for his narrative, as has been suggested by Pucci 
(1983b) 120. if not merely a literary convention, this is simply a device used by Josephus to give the 
(false) impression that he is using more than one source; see, e.g., Antiquitates Judaicum 13. 287, 319, 
347; and cf. his phrasing in 12. 135; 14. 104.

26. on the chronology and duration of this expedition, see schwartz (1995), and references there 
to earlier views.

27. and a similar absentee: in the subsequent paragraph in the Jewish War (para. 62), Josephus 
says that antiochus sidetes’ expedition against the Medes provided an opportunity for Hyrcanus 
to launch a campaign against his neighbors. in Jewish Antiquities, Josephus explains that Hyrcanus 
began his campaign with the arrival of the news of sidetes’ death on his eastern expedition. neither 
reference notes that Hyrcanus himself participated in the same expedition. The dating of Hyrcanus’s 
campaign against his neighbors immediately after the expedition (129/8 b.c.e.) is unacceptable
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the expedition. it was not consistent with Jewish “nonmixing” with other people 
stressed so much (and justified) in his version of the siege, the “long siege story” 
(paras. 245, 247).

to conclude this section, then, the narrative of the siege in Jewish Antiquities 
runs as follows: after some consecutive paragraphs, which derive from nicolaus, 
describing the reign of simon (paras. 213 – 35), the story opens with nicolaus’s note 
on the motive for the invasion of Judaea (para. 236); Josephus mixes the datings 
from nicolaus (regnal years) and strabo (olympiads); the opening sentence is fol-
lowed by a detailed account of the siege up to the king’s departure (the “long siege 
story”), which derives exclusively from strabo (paras. 237 – 48); nicolaus returns 
to tell about the looting of david’s tomb (para. 249); then comes the second ver-
sion — the reception of the king and the troops in the city and the alliance treaty 
(the “reception story,” para. 250a); Josephus goes on to use nicolaus again for the 
report on Hyrcanus’s participation in the expedition against the Parthians and 
the halting of the entire army for two days because of a Jewish holiday (paras. 
250b – 253). all this means that apart from the opening “mixed” sentence, Josephus 
placed side by side in his account in Jewish Antiquities two different versions: first, 
the “long siege story” from strabo (paras. 236 – 48), and then, without a break, the 
version of nicolaus: the episodes of the tomb, the king’s reception, his troops, and 
the participation of Hyrcanus in the eastern campaign (paras. 249 – 53). Josephus 
omitted from nicolaus’s account the opening description of the start of the siege, 
which was rendered redundant by the preceding “long siege story” from strabo. 
Josephus failed, as usual, to blend the two accounts into one convincing whole. 
The tomb episode and the reception story from nicolaus are incongruous, the 
former entirely out of place in every way following strabo’s “long siege story.”

B. Sources Used by Strabo, Diodorus, and Plutarch
The actual subject of our investigation is the “long siege story” (paras. 237 – 48). 
it has just been concluded that this detailed version derives from strabo. strabo, 
however, was not a contemporary of the events; nor was he really an original 
historian, but mainly a compiler. it is evident from the incompatibility of the two 
versions of the siege that strabo did not use nicolaus for this event,28 and one 
must look elsewhere for his sources of information regarding the siege.

on historical counts (see stern [1965] 149; Bar-Kochva [1989] 560 – 62), and the excavations in Mt. 
Garizim and Marisa in the last decade of the last century indeed proved that it took place sixteen 
years later (see Barag [1992/93]; Bar-Kochva [1996d] 131 and nn. 28 – 29); shatzman (2005) 237 – 40. 
Hyrcanus’s campaign was probably recorded in a much later context in the Histories of nicolaus. 
The mistaken chronological sequence may well be Josephan.

28. in his Geographica strabo used one reference from either the Histories or the biography of 
augustus written by nicolaus (15. 1. 72 – 73); hence the hypothesis of some that strabo used nicolaus 
intensively as a source for his historical work. However, strabo’s work on the period after Polybius’s
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The “long siege story” in Josephus’s account of the siege has a strikingly simi-
lar parallel in diodorus (34/35. 1. 1 – 5), preserved by Photius, the ninth-century 
patriarch of constantinople (cod. 244, 379a – 380a).29 Both Josephus and diodorus 
say that when the city ran out of supplies, Hyrcanus tried to negotiate; however, 
the king was advised to annihilate the Jewish people; the counselors accused the 
Jews, in Josephus, of “the nonmixing (amixia) of their way of life with regard 
to others” (para. 245), and, in diodorus, “[the Jews] alone of all nations did not 
take part in dealing with any other people” (para. 1; cf. para. 3: “not to share table 
with any other nation”). Both authors go on to say that antiochus rejected the 
accusations and disregarded the advice; he took hostages, imposed an annual 
tribute, and destroyed the city walls or battlements.30 in addition, the Josephus 
version praises antiochus sidetes for his piety (eusebeia) toward the Jewish God, 
as against antiochus epiphanes, who “sacrificed pigs on the altar and besprin-
kled the temple with their fat” (para. 243), while according to diodorus, the 
king’s advisers recounted as a historical precedent that antiochus had sacrificed 
a pig and smeared the holy books with its broth (para. 4). The disagreements are 
marginal and originate in a slight paraphrase made by Josephus, diodorus, or 
strabo.31 The real difference is in the elaboration and emphasis of the two ver-
sions: while Josephus describes the siege in great detail and refers only briefly to 
the practical advice of the anti-Jewish counselors and to one of their accusations, 

Histories was written much earlier than his Geographica, probably even before nicolaus’s Histories. 
one would also doubt whether a respectable person would have actually copied detailed accounts 
from a work written in the same language by an author living at the same time in the same city.

29. For the full quotation of the text, see pp. 441 – 42 below.
30. There is a difference between Josephus and diodorus with regard to the treatment of the 

walls. Josephus speaks of the destruction of the battlements (stephanē), while diodorus (cf. Porph.. 
ap. eus. Chron. 1. 255) refers to the demolition of the walls (noted by schürer [1901 – 9] 260 n. 6). 
Josephus’s version seems to be correct in view of the general atmosphere of reconciliation in the 
detailed account preserved by him. diodorus was thus inaccurate in his paraphrase, and Porphyry 
drew on his version. rajak (1981) 71 n. 9 prefers Josephus’s version because it is more “precise” as 
against the “general” statement by diodorus. she rightly compares the former to the token demol-
ishing of a small part of the Giscala wall in Josephus Bellum Judaicum 4. 117.

31. in addition to the discussion in the previous note, another marginal difference deserves 
attention. diodorus has ὗν (“pig,” acc. sing.), while Josephus has ὗς (“pigs,” acc. pl.), which may be 
influenced by his former reference in Antiquitates Judaicum 12. 252, based on 1 Maccabees 1.47. The 
reference to fat is rather similar in both accounts. diodorus has τῷ ἀπὸ τούτων ζωμῷ; Josephus, τῷ 
ζωμῷ τούτων, except that diodorus is referring back to τὰ κρέα (“pieces of meat”), which are not 
mentioned by Josephus. if diodorus preserves the original phrasing, it is also possible that Josephus, 
having mistakenly omitted τὰ κρέα, made one pig many in order to account for τούτων (“of these”). 
Finally, the original account may well have described holy books and the area “around the temple” 
being smearing with pig fat. it may be suggested that Josephus omitted the reference to the defile-
ment of the books because his source explicitly stated that this was antiochus iV’s reaction to the 
“misanthropic laws” contained in those books (see diod. 34/35. 1. 3 – 4).
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diodorus condenses the military events into a few sentences but fully records 
the advice of the king’s “friends,” including a detailed account of the anti-Jewish 
accusations and libels said to have been raised by them.

either diodorus himself or Photius omitted most of the details about the 
siege. By and large, diodorus did not show much interest in military details;32 
analysis of his accounts of siege campaigns and field battles indicates substantial 
abbreviations of his sources, including the omission of even essential passages 
and data.33 The absence of the siege account can be attributed to diodorus’s con-
cern not to exceed the length he had set for his work. He may have considered yet 
another siege account to be redundant in a work that already contained a good 
number of siege campaigns. But this is still only a guess. one can never be quite 
certain with a dull and unoriginal author such as diodorus why he decided to 
shorten such a narrative. at the same time, the abbreviation could be the work of 
Photius, who is known to have omitted details detracting from his main theme.34 
Photius would not have found the detailed military and diplomatic informa-
tion useful for his overt, specific purpose in quoting the passage, to prove that 
“diodorus is lying” with regard to the Jews (379a).

The reason for the omission of most of the accusations and the libels in Josephus’s 
account is quite obvious: Josephus could not be expected to have incorporated in 
his consecutive historical narrative extreme accusations and defamatory stories 
about the Jews, even were they to be flatly denied in the exposition. it would have 
been impossible to refute point by point all the charges and libels with reference 
to their appropriate historical and literary contexts in what was designed as a 
coherent and consecutive history. Josephus later gave a full and detailed refutation 
of such stories in his Contra Apionem, written precisely for the sake of argument. 
notwithstanding, as shown above, explicit references to the counselors’ advice 
are clearly discernible in Josephus’s version of the reaction of the king to the anti-

32. see even the comment of sacks (1990) 99, probably diodorus’s most ardent advocate, and 
n. 67 there for more references.

33. a good parallel can be provided by diodorus’s account of demetrius Poliorcetes’ siege of 
rhodes in 305 – 304 b.c.e. (20. 81 ff., esp. 93 – 94). a comparison with a literary papyrus found in 
egypt in 1918 shows that both derive from a common source, certainly Hieronymus of cardia. each 
contains information not found in the other, with diodorus omitting episodes and detailed por-
tions of the narrative; see Hornblower (1981) 29 – 31. For diodorus’s negligence in cutting military 
accounts in his sources, sometimes in the most important sections, see, for example his version of 
the battle of Gaza, based on the accurate and detailed account by Hieronymus of cardia (19. 81 – 84). 
diodorus skips over the developments in the center of the battlefield as well as those on demetrius’s 
right wing. on the lacunae in diodorus’s version, see Kromayer and Kahnes in Kromayer and Veith 
(1903 – 32) 4: 434 – 46, esp. 441 – 45; delbrück (1920) 1: 243. it is difficult to accept the interpretation of 
seibert (1969) 173 – 74.

34. on the method of Photius, see Palm (1955) 16 – 26, 29 ff., 48 ff.; Hägg (1975) 9 ff., 193 – 203, esp. 
211 – 12; treadgold (1980) passim.
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Jewish accusations and his rejection of the practical advice, as well as in the brief 
(and actually out of context) mention of the extreme acts of defilement performed 
by antiochus iV in the Jerusalem temple. These do not significantly disturb the 
fluency of the historical narrative.

despite their different emphases, the two accounts are so similar that they 
clearly derive from a common source. Posidonius of apamea was recognized as 
diodorus’s source for the events surrounding the siege.35 The strongest argument 
appears from the analysis of diodorus’s sources and method of compilation. a 
comparison with certain surviving Posidonian fragments proves that diodorus 
drew on Posidonius’s Histories from book 33 of his Historical Library to book 37, 
covering the period from 146 to 86 b.c.e., and it has long been established that 
diodorus was in the habit of adhering to just one source, in one or more books or 
on one subject (the “einzelquelleprinzip”). Thus in the first book of the Historical 
Library, which is devoted to egyptian ethnography and history, he drew mainly 
on Hecataeus of abdera,36 whereas Hieronymus of cardia was his sole source for 
early Hellenistic history in books 18 – 20 (excluding accounts on sicily, his native 
country).37 in books 33 – 37 diodorus drew on Posidonius even with regard to 
sicilian history.38 The contentions of two or three scholars, who relate diodorus’s 
account of the siege of Jerusalem to another source, do not stand up to criticism.39 

35. Müller, FHG ii, p. XV; iii, p. 251 and fr. 15; susemihl (1891 – 92) 2: 142 – 43; reinach (1895) 
56 – 59; schürer (1901 – 9) 1: 42; stählin (1905) 24; radin (1915) 170; Heinemann (1919) 119 – 20; norden 
(1921) 281 – 82; Meyer (1921 – 23) 2: 268 n. 3; reinhardt (1928) 28 – 29; Bickermann (1927) 251, 260; Jacoby, 
FGrH, ii. a, no. 87, fr. 109, pp. 294-95; ii. c, pp. 196, 208 – 9; schürer et al. 1: 21 – 22; rajak (1981) 68; 
Theiler (1982) 1: 111 (fr. 131a), 2: 95 – 96; Malitz (1983) 309 – 12. With hesitation: Gager (1972) 126; stern, 
GLAJJ 1: 142 – 43, 168; id. (1991) 706; Kidd 2: 949 – 50; Bar-Kochva (1996b) 22 – 24; Berthelot (2003) 177 
ff. Kidd does not include the excerpt, since the collection is restricted in principle to fragments and 
testimonia that were explicitly attributed to Posidonius (see pp. XV-XVii).

36. see the detailed bibliography and some new arguments in Bar-Kochva (1996d) 14 – 15, 289 – 90.
37. see the latest discussion by Hornblower (1981) 18 – 75, esp. 32 – 62, and references to earlier 

literature there.
38. on Posidonius as the source for these books of diodorus, see toepelmann (1867) 44; schep-

pig (1869) 36 – 37; Busolt (1890) 321 ff., 405 ff.; schwartz, RE s.v. “diodoros,” col. 690 ff.; norden (1923b) 
144; reinhardt, RE s.v. “Poseidonios,” col. 630 ff.; Jacoby, FGrH iii. c, no. 87, p. 157; rosenberg (1921) 
199 ff.; strassburger (1965) 42; Momigliano (1975) 33 – 34; Malitz (1983) 34 – 41. For Posidonius as the 
source of diodorus’s sicilian history in these books, see athenaeus 12. 542b = diodorus 34. 34 (noted 
by Momigliano, 33 – 34).

39. Willrich (1895) suggests Polybius as diodorus’s source, which is impossible in view of the 
chronological framework of Polybius’s Histories (but see Willrich [1900] 87, 89, 147). aly (1957a) 
199 – 200 points out that strabo’s Jewish excursus, which, as he says, is believed by a number of schol-
ars to draw on Posidonius, uses the form Mōsēs (Μωσῆς, 16. 2. 35 ff.) while diodorus uses Mōysēs 
(Μωυσῆς). However, diodorus used these two different forms in two places in his work adhering 
to the sources he used; see p. 240 above. Gager (1972) 126 notes that Josephus (Ap. 2. 79) does not 
mention Posidonius among the Greek authors who referred to antiochus iV’s “motives for raiding
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The account of the siege of Jerusalem seems to have been taken from somewhere 
in books 12 – 14 of Posidonius’s Histories.40

all this leads to the inevitable conclusion that the “long siege story” in Josephus 
is also based on Posidonius. as is almost universally acknowledged, Josephus 
himself was not acquainted with Posidonius’s works,41 but strabo, his intermedi-
ate source, did have direct access to the Posidonian corpus. strabo evidently uti-
lized much of it extensively in the Geographica, explicitly mentioning Posidonius 
more than seventy times. The Jewish excursus is just one example. as for strabo’s 
historical work, as its title — Ta meta Polybion — shows, it was a consecutive history 
of the years subsequent to those covered by Polybius (strabo Geogr. 11. 9. 3; Suda, 
codex a, s.v. Polybios), that is, from 146 b.c.e. onward. This matches the starting 
point of Posidonius’s historical work (Suda, codex a, s.v. Polybios).42 in view of 
the identical historical framework and the extensive use made of Posidonius in 
the Geographica, it is inconceivable that strabo did not use Posidonius’s Histories 
as one of the main sources for his own work. as we shall see below, Posidonius’s 
fingerprints are all over Josephus’s “long siege story.”

attention should also be paid to another, shorter version of the siege. The sac-
rifice sent by antiochus Vii to the temple is recorded in somewhat more detail 
in a work attributed to Plutarch (Apophthegmata 184F):

When the Jews, while he (antiochus) was besieging Jerusalem, asked for a respite 
of seven days for the greatest festival, he not only granted this, but, having prepared 

the temple.” However, Josephus was not directly acquainted with Posidonius’s Histories (see note 41 
below). see also Böhl (1953) 124 (followed by schäfer [1997a] 59) and rajak (1981) 68 n. 5 for arguments 
and counterarguments.

40. Malitz (1983) 66, 309, suggests the fifteenth book; Kidd 2: 299 suggests “books 14 – 16.” Müller, 
FHG iii. 256, norden (1921) 297 n. 11, and Theiler (1982) 2: 95 advocate the seventh book, which is 
impossible. according to Jacoby’s reconstruction, it was somewhere in the twelfth – sixteenth books 
(FGrH ii. a, no. 87, p. 155). The oikonomia of Posidonius’s Histories has not yet been established; see 
Jacoby, FGrH ii. a, no. 87, p. 155; and Malitz (1983) 64. Hence the different suggestions. as an episode 
from the time of antiochus Vii’s eastern expedition is said by athenaeus to have been taken from 
the fourteenth book (see below, pp. 424–25), the siege of Jerusalem could not have been included 
later than book 14.

41. The absence of any mention of Posidonius by Josephus in the recurring references to his 
sources for the Hasmonaean period in the Jewish Antiquities is sufficient evidence. i would add that 
had Josephus been acquainted with the Histories of Posidonius, he would surely have adduced the 
main part of the Posidonian excursus (strabo 16. 2. 35 – 36) in his Contra Apionem as the best proof 
that the greatest Greek authors were aware of the Jews and admired them. For the same reason it is 
clear that Josephus did not consult strabo’s Geographica. The efforts of shahar (2004) to show that 
Josephus was deeply influenced in his geographical account of Judaea by strabo’s Geographica do not 
hold water; cf. dueck (2005) 319 – 20, who also refers to diller (1975) 7 – 19, 25 – 165, on authors before 
the second century c.e. being unfamiliar with strabo’s Geographica. see also p. 451 below.

42. see Malitz (1983) 63; Kidd 2: 5.
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golden-horned bulls and a mass of incense and spices, he led a procession up to 
the gates; and, having handed over the sacrifice to their priests, he returned to the 
camp. The Jews, amazed, placed themselves in his hands immediately after the 
festival.

There is a basic similarity between this version and that in Josephus. Both ver-
sions portray the seleucid king as overgenerous and extravagant, and as mani-
festing piety for the Jewish God. at the same time, Plutarch mentions incense, 
a procession, and antiochus’s personal participation in it, all elements that are 
absent from Josephus’s version, and omits the Josephan reference to “ gold and 
silver cups.” That there are details peculiar to each version indicates that neither 
is the source of the other; rather, both versions derive from a common source 
containing the features common to both,43 and most probably the details peculiar 
to each. The abrupt end in Plutarch (“The Jews, amazed,” etc.) well suits the liter-
ary genre of apophthegms and does not detract from this conclusion: Plutarch 
had no need to tell us more for his didactic lesson in the given context, and the 
omission of the reference to the protracted siege and breach of the agreement just 
contributes to bringing home his message more effectively.

is it possible that this episode alone was based on a Jewish source? 44 The event 
is well integrated into the “long siege story” taken from strabo-Posidonius, and it 
presents the background to the opening of negotiations, as a confidence-building 
measure leading to the first contacts between the two sides. as to the possible 
source(s) of the Apophthegmata, the answer depends on the identification of the 
author of that book.45 if the collection was indeed made by Plutarch — and there 
are some weighty arguments in favor of authenticity — it is worth bearing in mind 
that the references to Jews and certain other topics in Plutarch clearly demon-
strate that he was not acquainted with Jewish-Hellenistic sources, not even the 
writings of Josephus, his contemporary. despite his wide reading, he had access 
to only minimal and fairly confused information on Jewish subjects.46 Plutarch’s 
influence (if not his hand) is indeed discernible in the passage under discussion: 
the description of the “seven days” (the festival of tabernacles in the “long siege 
story”) as “the greatest festival (ἑορτή)” may be compared with a statement made 
by Plutarch elsewhere concerning the importance of that holiday (Quaest. conv. 

43. so stern, GLAJJ 1: 564; Malitz (1983) 320 n. 66. contrary to Büchler (1898) 197.
44. Büchler (1898) 197 suggested that Plutarch drew on Josephus’s Antiquitates Judaicum. This is 

rightly rejected by stern (1991) 460 n. 81.
45. For the arguments of the supporters of authenticity, see Babbitt (1931) 3 – 7; for a summary of 

the views of the opponents, see Ziegler, RE s.v. “Plutarchos,” cols. 863 – 66.
46. too much effort has been spent on the attempt to trace specific halachic rulings in Plutarch’s 

references to the Jews; thus alon (1977) 135; Feldman (1996b) 533 ff.; and others. see Bar-Kochva 
(1997a) 406 n. 62.
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6. 2: “the greatest and holiest of their festivals”). acceptance of the claim of inau-
thenticity would make a Jewish source for the information even more remote: 
this is the only episode in the Apophthegmata that deals with Jews. in short, given 
that the episode in Josephus is well integrated in the story, and in view of the 
possible sources of information for the Apophthegmata (whether it is authentic or 
not), it seems highly unlikely that this episode was drawn from a Jewish source.

to sum up, the story of the siege of Jerusalem by antiochus sidetes con-
tains two conflicting accounts that have been compiled side by side into a single 
continuous narrative. The first — the “long siege story” — derives from strabo, 
who took it from Posidonius.47 The second — the “reception story” — which is very 

47. The suggestion that Posidonius served as the direct or indirect source for Josephus’s account 
of the siege in Jewish Antiquities has already been voiced in the past by several scholars (although 
they failed to discern two different versions in the Josephan account), but it has not gained universal 
acceptance (see note 1 above). a recent discussion of the issue can be found in Berthelot (2003) 188 – 

95, esp. 192 – 95, reacting to a preliminary version of this chapter that was published in Hebrew (Bar-
Kochva [1996b]). she argues that although Posidonius was indeed the source for diodorus’s account 
of the siege and for strabo’s Jewish excursus, he was neither the indirect source for Josephus nor the 
direct source for strabo and Plutarch; according to Berthelot that source was, rather, timochares, a 
court historian of antiochus Vii, whom i had suggested as a source for Posidonius’s version of the 
siege (Bar-Kochva [1996b] 39, and see chapter 14 below). Here are her arguments, and my responses: 
(a) The victim bulls and the other presents sent to the temple during the Jewish holiday (Joseph. AJ; 
Plut. Apopht.) are not mentioned by diodorus. However, the diodorean account concentrates on the 
advice of the “friends,” and the rest, especially the dramatic account of the siege (in which the refer-
ence to the special presents was included), is either omitted or extremely abbreviated, as can well 
be expected of diodorus, and even more of Photius (see further, pp. 411 – 12 above). (b) Posidonius, 
who condemned the practices of contemporary Jews in his Jewish excursus (strabo 16. 2. 37), would 
not have praised Jewish amixia (nonmixing [with other people]) as eusebeia (AJ 13. 246). The praise 
was invented by Josephus for his rebuttal of the anti-Jewish arguments of the “friends.” However, 
even if it were true, this cannot be used as an argument for rejecting the identification of Posidonius 
as the indirect source for the “long siege story” in its essentials. as for the specific argument con-
cerning Posidonius’s attitude toward Jewish amixia, in his Jewish excursus he introduces Jewish 
self-isolation most favorably as the escape found by Moses that allowed his followers to adhere 
undisturbed to the right faith and proper religious rights (identical with Posidonius’s personal 
convictions). This is exactly what is said in Josephus: the reason for Jewish amixia is their eusebeia. 
Posidonius’s condemnation of later Judaism is irrelevant: the explanation of Jewish amixia obvi-
ously reacts to the accusation by the king’s counselors recorded by diodorus-Posidonius that Moses 
shaped the Jewish exclusivity, instructing them to avoid interaction with other people. incidentally, 
even (the Hasmonaean) tyrants and their predecessors get away in the excursus with the charge of 
introducing or adopting superstitious customs, but are not blamed for hatred of strangers or misan-
thropy (cf. p. 453 note 46 below). There is thus no reason not to accept that the response in Josephus 
is basically Posidonian, even if one may argue that the precise phrasing of the sentence is Josephan. 
The last possibility by itself is dubious: the third person is used in the passage consistently to refer to 
the Jews, which in Josephus’s writings indicates adherence to the phrasing of a non-Jewish source, 
and amixia is not a Josephan or Jewish-Hellenistic term (see note 85 below). (c) in a passage of 
Plutarch’s biography of Pompey (Pomp. 28. 4), deriving, according to Hermann strassburger, from
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short, derives directly from nicolaus of damascus. Partial parallels for the first, 
long account are to be found in diodorus and Plutarch, and they, too, derive from 
Posidonius.

a comparison of the parallel accounts shows that Josephus reported the essence 
of the “long siege story” as he found it in strabo, making a few unimportant 
omissions and alterations here and there, for example, omitting the procession 
of bearers of gifts for the temple up to the gates of the city, in which antiochus 
himself is said to have participated (recorded by Plutarch). it is possible that some 
of the modifications of Posidonius’s text had already been made by strabo. of 
more significance is Josephus’s omission of the slanders and accusations against 
the Jews detailed by the king’s counselors, leaving only the accusation of exclusive-

Posidonius, it is noted that man is not ἀνήμερον ζῷον οὐδ’ ἄμικτον (“a wild creature nor unsocial”). 
Hence (so Berthelot) Posidonius could not have praised Jewish amixia. But the sentence refers to 
the isolationism of pirates, who must favor remote cliffs as facilitating their nefarious business, and 
it serves to explain Pompey’s policy of settling them in cities. What is the connection between this 
somewhat aristotelian observation and the Jewish self-isolation, which was motivated, as implied by 
Posidonius in his Jewish excursus (preserved by strabo even per Berthelot), by the most noble reli-
gious aims? as to the attribution of the passage from Plutarch’s biography of Pompey to Posidonius, 
it is extremely doubtful. Posidonius’s Histories closed with the year 84 at the very latest (see p. 352 
above), and the hypothesis that he wrote a biography of Pompey rests on a problematic sentence that 
does not bear the weight of such speculation (see p. 348 note 40 above).  Finally, timochares was no 
philosopher and therefore was unable to invent such a sophisticated "philosophical" account.

Timochares
(see chapter 14)

Posidonius

Diodorus

Photius

Plutarch

Strabo Nicolaus

?

Josephus
The Jewish War

Josephus
Jewish Antiquities

Figure 3. The transmission of the Jerusalem siege account



 Posidonius of Apamea (C)   417

ness (paras. 245 – 46). Josephus may be responsible for the explanation that the 
seven-day ceasefire took place at the Feast of tabernacles. He also integrated into 
the story, in a fairly artificial way, his own comparison of antiochus sidetes and 
antiochus epiphanes: “antiochus [sidetes] . . . differing very much from antiochus 
epiphanes, who, having captured the city, had sacrificed pigs on the altar and 
besprinkled the temple with their fat” (para. 243). if this note was not indeed in 
his source, the very comparison and its content were inspired by the words of the 
counselors that he found in the original story and omitted from his own account. 
in the original, it was reported that “the friends” advised antiochus sidetes to learn 
from the deeds of his predecessor and destroy the Jews. among other things, “the 
friends” reported (favorably) his predecessor’s desecration of the temple with pigs’ 
fat (diod. 34/35. 1. 4).48

t H e Pecu l i a r i t i e s oF t H e “lonG si eGe story ” 
The Josephus-strabo-Posidonius account of the siege contains a number of pecu-
liarities and absurdities. an analysis of the account reveals features typical of the 
historiographical approach and aims of Posidonius, and an attitude toward the 
Jews that is paralleled in his Jewish excursus. First, then, let us briefly survey the 
main peculiarities in the account:

 1. The siege towers: antiochus drew up one hundred siege towers, each three 
storeys high, on the northern side of the wall, where the ground “happened 
also to be level” and placed in them military units (para. 238). Hellenistic siege 
towers were designed to facilitate artillery fire into a city from close range with 
good protection, and to carry to the wall the battering rams used to pierce 
the city’s fortifications. The heavy towers moved on gigantic wheels and were 
dragged by large numbers of soldiers and service personnel up to the wall. 
Because of their great bulk, the towers used to be assembled on site, and they 
could be moved only on a flat surface. The number of towers reported here 
seems wildly exaggerated, and i have been unable to find another instance 
even approaching it. The exaggeration is manifest also from the possibilities of 
the deployment of the towers in the given terrain. Greek and Hellenistic siege 
towers measured 8 – 22 meters in width,49 with intervals between them. a hun-
dred towers, therefore, would have extended 1,600 – 4,200 meters. The larger 
figure is more probable, since Hellenistic siege towers tended to be consider-

48. cf. note 31 above.
49. see droysen (1889) 219 – 26; Kromayer and Veith (1928) 236 – 37; Marsden (1969 – 71) 2: 84 – 88; 

Garlan (1974) 226 – 34.
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ably larger than the earlier versions used by the successors. at the beginning of 
the reign of John Hyrcanus, the two sections of the wall facing north extended 
to about 900 meters, of which less than half faced flat ground.50 even toward 
the end of the second temple period, when the city expanded considerably to 

50. see avi-yonah (1956) 306 – 7, 310 – 11; (1966) no. 25; avigad (1980) 66; sivan and soler (1985); Bahat 
(1989) 38 – 39. since the 1970s, it has become increasingly apparent that, at the time of the siege, the 
upper city of Jerusalem was already inhabited and fortified. The wall to the northwest of the temple
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the north and west, the northern part of the then so-called third wall was just 
about 1.3 kilometers long.51

 2. The camps and the ditch: The seleucid army surrounded the city with seven 
camps and dug a ditch of double width and depth in order to contain the 
inhabitants within the walls (para. 239). This was definitely unnecessary: 
the city was surrounded by deep and wide ravines on the west, south, and 
east. The story itself states that only the terrain on the north was level. The 
towers positioned in that section would certainly have prevented any exit 
in that direction. Because of the terrain, the majority of the seleucid force 
must have been concentrated to the north. Given that this section extended 
about 400 meters, a ditch would have been redundant, whatever the actual 
number of towers. Moreover, judging from the single ditch that surrounded 
the seleucid camp at the battle of Magnesia (livy 37. 37. 10 – 11), a double ditch 
would have measured around 24 cubits in width and at least 3 cubits in depth. 
it would have required a great deal of time and enormous effort to dig such 
a ditch in the hard, rocky surface of the Judaean hills. a ditch to protect the 
wall was later dug by one of the Hasmonaean rulers, and this was achieved 
only with much toil (strabo 16. 2. 41; Joseph. AJ 14. 61; BJ 5. 149). last, but 
not least, in view of all the installations described, one may wonder how 
those expelled from the city by Hyrcanus were still able to cross to the area 
“between the walls” (para. 241). 

 3. The noncombatant population: John Hyrcanus expelled the “useless” popula-
tion from the city (paras. 240 – 41). Hyrcanus is thus portrayed as a ruthless 
tyrant, or worse, since even the most vicious Greek tyrants are not reported 
as having done this. it was customary in the Greek world — even in cities 
ruled by a ruthless tyrant — for women, children, and the aged to be removed 
to safety when a siege was impending, and, if this was impossible, for them 
to be protected properly.52 The forced expulsion of all noncombatants would 
have seriously harmed the morale of the soldiers. “useless” people in this 
sense were to be found in every family and household. Public opinion would 
not have stood for the brutal expulsion of all noncombatants, and the per-
petrator would certainly not have remained as popular as Hyrcanus did. 
Josephus and the Hebrew sources are unanimous in stressing that John 

Mount ran south from its western edge for a distance of about 350 meters, where it met the northern 
section of the first wall at its eastern end. The accessible flat ground faced the site of the two later 
towers, the antonia and Hippikos on the northeastern corner of the temple and the northwestern 
corner of the first wall respectively, and the first wall between the tyropoion Valley and the small 
valley to the west.

51. see avi-yonah (1956) 313 – 15; (1966) map no. 114.
52. see, e.g., schaps (1982) 194 – 95, 198 – 99. For active female involvement, see schaps passim; and 

Kearns (1990) 335 ff.
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Hyrcanus was admired by all sections of the nation, including the Pharisaic 
sages, even after he allied himself with the sadducees in his final years.53 
There is no trace of indignation, let alone outrage, against Hyrcanus in 
Jewish internal sources, and not even a reference to it.

 4. antiochus’s donation and the feast: antiochus sent to the temple a mag-
nificent sacrifice in the midst of the armistice declared on the holiday of 
tabernacles (para. 242). Putting the two versions of Josephus and Plutarch 
together reveals that the sacrifice consisted of bulls with golden horns and 
cups of gold and silver filled with a mass of incense and spices. in Plutarch, 
these luxurious offerings were brought to the city gates in a procession led 
by the king himself. according to Josephus, antiochus arranged a feast for 
his soldiers on that occasion (para. 243). The proximity of the feast to the 
procession, and the accompanying explanation (“differing very much from 
antiochus epiphanes,” etc.), indicate that the feast was dedicated to the 
Jewish God.

Formal suspension of hostilities during enemy festivals was common 
practice in ancient Greek tradition (though not always strictly observed).54 
The procession and offerings recall the procession of the First Fruits de-
scribed in the Mishnah (Bikkurim 3.3), which itself recalls an eleusinian 
 procession.55 However, it is quite difficult to understand how, in the midst 
of a protracted siege in a waterless, rocky, and infertile region, which must 
have exhausted the besieging force and consumed its supplies, the king 
could still afford to donate golden-horned bulls and gold and silver cups 
full of incense and spices. Moreover, he transfers all these to the enemy, 
whom he was trying so hard to starve into submission. That antiochus 
feasted his army in honor of the Jewish God, and that he personally parti-
cipated in the procession, appears even more imaginary, no matter what 
his motive, or how positive his attitude to the Jewish faith and cult might 
have been.56

53. AJ 13. 292, 299 – 300. on the favorable image of John Hyrcanus in rabbinic literature, see 
yadayim 4. 6; Ma‘aser sheni 5. 15; sota 9. 10; tosefta sota 13. 9 – 10, and the subsequent discussion in 
the Palestinian and Babylonian talmud (cf. Bar-Kochva [1977] 187 – 90); Bt Berakhot 29a. see also 
targum Ps. Jonathan, deut. 33.11, later prayers (Masekhet sofrim 20. 7), and medieval midrashim, 
which confuse Mattathias with “Johanan the High Priest,” or present Johanan as the father of 
Mattathias. For a (incomplete) discussion of Hyrcanus’s image in Josephus and early Jewish sources, 
see Thoma (1994).

54. see the survey of Pritchett (1974 – 91) 1: 121 – 26.
55. noted by lieberman (1962) 144 – 46; Baer (1985) 1: 324, and the sources there (esp. Il. 10. 294, 

437; Od. 3. 384; Syll.3 i. 83; IG i. 76). For the sacrifice of animals with gilded horns as a common 
practice, see, e.g., Odyssey 3. 437 ff.; Theophrastus in Porphyry De Abstinentia  2. 15. 1, 60. 2.

56. rajak (1981) 66 notes: “contributions to the sacrifices at subject temples are characteristic 
acts of Hellenistic monarchs. But what could have brought antiochus to send a sacrifice to an enemy
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 5. antiochus as a ruler showing piety: The sacrifice to the Jewish God is explained 
(para. 242) by the king’s piety toward the divine entity. The author reiterates 
the king’s piety several times in the course of the story, once even describing 
it as “an excess of religious observance” (ὑπερβολὴ τῆς θρησκείας), and calling 
the king “eusebēs” (para. 244). The term eusebeia, whatever its precise mean-
ing in the given context may have been,57 expresses special respect toward the 
religion of the Jewish ancestors (paras. 243 – 45).

Hellenistic kings occasionally described their attitude toward local cults 
as eusebeia (including antiochus iii toward the Jews: Joseph. AJ 12. 140), but 
neither this nor the statement in the story, nor indeed the sacrifice itself, con-
forms with the image of a king who had been struggling against the Jews 
ever since his ascent to the throne (1 Macc. 15.27 ff.), and sits even less well 
in the wider context of a royal house that had conducted a thirty-year war 
against the Jews. The terms of surrender imposed on the Jews, and the 
 demolition of the battlements, contrary to the agreement, are more in line 
with seleucid policy. significantly enough, the author of 1 Maccabees, who 
may well have witnessed the siege,58 has nothing favorable to say about 
antiochus sidetes (as opposed to some other seleucid kings), accusing him 
instead of dishonesty and treachery (15.25 – 31, esp. 27), and of pouring his 
wrath on the Jews (15.36, 40).59 antiochus Vii did not even use the epithet 
eusebes, adopted by several seleucid kings, which might have inspired such 
a story, but sidetes, soter, euergetes, Kallinikos, and “the Great.” 60

The peculiarities listed above highlight four conspicuous traits of the “long siege 
story” as a whole:

 1. The story exhibits extreme exaggeration with regard to military installations 
and constructions, food and utensils, feasts and luxuries. The impression 

temple before the cessation of hostilities?” at the end of her discussion, rajak accepts the account 
as historical, altering only the sequence, and proposing to date the episodes after the raising of the 
siege. For rajak’s interesting interpretation as a whole, see pp. 435 – 39 below.

57. see note 5 above.
58. on the date of composition of 1 Maccabees and the closing verses of the book, see Bar-

Kochva (1989) 157 ff. The author of 1 Maccabees does not describe the siege, since it was beyond the 
chronological framework of his work.

59. rajak (1981) 81 notes in this context that “expression of public esteem for the Jewish cult was 
not the outcome of religious sentiment, or learned investigation, but simply of the contemporary 
state of international relations.” This still does not explain the emphasis on the special attitude of 
antiochus Vii to the Jewish deity (which is not Josephan, as it appears also in Plutarch), and its 
exaggerated expressions. The question of whether eusebēs was in fact one of antiochus Vii’s titles 
(see rajak [1981] 70) does not make much difference (see below). 

60. see, e.g., the inscription from acre; landau (1961); and Pompeius trogus (Justin 38. 10. 6). 
Pace rajak (1981) 81.
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given is of an affluent seleucid society conducting a life of wasteful luxury, 
even in circumstances where a different pattern of conduct would normally 
be expected.

 2. The personality of antiochus Vii sidetes is described rather positively. He 
is called eusebēs and is portrayed as displaying tolerance and magnanimity 
toward his enemy.

 3. The Gentile source regards the Jewish faith and cult with great admiration. 
The Jewish God is introduced as the “divine entity.” antiochus, who sends 
donations to his cult, is said to have done this out of eusebeia. Furthermore, 
the author deplores, at least by implication, the harsh treatment of the temple 
at the hands of antiochus epiphanes and explains Jewish “nonmixing” with 
other nations as a manifestation of their piety (para. 246).

 4.  in contrast to the favorable account of the Jewish religion, one can detect a 
definite condemnation of John Hyrcanus, the Jewish ruler. He is described 
as a ruthless tyrant who disregards public feelings: the author attributes to 
him the unprecedented expulsion of the noncombatant population of the city. 
indeed, the wretches are admitted back inside the walls by the combatants, 
not by the tyrant. The military achievements of Hyrcanus are quite poor; 
he depends only on the natural, topographical strength of his city and the 
individual bravery of the defenders (paras. 237 – 38).

H istor iosoPH y, et H ic s ,  a n d nosta lGi a

The first two characteristics of the account — the exaggerated affluence of the 
seleucid army and the inordinately favorable description of antiochus sidetes — 

both find parallels in Posidonian fragments and testimonia. The first characteris-
tic may be explained by Posidonius’s ethical doctrine, historiosophic conception, 
and literary approach; the second by his biography and personal background.

The contrast between the luxurious life of the Hellenistic world and the 
decent, ascetic norms of conduct in ancient roman society (up to the destruction 
of carthage) is used by Posidonius to explain the downfall of the Hellenistic 
monarchies — especially of the seleucids — and the rise of rome to its dominant 
position in the ancient world. according to Posidonius, after 146 b.c.e., when 
the morals of republican rome started to deteriorate (diod. 34/35. 33. 4 ff.),61 the 
seleucid empire had already reached its nadir with little chance of recovery. There 
was actually nothing new in this conception. Polybius had long before identified 
the life of comfort and ease as the main reason for the deterioration of Hellenistic 
civilization, contrasted with the healthy and demanding roman way of life (with 

61. on the roman decay after 146 b.c.e. according to Posidonius, see esp. steidle (1958) 16 ff.; 
strasburger (1965) 46 ff.
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rome also benefiting from its “mixed” constitution).62 Posidonius thus continued 
the Histories of Polybius not only in its chronological sequence, but also in its 
historiosophic conception. However, while Polybius adhered to his “pragmatic” 
historiographic method, which demanded absolute loyalty to historical truth, 
Posidonius would consistently pick and choose from the historical material and 
reshape it to illustrate his philosophical and historiosophic concepts and ten-
dencies.63 Posidonius’s didactic approach to history was recognized already in 
antiquity. athenaeus, for example, who preserves a relatively large number of 
fragments of Posidonius’s Histories in his Deipnosophistai, comments on the 
principle of the selection of material as follows:

Posidonius, the one from the stoa, in the Histories that he compiled, writing up, 
in a way not alien to the philosophy that he preferred, many usages and customs 
among many [people] (4. 151e)64

athenaeus knew what he was talking about. He also wrote a work on the 
seleucid kings (5. 211a). This has not been preserved, but if it was anything like his 
Deipnosophistai, it would have been a compilation of a good number of sources, 
including Posidonius. athenaeus would have been in a good position, therefore, 
to compare the characteristics of Posidonian narrative with those of other authors 
on parallel subjects. to help demonstrate the degeneration of the Hellenistic 
world, Posidonius exaggerated his descriptions of the waste of quantities of food 
and the extravagant use of luxury items such as perfumes, spices, incense, and 
gold and silver plates. some of his accounts are extremely grotesque and must be 
considered caricatures of life in the Hellenistic kingdoms.65

62. This feature of Polybian history is well known and does not require detailed documentation. 
For a discussion of explanations for the rise and fall of states in Greek literature from Herodotus 
to Polybius, see de romilly (1977); and in Polybius: Walbank (2002) 193 – 211. on the presentation 
in Greek literature of degeneration into a life of luxury as the reason for the decline of states, see 
pp. 62 – 69 above.

63. reinhardt (1954) 83, 84, 90, expressed it thus: “Posidonius . . . continues Polybius, though on 
philosophical principles”; “Whatever he shows is a philosophical view of the world of action speak-
ing to the senses”; “With regard to the final aim of both of them, the task of history and the task of 
philosophy, in the view of Posidonius they coincide: both ought to be medicinal.”

64. see also the evaluation of nock: “History is defined by a rhetorician as ‘philosophy by exam-
ples’ (dion. Hal. Ars. rhet. Xi. 2) and philosophers turn freely to history as to poetry for examples 
of virtue and vice, their reward and punishment or neglect. Peripatetics wrote biographies and a 
cultural history. strabo, whose stoicism has been mentioned earlier, expressed the belief (i. 1. 23 [13]) 
that his own historical work was of service to moral and political philosophy. But if strabo was a 
professed stoic, Posidonius was a professional stoic: and he is the only notable professional philoso-
pher of antiquity known to have written a monumental account of recent history” (nock [1959] 4); 
cf. Bringmann (1986) 54; sacks (1990) 150; Marcovich (1991) 736.

65. on the satirical element in Posidonius in general, cf. reinhardt, RE s.v. “Poseidonios” (3), 
col. 632; rudberg (1918) 11 – 15; reinhardt (1954); strasburger (1961) 31, 40 – 42; Bar-Kochva (1976) 99
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The best illustration of the unrealistic shaping of historical material by 
Posidonius may be found in two fragments preserved by athenaeus.66 The first 
describes a local skirmish between the syrian cities of apamea and larissa,67 
both famous seleucid military settlements. apamea traditionally supplied the 
best phalanx soldiers of the army, and larissa the elite cavalry.68 The reader 
would, therefore, be anticipating an interesting direct confrontation between 
the two leading tactical contingents of the seleucid army, affording the oppor-
tunity to compare and contrast the advantages and disadvantages of both com-
bat units (cf. Polyb. 18. 28 – 32, where the phalanx and the roman legion are 
contrasted). it was all the more provocative, then, to find instead a caricature 
of military preparations. The combatants wore not the usual helmet, but the 
petasos, the wide-brimmed hat of the young ephebes, with a visor to keep off 
the sun. That comfort was of more concern than defense is emphasized by the 
observation that the visors not only produced shade but also allowed a breeze 
to keep the neck cool. The daggers and pikes were covered with rust and dirt 
(Hellenistic armies actually overindulged in polishing and brandishing their 
weapons: e.g., Polyb. 11. 9. 1 – 2). Furthermore, “they brought along with them 
donkeys loaded with wine and dishes of every variety, alongside which lay small 
flutes and single pipes.” The scene recalled, as stated explicitly by Posidonius, 
an assembly of comedians rather than military troops (ath. 4. 176b). We might 
compare them to a group of sated middle-aged citizens on a picnic or a hunting 
party.

The second passage refers to the subject of our discussion — antiochus Vii 
sidetes. The historical background is not made explicit, but it can be deduced 
from athenaeus’s introductory sentences:

in the fourteenth book [of the Histories], talking about his (antiochus Grypus’s) 
namesake, antiochus (Vii sidetes), the one who campaigned into Media against 
arsaces, (Posidonius) says that he (antiochus) would hold crowded receptions 
every day, in which, apart from what was consumed and heaped as scraps, each 
of the banqueters would take away whole-limbed meat of land, winged, and sea 
animals, prepared undivided, capable of filling a cart; and after this, masses of 
honey-cakes and wreaths of myrrh and frankincense with man-sized felt cloths of 
golden fillets. (12. 540b-c; cf. 5. 210c-d)

on the irony in Posidonius, which departs from the historical truth, see reinhardt, RE, col. 637; 
id. (1954) 85 – 87; desideri (1973) 249 – 51; Kidd 2: 866, on athenaeus 5. 211d – 215b (“This is hardly 
historical objectivity, but clearly is not meant to be”); cf. sacks (1990) 152 n. 139. For other aspects of 
Posidonius’s historiography, see Gigon (1967); von Fritz (1977); Malitz (1983) 409 ff.

66. on the verbal accuracy of the fragments quoted by athenaeus, see Brunt (1980) 30 – 32.
67. on the historical background, see Kidd 2: 285.
68. see Bar-Kochva (1979) 28 – 29; Grainger (1990a) 39 – 40, 59, 126 – 27.
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The account is sheer fantasy. it might seem at first sight that Posidonius is 
describing a festival in antioch,69 although even in such a case the description 
would still be grotesque. The situation is actually far more absurd than that. 
athenaeus’s identification of antiochus sidetes in this context as the antiochus 
“who campaigned into Media against arsaces” (arsaces Vi = Phraates ii) sug-
gests that the episode occurs during the eastern expedition. after all, antiochus 
sidetes was not the only seleucid king who embarked upon an expedition against 
arsaces (and against the Parthians), and it would have been much more natural 
to identify him by one of his four or five nicknames, especially sidetes, or by his 
patronymic (cf. ath. 5. 210e: “antiochus . . . the son of demetrius”). Further more, 
the identification of the same antiochus as the man who “went to war against 
arsaces” appears once again in athenaeus (10. 439c), this time as an introduction 
to a Posidonian testimonium that explicitly records the aftermath of that expedi-
tion; and this is the only other reference to arsaces in athenaeus’s fifteen books. 
Both references would, therefore, appear to derive from a Posidonian account of 
the eastern expedition.70

corroborative evidence comes from the account of antiochus Vii’s expedi-
tion by Justin, in his epitome of Pompeius trogus. it has long been suggested 
that Pompeius trogus’s account of selucid history in the second century b.c.e., 
derived directly or indirectly from Posidonius.71 Here is one paragraph from that 
account:

But he was prepared no less for luxury than for military service, since eighty thou-
sand armed men followed three hundred thousand camp attendants, the greater 
number of whom were cooks, bakers, and actors. certainly, there was so much 
silver and gold that even the common soldiers fastened their boots with gold and 
trampled on the material, for the love of which peoples contend with the sword. 
also, the kitchen utensils were made of silver, just as if they were advancing to a 
feast, not a war. (Justin 38. 10. 1 – 4)

69. suggested by Kidd 2: 299: “These lavish popularizing public feastings were probably held 
after tryphon’s collapse, or possibly after the taking of Jerusalem.” cf. Malitz (1983) 287.

70. The original location of the fragment, book 14 of the Histories, does not help to date the 
event, since the order of composition of the work by Posidonius is open to debate; see note 40 above.

71. The question of Pompeius trogus’s direct and indirect sources for his books on the second 
half of the second century b.c.e. is indeed still debatable. While some argue that trogus merely 
adapted timagenes to latin (e.g., von Gutschmid [1882] 548 – 55; [1891] 465 – 79; schanz-Hosius [1935] 
322 – 25), others considered that he made an original contribution (e.g., Wachsmuth [1891]) and that 
he also used other sources directly, such as Posidonius (Wachsmuth [1895] 108 – 16) or strabo (rizzo 
[1963] 75), or used these two indirectly (amantini [1972] 107 – 9; salomone [1973] 136). one scholar 
denied that trogus made any use of timagenes (Momigliano [1934] 56; cf. seel [1955] 18 – 23). The 
variety of views reveals some agreement with regard to Posidonius’s influence on Pompeius trogus. 
The general atmosphere of the passage under consideration points to Posidonius as the source.



426   The Hasmonaean Period  

note especially the references to manifestations of military decadence, such as 
recurring feasts and great quantities of cooks, bakers, silver, and gold; and the 
sarcastic remark that it was the soldiers who “followed” their attendants. The 
feasts described in the earlier quoted Posidonian fragment in athenaeus (12. 
540b-c) are therefore not set in antioch but in the midst of a dangerous military 
campaign, a thousand miles or so from home, deep in hostile country and rug-
ged terrain. The similarity with the events at the Jerusalem siege is remarkable. 
The great exaggeration of military installations, the extravagant presents to the 
Jewish deity in the time of the Jerusalem siege, and especially the curious feast 
the king is said to have conducted for his soldiers all find their literary parallels 
in the passages quoted above. They are all links in the chain of consistently 
highly exaggerated descriptions of the degenerate affluent lifestyle of Hellenistic 
civilization, the identified reason for its downfall.

These are not the only Posidonian fragments in this vein (cf., e.g., ath. 5. 210e, 
12. 540a-b, 15. 692c-d). to end this discussion, here are two more of them. The first 
contains Posidonius’s grotesque account of everyday life in the seleucid cities in 
general:72

at any rate, with the people in the cities, (relieved) from distress with regard to 
necessities because of the abundance of the land, bestowing many gatherings in 
which they feast continuously, using the gymnasia as if baths, anointing themselves 
with expensive oil and perfumes, and inhabiting “ledgers” (γραμματείοι) — for thus 
they call the commons of the dining companions — as if private houses, and in 
these filling their stomachs for most of the day with wines and dishes so as to carry 
many away besides while also being serenaded by the sound of a much rattling 
tortoise-shell, so that the cities altogether echo with such noises. (ath. 12. 527e-f)

contrast this with Posidonius’s praise for the modest way of life of the ancient 
romans:

For hereditary among them, as Posidonius says, used to be endurance; a frugal 
way of life; a plain and simple use of the other things pertaining to possession; 
moreover, a wonderful piety (eusebeia) toward the divine; righteousness and great 
care not to offend in relations with all men; together with the practice of agriculture. 
[ . . . ] Formerly, so frugal were the inhabitants of italy that even [still today], says 
Posidonius, those who were very well off for a livelihood, trained their sons in drink-
ing water mostly and in eating whatever they happened to have. and often, he says, 
a father or mother would ask a son whether he wanted to dine on pears or walnuts, 
and after eating some of these he was satisfied and went to bed. (ath. 6. 274a, 275a)73

72. on the background, in the late 130s or early 120s b.c.e., see Kidd 2: 300 – 301.
73. cf. Polybius 6. 57. 5; 31. 25; 36. 9. see also Posidonius’s comment on the deterioration of the 

etruscans in diodorus 5. 40. 4 – 5. on the Posidonian conception of early roman history, see, e.g., 
Harmatta (1971).
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in an essentially similar manner, Posidonius explains how Mithridates i (arsaces V), 
the founder of the Parthian empire, reached his great territorial achievements and 
managed to hold the kingdom together despite its vast dimensions and national 
heterogeneity. in book 33 of diodorus’s books evidently based on Posidonius, the 
empire founded by arsaces V is described up to the borders of india. The passage 
(para. 18) emphasizes the abstinence of the king from luxury (tryphē) and arro-
gance, unlike the custom of other rulers. The passage is worth quoting, since it also 
demonstrates the Posidonian ideals regarding the proper way to rule an imperial 
power — enlightened and fair treatment of subject populations: 

arsaces the king, having aspired to fairness and philanthrōpia, had a natural out-
pouring of good things and increased the kingdom all the more; for extending it to 
the territory of india, as it was under Porus, he reigned without danger. although 
he had advanced to such a size of kingdom, he did not aspire to luxury or arro-
gance, which things tended to follow most dynasties, but to fairness toward those 
ranged under him, and courage toward those ranged against him. in general, hav-
ing acquired control of many peoples, he showed the Parthians the best customs 
of each.

This approach accords well with Posidonius’s attitude toward roman imperial-
ism and imperial rule by and large.74 He is prepared to consent to imperial rule, 
and is even favorably disposed to its arrangements, so long as they do not turn to 
despotism, but remain fair and beneficial to both sides. This model of construc-
tive imperialism was a typical stoic compromise with the existing world order, 
apparently a temporary substitute for the Posidonian universal vision.

now to the second characteristic of the siege account, the admiration of the 
personality of antiochus sidetes. despite the grotesque descriptions of the afflu-
ent atmosphere in his camp, the king is regarded with affection by Posidonius 
of apamea, and with good reason. The reign of antiochus sidetes was the swan 
song of the seleucid empire. He was the last sovereign of that house who tried to 
stop the political decline, investing great effort in reinvigorating and expand-
ing the empire. He did manage to pull it together and, among other successes, 
even managed to forge an alliance with John Hyrcanus, and attach him to his 
great expedition to the eastern satrapies against the Parthians. Had the anabasis 
been successful, and had antiochus lived on to carry out his plans, the Parthian 
advance might have been halted for some generations. driving the Parthians out 
of Babylonia, his victories inspired great enthusiasm and earned him the epithet 
“the Great.” However, he was then taken by surprise and challenged to battle by 

74. on Posidonius and roman imperialism, see cappelle (1932) 99 – 103; strassburger (1965) 34 – 

37. For a striking example of Posidonius’s treatment of “local imperialism,” see athenaeus 6. 263d-e 
(tribes in the Black sea region).
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Phraates on unfavorable ground while most of his troops were still stranded in 
their winter quarters all over the country. The king insisted on taking a stand in 
the great tradition of Macedonian bravery and paid a heavy price: the seleucid 
army was broken, and many troops captured; he himself committed suicide 
on the battlefield.75 His death accelerated the downfall of the empire. His heirs 
displayed a lack of ability and exhausted themselves in an internal struggle for 
the throne.76

despite the eventual failure of antiochus sidetes, his accomplishments and 
efforts were favorably recalled by the Hellenistic world. Posidonius of apamea, 
himself a native of the seleucid empire, shared this appreciation. as an adherent 
to the stoic cosmopolitan ideal, he may well have favored from the outset any 
effort toward unification and the renewal of a multinational empire. Whether 
such an empire would have stood up to the humane principles of the cosmopoli-
tan vision — especially with regard to the fair treatment of subjects — is another 
question. Posidonius endeavored to indicate, in his semifictitious account of the 
treatment of the Jews by antiochus sidetes, that there were indeed grounds for 
optimism.77

The favorable attitude of Posidonius toward various aspects of antiochus 
sidetes’ personality can be traced not only in Josephus’s account of the siege and 
its parallels. We have already seen how Posidonius’s account was compressed in 
Justin’s version of sidetes’ preparations for his Parthian expedition (38. 10. 1 – 4). 
Posidonius’s approach and ideas appear in Pompeius trogus-Justin in a number of 
other passages referring to sidetes’ Parthian expedition. First, the general outline:

Therefore antiochus, mindful that both his father had been hated because of 
pride and his brother had been despised because of sluggishness, [fearing] lest 

75. The main literary sources are Justin 36. 1. 10, 38. 9. 4 ff.; diodorus 34/35. 15 – 19; Josephus 
Antiquitates Judaicum 13. 251; appian Syriaca 68; eusebius Chronica 1. 255 ff. see schwartz (1996); 
cf. Will (1979 – 82) 2: 341 – 49.

76. The comment of e. r. Bevan, the historian of the house of seleucus, in the opening of his 
survey of the reign of antiochus sidetes, guided historians in the last century: “But the new claim-
ant was not a man like the other ineffectual personalities who flit across the stage in that time of 
ruin and confusion. one more man capable of rule and of great action, one more luminous figure, 
the house which had borne the empire of asia had to show the world before it went into darkness” 
(Bevan [1902] 2: 236). Bevan closes the survey with a comment on antiochus sidetes’ death: “it was 
the death-blow of the seleucid dynasty. The last great king of that house was gone; for the last time 
it had stood before the world as the imperial house of the east. it had no more revivals. and the last 
real king whom it produced embodied in a striking way the typical qualities of his once-impulsive 
energy, a high and generous courage, the old Macedonian delight in wassailing and war. like his 
predecessors, antiochus Vii drank freely in his convivial hours” (246).

77. cf. the passage quoted below from Justin 38. 10. 5 – 6, based indirectly on Posidonius. This 
recalls the complex attitude of Posidonius toward the roman republic and its rule over other 
nations. on Posidonius and rome, see strassburger (1965); arskine (1990) 200 – 202.
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he fall into the same vices, having married cleopatra, his brother’s wife, he took 
vengeance with the utmost energy against cities that had defected at the beginning 
of his brother’s rule and, having conquered them, added them again to the borders 
of the kingdom; he subdued the Jews as well, who had liberated themselves by 
arms in the Macedonian (i.e., seleucid) empire under demetrius his father. (Justin 
36. 1. 9 – 10)

underlying the summary of Justin appears to be an account of mistreatment of 
subject peoples by demetrius i and ii, and redress by antiochus Vii, although 
the latter did not refrain from retaliatory measures against his enemies before 
he managed to get them under control. The concern for the treatment of subject 
peoples by a ruler echoes the Posidonian passage on arsaces V already quoted, 
where the character of the king is unambiguously positive. a further positive 
example is described in another passage of Justin reporting the campaign of 
antiochus sidetes against the Parthians, and this — preceded by the highly exag-
gerated account of antiochus’s camp quoted above (38. 10. 1 – 4) — must also derive 
from Posidonius. in this passage, antiochus is the enlightened ruler defending 
his newly acquired subjects in the east, and they in turn come to his aid. The new 
Parthian king, arsaces Vi (Phraates ii), deviated according to Posidonius from 
the fair policy of his predecessor, and is a foil to antiochus’s character. after hav-
ing reached their peak, it would seem that the Parthians started to deteriorate; at 
any rate, here, their new king has become arrogant and inimicable to his subjects, 
while antiochus is heaped with praise:

Many oriental kings hastened to meet antiochus in his advance, surrendering 
themselves and their kingdoms with contempt [expressed] for Parthian arrogance. 
nor was the conflict long in coming. antiochus, when, as the victor in three battles, 
he had occupied Babylon, began to be considered great. Therefore, with all the 
peoples defecting to him, nothing remained to the Parthians except the ancestral 
territories. (38. 10. 5 – 6)

on antiochus’s death, Pompeius trogus-Justin also has to say:

on the march he was met by the king of the Parthians, against whom he fought 
more bravely than his army did [ . . . ] Phraates made funeral rites for him 
(antiochus) in a regal manner. (38. 10. 9 – 10)

Finally, concerning antiochus’s burial in syria:

Meanwhile, the body of antiochus, who had been killed by the king of the 
Parthians, having been sent back in a silver coffin for burial in syria, arrived, and 
it was received with great assiduity on the part of cities and King alexander. (39. 
1. 5 – 6)78

78. on the dating of the burial to the reign of alexander ii (Zabinas), see Bellinger (1949) 62.
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The references in the last two passages to the courage of the king and the grief of 
the syrian citizens after his death find parallels in the remains of the diodorus-
Posidonius account of the expedition (34/35. 16 – 17; see further, below).

There is, however, another fragment explicitly ascribed to Posidonius that 
attributes to the Parthian king the following words at the (temporary) burial:

your (antiochus Vii’s) recklessness and drunkenness have caused your overthrow; 
for you expected to drain the kingdom of arsaces in great cups. (ath. 10. 439e)

athenaeus introduced this quotation with the following:

another drink lover was the like-named antiochus, the one who went to war 
against arsaces in Media.

This indicates that the “drunkenness” in question is not a metaphor to express 
sidetes’ imperial aspirations, but quite literally his love of drinking, based on for-
mer reports, including, presumably, those exaggerated ones concerning frequently 
recurring banquets in the camps carried out during the expedition. Posidonius 
therefore seems to have summarized his ambivalent attitude toward antiochus 
sidetes through the mouthpiece of the Parthian king: on the one hand, he pos-
sessed the admirable qualities of courage and far-sighted initiative; on the other 
hand, there was his drunkenness and dissolute lifestyle.

There is a further example of ambivalence in an anecdote of Plutarch from 
the Parthian expedition (Apoph. 184d-e). it precedes the passage, based on 
Posidonius, about the sending of expensive gifts to the Jewish temple:79

antiochus, who campaigned a second time against the Parthians, having wandered 
away from his friends and servants in some hunt and pursuit, entered, unrecog-
nized, a farmhouse of poor people; and at the meal, having brought in a discussion 
about the king, he heard that in other things he was worthy, but by entrusting most 
things to wretched friends, he overlooked and often neglected necessary things 
through being too hunt-loving. Then he was quiet, but with the [coming of the] 
day, when some of his bodyguards arrived at the farmhouse, and when he became 
manifest after the purple and the diadem were brought to him, he said: “ever since 
the day i put you on, for the first time yesterday i heard true words about myself.”

The episode relating how antiochus sidetes set off on a hunt during the campaign 
and lost his way is doubtless critical of the king’s irresponsibility, with more than 
a hint at his pursuit of pleasure and entertainment no matter what the situation. 
it is even stated explicitly that the king’s love of hunting led him to neglect his 
duties and to delegate authority to counselors (philoi, “friends”) who were not 
worthy of the role. at the same time, however, the anecdote actually praises 

79. Apophthegmata 184F. see the passage above, pp. 413 – 15, and the discussion there on its 
source.
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antiochus for his fairness toward his subjects, who indeed showed him great 
approval. The ambivalence and general content of this anecdote, and its proxim-
ity to a similar anecdote in Plutarch drawn from Posidonius, all suggest that 
Posidonius is the source for this anecdote, too.

another factor contributing to Posidonius’s perception of antiochus would 
have been his own personal biography. The great stoic philosopher was born in 
apamea between 143 and 129 b.c.e., at a time when the city had regained its cen-
tral position in the briefly rejuvenated empire. Posidonius would still have been 
quite young, perhaps just an infant, when the bitter news of the king’s death and 
the collapse of the expedition reached the city.80 The overwhelming shock and 
grief in the capital, antioch, was recorded by diodorus-Posidonius (34/35. 17 – 18). 
nearly every household had lost at least one of its members, and the end of an 
epoch must have been keenly felt. The Parthian enemy would soon be approach-
ing the gates, and the seleucid kingdom was now in terminal decline. similar 
scenes of mourning and panic undoubtedly occurred in apamea, the city of the 
heavy infantry. The emotional reactions he witnessed as a child, or the stories he 
heard about the events in his infancy, may well have deeply affected Posidonius, 
who in his maturity would naturally recall them in exaggerated form. The per-
sonality and character of the dead king, the last of the great seleucid emperors, 
was therefore nostalgically described. at the same time, Posidonius was obliged 
to explain the final disaster. This he did, as was his wont, according to his ethi-
cal and historiosophical conception: affluence and luxury caused the military 
misfortune. yet even here, it is continually stressed that the king remained brave 
and honorable to the last (diod. 34/35. 16).

The third and fourth features of the account of the Jerusalem siege, the contrast 
between the praise of basic Judaism and the condemnation of the contemporary 
Jewish ruler, are to be explained by the Jewish ethnographic excursus of Posido-
nius, preserved by strabo in the Geographica. antiochus shows particular respect 
to the divine entity, the Jewish God, since he is suitably eusebēs. The Jewish God 
is indeed perceived in the ethnographic excursus according to the principal lines 
of the Posidonian theology (para. 35a).81 on the other hand, Posidonius expresses 
his indignation at the attitude of John Hyrcanus toward the Jews, his own people. 
This may be compared with his portrayal in the excursus of the tyrannical leaders, 
destructive to their own people as much as to their neighbors (para. 37b).

The Jewish excursus sheds further light on the aims of the episode concerning 
the victim and the presents sent by antiochus Vii to the temple. The story is told 
not only to praise antiochus as a model of the eusebēs, but also to offer a veiled 
criticism of the appalling waste of resources, which is especially inappropriate 

80. on his age, see pp. 339 – 40 above.
81. see the appendix, pp. 535 – 41 below.
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in the context of a siege and the prevailing conditions. standing in counterpoint 
to the criticism, which is implied by the exaggerated tones of the account, are 
Posidonius’s remarks in the excursus regarding the simple cult maintained by 
Moses and his followers and their restrained expenses on the temple (para. 
36b).82 Posidonius thus also uses the episode of the victim as another vehicle for 
criticism of the degenerate and luxurious lifestyle of the seleucid rulers, a lifestyle 
already satirized in the unrealistic description of wasteful employment of mili-
tary installations and constructions during the siege. We should see in the same 
light the feast in honor of the Jewish God that the king is said to have arranged for 
his soldiers during the Jewish holidays. The feast is only briefly mentioned in the 
text we now have. it may well have been presented in greater detail in the original, 
paralleling as it does other Posidonian stories about extravagant drinking parties 
and feasts the king arranged for his soldiers on his fateful expedition against 
the Parthians. The victim and feast episode exemplifies once again Posidonius’s 
ambivalent attitude toward antiochus Vii.

The connection between the excursus and the “long siege story” is revealed, 
above all, in the explanation found in the story for Jewish obstinate detachment 
from other peoples. The passage relates that the king rejected the advice of his 
“friends”-counselors to destroy the Jews because of their amixia (nonmixing), 
“believing that they were doing all according to piety” (eusebeia, para. 246). The 
anti-Jewish accusations of the “friends” that survived in the version of diodorus-
Posidonius are aimed explicitly against the deeds and laws of Moses, which are 
described as isolationist to the extent of “misanthropy” (diod. 34/35. 1. 1b – 3). 
The context indicates that, according to the “friends,” the Jews adopted their 
deplorable practices as a reaction to their traumatic expulsion from egypt as 
lepers, and the connection is explicit in the expulsion accounts of a number 
of Hellenistic and roman authors.83 now in the Jewish excursus, Posidonius 
explains the departure from egypt of Moses and the egyptian sages who accom-
panied him as motivated by a desire to establish a new society in which they 
could adhere to their beliefs and practice their cult unmolested, free from idols of 
men and animals, thus serving in the correct manner the divine entity (which is 
identical to the Posidonian deity). They established their new location in a rocky, 
dry, and consequently isolated region (strabo 16. 2. 36a). The community founded 
by Moses is therefore exclusive by its very nature.84 The self-isolation instituted 
by Moses was thus intended to allow the Judaean community to practice proper 
worship of the divine entity.85

82. see pp. 379 – 80 above.
83. see p. 131 note 116 above.
84. cf. pp. 369 – 70 above.
85. cf. note 47 above in response to Berthelot (2003) 193 – 94. to support her arguments that the
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t H e K er n e l oF H istor ica l t ru t H 
With all that has been said above, what historical-factual information can be 
retrieved from Posidonius’s highly exaggerated and partisan account of the 
Jerusalem siege? The preliminary question is whether to prefer nicolaus’s version 
to the strabo-Posidonius account. in other words, we need to decide whether the 
siege was short, ending when the city gates were opened wide to receive the king 
and his troops; or a protracted blockade, terminated only after long negotiations 
and the acceptance of harsh conditions. to judge from a comparisons of details 
with those of independent sources and with geographical and physical features, 
the detailed strabo-Posidonius account, despite its imaginary and tendentious 
features, seems closer to the actual events. The demolition of the city’s battlements, 
for example, is also hinted at in the closing verses of 1 Maccabees (16.23). This detail 
does not seem to coincide with the cordial spirit of the “reception story.”

Which details of Posidonius’s account may be considered reliable? The chron-
ological statement that the siege took place in the 128th olympiad (132 – 128 b.c.e.) 
can be accepted. as the expedition of antioches sidetes against the Parthians, in 
which Hyrcanus participated, commenced in the spring of 130,86 the siege should 
be dated to 132/1, rather than 131/30. a series of coins struck in Jerusalem in 132/1 
and 131/30, bearing the name of antiochus Vii alongside Jewish symbols, seems 
to corroborate this.87 We can further accept that the main military effort of the 
seleucid army was concentrated, as might be expected in view of the terrain, on 
the northern sector of the wall, or rather on two of its sections, where the ground 
was relatively even.88 remains of ammunition apparently belonging to the early 

reference to Jewish amixia (nonmixing) is Josephan and not Posidonian (by itself insufficient to 
prove a non-Posidonian source for Josephus’s account), she adds: “la justification de l’amixia juive 
par la piété des Juifs n’est autre que le discours caractéristique des apologètes juifs, tel que nous le 
connaissons par la lettre d’aristée (cf. paras. 128 – 171), et plus tard par l’oeuvre de Philon.” However, 
the word amixia appears in Josephus only in the “long siege story,” and neither it nor its cognate 
adjective amiktos appears at all in pseudo-Aristeas, even when one might have expected it (e.g., ps.-
Aristeas 130, 139, 142, 150). in addition, the reason for Jewish exclusivity offered by pseudo-Aristeas 
(called by various names such as diastolē; see 153) is not Jewish eusebeia or any other equivalent term, 
but serious flaws among the Gentiles (ps.-Aristeas 129 – 69): bodily pollution (dietary and sexual) or 
spiritual pollution (animal worship, cruelty). Philo, who tries on more than one occasion to justify 
Jewish exclusivity, uses the adjective amiktos about eight times, usually together with akoinōnētos 
(ἄμικτος καὶ ἀκοινώνητος), to denote abhorrent individuals or groups, such as caligula and can-
nibals. only once does this combined expression appear in Philo in a Gentile argument against the 
Jews. is then the use of amixia “characteristic of Jewish apologists”? 

86. on the chronology of the eastern expedition and its phases, see the detailed study of schwartz 
(1996).

87. see Meshorer (1982) 160 – 61 and pl. 56; Houghton (1983) 83 – 84; Meshorer (1995) 203 – 4.
88. see p. 418 above and note 50.
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Hasmonaean period (scattered arrows and artillery stones) found in the area 
of the so-called david’s tower may be related to antiochus’s siege around the 
northwestern corner of the wall.89 at the beginning of the siege, the king’s troops 
suffered from a lack of water. The northern sector was indeed waterless, and the 
natural exit of the Gihon well (about 1 kilometer to the south) was then con-
cealed.90 The plight is said to have been relieved by heavy, autumnal rain filling 
up the hollows, pits, and provisional cisterns in the area. The story does not refer 
to a water supply inside the city, but one would imagine that the Jews could rely 
on shiloh, the city pools, and other reservoirs. as the siege dragged on, the Jews 
suffered from a great shortage of food and other provisions. a seven-day truce 
for the religious holiday of tabernacles (sometime in october) is not impossible, 
as this is rooted in Greek tradition. The ceasefire helped in restoring mutual 
trust. negotiations between the two sides commenced soon after the holiday. a 
testimonium in the scroll of Fasting dates the withdrawal of “King antiochus” 
from Jerusalem to 28 shvat ( = end of winter),91 probably referring to the removal 
of the siege by antiochus Vii.92 it appears, then, that the negotiations dragged on 
for a few months until the early spring of 131. Finally, the Jews accepted the terms 
imposed on them: they undertook to surrender their weapons and to recognize 
seleucid supremacy by paying the phoros and a special tribute for the “corridor” 
to the sea,93 and gave hostages; they succeeded only in rejecting the king’s demand 
to reintroduce the seleucid garrison into the holy city. The king, however, was not 
content with this and destroyed the battlements as well,94 which, presumably, had 
not been agreed upon. Beyond that, however, it is difficult to tease out real facts 
from tendentious imagination.95

89. see sivan and soler (1985), (1994); shatzman (1995) 54.
90. Haker (1956) 198 – 99; ussishkin (1994) 18. see also Josephus Bellum Judaicum 5. 140, 410, 505. 

on the blocking of the ‘ain rogel well (Bir aiyub), see Josephus Antiquitates Judaicum 9. 255; Haker 
(1957) 199 – 200.

91. For the calculation of the dates, see Parker and dubberstein (1956) 42. However, allowance 
must be made for an accidental difference in the cycle of intercalation between the Babylonian fixed 
astronomical calendar (on which this equation is based) and the Jewish “flexible” calendar, based 
on ad hoc observations.

92. For a rejection of the proposal that the reference is to the withdrawal of antiochus V eupator 
in 162 b.c.e. (1 Macc. 6.62 – 63), see Bar-Kochva (1989) 550. For a survey of the interpretations, see 
noam (2003) 291 – 92.

93. see note 21 above.
94. see note 30 above.
95. The short chronological note in eusebius Chronica i. 255 (ed. schoene = stern, GLAJJ no. 

457b) may reflect a corruption in his source, Porphyry, or else eusebius himself may be responsible 
for the corruption. The siege is dated there to the third year of the 162nd olympiad, i.e., 129 b.c.e., 
which is certainly wrong and contradicts other data mentioned above. The corruption is most 
obvious in the main sentence: per obsidionem muros urbis evertebat, atque electissimos ipsorum tru-
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Whence did Posidonius take the basic historical information and the accusa-
tions and libels? The answer to this question requires a separate investigation (see 
chapter 14).

e Xcu r sus:  Wa s t H e J erusa l e M si eGe By a n t iocH us si det e s 
stoPPe d Because oF a roM a n di PloM at ic i n t erV e n t ion ?

The only concerted analysis so far attempted of the story of the siege of Jerusalem 
by antiochus sidetes as related by Josephus is that of the learned British scholar 
tessa rajak in an interesting article extensive both in breadth and in depth.96 
The article draws attention to seemingly three major difficulties in the story: (1) 
there appears to be no real military reason obliging antiochus to stop the siege 
and come to terms with the Jews; 97 (2) the episode concerning the sacrifice sent 
by antiochus to the temple does not make sense if dated to the time before the 
cessation of hostilities; 98 (3) the compliments to the Jewish religion and Jewish 
customs, taken from a Gentile author, sound strange in the given context.99

on the basis of these considerations, rajak conjectures that antiochus was 
forced to stop the siege because of an external reason that was deliberately left 
unrecorded. The pious sacrifice occurred only after the blockade was raised, and 
the Jewish religion was praised as never before in order to disguise in a way the 
real background for antiochus’s retreat.100 rajak hypothesizes that it was a stern 
roman warning that convinced the king to stop the siege. she tries to support her 
view by dating the senatus consultum, quoted in Jewish Antiquities 13. 259 – 66, to 
the time of the siege.101 The document given to Jewish delegates had been dated 

cidabat (“by means of the siege he began to tear down the walls of the city and slaughter their elite”). 
as already mentioned, only the battlements were destroyed, and hostages were taken, but there is 
no reference to a slaughter of the leading citizens. such a drastic punishment would hardly have 
contributed to the reconciliation and cooperation so evident after the siege. if this is not entirely the 
product of Porphyry’s or eusebius’s imagination, it may be due to a misunderstanding (by Porphyry 
or eusebius) or a mistranslation of the text (by eusebius — slaughtering the elite may conceal a more 
mundane phrase, such as destroying the topmost parts of the wall). in any case, Porphyry did not 
obtain his mistaken information from a seleucid source, and it has no value in a reconstruction of 
the events of the siege.

96. rajak (1981). see also rajak (2001) 81 – 98 (unchanged).
97. rajak (1981) 66, 71 – 72.
98. rajak (1981) 66 – 67.
99. rajak (1981) 70 – 71.
100. rajak (1981) 72, 79: “The king would wish at all costs to expunge his humiliation from the 

record. Weakness was explained as piety and magnanimity; and for this to be possible, the Jews had 
to be held up as worthy recipients. . . . Thus, to save face, antiochus eulogized the Jews and Judaism, 
and the king’s propaganda entered the Greek historical tradition.”

101. rajak (1981) 72 ff.
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by a good number of scholars (following the sequence in Josephus) to some time 
after the siege, during the years 128 – 125 b.c.e.102 rajak argues against this dating 
that the decree mentions the request of the Jews that “Jaffa, and ports, and Gazara 
and Pegai and whatever other cities and places antiochus took from them in 
war, contrary to the decree of the senate, will be restored (to them)” (para. 261); 
she contends that there was no point in raising this demand after the agreement 
between antiochus and Hyrcanus, and if antiochus had defied it, Hyrcanus 
would not have accompanied him on his expedition against the Parthians.

The first (and basic) point raised by rajak does not pose a real difficulty. The 
reason for stopping the siege is quite obvious: antiochus Vii had achieved his 
main aims in the surrender agreement. The siege was terminated in early spring 
131, just a year before the king set out on his great expedition against the Parthians 
(spring 130).103 He prepared himself for the expedition well in advance by settling 
his relations with the various ethnic elements of his realm so as to secure his 
domestic front, as well as guaranteeing a supply of auxiliaries for his future 
crucial undertaking (cf. Justin 36. 1. 9 – 10; 38. 10. 5 – 6). The subjugation of the Jews 
was just one of these preparatory steps, as appears from Josephus-nicolaus (AJ 
13. 250). once this aim had been achieved, there was no point in prolonging the 
siege, even less so since it was hard on the besiegers as well. The seleucid army 
was vulnerable because of the scarcity of food in the neighborhood, the long 
lines of supply through the mountainous region, and its deployment in the field 
in winter. The relatively relaxed seleucid military life (especially in the time of 
antiochus Vii )104 would not have encouraged the king to press for a spectacular 
military victory at any price in the roman manner.

turning to the two versions of the siege story, according to Josephus-strabo-
Posidonius, Hyrcanus agreed to surrender Jewish weapons and give hostages, 
recognized formal seleucid supremacy (symbolized by the payment of the 
phoros ),105 and undertook to pay special tributes (δασμὸν . . . τελεῖν) for the 
cities of the “corridor” to the sea (Jaffa-Gazara-Pegai), occupied and settled by 
his father simon (AJ 13. 246 – 47). according to Josephus-nicolaus, Hyrcanus 
paid the phoros and a tribute and supplied auxiliaries for the king’s eastern 
expedition (AJ 13. 250 – 52; BJ 1. 62). These must have been satisfactory terms 
from the king’s point of view, certainly in the given circumstances. on balance, 
he had achieved even more than he could have expected from simon in 139, 

102. see stern (1965) 148 – 51; (1991) 83 – 87, and references there to other scholars.
103. on the chronology, see pp. 433 – 34 above.
104. see some of the sources, p. 424ff. above. The tendentious portrait provided by Posidonius, 

although highly exaggerated, reflects a deterioration in the standards of the seleucid army, which 
never matched up to the austerity of roman armies.

105. diodorus 34/35. 1. 5; and see p. 405 note 21 above.
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upon whom he tried — unsuccessfully — to impose tough conditions (1 Macc. 
15.28 – 36).106

as for the other two difficulties pointed out by rajak, and the solution she sug-
gests, they are based on the assumption that the story is real history in its details 
and would therefore be presented correctly if the sequence of the sacrifice episode 
were to be altered. The account, however, would still remain highly unrealistic 
and imaginary.107 considering that its source, Posidonius of apamea, wrote phi-
losophy in the guise of history,108 the details of the episode as they stand need to 
be regarded and evaluated not only in the light of historical logic, but also, and 
especially, in the light of Posidonius’s views and didactic purposes. in his inge-
nious version of the siege story, Posidonius used only a kernel of historical data as 
a framework for illustrating through a creative narrative his historiosophic and 
philosophical ideas, as well as his personal and subjective feelings. The descrip-
tion of the luxurious sacrifice and the praise of the king for the Jewish faith are, 
like other episodes and details in the account, fictions that serve Posidonius’s 
purposes perfectly well.109

The dating of the roman document (AJ 13. 259 – 66) to the time of the siege, as 
suggested by rajak, is not compelling and itself raises great difficulties. rajak’s 
argument against the accepted dating fails to take into account that Hyrcanus 
agreed to seleucid supremacy over the corridor to the sea by complying with the 
king’s demand to pay tribute for “Jaffa and the other cities alongside Judaea” (AJ 
13. 246). This payment was in addition to the annual phoros,110 which means that 
the region had a different status from Judaea proper. Having naturally anticipated 
Hyrcanus by occupying the “corridor” before the siege of Jerusalem, antiochus 
must have taken the necessary measures to control it, mainly by the posting of 
garrisons (as he had intended to do in Jerusalem, 246). He did not have any rea-
son to withdraw them, certainly not to evacuate “the ports,” after the termination 
of the Jerusalem siege. if the stationing of garrisons in the “corridor” does not 
appear among the peace terms, it is only because it was already a fait accompli; 
the peace agreement includes only new Jewish undertakings forced on them as 
a condition for raising the siege. in the first years after the death of antiochus 
Vii, Hyrcanus was hesitant in applying force to restore former Jewish territorial 

106. The total sum of five hundred talents, which was agreed upon, is admittedly only half of 
what he demanded of simon (1 Macc. 15.31). However, simon was ready to pay just one hundred, 
and only for Jaffa and Gazara (15.35), and by the standards of oriental bargaining, getting half of his 
original financial demand was quite an achievement for the seleucid king. to this should be added 
the other conditions of surrender, which were not requested in the year 139.

107. see pp. 417 – 22, 433–35 above.
108. see pp. 422 – 31 above.
109. see pp. 417 – 32 above.
110. see p. 405 note 21 above.
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gains. He did after all turn to his aggressive expansionist policy only sixteen 
years later.111 Beginning in 128, a request by the Jewish delegation to the senate 
to help restore Jewish rights in the coastal region was thus only natural. There is, 
therefore, at the outset, no justification for rejecting the accepted dating of the 
document to after sidetes’ death.

apart from this, there is a major obstacle to attributing the senate’s decree to 
the time of the siege. The document does not mention a Jewish request to raise the 
siege (which would have been much more acute to the Jewish delegates than the 
question of the “corridor”), nor does it even mention the siege. Would the Jews 
only ask, for example, to bar seleucid troops from passing through the country 
of the Jews or “that of their subjects” ( para. 262), or to be compensated for the 
devastation of their lands (para. 263), without mentioning that Jerusalem was 
under heavy siege? in fact, the senate only renewed the old — indeed, obsolete — 

treaty with the Jews but deferred deliberations about the Jews’ practical requests 
to support their territorial claims until the senate “should have leisure from its 
own affairs” (para. 265).112 The romans thus agreed only to renew the meaning-
less treaty. This had never stopped the seleucids in their struggle against the Jews 
in Judaea. Besides, the Jews were hardly able to send a delegation to rome at the 
height of a “hermetic” siege of Jerusalem, with the approaches to the sea occupied 
and actually blocked. The logistics would have been troublesome enough in time 
of peace.

The delegation was sent, therefore, as usually assumed, and as appears from 
the sequence in Josephus, sometime after the death of antiochus sidetes, that is, 
around 128 b.c.e., with a request to exert influence on his successors in antioch 
and persuade them to withdraw the garrisons from the “corridor,” to recognize 

111. The sequence of events in Antiquitates Judaicae 13. 254 – 58 and Bellum Judaicum 1. 62 – 63 is 
mistaken. as has been established by the archaeological excavations and surveys of the last fifteen 
years, the occupation of idumaea-Mt. Hebron and the region of samaria took place only in 112 – 107 
b.c.e. see p. 408 note 27 above for references.

112. rajak is aware of the absence of any reference to the siege and responds: “We should expect 
the Jews to have made a naked request that rome arrange for the siege to be lifted; the senatorial 
record gives a list of some of their formal demands, and these are such as are relevant to a future 
settlement of the area. The envoys would, however, first have apprised the senate of the current situa-
tion, in a ‘briefing’ which would not have entered the record” ([1981] 77 n. 20). all this is hardly cred-
ible in the midst of a hard siege of the Jewish capital; and why would antiochus sidetes have stopped 
the siege without an explicit official demand embodied in a senatus consultum? rajak responds: “For 
rome to weaken her support of the seleucid King, and to hint disapproval for his enemy, was enough 
to step him back” (78). However, the roman document in Antiquitates Judaicae 14. 145 – 48, dated to 
the first year of the reign of Hyrcanus (so, rightly, stern [1965] 146 – 48, 157 – 58; [1991] 79 – 82) explicitly 
certified the right of the Jews to security within the borders of Judaea, and in the newly occupied 
areas, but did not deter antiochus from occupying Judaea and besieging Jerusalem. The document 
under discussion is much softer in its support for the Jews.
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the rights of Jews in the region, to pay compensation for the damage caused by 
the seleucid occupations, and to warn the new seleucid rulers against further 
attempts at conquering Judaea, and even at trespassing in the “corridor” during 
any future incursions against the Ptolemies and cities in the southern coastal 
plain. one would suspect that the postponement of deliberations by the senate 
to a time of “leisure from its own affairs” is a diplomatic evasive maneuver. it 
meant in fact a rejection of the request, since the senatus consultum is dated to 
the second week of February (para. 260), the only month devoted by the senate to 
hearing foreign delegations,113 and the Jewish emissaries are at the same time seen 
back home (paras. 263, 265). The senate may well have been reluctant to intervene 
effectively in seleucid-Jewish affairs after the death of antiochus sidetes, so as 
not to further weaken the seleucids in face of the advancing Parthians.114

in conclusion, there is no real evidence or compelling reason for believing that 
roman political pressure forced antiochus sidetes to stop the siege of Jerusalem 
and come to terms with the Jews.115 The decisive considerations, after all, are that 
there is not only no demand in the roman resolution to raise the siege, but no 
siege at all is mentioned there, and that the selucid court should have been well 
satisfied with the king's achievement and have had no reason to invent unreason-
able excuses for his decisions.

113. see talbert (1984) 208 – 9, 412.
114. it should be added that the emendments to the text of the document in Josephus Antiquitates 

Judaicae 13. 262 suggested by rajak (1981) 75 – 76 are philologically and historically unnecessary. 
The text as it stands sounds correct. it refers to antiochus Vii’s defiance of the roman call for the 
security of Judaea and its annexed parts mentioned in the resolution from the year 135/4 (AJ 14. 147; 
see note 112 above).

115. cf. the short comment by Gruen (1984) 2: 670 n. 265. The attempt of Berthelot (2003) 192, 195, 
to support rajak’s hypothesis fails to produce new arguments.
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We have seen in chapters 11 – 12 that Posidonius used Moses and Mosaic Judaism 
to portray his own religious, social, and political ideals. We have also observed 
that in accordance with his theory of two main periods in the development of 
civilization he went on to describe the period of decline of Judaism, where first, 
under the rule of priests, customs crept into Judaism that were based on supersti-
tion, leading to a later phase where greedy tyrants gained power and maltreated 
not only their own people, but also their neighbors. on the other hand, we are in 
possession of two extremely anti-Jewish passages associated, rightly or wrongly, 
with the name of Posidonius. Both severely criticize Moses and the laws he insti-
tuted for the Jewish people. These passages also record the three most damning 
and humiliating libels launched against the Jewish people in the ancient world: 
the leper libel, the ass libel, and the blood libel.

in light of these passages, not a few scholars have described Posidonius as 
“anti-semitic” and the like.1 others have rejected this view,2 and some have 
had difficulty appraising his position.3 The discussion below will consider the 
attribution of these passages to Posidonius, what was and was not included in 
Posidonius’ account, and, above all, Posidonius’s attitude toward the accusations 
and the libels adduced by him.

13

Posidonius of apamea (d)
The Anti-Jewish Libels and Accusations 

in Diodorus and Apion

1. e.g., stählin (1905) 23 – 24; schürer (1901 – 9) 3: 21; Bentwich (1914) 207 – 8; radin (1915) 169 – 70, 
231; Baron (1952) 156; isaac (1956) 76; tcherikover (1961) 384 – 85; efron (1962) 27; sevenster (1975) 9, 
51 – 52, 90 – 91; Kasher (1996) 376 – 78.

2. see the references in note 13 below.
3. stern, GLAJJ 1: 143; Gager (1983) 41; Gabba (1989) 46 – 48; Berthelot (2003) 195 – 97.
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t H e a n t i-J eW isH t e st i Mon i a 
at t r i Bu t e d to Posi don i us

The first passage is a testimonium in the second book of Contra Apionem in 
which Josephus relates the ass libel and the blood libel. The libels have been 
adduced above in chapters 6 and 7, where the question of the primary sources 
and the transmission of the two libels were discussed. i shall here once again 
summarize the content of the libels as reported by Josephus: when antiochus 
epiphanes entered the temple in Jerusalem he found the golden head of an ass 
worshipped by Jews. Worse still, he also found a Greek being fattened by the Jews 
with a variety of luxurious dishes prior to his sacrifice on the altar in the temple 
and a cannibalistic feast to be made from his body in the groves.

Josephus declares that he is citing apion. He announces in his introduction 
to the ass libel that Posidonius and apollonius Molon were those who “fur-
nished him (apion) with kindling wood of that sort” (para. 79), and repeats this 
claim in more detail in his introduction to the blood libel, where he states: “The 
same authors (i.e., Posidonius and apollonius) also invented the story in order to 
excuse the sacrilege committed by antiochus epiphanes against the temple and 
the Jewish people” (para. 90). it appears that apion stated that he had taken the 
story from Posidonius and apollonius Molon.

The previous chapter has given us an opportunity to become acquainted with 
the historical framework of the content of the second passage, the extremely 
abbreviated account of diodorus siculus of the siege of Jerusalem by antiochus 
sidetes.4 There is now no doubt that this version, which has reached us through 
Photius, the ninth-century patriarch of constantinople, ultimately derives from 
Posidonius.5 Before proceeding with a discussion of this passage, it will be neces-
sary to quote it in full:

When King antiochus (Vii sidetes), he ( = diodorus) says, was besieging Jerusa-
lem, the Jews held out for a time, but when all their supplies were exhausted they 
were compelled to conduct negotations concerning a cessation of hostilities. The 
majority of his friends (philoi) advised him ( = the king) to take the city by force 
and to destroy utterly the race (genos) of the Jews: for [the friends said that] they 
(  =  the Jews) alone of all nations did not take part in mingling with any other 
nation and considered all [people to be] their enemies. They ( = the friends) pointed 
to the ancestors of them ( = the Jews) also, [who] as impious (asebeis) and hated 
by the gods, [had been] driven out of all egypt. (2) For[, they said,] those being 
white [with leprosy] or having leprous marks on their bodies had been assembled 
and driven across the border for the sake of purification; the outcast had occupied 

4. see pp. 410 – 13 above.
5. see above, p. 412 and note 38.
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the territory round about Jerusalem and, having organized the nation of the Jews, 
made traditional the hatred against men (τὸ μῖσος τὸ πρὸς τοὺς ἀνθρώπους); and 
because of this they even introduced wholly unusual customs (νόμιμα παντελῶς 
ἐξηλλαγμένα): not to share table with any other people (ethnos), nor to show [them] 
any goodwill at all. (3) [His friends] reminded him ( = the king) also of the former 
hatred that his predecessors had felt against this nation. For antiochus, the one 
called epiphanes, having defeated the Jews, entered the innermost sanctuary of the 
god’s temple, where it was lawful for the priest alone to enter. Finding there a stone 
statue of a heavily bearded man seated on an ass, with a book in his hands, he sup-
posed it to be an image of Moses, the one who had founded Jerusalem and had put 
together the nation, and in addition to these [deeds] had ordained for the Jews the 
misanthropic and lawless customs (τὰ μισάνθρωπα καὶ παράνομα ἔθη). and having 
abhorred (στυγήσας )6 the [Jews’] misanthropy of all nations, he (antiochus epi-
phanes) desired to rescind the[ir] laws. (4) Wherefore, having sacrificed before the 
image of the founder and the open-air altar of the god a big sow, and both poured 
its blood over them and, having prepared its flesh, ordered, with the broth of the 
[flesh], their holy books, containing the xenophobic laws (misoxena nomima), to be 
sprinkled; while the lamp, called by them undying and burning continually in the 
temple, [he ordered] to be extinguished; and [he also ordered] to compel the High 
Priest and the rest of the Jews to partake of the flesh. Going through these [events], 
the friends were strongly urging antiochus to destroy utterly the [Jewish] nation 
(ethnos), or, if not that, to abolish the laws and force them to change their ways. 
(5) But the king, being “greathearted” (megalopsychos) and civilized (“humane,” 
hēmeros) in [his] manners, having taken hostages, acquitted the Jews of the charges 
(ἀπέλυσε τῶν ἐγκλημάτων τοὺς  Ἰουδαίους), having both exacted the tribute that 
was due and dismantled the walls of Jerusalem. (diod. 34/35. 1 – 5; in Phot. Bibl. cod. 
244, 379)

This full text of diodorus-Posidonius allows us to examine the reliability of 
apion’s claim that the story of the entrance of antiochus into the temple and 
his discovery of a golden ass head and a fattened Greek destined for sacrifice 
had been found in Posidonius. supposing for a moment that apion’s account has 
derived from Posidonius, where, and in what context, would Posidonius have 
used such a story?

an account of antiochus iV’s forced entry into the temple and of the anti- Jewish 
accusations and libels could obviously have been included only in Posidonius’ 
Histories, and — as it seems, inevitably — only in the context of the report about 
antiochus sidetes’ siege of Jerusalem, as they appear in diodorus:7 the historical 

6. The translation of Walton (1967) 35, “shocked” for στυγήσας, is mistaken. The usual sense of 
the verb is “to abhor,” “to detest”; and so, as an active aorist, στυγήσας would be translated “having 
abhorred.” στυγήσας by itself is an emendation suggested by Wetstein for σύσησας of the Mss. 
reiske suggested συννοήσας, which is out of place (see Walton, 35).

7. cf. Heinemann (1919) 119 – 20; Bickerman (1976 – 80) 2: 251; stern, GLAJJ 1: 142; id. (1976) 1124.
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narrative of the Histories commenced in 146 b.c.e., namely, more than two decades 
after the intrusion into the temple. a comparison of the testimonium of apion 
with the diodorus-Posidonius version, however, reveals two major differences. 
First, the ass story: according to apion, antiochus iV saw in the temple the golden 
head of an ass; according to diodorus, a stone statue of Moses seated on a whole 
ass and holding a book.8 The second version, although it contradicts the Jewish 
claim of abstention from sculpture of humans and animals, is far less hostile, and 
certainly not mocking. Greek readers could also have regarded the sculpture as 
an expression of the “founder cult” common in the Greco-roman world.9 it could 
also have been understood merely as a votive offering, as is explicitly presented in 
tacitus’s Jewish excursus (Hist. 5. 4. 2).

The conclusion is that apion falsely named Posidonius as his reference for 
the ass-head story.10 it makes no difference in this context whether apion used 
Posidonius’s work directly or indirectly. Josephus did not challenge apion on this 
count, although he piled on any available argument in order to refute the libels, 
since he did not have at hand the Histories of Posidonius and did not bother to 
consult it.11

The second major difference between apion and diodorus relates to the blood 
libel, which is missing from the latter version. There are traces in diodorus, 
however, indicating that it had been omitted at some stage in the transmis-
sion: the story relates how antiochus epiphanes entered the Jewish sacred place 
and saw a statue of a “heavily bearded man seated on an ass with a book in 
his hands.” antiochus understood that this was the sculpture of Moses “who 
ordained for the Jews their misanthropic and lawless customs.” This means 
that he was already well acquainted with the Jews’ “misanthropic and lawless 
customs.” Then comes the concluding sentence: “Having abhorred such hatred 
directed against all nations, he desired to rescind the(ir) laws.” yet the cause 
for the king’s sudden abhorrence of Jewish customs and the consequent drastic 
steps taken against the laws of the Jews certainly could not have been the sight 
of Moses riding an ass, or of the book Moses was holding. The (alleged) charac-
ter of the Jewish laws was already known to antiochus iV, whose dynasty had 
already been ruling Judaea continuously for a generation, as may also be under-
stood from the wording of the story itself. The sight of the book is not what first 
revealed to antiochus its contents. What, then, was the shocking discovery that 

8. noted, e.g., by Heinemann, Bickerman, and stern; see note 7 for references.
9. see pp. 238–39 above.
10. so, rightly, Heinemann (1919) 119; Bickermann (1927) 251; stern, GLAJJ 1: 184; schäfer (1997a) 

60. Kidd 2: 949 offers the unlikely suggestion that Josephus is the one who identified Posidonius as 
the source of the account.

11. on this question, see pp. 450–51 below.
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led antiochus to take unprecedented steps against the Jews? Whoever invented 
the story certainly wished (as suggested by Josephus) to justify the religious 
persecutions of antiochus epiphanes and would have needed to convince the 
reader. it seems, therefore, that the original version of the advice of the “friends” 
did contain the blood libel.12

Who omitted the blood libel? Was it diodorus, Posidonius, or perhaps Photius? 
an evaluation of Posidonius’s attitude toward the accusations, and the libels as a 
whole, will facilitate an answer to this question.

t H e r e ac t ion oF a n t iocH us V i i  si det e s

The only surviving direct indication regarding Posidonius’s attitude toward the 
accusations and libels is found in diodorus’s version, in the reference to antiochus 
sidetes’ reaction to the advice of the “friends” (para. 4):

and the king, being “greathearted” (megalopsychos) and civilized (“humane,” 
hēmeros) in [his] manners (ēthos) . . . acquitted the Jews of the charges (ἀπέλυσε 
τῶν ἐγκλημάτων τοὺς  Ἰουδαίους). 

We might appear to be able to conclude from this that Posidonius dismissed out of 
hand all the accusations and libels, as indeed a number of scholars have assumed 
from this sentence.13 others have argued that the formulation is diodorean, and 
that the position of Posidonius cannot be inferred from it.14 it has also been 
suggested that Posidonius accepted the accusations with reference to the Jews of 
his own time.15 Matters, however, are much more complicated than they at first 
appear. The statement that the king acquitted the Jews is not in itself sufficient 
evidence that Posidonius shared this positive opinion, especially since the author 
explains the acquittal as the result of the king’s characteristics, namely, that he 
was megalopsychos and hēmeros. it is necessary therefore to attempt a clarifica-
tion of the meaning and intent of these two terms.

it should be made clear at the outset that the sentence retains the form it had in 
diodorus, and is not a summary by Photius. comparison of some long excerpts 
in Photius’s Bibliotheca from codex 238 onward, which are also preserved in 
other sources, proves that in these excerpts Photius adhered to his sources, apart 
from slight and insignificant linguistic improvements. abbreviations were made 

12. Thus Heinemann (1919) 119; Malitz (1913) 311 n. 69; stern (1976) 1124; rajak (1983) 68; Kidd 2: 950.
13. Wendland (1912) 109 n. 3; Heinemann (1919) 120; Bickerman (1976-80) 2: 251; Jacoby, FGrH ii. c, 

no. 87, p. 197; stern, GLAJJ 1: 142 – 43; id. (1976) 1124; id. (1991) 607; conzelmann (1981) 60; Malitz (1983) 
311; Kidd 2: 950

14. rajak (1981) 69.
15. Berthelot (2003) 186 – 87 (but otherwise in 195 – 97).
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only in order to avoid duplications and stylistic awkwardness, or with regard to 
redundant details that detract from the main issue or the kernel of the story.16 
These things apart, it is unlikely that Photius made changes to the deliberations 
in the royal council, which he quoted precisely in order to show that diodorus 
wrote lies about the Jews. He would not have abbreviated the king’s reaction to 
the libels and accusations, and the phrasing is certainly not his own.17

to return to the meaning of the two terms, hēmeros is simply “humane,” 
“civilized,” with no philosophical overtones. it contrasts with the behavior 
of antiochus epiphanes and the advice of his “friends,” and its attribution to 
antiochus sidetes may have originated with Posidonius to express opposition 
to excessive violence and senseless bloodshed, or with diodorus, who uses the 
term dozens of times in his work. Whatever the case may be, the term hēmeros 
has little bearing on our inquiry. By contrast, the other term, megalopsychos, has 
many meanings, some popular, and some more philosophical.18 The use of a phil-
osophical term by a philosopher in a nonphilosophical sense is not exceptional.19 
if we understand the term in one of its popular senses — “greatheartedness,” the 
characteristic of one who acts leniently — the sentence could be taken to mean 
that although antiochus Vii knew that the words of the “friends” were true, he 
decided to be lenient with the Jews and acquit them, rather than destroy them, 
and be content with the taking of hostages and the partial destruction of the walls 
of Jerusalem. if, however, we adopt another popular sense of megalopsychos — 

“fair,” “aspiring to truth and justice” — Posidonius could be seen as portraying the 
king as deciding justly to acquit the Jews, which suggests that Posidonius himself 
regarded the libels and accusations in a completely negative light.

The picture becomes no clearer in light of the use of the words megalopsy-
chos and megalopsychia in diodorus. They appear more than thirty times, most 
frequently in the sense of “greatheartedness” in matters of money and pride, 
a meaning that does not suit the present context. The terms have several other 
senses in diodorus, however, most of which may be more suitable: fairness and 
the pursuit of justice (1. 70. 6); nobility (15. 63. 2, 20. 25. 2, 31. 27. 7); courage (1. 67. 7); 

16. see p. 103 note 34 above.
17. This does not detract from the possibility that Photius, and not diodorus, is the one who 

omitted the detailed description of the siege itself (see pp. 410 – 12 above). Photius was accurate in the 
extracts he copied, but at the same time he copied only what was required for his needs.

18. For the colloquial usage, see, e.g., Xenophon Cyropaedia 4. 2. 14; agesilaus 8. 3 – 4; isocrates 9. 
3. 59; Polybius 1. 8. 4, 64. 5; 22. 21. 3; 29. 24. 13; 31. 28. 9. For diodorus, see below.

19. Thus, for instance, aristotle does not always use common words in the technical sense he has 
given them. at Rhetorica 1419b8 – 9, for example, he uses ἐλευθερώτερον (freer) in a nontechnical 
sense, having defined and used ἐλευθεριότης earlier (1366b7 – 9, 15 – 16) in the same technical sense 
as in Nicomachean Ethics 1107b8 – 10 and elsewhere in his technical works. cf. also the flexible use of 
kosmos in some of his works.
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leniency instead of expected tough measures (2. 28. 5); refraining from vengeance 
for injustice done (1. 92. 4; 17. 69. 5, 84. 1); and broad-mindedness (30. 21. 3). The 
first two senses would have the king believing that the accusations and libels are 
untrue, while the latter senses would portray him believing the opposite.20 Those 
appearances of megalopsychia in diodorus where the source is Posidonius are of 
particular interest. in one case the word appears in opposition to financial greed 
and perhaps to arrogant pride (5. 29. 5); in another case it appears as generosity in 
financial matters (33. 22. 1); in a third case it denotes a fair attitude toward those 
deserving of it (34/35. 23).

let us turn now to philosophical usage. The pre-socratics had already given 
the adjective megalopsychos and the noun megalopsychia some philosophical 
connotations.21 neither term appears in Plato,22 but the megalopsychos person is 
described in detail by aristotle, and megalopsychia has a special meaning in stoic 
doxographies and testimonia of Panaetius. The philosophical meanings may have 
influenced popular usage as well.

in his Nicomachean Ethics (1123a34 – 1125a16) aristotle exalts megalopsychia 
as an ornament (kosmos) of all the virtues (EN 1124a1 – 2).23 For the sentence 
under discussion, some features of the term may be relevant. The megalopsychos 
is characterized as a sincere man who does not disguise his feelings and speaks 
frankly about his loves and hatreds. in addition, he is not vindictive and tends 
to write off evils done to him personally. is the aristotelian meaning applicable 
to Posidonius? While scholars used to see aristotle as a major source of inspira-
tion for stoic thought,24 since F. H. sandbach’s landmark study of the whole 
issue, it has become widely accepted that aristotle’s works were little read by the 
stoics. reference used to be made frequently to the following statement by strabo: 

20. Berthelot (2003) 183 – 84, esp. n. 8, takes for granted that hēmeros kai megalopsychos is identical 
to philanthrōpos/philanthrōpia, which appear several times in diodorus in books where Posidonius 
served as a source (33. 15. 1, 18. 1; 34/35. 3. 1, 20. 1; 36. 4. 8; 37. 26. 1). From this she concludes that the text 
intends to say that the king decided to treat the Jews leniently. The equation, however, is quite arbi-
trary, nor is it reasonable, considering that the word philanthrōpia itself, not to mention the common 
Hellenistic expression philanathrōpos kai epieikēs, appears in diodorus innumerable times, while 
hēmeros kai megalopsychos appears only in our passage.

21. e.g., democritus, d-K 68 B 46: μεγαλοψυχίη τὸ φέρειν πραέως πλημμέλειαν (“magnanimity 
is bearing transgression with mildness”).

22. it appears three times in spuria, in a colloquial usage: Alcibiades 140c, 150c; Definitiones 
412d.

23. cf. Eudemian Ethics 1232a19 – 1233a30; for argument, 1232a32 – 38.
24. Most notably, in this context, Gauthier (1951), whose monograph on the history of the con-

cept of megalopsychia may still be read with profit; his treatment of the stoics, however, suffers from 
the assumption that they reacted to aristotle (e.g., “la morale stoïcienne va reprendre le problème 
des rapports de l’homme et du monde au point exact où l’avait laissé aristote,” 121 – 22). For Gauthier’s 
description of Posidonius’s view of megalopsychia, see 143 – 44.
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“There is in him ( i.e., in Posidonius) much inquiry into causes, that is much in the 
manner of aristotle (to aristotelizon), from which men of our philosophy abstain 
because causes are hidden from us” (2. 3.8). While this was once interpreted to 
mean that Posidonius used much aristotelian material and was consequently 
well acquainted with his corpus, it is more likely to mean that he, like aristotle, 
indulged too much in “inquiry into causes,” and it has been cogently argued that 
there is positive evidence only for Posidonius’s acquaintance with aristotle’s 
Meteorologica.25 This still does not prove that Posidonius did not use other works 
by aristotle, given the little we now have of Posidonius’s writings. Be that as it 
may, caution must be exercised when using aristotle to understand Posidonius.

There is no reference to the term under discussion in the philosophical sense 
that can be decisively proved to be Posidonian. it appears twice in latin transla-
tion (magnitudo animi) in seneca in passages said to have been drawn from 
Posidonius (Ep. 87. 32, 35),26 but in view of the context, it would appear to be 
senecan rather than Posidonian,27 and in any case, the references do not provide 
much help toward a definition of the term (cf. cic. Off. 3. 24).

in stoic doxographies megalopsychia, instead of being a kosmos to all the 
virtues, as in aristotle, is subordinated to “courage” (andreia), one of the four 
cardinal virtues. it is defined once as “the knowledge [that] causes [one] to be 
above the things that may happen to good (spoudaioi) and bad (phauloi) [persons 
alike].” 28 The stoic often use the terms spoudaioi and phauloi as equivalent to the 
“wise” and “foolish” (people).29 all this means that the megalopsychos is unaf-
fected spiritually by chance events and does not occupy his mind with them.

Megalopsychia has an elevated position in the thinking of Panaetius,30 tradi-
tionally regarded as Posidonius’s mentor. it replaces “courage” (andreia) as one 
of the four cardinal virtues, alongside “wisdom,” “justice,” and “moderation,” 
and includes, among other things, the readiness to take risks (cic. Off. 1. 65) and 
contempt for external things (66). The adherence of the megalopsychos to the 
truth may be especially relevant for our discussion:

25. sandbach (1985) 59 – 62, with references there to former views. He raises only as a possibility 
the suggestion that the passage in strabo imputes to Posidonius conscious imitation of aristotle, 
not a knowledge of the corpus. But see the remarks of ludlam in the appendix, pp. 535–36 below, 
suggesting that it is strabo himself who links Posidonius with aristotle.

26. regarded as evidence by Heinemann (1919) 120.
27. see Kidd 2: 630, 632 – 33.
28. SVF 3: 264, p. 64, ll. 23 – 24, 37 – 38; 265, p. 65, ll. 10 – 11; 269, p. 66, ll. 17 – 18; 274, p. 67, ll. 28 – 29; 

275, p. 67, ll. 40 – 42.
29. see adler’s index, SVF 4: s.v. φαῦλος, where many references are given equating φαῦλος with 

ἄφρων and κακός, and s.v. σόφος, which includes many references equating σοφός with σπουδαῖος.
30. on the megalopsychia in Panaetius, see esp. dyck (1981).
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Therefore we wish men brave and “greathearted” (viros fortes et magnanimos) to be 
good and simple, friends of truth, and not at all deceitful; these [qualities] are at 
the heart of the praise (literally “from the central praise”) of justice. (cic. Off. 1. 63)

This said, however, we do not have evidence proving that Posidonius shared 
Panaetius’s definitions. in another field we know that he did not.31

This survey of the popular and philosophical usages of the terms megalopsy-
chos and megalopsychia reveals that the wording of the king’s reaction cannot 
determine the attitude of Posidonius toward the charges and libels. and we are 
still faced with the question of whether the wording in diodorus is Posidonian 
and faithfully reflects the intentions of Posidonius. a conclusion may be reached 
only by examining the compatibility of the image of Moses and the Jews in the 
advice of the “friends” with that in Posidonius’s Jewish excursus.

t H e or iGi na l locat ion oF 
Posi don i us ’ s   J eW isH e Xcu r sus

Before beginning the examination proper, the context for the Jewish excursus in 
the Posidonian corpus should be established. it may prove essential for evaluat-
ing the perception of the reader of the advice of the “friends.” in the tradition of 
Hellenistic historiography, the excursus would have served as an introduction to 
the significant political and/or military developments in the relations between 
the ruling kingdom in the area and the Jews.32  since 146 b.c.e., the starting point 
for Posidonius’s Histories, no event of such significance to the regional power had 
occurred between the seleucids and the Jews as the invasion of Judaea and the 
siege of Jerusalem by antiochus Vii sidetes in 132/1. The Jews were practically 
independent already before 146 and had been recognized de jure by the seleucids 
as such in 142/1. The campaign of antiochus sidetes against Judaea, and his siege 
of Jerusalem in 132/1, effectively returned the situation to where it had been before 
the declaration of independence. Posidonius regarded the siege as of extreme 
significance, and this may be appreciated by looking at the length of the account 
of the siege. The abbreviated version of diodorus, emphasizing the advice of the 
“friends,” taken together with the “long siege story” in Josephus, elaborating on 
the events of the siege itself, together with Plutarch’s account of the sacrifice sent 
by the king to the temple,33 indicates that Posidonius’s account of the siege was 
particularly detailed. no other affair, whether political or military, between the 

31. see pp. 343, 382 above.
32. cf. diodorus 40. 3 (introduction to the conquest of Judaea and Jerusalem by Pompey); 

tacitus Histories 5. 2 (introduction to the siege of Jerusalem by titus).
33. see pp. 409 – 17 above.
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seleucids and the Jews prior to 132 has been related in such detail, not even in the 
contemporary Jewish source, 1 Maccabees.34

The siege story was therefore the first suitable opportunity for Posidonius to 
inform the readers about the Jews, their origins, their customs, their leaders, and 
the geography of their land. it was also the best opportunity, since no other devel-
opment between the Jews and the seleucids in the period from the siege through 
84 b.c.e., the last year of his Histories, was as significant. some of the events in the 
first years of alexander Jannaeus (103 – 101) had similar significance for the relations 
between the Jews and the Ptolemies. However, they did not lead to the reoccupa-
tion of Judaea by the Ptolemies, and Posidonius, born in apamea, naturally con-
centrated on “northern” history, using seleucid sources. it is no accident that most 
of the fragments and testimonia of Posidonius have to do with seleucid history.35

a parallel to the location of the Jewish excursus precisely in the context of 
the war conducted by antiochus sidetes against the Jews is to be found in the 
summary by Justin of the Philippic Histories by Pompeius trogus (36. 2. 1 – 16). The 
excursus appears in extenso after a particularly condensed account of seleucid 
history from demetrius i to the defeat of the Jews by antiochus sidetes (35. 1 – 36. 
1). can the location of the excursus in Pompeius trogus-Justin tell us whether 
the Jewish excursus in Posidonius immediately preceded or followed the siege 
story? considering that the aim of an ethnographic excursus is to explain the 
described events, as seen from many parallel ethnographic excursuses of other 
nations in Greek and Hellenistic literature and from the location of ethnographic 
excursuses concerning Jews in other authors, such as diodorus and tacitus, it 
would appear that the position of the excursus in Pompeius trogus after the siege 
story is exceptional, perhaps because in that case it does not contribute much to 
the historical narrative. The parallel in Pompeius trogus-Justin is thus important 
for the matter of the general location: the defeat of the Jews by antiochus Vii 
sidetes served as a suitable opportunity.36

a different opinion concerning the location of Posidonius’s Jewish excursus 
was voiced by Karl reinhardt. He argued that the excursus did not appear in the 
Histories but in a book by Posidonius on the exploits of Pompey, where it served 
as an introduction to the conquest of Judaea and Jerusalem by Pompey (similar 
to the location of Hecataeus’s Jewish excursus in diodorus). reinhardt draws 
support from the reference to Pompey in strabo toward the end of the account 

34. on the dating of 1 Maccabees to some time after the death of antiochus sidetes in his cam-
paign against the Parthians, see Bar-Kochva (1989) 152 ff.

35. norden (1921) 281 – 82 and Malitz (1983) 312 – 13 also consider the excursus to have been con-
nected to the siege story, but their reasoning is insufficient. cf. stern GLAJJ 1: 265.

36. This is also the opinion of Jacoby, FGrH ii. c, no. 87, p. 196 (without explanation). cf. 
Pompeius trogus Prol. 36.
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of the geography and history of Judaea (para. 46; the Jewish excursus appears 
in paras. 35 – 37).37 This is, however, no evidence, since the reference to Pompey 
is intended to explain who governed Judaea in the time of strabo. immediately 
following it there are reported events and developments subsequent to the time 
of Pompey: the rise of Herod the High Priest (meaning Hyrcanus ii), and in more 
detail Herod the king, presented as his son, followed by his own sons, and it is 
even stated that while one was exiled to Gaul, the others remained in some of the 
regions controlled by their father.

Jörgen Malitz, in his well-balanced monograph on the Histories of Posidonius, 
rightly rejects reinhardt’s proposal on the grounds that Posidonius, who used his 
ethnographic excursuses of the iberians and Gauls as introductions to their great 
struggles with the romans, would hardly have dispensed with an ethnographic 
excursus on the Jews in his Histories.38 it should be added that in 84 b.c.e., when 
Posidonius finished writing his Histories, he had no reason to believe that he 
would be writing a later work in which he might be able to insert an ethnography 
on the Jews. Furthermore, the very assumption, originating with reinhardt, that 
Posidonius of apamea wrote an encomium of Pompey, is extremely doubtful.39

it is worth noting here that unlike Posidonius’s Histories, strabo’s historical 
work contained no Jewish excursus; one appears in his later Geographica. The 
same is true of a number of other ethnographic excursuses of peoples that were 
included in the Geographica. it is difficult to believe that all these also appeared 
in an earlier work by the same author. When strabo was writing his historical 
work, he may already have decided to embark upon an exhaustive geographical 
work, and had chosen to include the ethnographies there. strabo’s geography 
was quite different in its subject matter from standard Hellenistic geography, 
which was concerned mainly with physical geography and cosmological matters. 
He emphasized sites and settlements, in the tradition of the Greek periplous 
and periegesis genres, drawing on material from such works. The ethnographic 
excursus was necessary for this subgenre of geographical writing. The excursus 
is what gave the information about settlements significance beyond a mere list of 
names and their locations.

The conclusion that the Jewish excursus did not appear in strabo’s histori-
cal work is also supported by the fact that Josephus, who often cites that work 
in Jewish Antiquities (books 13 – 14), did not refer to the Jewish excursus of the 
Geographica in his final treatise, Contra Apionem, published nine years later. 
The first book of this work was written to refute apion’s claim that the Jewish 
people was young, lacking tradition and roots, and unknown in the history of 

37. reinhardt (1921) 26 ff.
38. Malitz (1983) 313 – 14.
39. see p. 348 above.
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civilized nations. yet Josephus could manage to find in Greek literature only 
vague hints of the activity of Jews in the fifth century, and more explicit accounts 
on the Jews in the fourth (not all of them genuine). Had he been acquainted with 
strabo’s Jewish excursus, he would not have missed the opportunity to include 
the conclusive evidence of a highly reputable and admired Greek author regard-
ing both the antiquity of the Jews, originating in the remote time of Moses, and 
the special admiration of Greeks toward those Jews. For the same reason (but this 
is not the only one), it is clear that Josephus did not know strabo’s Geographica or 
Posidonius’s Histories.40

t H e l i Be l s a n d accusat ions 
i n l iGH t oF t H e Posi don i a n M at er i a l

The structure and contents of the advice of the “friends” in diodorus now needs 
to be considered in more detail. it consists of two parts: the first part (paras. 1 – 2) 
concentrates on the origins of the Jewish people in egypt, their departure from 
there, and the special laws of Moses; the second (paras. 3 – 4) tells of the visit of 
antiochus epiphanes to the temple in Jerusalem, his discovery in the temple of 
the statue of Moses riding an ass, the king’s decision to root out the laws of the 
Jews, and his desecration of the temple.

The first part portrays the ancestors of the Jews as lepers and impious people 
who were exiled from egypt. according to the “friends,” the Jews’ misanthropy — 

hatred of strangers, to go by its external features — developed with the settling 
of the Jewish people in Jerusalem and its environs into a tradition passed from 
generation to generation of Jews. laws were adapted to accommodate it, such as 
the prohibition against eating in the company of strangers and against showing 
them goodwill. it is not stated explicitly but may be understood by the reader that 
the hostility of Jews toward strangers is the result of their expulsion from egypt, 
just as it had been explained in Greek literature ever since the Jewish excursus 
of Hecataeus of abdera.41 The second part of the advice complements the first: it 
relates, among other things, that Moses settled the Jewish people in Jerusalem 
and established the “misanthropic and lawless customs.” The statue discovered in 
the temple is of Moses riding an ass, holding in his hand the Jewish book of laws. 
The account of the advice of the “friends,” which Posidonius used as a source, also 
contained the blood libel, the harshest expression of Jewish misanthropy.42 as the 
first step in the new war against the customs of the Jews, antiochus epiphanes 
ordered a pig to be sacrificed in the temple, and the Jewish holy books to be 

40. cf. p. 413 note 41 above.
41. see p. 131 above.
42. see above, pp. 443 – 44.
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defiled with the fat of the pig — all this before turning to stamping out the Jewish 
laws and customs.

The contents of the two parts, taken separately or together, are in marked con-
trast to the spirit and intent of the Posidonian Jewish excursus, where the author 
evidently enthuses about Moses by embodying Posidonian religious, social, and 
political ideals in his thoughts and deeds. as the excursus served as an introduc-
tion to the story of the siege of Jerusalem by antiochus sidetes, Posidonius would 
certainly not have accepted such a contrasting, negative description of Moses. 
The differences between the excursus and the advice of the “friends,” as we shall 
see, can be discerned not only in the characterization of Moses and Mosaic 
Judaism, but also of contemporary Jews.

Various details reveal differences between the Jewish excursus and the advice 
of the “friends.” The most outstanding of these are the following, beginning with 
the period identified by Posidonius as the ideal, namely, the period of Mosaic 
Judaism:

 1.  in the excursus, Moses was a senior egyptian official with noble views 
concerning divinity and society, and his followers were enlightened men 
who aspired to worship the divine entity in a suitable manner; they were 
not a rabble of lepers hated by the gods, nor were they impious, but quite 
the opposite.

 2.  in the excursus, Moses and his followers were not expelled from egypt but 
rather left of their own accord in order to preserve their religious mode of 
conduct without interference.

 3.  in the excursus, there is no trace of legislation by Moses, nor of a book of 
laws bequeathed by him. There was no need for laws in that ideal society.43

 4.  in the excursus, there is no hint of misanthropy. The Jews were not expelled 
from egypt, the usual reason given for Jewish misanthropy, nor was there 
any other reason in the excursus for the hatred of strangers to develop. 
indeed, far from hating strangers, the Jews received into their midst the 
peoples of neighboring Judaea who of their own free will wished to join 
them.44

now a comparison of the advice of the “friends” with the account in the 
excursus of the subsequent period of decline. This account, it may be recalled, is 
divided into two stages: the rule of the priests with their inclination to supersti-
tion, and then the self-seeking rule of tyrants:45

43. see pp. 370 – 72 above.
44. see p. 369 above.
45. on the division, see pp. 372 – 73 above.
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 1.  The “friends” introduce the libels and accusations in the context of the reign 
of antiochus epiphanes, a time that would necessarily have preceded the 
Posidonian stage of Jewish tyrants, while succeeding the Posidonian Mosaic 
ideal state, placing it in what Posidonius portrayed as the period of priestly 
rule. The priests were inclined to superstition, leading them to instigate cus-
toms such as the circumcision of men and women and abstention from types 
of meat. These customs, in Posidonius, stem from “superstition”; they do not 
even hint at the hatred of strangers, nor did they lead to the hatred of strangers. 
Were Posidonius to have thought so, he would not have refrained from making 
this explicit. The paragraph on the period of decline in which the Jewish cus-
toms are referred to (37) is quite detailed and not abbreviated.46

 2.  in the excursus, it is said that Moses established a cult free of anthropo-
morphism, images, and animal worship. There is no change in this aspect 
of worship in the period of decline, in contrast to the report of the “friends” 
concerning the presence of a statue in the temple of Moses riding an ass.

 3.  The excursus ends with the statement that, despite their negative behavior 
in other respects, the tyrants respected the sanctity of the temple (para. 
37 fin.). it is even noted that they refrained from turning it into the seat of 
tyranny. since tyrants did not turn temples into government buildings, this 
would imply that the Jewish tyrants did not place in the temple statues of 
themselves, at a time when other Hellenistic rulers were encouraging self-
deification and personality cults.47

support for the conclusion that Posidonius necessarily rejected the account of 
the “friends” comes from the “long siege story” of Josephus-strabo-Posidonius. 
it provides the basic answer to the claim of the “friends” that the Jews are mis-
anthropic. The answer virtually reflects the content of the Jewish excursus. in 
the story it is said that antiochus sidetes rejected the advice of the “friends” to 

46. Berthelot (2003) 185, aware that Posidonius says nothing whatsoever in the excursus about 
the hatred of strangers, has him hint about it anyway: “on peut donc reconstituer le raisonnement 
suivant: dans le cas Juifs, les lois imposées par les prêtes superstitieux, qui avaient pour but d’ériger 
une barrière entre les Juifs et les autres peuples, ont conféré au peuple Juif un caractère misanthrope 
et hostile aux étranger, qui se reflète dans une attitude aggressive vis-à-vis de leurs voisins.” This 
chain of reasoning has little to do with Posidonian Judaism. The suggested chain, superstition-laws-
character-behavior, finds no parallel even in Posidonian accounts of other peoples (Berthelot’s refer-
ence to Hahm [1989] 1339, 1344, is irrelevant and misleading), nor in those accounts of contemporary 
pagan authors who condemn the Jewish hatred of strangers. Variations on this so-called anthropo-
logical theory are to be found in the writings of critics of Judaism beginning with the rationalism of 
the eighteenth century up to “scientific” anti-semitism of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
which is where they should remain.

47. all the above further refutes the interpretation of Berthelot (2003) 164, 184 – 87. see also p. 359 
note 12 above.
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destroy the Jewish people, since he believed that Jewish amixia stemmed from 
their eusebeia (para. 245). The same reasoning appears again in order to justify 
the stubborn opposition of the Jews during the negotiations with the king regard-
ing his demand to install a garrison in Jerusalem (para. 247). This, then, is the 
reply of Posidonius to the charge of the “friends” against Jewish misanthropy: 
it is not a form of misanthropy developed as a reaction to bad experiences in 
a remote past, but self-isolation originating with aspiration toward eusebeia.48 
The Posidonius excursus holds Moses responsible both for the cause and for the 
effect, portraying him as leading his followers voluntarily out of egypt and into 
Judaea in order to realize their ambition to practice their worship in the proper 
surroundings.

in light of all of the above, the term megalopsychos, discussed above, needs to 
be understood in the following popular senses, nontechnical senses also being 
used by philosophers such as aristotle and Panaetius: “fair,” “pursuing justice 
and truth,” “rising above personal feelings,” and so on. Thus Posidonius told 
his reader that although antiochus Vii sidetes was personally offended by the 
Jewish revolt (cf. Joseph. AJ 13. 236), as any imperial ruler would be by any revolt, 
and although the atrocities on both sides naturally led to mutual ill will, the 
king ignored all that and was able to examine the accusations and libels brought 
before him objectively, in an attempt only to arrive at the truth. For this rea-
son, he acquitted the Jews on every charge. The second term, hēmeros, means 
“civilized,” in the context. The behavior of antiochus sidetes is contrasted with 
that of his predecessor, antiochus epiphanes, who took uncivilized steps against 
the Jews, steps considered unacceptable in relations between ruler and subjects. 
Posidonius, who had a very clear opinion regarding correct relations between 
ruler and subjects,49 regarded antiochus epiphanes’ behavior as uncivilized.

Would the average reader have necessarily understood correctly the expres-
sion megalopsychos kai hēmeros, and especially that flexible word megalopsychos, 
in this context? as we have just seen, Posidonius explained a little later in the 
same passage (Joseph. AJ 13. 246) that the charges of the “friends” (explicitly 
referred to) were rejected by the king on the grounds that Jewish self-isolation 
was a result of an aspiration to eusebeia. This effectively demolishes the charge 
of misanthropia that is at the heart of the accusations, and would have sufficed to 
give the reader the proper orientation regarding the position of the king (and the 
author) toward the accusations and libels, if it was not explicitly stated.

What clinches the argument is the context in which the account appears. The 
reader reached the advice of the “friends” almost immediately after the detailed 

48. on amixia, cf. p. 415 n. 47 and p. 432 n. 85.
49. on the opinion of Posidonius regarding the proper relations between peoples, see above, 

pp. 377–79, 427.
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excursus on Jews and Judaism. it would have been obvious to anyone just hav-
ing read the excursus that the charges of the “friends” portraying Moses as the 
source of Jewish misanthropic practices were groundless. Thus the statement 
that antiochus sidetes acquitted the Jews of all the accusations because he was 
megalopsychos actually required neither explanation nor detailed refutation of 
the accusations. even if the Jewish excursus had been located after the siege 
story (which is not the case), it would still have served as sufficient refutation of 
the charges and libels, making further explanation of the king’s rejection of his 
counselors’ advice entirely superfluous.

W Ho oM i t t e d t H e Blood l i Be l?

Having settled the question of the attitude of Posidonius toward the advice of 
the “friends,” we are now in a position to return to the question, who omitted the 
blood libel from the account of the advice of the “friends”? diodorus does not 
usually pass over such stories. He must have been quite happy to demonstrate 
Jewish misoxenia, an expression that he found already in the ethnographic excur-
sus of Hecataeus (40. 3. 4).

Was the omission made in the transmission of diodorus? Photius quotes dio-
dorus in order to criticize him for his attitude to the Jews as reflected in the 
advice of the “friends.” He states that “diodorus is lying with regard to the 
institutions and laws of Moses, the exodus, and the foundation of Jerusalem,” 
and that “in order not to be caught in the disgrace of lying, while contradict-
ing himself, he (diodorus) attributed the tale of lies to other people (i.e., the 
“friends”), whom he connects in friendship with antiochus” (Bibl. cod. 244, 
380a). Photius even blames diodorus for lying in the unbiased excursus on the 
Jews in book 40, which was taken from Hecataeus of abdera (381a). For Photius’s 
Byzantine readers, the blood libel would have proved more than anything else 
the unreliable character of diodorus’s account. despite recurring persecutions of 
Jews, the Greek orthodox church adopted the medieval anti-semitic blood libel 
only in the sixteenth century.50

This brings us to Posidonius as the remaining candidate for omitting the blood 
libel. if there is indeed any need to prove the negative opinion of Posidonius with 
regard to human sacrifice, in light of stoic ethics, we have his position spelled out 
in his ethnographic excursus on the celts, preserved in strabo (4. 4. 2 – 6). The 
excursus is negative from beginning to end and does not distinguish between an 
ideal period and a later period of decline. The celtic people is described, among 
other things, as senseless (ἀνόητος, 5), warlike (ἀρειμάνιος, 4), and foppish 

50. see, e.g., ankori (1984) 191 ff.
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(φιλόκοσμος, “ornamentation-lover,” 4 — the opposite of Posidonian simplicity). 
Prominent in the excursus are the relatively detailed descriptions of various types 
of human sacrifice allegedly practiced by the celts (5 – 6). Posidonius emphasizes 
that they were stopped by the roman conquerors, since they were “opposed to 
our customs” (ὑπεναντίων τοῖς παρ’ ἡμῖν νομίμοις) — that is, they were inhuman.

Why did Posidonius omit the anti-Jewish blood libel of all things? inclusion 
of the blood libel would have required refuting it, since it was presented by 
the “friends” as the criminal manifestation of Jewish misanthropy attributed by 
them to Moses. Just a brief reference to it by the king, similar to his reaction to the 
self-isolation, relying only on what appeared from the preceding ethnographical 
excursus, would not have sufficed against such an abhorrent and shocking story. 
refuting it would have required elaboration, and this would have been rather dif-
ficult to integrate into the sequence of a historical narrative. For similar reasons, 
Josephus chose to omit from his version of the siege of antiochus Vii in Jewish 
Antiquities the accusation and the ass and leper libels altogether but discussed 
the same set of anti-Jewish charges in detail in his later polemic Contra Apionem. 
The excessive cruelty imputed to the Jews by the blood libel would, in any case, 
have overshadowed the serene, ideal humane picture of Mosaic Judaism, and 
raised doubts about its reliability.

apion, therefore, twice misled the reader when he attributed to Posidonius the 
two libels. His version of the ass libel was quite different from that in Posidonius 
(apart from the word “ass,” which appeared in both), and the blood libel did not 
appear in Posidonius at all. apion the “stoic” used the name of Posidonius, who 
recorded other anti-Jewish accusations, to lend his version of the libel respectable 
authority. This is not surprising for a notorious grammarian-orator characterized 
by his contemporaries (one of them his former student) and later authors (none 
of them Jewish) as unreliable, and even as an imposter and charlatan, and that is 
not to mention other deplorable features of his pompous personality described 
by others (e.g., “the cymbal of the world,” tiberius; “the drum [tympanum] of 
his own fame,” Pliny the elder).51 For a man with a reputation for fabricating 
“sources,” who went so far as to write that he had obtained autobiographical 
information from the shadow of Homer in the underworld (as well as describing 

51. see seneca Epistula 88. 40 – 41; Pliny Naturalis Historia, pref. 25; 30. 6, 18; Gellius Noctes 
Atticae 5. 14, 6. 4, 8; athenaeus 1.16f – 17b; aelianus De natura animalium 10.29; there a number of 
detailed examples. Given the quality of some of these sources and the personal acquaintance of their 
writers with apion, there is no reason to doubt the information. This also appears from an inscrip-
tion that almost certainly belongs to apion of alexandria (OGIS no. 662). see also the comprehen-
sive survey of van der Horst (2002) 207 – 27, who traces similar features in the remains of apion’s 
main work, Glossai Homeri. However, the many attacks of Josephus against the personality of apion 
and his unreliability should be used only as supportive evidence (e.g., Ap. 2. 3, 13 – 16, 135 – 36).
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52. noteworthy among them are the tales about androcles and the lion, the boy and the dolphin, 
and a personal “interview” with Penelope about her suitors.

53. on the version of apollonius Molon, mentioned as a further authority for the libels, see 
below, p. 469 ff.

himself as an eyewitness of a number of famous and fabulous stories)52, attaching 
the name of Posidonius to apollonius Molon as his source for the blood libel 
was all the same thing. Josephus, who was not familiar with the Histories of 
Posidonius, took apion’s claims at face value and assumed that apion’s account 
did indeed reflect that of Posidonius.53
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Posidonius of apamea was not an eyewitness to the events of 132/1 b.c.e. and 
may not even have been born when the siege took place. yet his version, however 
imaginary and tendentious it may have been, abounds in detail. When Posidonius 
wrote his Histories in rhodes, forty to fifty years after the siege, he is unlikely to 
have held personal interviews with eyewitnesses, or based his account on notes 
from earlier interviews, and he obviously required a written source for his ver-
sion of the siege. it is now time to attempt to trace his source both for the siege of 
Jerusalem and for the anti-Jewish accusations and libels.

t H e t e st i Mon i u M: 
cH ronoloGy a n d Fr a M eWor K

We have at our disposal one testimonium from an author called timochares, 
preserved by eusebius (PE 9. 35), who found it in alexander Polyhistor’s Jewish 
anthology (first century b.c.e.). The testimonium provides the first known topo-
graphical description of Jerusalem by a Greek author:

timochares says in his On Antiochus that Jerusalem has a circumference of 40 
stades, and that it is hard to take, being shut in on all sides by precipitous ravines, 
and that the whole city flows with water so that the gardens too are irrigated by the 
waters flowing away out of the city. [He also says that] the middle [zone] up to 40 
stades from the city is waterless (ἄνυδρον), but from the 40 stades [zone outward] 
is again waterlogged (κάθυδρον).1

14

The Geographical description 
of Jerusalem by timochares, 

the siege, and the libels

1. Τιμοχάρης δέ φησιν ἐν τοῖς Περὶ Ἀντιόχου τὰ Ἱεροσόλυμα τὴν μὲν περίμετρον ἔχειν σταδίους 
μ ·ʹ εἶναι δ’ αὐτὴν δυσάλωτον, πάντοθεν ἀπορρῶξι περικλειομένην φάραγξιν. ὅλην δὲ τὴν πόλιν
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The passage refers to those unique features of Jerusalem that are of essential 
interest to the besiegers of a city. it is large and “hard to take.” The author lists 
the reasons: precipitous ravines protecting the city on all sides, an overabundant 
water supply within the city, and the lack of water and agriculture outside the 
city. The wall is not mentioned, since the existence of a wall around every ancient 
city was taken for granted. it has rightly been noted that the only antiochus 
who besieged the city of Jerusalem was antiochus Vii sidetes.2 antiochus iii, 
supported by the Jews, besieged only the citadel, held by the Ptolemaic gar-
rison (Joseph. AJ 12. 133), while antiochus iV did not carry out any siege opera-
tions in Jerusalem.3 His son, antiochus V eupater, besieged only the temple (1 
Macc. 6.48 – 54), but there is no reference in the passage to the citadel or to the 
temple. Moreover, the passage under consideration is quoted by eusebius from 
alexander Polyhistor, following a detailed account of solomon’s temple (9. 34, 
also taken from alexander Polyhistor but originating in eupolmus, the Jewish 
Hellenistic author sent by Judas Maccabaeus to rome); had there been a reference 
in timochares to the temple, its defense, and water supply, alexander Polyhistor 
(and eusebius) would not have failed to quote it. By a process of elimination, 
therefore, it appears that the geographical survey has formed the whole or part 
of the prelude to the account of the siege of Jerusalem by antiochus Vii sidetes 
in the year 132/1.

t i MocH a r e s ’  su rV ey a n d  
t H e si eGe By a n t iocH us si det e s

does timochares’ geographical survey in fact accord with the geographical data 
in Posidonius’s version of the siege of 132/1 b.c.e. as preserved in Josephus and 
diodorus? There were just two geographical references in this version. First, 
the water supply: Josephus tells us that the besiegers suffered from severe “lack 
of water” and were relieved only by a “downpour of rain” (AJ 13. 237), but does 
not mention any shortage of water inside the city, only scarcity of “provisions” 
(para. 240). similarly, diodorus refers only to a shortage of supplies among the 
besieged (34/35. 1. 1). timochares asserts that the region surrounding the city 
was “waterless,” while the city itself had plenty of water, which even irrigated 

ὕδασι καταρρεῖσθαι, ὥστε καὶ τοὺς κήπους ἐκ τῶν ἀπορρεόντων ὑδάτων ἐκ τῆς πόλεως ἄρδεσθαι· 
τὴν δὲ μεταξὺ ἀπὸ τῆς πόλεως ἄχρι τεσσαράκοντα σταδίων ἄνυδρον εἶναι, ἀπὸ δὲ τῶν μʹ σταδίων 
πάλιν κάθυδρον ὑπάρχειν.

2. see stern, GLAJJ 1: 134; cf. shatzman (1990) 21.
3. see 1 Maccabees 1.20 – 1, 29; 2 Maccabees 5.11. antiochus epiphanes is the choice of laqueur, 

RE s.v. “timochares,” col. 1258, as well as of Pédech (1964) 562 and Gabba (1989) 642. Jacoby, FGrH 
ii. B, no. 730, p. 595, is undecided, as is Momigliano (1993) 83.
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gardens outside the city. This indeed accords with the conditions of water sup-
ply in the immediate vicinity of the city (as distinct from the surrounding 
neighborhoods) at that period. The Gihon spring, which was outside the wall, 
was covered (and so camouflaged) by deep rubble. its water flowed into the city 
through the old Hezekiah canal to the shiloh pool. The water of the shiloh pool 
was used in time of peace to irrigate gardens in the Kedron Valley (as it is today). 
Jerusalem also benefited from a few small wells and many pools and cisterns 
quarried out of the rock.4 There was no visible source of flowing water close 
outside the walls,5 certainly not in the northern sections outside the city where 
the seleucid military efforts were concentrated (Joseph. AJ 13. 238), or anywhere 
nearby, and reservoirs would have been emptied by the citizens of Jerusalem 
before the enemy arrived.

The second geographical point referred to in the siege account appears at first 
sight not to conform with timochares’ geographical survey. While timochares 
states that the city is “shut in on all sides by precipitous ravines,” Josephus says 
that the wall was accessible on the north side (AJ 13. 238),6 which indeed was the 
case (cf. the map on p. 418 above). The difference, however, is not significant. as 
a matter of fact, only three sectors of the so-called First Wall and the temple 
Wall, then the outer walls facing north, were readily accessible, and together 
they occupied no more than 400 meters out of about 4,000 meters of the walls.7 
Be that as it may, considering that timochares’ survey, as appears from the divi-
sion of the region into three concentric areas, was short, schematic, and general, 
his omission of three weak points in the city’s defenses, all in all 400 meters in 
length out of a 4-kilometer wall, cannot be seen as a mistake contradicting the 
account of the siege. The best parallel for this is provided by Josephus, who was 
personally well acquainted with the topographical conditions of the city at the 
time of the roman siege of 70 c.e. in his general topographical survey, which 
precedes his exceptionally detailed account of the roman siege, Josephus uses 
terms similar to those of timochares (“surrounded by deep ravines,” BJ 5. 141) to 
describe just the outer flanks of the lower and upper city, which together cor-
respond to the territory of the Hasmonaean city (apart from the temple Mount). 
He even goes on to say that “the most ancient wall” (the First Wall, namely, the 
Hasmonaean) was “hard to conquer (δυσάλωτον) because of the ravines and 

4. see Hecker (1956) 198 – 99; ussishkin (1994) 18, on the shiloh; and Josephus Bellum Judaicum 
5. 140, 410, 505. on other sources of water in the city, see Hecker, passim.

5. on the distant ‘ain rogel (Bir aiyub), which seems to have been covered by the earthquake in 
the reign of King uzziah (Joseph. AJ iX. 225), see Hecker (1956) 199 – 200.

6. κατὰ δὲ τὸ βόρειον μέρος τοῦ τείχους, καθ’ ὃ συνέβαινεν αὐτὸ καὶ ἐπίπεδον εἶναι . . . .
7. see pp. 417–19 above for this point and for the topographical data discussed below.
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the hill above them on which it was built” (para. 142). The precipitous nature of 
the area is described even more dramatically by tacitus (Hist. 5. 11. 3).8 neither 
Josephus nor tacitus in his general survey refers to the flat sections in the north, 
although titus broke into the city through these weak points.

timochares, as a biographer of antiochus Vii, can well be expected to stress 
the inaccessibility of the city, in preparation for an account of what was to be a 
protracted and difficult siege that ended without the city falling or being occupied 
by the king’s troops. The length of the siege would thereby be mitigated, while the 
king’s success in persuading the inhabitants to come to terms would be exalted. 
a similar reasoning would account for the somewhat exaggerated account of the 
water supply inside the city and the false information about a 40-stade radius of 
barren area outside, two factors providing a clear preliminary advantage to the 
besieged over the besiegers.9 The circumference of the city is also exaggerated. 
Forty stades (7.6 km) is almost double the real circumference of the city at that 
period. even in the time of the Great roman War, when the city’s northern limits 
were considerably extended, its circumference stood at just 35 stades (Joseph. 
BJ 5. 159). exaggeration of the circumference of Jerusalem is found for various 
reasons in the writings of Jewish Hellenistic authors of the Hasmonaean period.10 
timochares’ purpose is also evident in the wild exaggeration of the statement that 
the area to a radius of 40 stades from the city was arid. This can apply only to the 
desert region to the east of the city. The statement that the area beyond this radius 
was fertile and well watered rests upon a superficial knowledge about agriculture 
in the region to the north and west, and the distance is inaccurate with regard 
to the fertile region in the east (the Jericho Valley is about 20 kilometers — 100 
stades — from Jerusalem). But after all we do not expect familiarity or accuracy 
from one who had no need to personally traverse these regions. The mention of 
gardens outside the city watered from within the city underlines the statement 
that the city itself was well watered, while at the same time not contradicting the 
statement that the area outside the city was arid: the reader would understand 
that during the siege the water was cut off and the seleucid army would not have 
enjoyed the produce of the gardens.

8. ”But they had strengthened the city (already) steep in location with works and fortifications 
that would have been sufficient to protect even things on the level; for two skillfully built walls closed 
two hills. . . . The ends of the rock were broken away, and towers, where the mountain had helped, 
were raised up to a height of 60 feet, and in the valley up to 120, with a wonderful view, and [of] equal 
[height] to any people looking from afar.”

9. see also shatzman (1990) 21.
10. Pseudo-Hecataeus in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 197 (50 stades); pseudo-Aristeas 105 (40 

stades). see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 110 – 11; and cf. 27 stades in Schoinometresis Syria quoted by eusebius 
Praeparatio evangelica 9. 36. 1.
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J erusa l e M i n t H e J eW isH e Xcu r sus oF st r a Bo - 
Posi don i us a n d t H e accou n t oF t i MocH a r e s

The passage of timochares is manifestly similar to the short description of 
Jerusalem set within the account of Mosaic Judaism in the strabo-Posidonius 
Jewish excursus. it should be recalled that the excursus as a whole was originally 
located in Posdionius’s Histories, as an ethnographic introduction to the story of 
the siege.11 The topography is described in strabo as follows:

For it is rocky, itself well watered (εὔυδρον) but having distressing and waterless 
(ἄνυδρον) encircling land, within 60 stades also rocky. (strabo 16. 2. 36)12

The similarity of the two passages can hardly be accidental.13  The subjects in both 
descriptions appear in the same sequence: (a) the topography of the city (rock; 
ravines); (b) internal water supply; (c) division of the area outside according to 
agricultural factors (water; soil). There is also an evident correspondence in the 
use of the compounds euhydron and anhydron in strabo, and kathydron and 
anhydron in timochares. above all, the peculiar concentric division of the area 
outside Jerusalem present in both descriptions finds no parallel in the many other 
accounts of Jerusalem. indeed, i have been unable to trace in Greek and latin 
literature a similar division of a real city and its surroundings into concentric 
circles.14 This is not to say that timochares invented the division of a city’s area 
into concentric zones, but the fact that there is no surviving parallel suggests that 
such a division was uncommon.

it has been argued that strabo (i.e., Posidonius) could have relied on any 
realistic description of Jerusalem, since his account is geographically accu-
rate.15 However, the statement that the area in a radius of 40 or 60 stades from 
Jerusalem was desolate is generally true only with regard to the region east 
of the city (the Judaean desert). The argument further ignores the similarity 
not only in details but also in the structure and subject order of the passages, 
linguistic usage, and especially the peculiar geographical division into con-
centric circles, all of which can hardly be considered the only way to describe 

11. see pp. 448 – 51 above.
12. ἔστι γὰρ πετρῶδες αὐτὸ μὲν εὔυδρον, τὴν δὲ κύκλῳ χώραν ἔχον λυπηρὰν καὶ ἄνυδρον, τὴν 

δ’ ἐντὸς ἑξήκοντα σταδίων καὶ ὐπόπετρον.
13. The similarity was noted in passing by Jacoby, FGrH ii. c, no. 87, p. 198; stern, GLAJJ 1: 135, 

306. stern is mistaken in stating that the viewpoint of strabo’s survey is that of the besieged.
14. deborah Gera drew attention to the description of the imaginary city of atlantis as sur-

rounded by concentric bands of sea and earth (Plato Critias 113d). This account may have inspired 
timochares or an earlier writer to describe a real city as surrounded by concentric bands of some 
quality or another.

15. Gager (1972) 42 n. 54.
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Jerusalem.16 it should be added that neither Posidonius nor strabo ever visited 
Judaea, not to mention Jerusalem.17

Posidonius adapted and abbreviated timochares’ survey, adding contribu-
tions of his own, to serve the needs of his ethnographic excursus in the same sys-
tematic and sophisticated way that he had adapted the account by Hecataeus (and 
Manetho or a source drawing on him) to his didactic purposes, including turning 
details on their head.18 in accordance with the political ideals of Posidonius, it is 
reported that Moses aspired to establish a model, peace-loving, community, of 
the sort that had no need to defend itself. The absence in strabo-Posidonius of 
any reference to the ravines surrounding the city is therefore to be expected. The 
geographical description was integrated by Posidonius into the ethnographical 
excursus just to explain why Moses chose to settle in Jerusalem.19 it is preceded 
by the statement that the place was unattractive to other people, allowing easy 
possession of it, and affording hope that Moses’ followers would not have to face 
wars in the future. in the sentence subsequent to the short geographical survey, 
it is also indicated that Moses refrained from military training. any reference to 
the defensive advantages of Jerusalem would have been incongruous and even 
misleading with regard to the real reason why the Jews provided no military 
training.

There are also other well-calculated additions, omissions, and alterations. The 
soil of the surrounding land, described by timochares as infertile because of the 
lack of water, is now also “rocky,” an “improvement” by Posidonius, who was 

16. strabo himself in the Geographica provides an additional geographical survey of Jerusalem 
as a short introduction to his brief report of Pompey’s conquest (16. 2. 40). its beginning is influ-
enced, even verbally, by the first three statements he found in Posidonius: ἦν γὰρ πετρῶδες . . . 
ἐντὸς μὲν εὔυδρον, ἐκτὸς δὲ παντελῶς διψηρόν (“For it was rocky . . . , within well watered, without 
entirely parched”). But from then on, there is no similarity, as the survey is adapted to the events 
surrounding Pompey’s siege of the temple (as opposed to the city, which Pompey had occupied 
without a struggle). strabo details the depth and width of the trench and notes that the rocks 
removed from it during its digging were used to build the temple and its towers. These were the 
elements that played a part in the later storming of the temple by Pompey (see strabo 16. 2. 40 and 
esp. Joseph. AJ 14. 57 – 68, deriving from strabo and nicolaus). strabo seems to have attached to the 
Posidonian survey of Jerusalem geographical details concerning the temple from a description 
of Pompey’s siege of the Jerusalem temple in his Hypomnemata, strabo’s earlier historical work. 
The account of Pompey’s siege in his Geographica is delivered in a few short sentences in which the 
sequence of events is disturbed: exploiting the day of fasting for the attack, filling in the trench, and 
destroying the walls.

17. This is evident from, among other things, the mistakes made in strabo’s account of the 
geography of the country. Posidonius was one of his three sources and is responsible for some of his 
major mistakes (see p. 362 note 15 above).

18. see pp. 363 – 67, 370, 379 above and 534–35 below.
19. see pp. 378 – 79 above.
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eager to stress the point that the Jerusalem region was unattractive to potential 
invaders. He thereby hints that the area outside the city was also unsuitable 
for irrigation. Just to drive the point home, Posidonius described the view as 
“distressing” and chose not to mention the gardens irrigated by water from the 
city. The reference to the third zone described by timochares as “again water-
logged” was redundant for the purposes of Posidonius, and it was therefore 
omitted. Mention of the area might even have caused the reader to think that, 
despite everything, economic considerations may actually have driven settle-
ment in Jerusalem. a distance of 40 stades (so timochares) from agricultural 
land is not all that unreasonable, even considering ancient transportation condi-
tions. Perhaps for this reason, Posidonius increased timochares’ 40 stades to 60 
(11.4 km). This having been said, the difference may be due to a scribal error.20 
at the same time, Posdionius did not pass over the reference to the availability 
of water within the city, since this explained how it was possible at all for Moses 
to establish a settlement in such a barren and rocky area. However, he described 
the site as “rocky” so as to include the city itself in the area that could not be 
cultivated.

t i MocH a r e s ,  t H e si eGe story,  a n d t H e l i Be l s

We have seen that Posidonius took timochares’ geographical prelude to the siege 
account and adapted it to his purposes in the framework of an ethnographical 
excursus also preceding an account of the siege; we have further seen that there 
is no real discrepancy between timochares’ survey and the account of the siege 
based on Posidonius in Josephus and diodorus. Posidonius used only one source 
for the siege story, as appears from the consistency of his account (reconstructed 
by combining the versions in diodorus and Josephus). it therefore stands to 
reason that Posidonius, who completed his historical work in about 84 b.c.e., 
drew from timochares the basic historical details for his didactic-tendentious 
version of the siege, as well as the advice of the king’s “friends,” including their 
detailed reference to antiochus iV’s visit to the temple and the presentation of 
the anti-Jewish libels and accusations, which was inserted by Posidonius into his 
account of the counsel of war of antiochus sidetes during the siege of Jerusalem 
(in Posidonius, without mentioning the blood libel 21).

timochares, however, did not invent the story about the entry of antiochus 

20. timochares’ account was related by eusebius in reported speech, a mode that naturally 
led to errors, and appeared in two versions (Posidonius and strabo). in addition to possible scribal 
errors in the Mss, it is particularly suspicious that the circumference of Jerusalem is the same length 
as the radius of the internal zone in timochares.

21. see pp. 455 – 57 above.
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iV into the temple. There was no reason why he should invent such a story, being 
a historian of antiochus Vii sidetes who came to an accommodation with the 
Jews, and even had Jewish auxiliaries accompany him on his Parthian campaign. 
Moreover, most of the kings subsequent to antiochus iV (including antiochus 
Vii sidetes himself) belonged, or presented themselves as belonging, to the 
rival branch of the royal house descended from seleucus iV, the elder brother 
of antiochus epiphanes. They naturally regarded antiochus iV as a usurper, 
and at least the first of his successors, demetrius i, loved to defame him, as can 
be deduced from the scandalous stories preserved by Polybius, his close friend. 
We can assume that timochares (or rather the king’s counselors) drew on some 
royal source from the time of antiochus epiphanes or antiochus eupator, his 
son-successor, that strove to justify (or apologize for) both the sacrilege commit-
ted by the king in the Jewish temple and the unprecedented persecution of the 
Jewish religion (as was actually indicated by Josephus, Ap. 2. 90, 97).22 However, it 
would not be the ultimate source for the accusations and libels themselves. Their 
origin must be looked for in the egypt of the Persian or early Hellenistic period.23

t i MocH a r e s ’  Wor K : 
Pu r Pose ,  Ge n r e ,  a n d cH a r ac t er ist ic s

The eusebian testimonium contains the only information we have on timochares 
and his work. yet some clues to timochares’ date, place, and position do exist. 
The relatively detailed survey of Jerusalem in the framework of such a monograph 
indicates that the work on antiochus Vii was quite long. despite his enormous 
efforts to restore the strength and unity of the seleucid empire, antiochus sidetes 
was not a glorious military commander or a celebrated builder of monumen-
tal enterprises, either of which might justify an extensive monograph on his 
achievements by a later historian. an ancient author would hardly have chosen 
antiochus Vii of all rulers of antiquity (even of the seleucid kings) as the subject 
of a monograph (as compared to a short biography) unless he had a special per-
sonal motivation to do so. taken together, these considerations, the apologetic 
purpose reflected in the shaping of the geographic survey, and the likelihood that 
timochares reported the elaborate advice of the king’s counselors, all suggest that 
timochares was no ordinary author but a court historian of antiochus Vii, or at 
least a person close to the court. detailed accounts of the deliberations of rulers, 
commanders, and counsels of war are naturally to be found in the works of court 
scribes or hangers-on, and the reports tended to be apologetic when necessary. if 
timochares was indeed a court historian or the like, he had access to first-hand 

22. see pp. 276 – 77 above on the blood libel.
23. see above, pp. 271 – 76.
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information and was also an eyewitness to many of the events he described. The 
work was probably composed not long after antiochus sidetes died in his attempt 
to thwart the expansion of Parthian influence westward (129 b.c.e.).

More may be said about the extent and characteristics of this information if we 
first consider the genre timochares chose to write in and its features. The name 
of the work, which might have helped considerably in determining the genre, 
has not reached us. eusebius does write at the beginning of the testimonium 
“timochares says in his work on antiochus (ἐν τοῖς περὶ Ἀντιόχου),” but this is 
not the title, or at least, not as it would have been originally formulated. a title 
would at least have specified which antiochus was the subject of the work. at 
the same time, the way the work is presented does reveal something about its 
contents: the account was about a certain antiochus, and since the testimonium 
deals with the siege of Jerusalem, it follows that the work as a whole included the 
deeds or life of antiochus sidetes.

The genre may be identified by the usual practice in the time of timochares 
of describing the life and deeds of prominent political personalities. Biographies 
as we conceive of them today, rather than the collections of anecdotes, were not 
yet being written in the second century b.c.e. about political figures, but only 
about outstanding intellectuals, especially philosophers or poets.24 The historical 
monograph was completely different from the biography familiar to the general 
reader from the biographies of suetonius and Plutarch. The difference is imme-
diately obvious in a comparison, for example, of arrian’s Anabasis of Alexander 
with any of these biographies. For our purposes, it will suffice to note that the 
historical monograph usually did not open with a detailed story concerning the 
formative years and experiences of the hero, his place of birth, and his upbringing 
and education; at most it would devote to them a brief survey. nor was the choice 
of material guided by moral or didactic aims or by a desire to emphasize the 
character of the hero, and it was not arranged according to features of character 
or themes (as often in Plutarch and suetonius, respectively). The monography 
began practically with his first significant political or military deeds. The account 
henceforth, however, was much more extensive than that to be found in a biogra-
phy. as a result, while the biography would be only one book-scroll in length at 
the utmost, the historical monograph could run to several “books.”

The account contained dates, and it was arranged chronologically; the impres-

24. For the beginnings of political biography with the writing of cornelius nepos in the second 
half of the first century b.c.e., see Geiger (1985) 9 – 115, and see 46 – 51 on the historical monograph. 
For a somewhat differing opinion on the character of biographies on authors and philosophers, 
see Momigliano (1993) 65 – 89. Whatever the case may be, the term bios was applied to works on 
the lifestyle of cities and peoples, to collections of anecdotes about politicians, and to full-fledged 
biographies on intellectual figures.
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sion one obtains is that the authors reported almost all the events and details at 
their disposal indiscriminately, unless they encountered data obviously opposed 
to their own basic attitude toward the hero, or sources drastically contradicting 
the “vulgate” (if they happened to be using one). Historical monographs, there-
fore, unlike ordinary historical works, contained a wealth of information not 
only about matters affecting the fate of the ruler and his country, such as great 
battles, international relations, and internal struggles for power, but also about 
less significant events and the everyday activities and spectacles accompanying 
them, such as audiences, ceremonies, festivals, symposia, unusual and curious 
phenomena, soothsaying, visits to temples, relations with the gods, illnesses, 
injuries, recoveries, military preparations, exercises, river crossings, loyalty, dis-
obedience, fatigue of commanders, soldiers, and subjects, marriages of the com-
mander (and occasionally even of his companions), and so on. However, despite 
the great detail, the historical monograph did not devote special attention to 
marginal court anecdotes and petty gossip (although some instances do appear 
now and then), such material being grist for the mill of biographies, where these 
stories would throw much light on the subject’s character and motives.

The author’s approach toward the hero was dictated by the degree of his per-
sonal affinity to, or dependence upon, him, causing many monographs to be 
encomia to a larger or lesser extent. even Polybius, who so rebuked contemporary 
historians for their “pathetic” writing and their remoteness from historical truth, 
ignored his own principles when he wrote his panegyric monograph on his fellow 
citizen Philopoemen. in the nature of things, the further removed the author was 
from dependence upon the subject, his descendants, or followers (which could 
happen only with regard to figures of a far higher caliber than antiochus Vii), 
the more the monograph tended to be objective. time and lack of personal com-
mitment, however, were not always decisive factors in distancing the author from 
his subject, since many historical monographs are distinctly nostalgic.

The title of this work, if it followed, for instance, the example of titles of 
works on alexander the Great, would have been something like τὰ κατὰ τὸν 
Ἀντιόχου τὸν Δημητρίου (Matters concerning antiochus son of demetrius) or 
περὶ τὰς τοῦ Ἀντιόχου τοῦ Δημητρίου πράξεις (on the deeds of antiochus son 
of demetrius”) or the like. it would appear, then, that the work of timochares 
contained an account of the deeds of antiochus Vii sidetes from his ascent to 
the throne in 139 down to his death in the Parthian campaign in 129. The work 
included a great deal of material in extreme detail, concerning events great and 
small, developments during his reign, and daily life at court and in the camp dur-
ing his military expeditions. it was clearly extensive and may have comprised a 
number of books. timochares, a court historian or the like, would naturally have 
portrayed his hero panegyrically.

in view of the genre and the chronological framework of the monograph 
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25. see, e.g., the passages from athenaeus and Justin-Pompeius trogus adduced above, pp. 423 – 

31, and there on the Posidonian reworking.

written by timochares, it may further be suggested that this work was the source 
used by Posidonius not only for the account of the siege of 132/1 but also for the 
reign of antiochus Vii sidetes as a whole. Posidonius’s unique version of various 
events and episodes concerning antiochus sidetes and his reign, mainly stories 
about, and references to, banquets held during the military expeditions, have 
reached us by way of athenaeus and Justin-Pompeius trogus. The identification 
of timochares as Posidonius’s source for all these may throw into greater relief 
the Posidonian features and design in the Jerusalem siege account, and in the 
other testimonia relating to the reign of antiochus sidetes. The exaggeration 
of the military installations deployed by antiochus sidetes during the siege of 
Jerusalem, for example, reaches enormous dimensions that do not compliment 
the king, and could not have been the work of a court historian, but must be 
seen as a reworking by Posidonius. another example would be the grotesque 
description of luxury and wastefulness in the banquets and receptions held in the 
seleucid camp during the Parthian campaign.25 at the same time, the identifica-
tion of timochares as the source for Posidonius also tells us that Posidonius used 
a well-informed source, one who may well have witnessed many of the events at 
firsthand. This would explain the great quantity of data in Posidonius, and the 
degree to which not a few of these pieces of information match the conditions of 
time and place, even after the panegyric coloring by timochares and the pecu-
liarly Posidonian reworking of the material. 
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apollonius Molon, the celebrated rhetor who was active in rhodes in the first 
half of the first century b.c.e., was considered by Josephus to be, along with 
apion, the most venomous of Jew haters. in the concluding sentence of Contra 
Apionem, Josephus expresses his hope that his discussion about the Jewish pre-
cepts will suffice to refute the libels of “the apions and the Molons” (2. 295). What 
Josephus seems to regard as a refutation of apollonius Molon would appear to 
be his detailed description of Jewish customs and faith, including the famous 
passage on Jewish “theocracy” (2. 165 ff.).1 The polemics take up about half of the 
second book of Contra Apionem (2. 151 – 286),2 while apion is explicitly attended 
to in the first half of the book.

That such a large part of Josephus’s counterspeech (antirrēsis, 2. 1) should 
be devoted to a refutation of Molon’s anti-Jewish accusations made more than 
150 years earlier indicates how damaging Josephus regarded Molon’s work, and 
how influential he believed it still was on the opinion of intellectuals in rome 
and throughout the Hellenistic world of his time. This is hardly surprising: 

15

The anti-Jewish ethnographic 
treatise by apollonius Molon

1.  to be more precise, as appears from Josephus (2. 149 – 54, 182 – 84, 295), the combination of 
a detailed description of the laws with the Jewish “theocracy” is intended to show that the laws 
of the Jews guide the individual and the public toward aretai rather than bad, corrupt deeds — as 
apollonius Molon, lysimachus, and others claim (2. 145) — while also answering the charge of Molon 
that the Jews have contributed nothing to civilization, whether in the arts or in practical inventions 
(2. 148; on the last matter, see below, pp. 497 – 504).

2.  Gerber (1997) in a comprehensive monograph on this part of Contra Apionem establishes that 
this part, like the section prior to it, is essentially apologetic, contra those who regard it as essentially 
an encomium. see, e.g., Balch (1982) 102 – 22; cf. Feldman (1996b) 177 – 236, esp. 233.
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apollonius Molon occupied a central position in the rhetorical profession of 
his own day, both as a practicing speaker and as a teacher and author. He won 
great respect throughout cultured society, so much so that roman statesmen and 
generals flocked to his door, and their references ensured him an outstanding 
reputation among future generations.

yet very little of Molon’s work has survived, and his work on the Jews is no 
exception. The references in Josephus usually comprise short testimonia, fol-
lowed by sharp and long replies by Josephus, including harsh personal abuse. 
apollonius Molon is occasionally mentioned alone, sometimes together with 
Posidonius of apamea, and sometimes juxtaposed (in the singular or the plural) 
with lysimachus of alexandria.3 in various testimonia, Molon rebukes Moses for 
being a wizard and a deceiver whose laws contain only bad and nothing good; 
he lists a string of negative qualities he finds in the Jews, such as atheism, misan-
thropy, cowardice, recklessness, primitiveness, and a lack of inventiveness; he even 
calls the Jews “the most inferior of humans” (2. 236). The more detailed testimonia 
include the ass and blood libels; Josephus tells us that apion claims to have drawn 
the two libels from Posidonius of apamea and apollonius Molon (2. 79).

We appear to be presented with a different appraisal of the Jews, however, 
in a relatively detailed fragment of apollonius Molon preserved in eusebius’s 
Praeparatio evangelica (9. 19. 1 – 3). The fragment contains an unbiased account 
of the Jewish patriarchs from the end of the Flood to the birth of Moses, and 
abraham is even presented there as “wise.” at first sight this account would 
appear to be at odds with the testimonia in Contra Apionem. The very detailing 
of the beginnings of Jewish history and its links with the mythological Flood 
testifies to the primacy of the Jews, and this itself is a form of positive apprecia-
tion when the general tendency of anti-Jewish authors was to present the Jews as a 
young people, lacking historical roots and a cultural tradition, and consequently 
legal rights enshrined in the heritage of ruling nations. it was against this ten-
dency that Josephus devoted the first half of the first book of Contra Apionem.

not much research has been carried out on apollonius Molon and his attitude 
toward the Jews, although the content of the testimonia would indicate that he 
was the most extreme anti-Jewish author of all the first-rank Hellenistic and 
roman intellectuals.4 a close examination of the testimonia raises a series of 
questions still to be answered. did apollonius Molon write a monograph on the 
Jews, or were his comments included in one or more works concerning other 

3.  2. 16, 79, 145, 148, 236, 255, 258, 262, 270, 295.
4.  on Molon’s attitude toward the Jews, see Müller (1877) 230 – 31, 285 – 88, and passim; reinach 

(1895) 60 – 64; schürer (1901 – 9) 3: 532 – 36; radin (1915) 198 – 99; Gager (1972) 95, 119; stern GLAJJ 1: 
148 – 49; Heinemann, RE s.v. “antisemitismus,” suppl. 5 (1931) col. 34; sevenster (1975) 8, 96 – 98; 
conzelmann (1981) 72 – 74; Goodman in schürer et al. 3: 1, 598 – 600; Philhopfer (1990) 204, 217; 
schäfer (1997a) 21 – 22 and passim; yavetz (1997) 98; Kasher (1996) 521 – 23, 532 – 36, and passim.
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topics? if he did write a monograph on the Jews, what was its literary genre, and 
what was the the work’s title? Was Josephus directly acquainted with Molon’s 
comments? is there any basis for the accusations and personal insults hurled 
at Molon by Josephus? How does the unbiased account of the Jewish patriarchs 
square with serious accusations in the testimonia of Contra Apionem? What were 
apollonius Molon’s sources of information on the Jews? What was the context 
from which the testimonia were taken? What is the literary and cultural back-
ground to the accusations, some of which are unique to Molon? How did Molon 
regard the positive, even enthusiastic, Jewish excursus of Posidonius of apamea, 
his contemporary and the greatest philosopher of that generation, who was also 
active in rhodes? last but not least, why was Molon so hostile toward the Jews?

t H e l i Fe a n d Wor K s oF a Pol lon i us Molon

despite his importance and impact, there are just a few testimonia on the life and 
works of apollonius Molon and on his career as a teacher of rhetoric and an orator, 
and not much has been written on them.5 The most important of the testimonia are 
scattered throughout the books of cicero, a great admirer of Molon (especially in 
his Brutus). since the testimonia are so scanty, it is worth attempting to squeeze out 
of them as much information as possible on the personal and cultural background 
of apollonius Molon, on his personality, and on his work as a whole. This informa-
tion may have some bearing on our understanding of his work on the Jews.

apollonius Molon was a native of alabanda in caria in southwest asia Minor. 
He received his education in rhetoric from Menecles, a fellow citizen of alabanda, 
one of the important figures associated with the “epigrammatic” branch of the 
“asian” school (cic. Brut. 325). apollonius Molon was so called in order to dis-
tinguish him from another contemporary apollonius, nicknamed Malakos, who 
was also a pupil of Menecles. Molon may have been his father’s name, or it 
may have been a nickname ( = “the Walker”; strabo 14. 2. 13). at some stage in 
his early life, perhaps in the twenties of the second century b.c.e., apollonius 
Molon moved to neighboring rhodes, already a center of rhetoric, philosophy, 
and grammar, and there he established his reputation as a pleader in the law 
courts, a teacher of rhetoric, and a writer. By the end of the nineties of the first 
century at the very latest, apollonius Molon was well known in rome, thanks to 
his rhetorical writings and successes as an orator and teacher in rhodes.

Molon may already have visited rome in 87 b.c.e., in either a private or a public 

5.  a collection of the fragments and testimonia for the life and works of apollonius Molon is 
to be found in Jacoby, FGrH iii. c, no. 728 (pp. 687 – 89). For a brief discussion of various aspects of 
the available information, see susemihl (1891 – 92) 2: 489 – 94; Brzoska, RE s.v. “apollonios (85),” ii. 1: 
cols. 141 – 44; schürer (1901 – 9) 3: 531 – 34.
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capacity; cicero records that he devoted himself to study with apollonius Molon 
in rome in that year (Brut. 307). This piece of information has been held suspect for 
various reasons, and there is no need to discuss the problem here.6 it is clear that 
in 81, during the dictatorship of sulla, and after the end of the second Mithridatic 
War, apollonius Molon was sent by the citizens of rhodes to plead before the 
roman senate and present their request for compensation for the damage caused 
by the First Mithridatic War (Brut. 312; and see app. Mith. 24 – 27). He took the 
opportunity to raise the rhodians’ request for the rebellious city of caunus to be 
returned to their control (strabo 14. 2. 3). in the performance of this public duty, 
apollonius Molon received an unusually favorable welcome: he was allowed to 
address the senate in Greek without the aid of an interpreter, something previ-
ously unheard of in dealings with foreign envoys (Plut. Cic. 4. 6). His arguments 
before the senate accomplished the desired results, and the rhodians achieved 
their objectives. apollonius Molon even remained in rome for a while in order to 
teach rhetoric. one of his pupils was cicero, then at the beginning of his career 
as a law-court advocate. cicero recognized the great contribution of Molon to his 
performance in his first speeches and set his gratitude down in writing (Brut. 312).7

Molon’s early fame and visit (or visits) to rome, and the activity of Posidonius 
of apamea, attracted roman statesmen and men of letters to rhodes to study at 
the feet of these two masters. Those wishing to improve their rhetorical ability 
prior to future tests in rome would go to consult and train with apollonius 
Molon. The most prominent of the pilgrims were cicero in 78 b.c.e. (cic. Brut. 
316, De or. 1. 75, and elsewhere) and Julius caesar in 76 (Plut. Caes. 3. 1). suetonius 
adds that after the civil war, caesar wished to retire to rhodes and dedicate him-
self to the study of rhetoric under the supervision of apollonius Molon (Jul. 4).

We do not know how long apollonius Molon continued his varied activity. The 
last piece of information we have on him relates to 75 b.c.e. (Plut. Caes. 3. 1; suet. Jul. 
4). He is not mentioned among the “sophists” whose lectures were heard and gener-
ously remunerated by Pompey, who stopped in rhodes on his way back to rome in 
62 b.c.e. (Plut. Pomp. 42d-e), a year after the Jews of Judaea lost their independence; 
the silence is all the more telling as Posidonius delivered on that occasion a lecture 
aimed against the rhetors. it seems that Molon was no longer alive by then.

in addition to this information, there survive in the sources several superlative 
words of praise that confirm the impression that apollonius Molon did enjoy a 
unique standing among the intellectuals of his and later generations. Plutarch, 
for example, calls him σοφιστεύοντος ἐπιφανῶς καὶ τὸν τρόπον ἐπιεικοῦς εἶναι 
δοκοῦντος (“a brilliant technician [“sophist”] and considered of gentlemanly 

6.  see susemihl (1891 – 92) 2: 491 n. 128, and bibliography there for earlier comments on the same 
subject.

7.  on the influence of Molon’s unique method on cicero, see davies (1968) 303 – 15.
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character”; Caes. 3. 1). in another context, suetonius calls him clarissimus dicendi 
magister (“the most famous master of rhetoric”; Caes. 4). cicero’s words of praise 
show that these assessments are not merely late and unfounded. He ranks Molon, 
for example, as actori summo causarum et magistro (“the top pleader of cases 
and teacher”; Brut. 307). in another place he calls him summo illo doctore istius 
disciplinae (“the top expert of that discipline of yours”; De or. 1. 75), and again, 
summum illum doctorem (“that top expert”; 1. 126). apart from the attacks and 
abuse launched against him by Josephus in Contra Apionem, ancient sources have 
nothing but praise for apollonius Molon, both for his character and for his pro-
fessional standing. apollonius Molon’s image in ancient literature was definitely 
very different from that of apion.

Josephus accuses Molon of bringing disgrace upon married women and of 
castrating youths (Ap. 2. 270). The context for his attack on Molon is a description 
of Jewish “theocracy,” and more specifically, a survey of the intolerance of various 
cities and peoples toward foreigners and anyone offending their religion, in con-
trast to the favorable treatment of foreigners by Jews. Josephus mentions, among 
others, the Persians, noting ironically that apollonius Molon admired the Persians 
presumably because Greece had tasted their bravery and sacrilegious conduct dur-
ing the Persian Wars. it is immediately after this that Josephus adds parenthetically 
that apollonius Molon used to imitate two Persian customs — disgracing women 
and castrating youngsters. He is hinting at the Hellenic traditions concerning the 
brutal treatment meted out by the Persians to the ionian cities (Hdt. 6. 32), which 
became over generations an outstanding example of a despicable and outrageous 
crime (e.g., Quint. Inst. 3. 7. 21). Josephus seizes upon the opportunity to remind 
the reader of the torah prohibition against castration (271 ff.).

are Josephus’s remarks based on real information about the life of Molon? in 
view of the artificial compilation of charges in the passage, the absurd statement 
that the Greek apollonius Molon admired the Persians for harming temples 
in Greece and the parallels between the activities imputed to Molon and those 
attributed to the Persians in asia Minor (Molon’s native land!), which do not 
coincide with Molon’s good reputation and record as a rhodian patriot,we may 
suspect that Josephus is merely mudslinging at any price, as he does elsewhere 
with his frequent denigration of Molon,8 and in accordance with the tactics of 
historians and orators in the classical period, including Josephus himself.9 yet 

8.  ignorance and ill will, para. 145; an insignificant sophist soliciting youths, para. 232; one of 
the senseless and foolish, para. 255; a man who found satisfaction in lies and libels, para. 295. on the 
wide use of personal invective in Contra Apionem, see Kasher (1996) 20 – 22.

9.  There is no need to dwell on the invention of libels by historians in the ancient world. since 
Contra Apionem is close to the rhetorical genre of the counterspeech (antirhēsis), it is worth recall-
ing briefly the defamation methods of the orators. The classic example is cicero’s speech against
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Josephus may have arrived at these charges because of Molon’s positive attitude 
to one or another Persian custom (not a rare trait in Greek literature).

The fragments and testimonia on apollonius Molon’s works are also few and 
quite short. The information we have concerning his works is also often doubtful 
or essentially mistaken. one piece of information that must be taken seriously 
is that apollonius Molon wrote many works on the art of rhetoric (Quint. Inst. 
3. 1. 16). one of his works is said to have been devoted to rhetorical ornamenta-
tion (Phoibammon On Rhetorical Forms 1. 44).10 since the anti-Jewish testimonia 
are too short to allow identification of typical rhetorical techniques, it would be 
redundant to discuss in detail here stylistic features and trends of the “asian” 
school of rhetoric, to which he appears to have belonged. i shall say only that 
he paved his own way, and he clearly did not adopt the symmetrical and ornate 
“epigrammatic” style of his teacher, Menecles; nor did he adopt the rapid speech 
rich with synonymous words, phrases, and sentences that characterized the other 
stream of the “asian” style.11 among the many speeches he delivered (and probably 
published), for himself and for others, only the two addressed in rome are known 
to us by name: Against the Citizens of Caunus (κατὰ Καυνίων, strabo 14. 2. 3) and 
On Compensation for the Rhodians (De Rhodiorum praemiis, cic. Brut. 312).

apollonius Molon, like other contemporary rhetors and philosophers, tried 
his hand at other literary genres. according to Porphyry, Molon solved a problem 
in the text of Homer.12 Hence it can be inferred that he was a practicing gram-

Piso, where every detail of Piso’s life and deeds is systematically misconstrued in order to blacken 
his name. The theoreticians of rhetoric (as distinct from its critics, such as sextus empiricus) were 
usually careful not to recommend mudslinging, describing the ideal orator as a moral agent and a 
speaker of truth (auctor veritatis). at the same time, they included among rhetorical techniques cer-
tain methods that could be abused, such as arousing anger, hate, condemnation, and ridicule against 
the opponent; accusing witnesses of being motivated by bribery, fear, hate, friendship, etc.; hiding 
the truth when the good of the people demands it; expressing an opinion on things about which the 
speaker has no inkling, and so on. among sources worth noting are Plato Phaedrus 260 ff.; aristotle 
Ars rhetorica 1419b (3. 19. 3); cicero De oratore 2. 30, 185 – 90, 207, 240 – 41, 349; id. De inventione, 1. 
22; Quintilian 2. 17. 36, 4. 1. 14, 5. 23. 33; sextus empiricus Adversus rhetoricos 2. 10 – 12 (“mislead the 
judge,” 11); Rhetorica ad Herrenium 1. 5. 8 (falsely attributed to cicero).

10.  see the edition of spendel (1856) 44, ll. 11 ff.
11.  on the “asian” style, see Wilamowitz-Moellendorff (1900) 1 – 52; norden (1923a) 1: 126 – 52.
12.  see the passage in the edition of schräder (1880 – 82) 1: 126 – 27. Porphyry raises the question 

of why Homer, in Iliad 9. 5, refers in his description of the storm only to Boreas and Zephyrus, the 
north and the west winds respectively, and not to all four winds, as happens in the storm scene at 
Odyssey 5. 295 – 96. according to Porphyry, apollonius Molon solved the problem by saying that 
Homer in the Iliad passage was alluding to two emotions that possessed the achaeans: one wind 
represented fear and apprehension of the future, and the other, sorrow. The achaeans feared the will 
of the gods and were sorry about what had happened. Porphyry appears still to be following Molon 
when he states that Thespesia (a divine wind mentioned at Il. 9. 2) is none other than the will of the 
god.
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marian, a profession current among rhetors in rhodes, and that he wrote a com-
mentary on Homer.13 This book may have contained a rhetorical and linguistic 
commentary, as was usual in grammatical works of rhetors; they claimed that 
their art began already with Homer. The testimonium in Porphyry also shows 
that the book had included an allegorical commentary, a method of interpreta-
tion that engaged the attention of orators. This may throw some light on an 
otherwise unintelligible connection between Josephus’s statement that Molon 
was “one of the mindless and foolish” and the following highly critical remark 
against allegorical commentaries (Ap. 2. 255).

another of Molon’s works for which we have testimonia was called Against 
the Philosophers. a scholion on aristophanes (Nub. 144) reports that in this work 
apollonius Molon claimed among other things that the Pythian oracle praising 
socrates is fake, since it is not in hexameter; and indeed, the oracle quoted in the 
testimonium is in iambics. diogenes laertius refers to apollonius Molon’s hostile 
attitude toward Plato, exemplified by a sharp comment (3. 34); the comment 
most probably derives from Against the Philosophers. apollonius Molon’s hostile 
attitude toward philosophers also appears in a remark cicero puts into the mouth 
of Mucius scaevola, an admirer of stoicism who served in many capacities in 
rome, including that of consul. The speaker claims that when he reached rhodes, 
he discussed with apollonius Molon things he had heard from Panaetius, the 
mentor of Posidonius of apamea, and the most prominent stoic in the last third 
of the second century b.c.e. apollonius Molon reacted by mocking philosophy 
and expressing his scorn for its leading lights (De or. 1. 75). notably, it has recently 
been argued that apollonius Molon  published a bios of Pythagoras. if this is to 
be accepted, it must have been a hostile monograph.

The perpetual rivalry between philosophers and rhetors explains the writ-
ing of Against the Philosophers and the mockery expressed in it.14 The question 
of whether rhetoric was an art based on knowledge, and who was qualified to 
engage in it, provoked a controversy already among the pre-socratics and became 
full blown by the fourth century with the likes of Plato and isocrates taking sides. 
cicero called the controversy between the two disciplines a rift (discidium, De or. 

13.  see susemihl (1891 – 92) 2: 184 n. 199b and references there.
14.  a great deal of material on the relations between orators and philosophers is to be found 

scattered throughout the following books: sudhaus and radermacher (1895) v-xlii; Gomperz (1912) 
1 – 48; Jebb (1962) 2: 36 ff.; Kennedy (1963) 26 – 124, 264 – 334, esp. 321 – 30; (1994) 51 – 63, 84 – 90. Much 
research had been done on the rift (discidium) between philosophers and orators already in the nine-
teenth century; see the sources in sudhaus and radermacher (1895). among the relevant works that 
have come down to us entire: Plato Gorgias and Phaedrus; isocrates Adversus sophistas; aristotle 
Ars rhetorica; cicero De oratore; Quintilian Institutio oratoria (see esp. the prooemium, para. 11 ff.); 
sextus empiricus Adversus rhetoricos. The subject is dealt with sporadically in these works. For the 
suggestion that apollonius Molon wrote a bios of Pythagoras, see staab (2007).
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3. 60 ff.), and, relying on Plato’s Gorgias, he attributed its beginning to socrates. 
The controversy continued with variations for some centuries and was still going 
strong in the generation of cicero and apollonius Molon. Philosophers, apart 
from the Peripatetics, who had a more favorable attitude,15 condemned the vari-
ous kinds of orators and teachers of rhetoric, arguing that only philosophers had 
the knowledge required to govern the state, teach pupils, or deliver speeches of 
substance, while rhetoric in the hands of the rhetors was not a proper technē, 
since it lacked any real knowledge, subject matter, or benefit. The philosophers’ 
claim naturally provoked sharp reactions from the rhetors.

We have no explicit evidence for Posidonius’s position with regard to this 
issue, but there is no reason to think that he deviated from the traditional stoic 
view that only the stoic wise man was the true orator.16 one testimonium offers 
much support. in the description of Pompey’s journey from the east back to 
rome in the year 62, Plutarch (Pomp. 42d-e) reports that during his stay in 
rhodes “all the sophists” lectured in his presence, among them Posidonius, who 
later published his lecture with the title περὶ τῆς καθόλου ζητήσεως (On General 
Inquiry). The lecture was aimed against Hermogenes of temnos, who was active 
one hundred years earlier. Posidonius chose this subject, and this target, presum-
ably because Hermogenes was one of the most influential rhetors of the ancient 
world, thanks to his theory of “stasis,” 17 and, as appears from name of the treatise 
of Posidonius, because Hermogenes expressed his opinion on inquiry, a philo-
sophical occupation. The term appears in the titles of a number of works, both by 
stoics and by other philosophers. Posidonius thus chose to attack a famous rhetor 
of the not too distant past whose theory was often applied by his contemporaries 
(including cicero in De inventione and Partitiones oratoriae, where he teaches his 
son the elements of rhetoric). He launched his attack, however, on home ground, 
a philosophical issue, by means of which he could more easily prove the inability 
of any rhetor to express an opinion of any worth in various fields.

Posidonius would have regarded himself as the opposite of the rhetors in that 
while they could not engage in philosophy, he was qualified and worthy to discuss 

15.  The Peripatetics were not at loggerheads with the rhetors. aristotle and the early Peripatetics 
regarded rhetoric as a useful tool and wrote works on the subject. as may be seen from the list in 
diogenes laertius (5. 42 ff.), Theophrastus even went so far as to write twenty works on various 
aspects of rhetoric. on the positions of aristotle and his successors, see Kennedy (1963) 290 – 99, 
322 – 23; (1994) 90 – 93.

16.  on the unique position of the stoics, see Kennedy(1963) 290 – 99, 322 – 23; (1994) 90 – 93; and 
see, e.g., cicero De oratore 2. 157 – 59; 3. 65 – 66; sextus empiricus Adversus rhetoricos 6 – 7. For a differ-
ent kind of criticism of rhetoric, that of the stoics, see cicero De oratore 2. 157 – 59.

17.  on Hermogenes and “stasis,” see Matthes (1958); Barwick (1961); Kennedy (1963) 303 ff. 
Posidonius seems to have reacted to the theory of “stasis” in another place as well: see Quintilian 
Institutio oratoria 3. 6. 31 – 38 ( = Kidd 1: F189).
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matters of rhetoric. among other things, he wrote a work entitled Εἰσαγωγὴ περὶ 
λέξεως (Introduction to Style),18 and he practiced what he preached: cicero, strabo, 
and seneca testify to his distinctive and praiseworthy rhetorical style,19 which 
even, according to strabo (3. 2. 9), rouses the reader on mundane subjects, such as 
the number and wealth of mines in spain. The rhetoric in some of the Posidonian 
fragments at our disposal bears this appraisal out.20 Posidonius, therefore, could 
promote by personal example the philosophers’ claim that only they had the 
knowledge necessary for the appropriate delivery of speeches on any subject.

time and place conspired to make the paths of apollonius Molon and Posido-
nius of apamea cross. They were of the same generation; both moved to rhodes 
and early on achieved fame and success in their respective fields; both were 
admired by prominent figures in roman culture and politics and taught distin-
guished visitors. Posidonius was in the main a philosopher, and Molon a rhetor; 
but, in keeping with the times, both tried their hand at other forms of writing. 
There is no explicit statement in the relatively tiny number surviving testimonia 
that the two men ever met or ever commented on each other (which they certainly 
did). yet after all that has been said about the tension between philosophers and 
rhetors, and considering the mocking tone adopted by apollonius Molon toward 
philosophers, specifically Plato, Panaetius, and the stoics in general, together with 
the negative attitude of Posidonius toward rhetors, and his disdain for anyone 
non-stoic,21 we may suspect that there was more than a little rivalry between 
them. This rivalry would have been fueled by the fame and popularity that they 
both enjoyed, by the fact that they were active at the same time in a relatively 
confined area, each in his own field, but attempting to attract fee-paying students 
from the same pool of ambitious young men.22 it may not be coincidental that 
cicero, who admired both, and visited rhodes in order to learn from each of 
them in the same year (78 b.c.e.; Plut. Cic. 4), never mentioned them together 
and wrote about his time of study in rhodes with each of them separately, as if 
he had made two separate trips to rhodes or had visited two separate places. This 
may be contrasted with a six-month stay in athens in 79 b.c.e. after which cicero 
was not averse to reporting that he studied simultaneously with the philosopher 
antiochus of ascalon and the teacher of rhetoric demetrius the syrian (Brut. 316). 
no wonder Molon did not participate in the rhodian delegation to the senate, 
headed by Posidinius (87 b.c.e.), although he was then probably staying in rome.

18.  diogenes laertius 7. 60 ( = Kidd 1: F44).
19.  see Kidd 1: t33, 103, 106.
20.  see Kidd 2: t103 comm. (p. 88).
21.  see, e.g., nos autem, qui sapientes non sumus, fugitivos, exules, hostes, insanos denique esse 

dicunt (“But they say that we who are not wise are runaway slaves, exiles, enemies, and, to top it all, 
insane” (cic. Mur. 61).

22.  The importance of the material aspect as a factor in the tension between philosophers and 
rhetors receives thorough treatment in the doctoral dissertation of liebersohn (2002).
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a Pol lon i us Molon ’ s Wor K on t H e J eWs  
a n d i t s l i t er a ry Ge n r e

some scholars have supposed that Molon wrote a monograph or polemical work 
entitled Against the Jews. others believe that his hostile remarks on the Jews were 
found throughout one or more works on other themes. a history of egypt has 
been suggested as a possible candidate.23

a late christian source has been quoted as evidence in support of the last 
suggestion. cosmas indicopleutes, the sixth-century c.e. alexandrian merchant 
who became a monk, refers in the twelfth book of his Topographia Christiana to a 
number of authors who wrote works called Aegyptiaca (egyptian affairs). one of 
these authors is apollonius Molon. according to cosmas, these works included 
accounts about Moses and the exodus.

let us take a look at the context. as cosmas writes in his preface, the twelfth 
book of his Topographia Christiana is intended to prove mainly that many clas-
sical authors testified to the antiquity and authenticity of the teaching of Moses 
and the teachings of the prophets. For this purpose, in two consecutive para-
graphs, he mentions authors who wrote about Babylonian affairs (Chaldaika) and 
those who wrote about egyptian affairs (Aigyptiaka). apollonius Molon is men-
tioned in the second paragraph. The first paragraph is a conflation of two sources 
used by the author-compiler, to which he has added from his own imagination: 
cosmas reports that those authors who wrote about Babylon, being “the most 
ancient,” mentioned the Flood and the tower of Babel and saw with their own 
eyes the building of the tower, which was made “presumably because at the time 
of the Flood, humans wished to find refuge and salvation.” 24 all this, according to 
cosmas, fits with what is written in the torah. cosmas further claims to adduce 
from these authors a list of kings who ruled until the Flood, and finds a parallel 
for each one in the Genesis list of the generations from adam to noah (aloros = 
adam, alaapros = seth, etc.).25 a closer look, however, shows that cosmas did not 
draw directly on Babylonian sources but on quotations from Berossus found in 
Josephus’s Contra Apionem and in the first book of eusebius’s Chronika.26 to all 

23.  see susemihl (1891 – 92) 1: 491 and nn. 134 – 36 (a work on egyptian history); schürer (1901 – 9) 
3: 534 (a polemical work); lewy (1960) 79 n. 3 and 95 n. 94 (a speech); stern, GLAJJ 1: 148; Malitz (1983) 
306 (monograph); Gabba (1989) 640 – 67 (monograph); Goodman in schürer et al. 3: 1, 599 (a polemi-
cal work); Kasher (1996) 435 (points scattered throughout several works).

24.  cosmas is probably referring to abydenus, whose version of the Babel myth in his history 
of assyria is adduced by eusebius (PE 9. 14).

25.  see Patrologia Graeca, 37, col. 453, 341 B–c. in the latest edition, Wolska-conus (1968 – 73) 
vol. 3, this passage is 453 B–c.

26. see Contra Apionem 1. 129 – 30; eusebius Chronica (ed. schoene), 1: p. 7, l. 10; p. 25, l. 9 = Jacoby, 
FGrH iii. c, 1, no. 680, frr. 3, 4. The verbal influence of Josephus on cosmas is evident: Josephus writes



 Apollonius Molon   479

this cosmas added his own contribution that Babylonian authors saw with their 
own eyes the building of the tower.

The paragraph on the authors who wrote about egyptian affairs is composed 
in the same vein:

Those who wrote about egyptian affairs (or “who wrote works entitled  Aigyptiaka”) — 

namely, Manetho, chaeremon, apollonius Molon, lysimachus, and apion the 
 grammarian — mention Moses and the exodus of the children of israel from egypt. 
Being egyptian and writing about egyptian affairs (or “writing works entitled Aigyp-
tiaka”), they lead [us] altogether in the occurrences according to places (the scenes 
of the events), and some even speak disrespectfully of Moses as a rebel who incited a 
mob of beggars and deformed people and went to Mt. sinai and Jerusalem, and [say] 
that they were called Jews.27

This passage, like the earlier passage on the Babylonian authors, is based on Contra 
Apionem. First, cosmas lists only authors mentioned in Contra Apionem. second, 
Contra Apionem contains references made by all these authors to the exodus 
(Molon: Ap. 2. 10). Third, Josephus states explicitly that chaeremon and apion 
wrote books entitled Aigyptiaka (Ap. 1. 288; 2. 9), and cosmas could easily have 
inferred (as modern scholars have) from the quotation from lysimachus adduced 
by Josephus (Ap. 1. 305 – 11) that lysimachus also wrote a book of that name. 
Fourth, cosmas portrays apollonius Molon as an egyptian author, like all the 
others.28 This is obviously a generalization based on Josephus’s statement that the 
anti-Jewish accusations and libels originated with, and were spread by, egyptians 
(Ap. 1. 223 – 26; 2. 28). Fifth, similarly to his treatment of apollonius Molon, cosmas 
identifies lysimachus, chaeremon, and Manetho only by name, apart from group-
ing them together as egyptian authors who wrote on egyptian affairs. Josephus 
supplied no basic information on these three. cosmas does not even point out that 
Manetho was an egyptian priest, and only apion is singled out as a grammarian, 
a detail cosmas could have found in Contra Apionem (2. 2, 12, 15). Finally, later on, 
cosmas reacts to the passage adduced above by quoting word for word two state-
ments from Contra Apionem. Though in Josephus these statements are located 
at some distance from each other, cosmas combines them into one continuous 
statement without noting that they are taken from Josephus.29 in Contra Apionem, 
the two statements are both very close to a passage in which Josephus responds to 

ὁ Βηρῶσος, ταῖς ἀρχαιοτάταις ἐπακολουθῶν ἀναγραφαῖς περί τε τοῦ γενομένου καταλυσμοῦ . . . 
καθάπερ Μωϋσῆς; and cosmas writes οἱ τὰ Χαλδαϊκὰ γὰρ συγγραψάμενοι, ὡς ἀρχαιότεροι . . . 
ἐμνήσθησαν ἐν τοῖς ἑαυτῶν συγγράμμασι τοῦ τε κατακλυσμοῦ . . . κατὰ τὸν Μωὕρανγλἓσέα.

27. The text: Patrologia Graeca, 37, col. 453, 341d (Wolska-conus [1968 – 73] 3: 453d).
28. on the Greek descent of lysimachus, see pp. 312 – 16 above.
29. cosmas, Patrologia Graeca, 37, 342e – 343a (Wolska-conus [1968 – 73] 3: 456d – 457a) = Contra 

Apionem 2. 154 – 55; cosmas, 343a (W-c 457a) = Contra Apionem 2. 172.
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comments made by “apollonius Molon, lysimachus, and others” about Moses and 
his teaching, and the statements are part of Josephus’s response to these comments 
(2. 145 – 50). Thus cosmas’s total dependence on Josephus cannot be disputed.30

That apollonius Molon wrote a work on egyptian affairs is therefore the 
invention of cosmas.31 Were apollonius Molon’s comments on the Jews, then, 
taken from a work or some works dedicated to other subjects? The testimonia of 
eusebius and Josephus, taken together, decide the issue.

eusebius introduces an account of the Jewish patriarchs by apollonius Molon 
as follows: “Molon, who wrote an abusive work (syskeuē) against the Jews says 
that after the Flood . . .”. eusebius is clear and unambiguous, and the account 
does not appear in Contra Apionem. While it is true that he did not take the 
account directly from apollonius Molon but — as stated later in his report — from 
the Jewish anthology of alexander Polyhistor, the latter source must be regarded 
as credible. other passages taken from this anthology, quoted mostly by eusebius, 
show that alexander Polyhistor took care to indicate from which author, which 
work, and often, which book of that work, each extract derived.

The relevant sentence in Josephus requires some philological examination. The 
eleventh-century manuscript l (laurentianus), the earliest manuscript, regarded 
for many years as the most trustworthy and the Vorlage of all the manuscripts of 
Contra Apionem, is clearly corrupt in its version of the passage (2. 148):

ἄλλως τε καὶ τὴν κατηγορίαν ὁ Ἀπολλώνιος οὐκ ἀθρόαν ὥσπερ ὁ Ἀπίων ἔταξεν, 
ἀλλὰ σποράδην, καὶ δὴ εἴπας ποτὲ μὲν ὡς ἀθέους καὶ μισανθρώπους λοιδορεῖ, 
ποτὲ δ’ αὖ δειλίαν ἡμῖν ὄνειδίζει καὶ τοὔμπαλιν ἔστι ὅπου τόλμαν κατηγορεῖ καὶ 
ἀπόνοιαν. λέγει δὲ καὶ ἀφυεστάτους εἶναι τῶν βαρβάρων καὶ . . . κτλ.

(and [because] apollonius arranged his condemnation [of us] in another way, not 
concentrated as apion did, but scattered, and indeed having said, now scorns [us] 
as atheists and haters of men, and now again reproaches us for cowardice, and there 
is a place where he blames us for recklessness and madness. and he also says that 
[the Jews] are the most primitive of barbarian [peoples] and . . . etc.)

30. The passage continues after what has been quoted here with cosmas stating that the authors 
mentioned by him wrote about the Jews going to Mt. sinai. The extracts from lysimachus and 
chaeremon quoted by Josephus, however, which provide a continuous narrative on the events fol-
lowing the exodus and preceding the entry into “Judaea,” clearly show that neither mentioned Mt. 
sinai. apion, on the other hand, is quoted by Josephus as referring to the ascent of Moses on Mt. 
sinai and his stay there for forty days (Ap. 2. 25). cosmas attributed such an account of the events at 
Mt. sinai to lysimachus and chaeremon as well. This is but another example of negligent general-
izing on the part of Kosmas.

31. so also schürer (1901 – 9) 3: 536; Goodman in schürer et al. 3: 601 n. 116, but without presenting 
specific evidence.

32. The Greek reading used for the latin translation in the sixth century c.e. was already cor-
rupt. in the translation we find quippe cum aliquando nos sine deo et hominibus odiosos appellet
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The reading καὶ δὴ εἴπας (“and indeed having said”) is in itself problematic, 
and the location of δή after καί (“and indeed”) is strange in the context, since 
Josephus has already mentioned more than once how hostile Molon is toward the 
Jews. even stranger is the aorist participle εἴπας (“having said”) whose connec-
tion to the verb λοιδορεῖ (“scorns”) is incomprehensible.32 The solution is to be 
found in the fifteenth-/sixteenth-century manuscript s (schleusingensis). The Ms 
was not inspected at the time Benedict niese prepared his canonical edition of 
Contra Apionem and has actually remained neglected in the research of the twen-
tieth century. The neglect of s has recently been redressed by Volker siegert in his 
forthcoming Münster edition of Contra Apionem. siegert’s thorough examina-
tion proves definitely that s is independent of l and represents another chain of 
transmission.33 it is now also quite clear that the first printed edition, the editio 
princeps of 1544,34 was not based on l,35 but on s.36 siegert’s findings are invalu-
able for many important issues in the research on Contra Apionem. i would add 
from my own observations that in most cases the different readings of s and the 
editio princeps are preferable to those of l.37 

(“when indeed sometimes someone calls us without god and hateful to men”). appellet (in Greek 
προσαγορεῖ) seems to be a compromise between εἴπας and λοιδορεῖ. niese offered a supplement, 
exempli gratia: καὶ δὴ εἴπας ποτὲ μὲν <δεισιδαιμονεστάτους πάντων ἄλλοτε> ὡς ἀθέους καὶ μισαν-
θρώπους λοιδορεῖ (“and although saying once <that they are the most superstitious of all> elsewhere 
he derides them as atheists and misanthropes”). see niese 5: 73. a putative omission at a stage prior 
to l could not be satisfactorily explained on philological grounds.

33. see anhang i in F. siegert, Flavius Josephus, über die Ursprünglichkeit des Judentums, Contra 
Apionem, vol. 2 (Göttingen, forthcoming). i am obliged to Professor siegert for sending me this 
appendix as well as the readings of s relevant to some chapters of this book.

34. edited by the Flemish scholar a. P. arlenius and published by Froben in Basel.
35. cf. Thackeray (1926) xix (a variation); schreckenberg (1972) 52 – 53; id. (1996) 63 – 64; Bar-

Kochva (2000a) 18 – 19, relying on the editio princeps. it is worth noting that syngraphē in this context 
cannot mean “writing” (i.e., writings), which in any case is far less common. Given the reputation of 
Molon’s written work, it is hard to believe that Josephus would have claimed that Molon’s defama-
tion of the Jews was scattered throughout all his compositions.

36. such as result must have long been anticipated. in his introduction to his edition of the 
writings of Josephus, arlenius says that he did his work in the private library of diego Hurtado 
de Mendoza, the ambassador of charles V in Venice, and was helped by his assistant, sigismund 
Galenus. arlenius emphasizes that after the many corruptions that he found in the manuscripts of 
Antiquitates judaicae, the editing of Bellum Judaicum and “other books” was less troublesome, since 
the manuscripts of these works that were available in the library of Mendoza were more exact, and 
he received additional manuscripts from Johannes crotus and Petrus Gellius (Praefatio, p. 4 verso). 
as Ms l of Contra Apionem is extremely corrupt, one could surmise that a considerable number of 
the many differences from l and its descendants in the editio princeps reflect the readings of at least 
another manuscript available at the time. cf. Bar-Kochva (2000) 17 n. 34. on the library: Hobson 
(1999).

37. see notes on pp. 45–46, 165, 208 – 9, 316 – 19 above.
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in the case under discussion, instead of καὶ δὴ εἴπας, s and the editio princeps 
read διὰ πάσης τῆς συγγραφῆς (“throughout the whole composition”). This ver-
sion gives sense to the passage (“because apollonius arranged his condemnation 
[of us] in another way, not concentrated . . . as apion did, but scattered through-
out the whole composition, (he) now scorns [us] as atheists . . . and now again 
reproaches us for cowardice”).38 The reasons for the distortion in l are under-
standable, and its stages can be reconstructed.39 at the same time, the reading of 
s could hardly be an amendment by a copyist or an editor.40

Josephus thus says that the accusations against the Jews are scattered “through-
out the whole composition” of apollonius Molon, and not “concentrated” in one 
chapter. an excursus is naturally compact, and were it to have existed, the con-
demnations would have been concentrated and not scattered. This corroborates 
the statement of eusebius-alexander Polyhistor that apollonius Molon wrote a 
work devoted solely to the Jews.

according to an alternative hypothesis that has been voiced, the comments 
were scattered in an anthology by Molon devoted to a number of peoples and 
arranged according to subjects. However, there is no example for such an arrange-
ment  of ethnographic material, despite the abundant information about a variety 
of subgenres or literary frameworks: individual monographs; excursuses; “mini-
excursuses”; a number of excursuses on various peoples incorporated in one 
work, scattered or in one sequence; collections of ethnographies on different 
nations forming an independent work; and anthologies devoted to just a single 
ethnographic topic (such as origo). an anthology of the last type must also be 
excluded, since Molon’s comments refer to a variety of topics. in any case, such a 
suggestion would ignore the explicit statement of eusebius-alexander Polyhistor. 

The conclusion is that apollonius Molon wrote a monograph on the Jews, 

38. cf. schürer (1901 – 9) 3: 355; Thackeray (1926) 350, referring to the reading of the editio princeps.
39. There may have been two or three stages to the corruption: homoeoteleuton in the first stage, 

where the eye of the copyist jumped from the ending of πάσης to the similar ending of συγγραφῆς, 
and thereby omitted the words τῆς συγγραφῆς; in the second stage, the words διὰ πάσης were 
misheard by a later copyist, who wrote them down as δὴ εἰπάσης, which sounds very similar in the 
Byzantine accent; in the third stage, someone attempted to bring at least some sense to the sentence 
by emending to δὴ εἴπας.

40. a typical editor of the fifteenth/sixteenth century would not have made an emendation that 
assumed a corruption in two or three stages. only such luminaries as Politian and Victorinus were 
able to make such sophisticated assumptions and emend accordingly, but even they did so only 
rarely. This level of sophistication became more widespread only in the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century, with the publication in 1871 of Adversaria Critica by the great danish philologist (and 
politician) J. n. Madvig. in this landmark work, Madvig first categorized the commonest mistakes 
of the copyists (pp. 8 – 95) and then established the means to correct them (pp. 95 – 184). The rules and 
methods that he determined allowed even average editors to discover errors and correct them, and 
one no longer needed to be a Bekker or a Bernays, working with a “sixth sense.”
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titled On the Jews or the like.41 it was not a polemical oration. The style and 
the unbiased character of the fragment on the Jewish patriarchs do not fit such 
a speech. Moreover, an oration would have comprised a running sequence of 
negative arguments and abuse, not “scattered” charges. The passage quoted by 
eusebius suggests that the work was an ethnography. in such a work there was 
room for, among other things, remarks about the origin of the arab tribes and 
their leadership, which appear in the fragment. as shown above, Molon’s fields of 
literary work extended beyond the professional interests of orators.

applying as a criterion the usual structure of a Hellenistic ethnography,42 the 
passage about the patriarchs would naturally have been found in the origo, the 
section usually opening an ethnographic monograph. Following this passage 
would have come the story of the stay of the children of israel in egypt and their 
expulsion from there. That Molon described the exodus is corroborated by an 
explicit testimony in the discussion by Josephus on the various datings of the 
exodus in Hellenistic literature (Ap. 2. 16), with further circumstantial evidence 
coming from testimonia on Molon’s negative remarks concerning the activity of 
Moses as a legislator, and his calling Moses a wizard and a deceiver (2. 145).43  The 
second section on the nomima would have given an account of Jewish institu-
tions, customs, and laws, all attributed to Moses, and the third section on “his-
tory” would have told of the deeds and exploits of the Jewish leaders, particularly 
those contemporary with the author. it stands to reason that the ethnography 
also included a section on the geography of Judaea.

apollonius Molon planned his work to appear to be “scientific” and objective, 
along the lines of Hellenistic ethnographies since Hecataeus of abdera: that is to 
say, a work in which the customs and character of the people under discussion 
are explained as the result of the special conditions of their origin (and often, in 
addition, of their land’s geographical features).44 The explicit criticism and judg-
mental comments against the Jews were scattered throughout the descriptions 
of their beginnings, their customs, and their history, in order for them to appear 
credible, as if based on real information concerning the history of this people. 
not every phase in Jewish origo and history was blemished. Thus the personality 
and deeds of abraham were portrayed favorably, which must have contributed to 
the seemingly unbiased and “scientific” appearance of the ethnography.

does the conclusion that Molon wrote a Jewish ethnography accord with our 
evidence for the title of the work? eusebius presents apollonius Molon at the 

41. on the generic title, see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 187 – 91.
42. on the structure of the Hellenistic ethnography, see Bar-Kochva (1996d) 10 – 13, 192 – 219.
43. The connection of these details to the exodus already appears in the account of lysimachus, 

Contra Apionem 1. 309.
44. see on this Bar-Kochva (1996d) 12, 23 – 24, 217 – 19. cf. pp. 96–97 above.
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beginning of the passage on the patriarch as follows: “Molon, who wrote an abu-
sive work (syskeuē) against the Jews (kata Ioudaiōn)”. This description is to be 
understood as referring to the title and/or aim of the work. since the other pas-
sages adduced by eusebius from alexander Polyhistor are in most cases accompa-
nied or introduced by the titles of the works from which they come, one may argue 
that in the present case eusebius hints at the title of the work and not its objective. 
However, the title Against the Jews does not suit an ethnography, and it belongs 
to the genre of rhetorical polemics (which Molon’s monograph could not have).45

it seems that in this case eusebius preferred to present the work of Molon 
according to its main aim, known to him from Josephus’s recurring notes in 
Contra Apionem. That the presentation of Molon’s work was formulated by 
eusebius, and not taken from alexander Polyhistor,46 is supported by the use of 
the word syskeuē. it is a late word, appearing relatively frequently from the begin-
ning of the second century c.e., and it means in this context an abusive work.47 
one of eusebius’s main claims in the ninth book of Praeparatio evangelica was 
that the books of the Bible relating the beginnings of the Jewish people are cor-
roborated by the accounts of Greek authors (9. 1. 1 – 2). Presenting Molon’s book as 
essentially hostile would actually strengthen the value of its favorable testimony 
regarding abraham; eusebius introduces Molon’s account as the correct version, 
rather than the accounts of “anonymous authors” who said that abraham came 
from the stock of Belus, the only giant to have survived destruction at the hands of 
the gods as punishment for asebeia (18. 2 – 3).

after all, titles of books that have reached us from antiquity quite often differ 
from the names given by the authors. The original title — usually relating to the 
contents — could well have been altered in the process of transmission to reflect 
the purpose of the book. if this was the case with Molon’s anti-Jewish work, it 
was a wise decision.

Was Josephus acquainted directly with Molon’s work or only with quotations 

45. a title containing the word kata (against) with a noun in the genitive case is usual in 
speeches for the prosecution. to take one example, more than half the speeches of demosthenes 
that we have are of this type. two works of apollonius Molon were entitled Against the Citizens of 
Caunus and Against the Philosophers.

46. This is also the opinion of Goodman in schürer et al. 3: 1, 599.
47. conzelmann (1981) 72 suggested translating the word as “Gaukelei” (a “conjuring trick”); 

Goodman in schürer 3: 599, following schürer (1901 – 9) 3: 534, proposed “polemic.” The noun is cog-
nate with the verb syskeuadzō which means “to compose,” “to pack up,” “to contrive” (in a negative 
sense), and has various meanings: “equipment,” “intrigue,” “false accusation.” in the present case, 
the term would seem to have the meaning “libelous composition,” “collection of libels,” or the like. 
This is the sense in which eusebius uses it a number of times in Praeparatio evangelica (5. 5. 5, 36. 
5; 10. 9. 11, 20). The noun and verb appear in his Ecclesiastica historia in the sense of “intrigue” and 
similar meanings (1. 3. 6; 3. 33. 2; 4. 16. 7, 18. 7; 6. 9. 4; 10. 8. 5, 7).
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from it adduced by apion? 48 His comment that Molon’s negative remarks about 
the Jews (unlike those of apion) were scattered throughout his work would indi-
cate that Josephus was directly acquainted with it.49 Molon’s book was certainly 
available in rome, and Josephus must have been sufficiently motivated to look 
at this monograph on the Jews, before devoting a considerable proportion of the 
second book of Contra Apionem to a response. it is also unlikely that Molon’s 
praise for the Persians (2. 270), which Josephus singles out for particular reproach 
(distorting its original meaning), was adduced by apion in Molon’s name. There 
would have been room for such praise in an extensive monograph of Molon on 
the Jews, which, besides discussing the Jews, their customs, and religion, pre-
sented some comparison with, and references to, other peoples.

it may be asked why Josephus did not use Molon’s account of the Jewish patri-
archs in the first book of Contra Apionem, where he presented evidence for his 
claim that Greek authors also testify to the primacy of the Jews (paras. 161 – 218), 
if he was indeed directly acquainted with Molon’s work. The fact is that Josephus 
also failed to adduce Molon’s dating of the exodus as evidence for this same argu-
ment, although he mentions the dating in another context in the second book 
(para. 16). i would guess that Josephus was reluctant to name Molon in support 
of his arguments in the first book of Contra Apionem because in the second book 
he does everything to undermine his credibility. similarly, Josephus chose not to 
rely on apion for evidence of Jewish antiquity because he wished to accuse him 
of extreme unreliability. apion’s account of the exodus, touching also on the 
event at Mt. sinai, appears only in the second book (2. 6, 9, 15, 21, 25), in Josephus’s 
concentrated attack on apion’s accusations against the Jews.50

a Pol lon i us Molon ’ s sou rce s oF i n For M at ion

Molon’s account of the beginning of Jewish history, as it has been preserved in 
eusebius, runs as follows:

(1) Molon, who wrote an abusive work against the Jews, says that after the Flood the 
man who was saved came down with his sons from armenia, since he was expelled 
by the locals. after crossing the land between them, he came to the hilly region of 

48. on the use of an intermediate source by Josephus in this case, see Heinemann, RE s.v. 
“antisemitismus,” suppl. 5 (1931), col. 34.

49. Why would apion say this about a work that was entirely devoted to the subject of the Jews? 
This would have produced an impression quite the opposite of the one he wished to produce. it is 
worth adding that the reference to apollonius Molon, Contra Apionem 2. 79, in the framework of 
Josephus’s argument with apion, cannot be used as evidence that Josephus’s acquaintance with 
Molon’s account was only secondhand.

50. of the egyptian authors, the only one who is adduced as testimony for the primacy of 
the Jews is Manetho. The first two quoted passages (1. 75 – 90, 94 – 101) do not contain anti-Jewish
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syria, which was desolate. (2) Three generations later, abraham, meaning “father-
loving,” was born. since he was a wise man, he pursued the desert. after taking two 
wives, one a local and a relative, the other an egyptian, a servant, twelve sons were 
born to him from the egyptian. These departed to arabia, divided the land, and 
were the first to reign over the inhabitants. since then until this day there have been 
twelve arab kings bearing names identical to them. (3) From his wife was born one 
son, called in Greek Gelos (laugh, laughingstock). abraham died at a good old age, 
and Gelos and his local wife had eleven sons, and the twelfth, Joseph; and the third 
[generation] from him, Moses. (PE 9. 19. 1 – 3, taken from alexander Polyhistor)

Molon’s account is clearly based ultimately on the story in Genesis. it is also clear, 
however, that the information reached him through an intermediate source. The 
most obvious indication of this is that the name of abraham is not interpreted 
as it is in the Bible (Genesis 17.5), but etymologically (“father-loving”), indicating 
a knowledge of Hebrew, and apparently aramaic.51 Furthermore, the passage 
frequently diverges from the Genesis accounts of noah and abraham: the man 
saved from the Flood (not mentioned by name) was expelled with his sons from 
the mountains of armenia by the locals; abraham is portrayed as of the third 
generation after the Flood (and not the tenth as in Genesis); his birth and early 
activity appear to have taken place in the hilly region of syria (not in ur of the 
chaldees in Mesopotamia); his lawful wife and the wife of his son isaac are locals 
(not Mesopotamian); the passage ascribes the twelve sons to isaac and completely 
overlooks Jacob; ishmael is not mentioned, and his twelve sons, the kings of the 

accusations. in the third part of the first book of Contra Apionem (paras. 223 – 320), where Josephus 
struggles against the anti-Jewish libels, commencing with the hostile egyptian traditions concern-
ing the exodus (including the collection of the Greek lysimachus, 1. 305 – 11), there appear hostile 
accounts — quoted and paraphrased — from Manetho, describing the stay of the Jews in egypt (paras. 
227 – 51); it would seem that Josephus adduced the first two passages in support of the primacy of 
the Jews because they were based, according to Manetho, upon ancient egyptian writings, which 
would sup-port Josephus’s claim for Jewish primacy (paras. 73, 104). as a matter of fact, Josephus 
did not attack Manetho personally, nor did he accuse him of malicious intentions in the response 
to the hostile versions. He even pointed out that some of Manetho’s account was faithful to the 
ancient sources (paras. 228, 287), although in the rest of the account he had erred in his editing and 
arrangement of the material and in following the haters of the Jews (para. 287). on this last point, 
cf. Gruen (1998) 59 – 60.

51. For the source of this explanation of the name abraham (avraham), see the suggestion of 
isidore lévy, appearing in reinach (1895) 60, that the name was misread as abraham (raham = lov-
ing). Ginzberg (1925 – 38) 5: 207 n. 4 draws attention to isaiah 41.8, “the seed of abraham my lover,” 
and 2 chronicles 20.7, “to the seed of abraham thy lover” (adduced in stern GLAJJ 1: 151). The first 
suggestion is plausible as far as the composition of the name is concerned, while the biblical verses 
do not seem to be based on some etymological interpretation but rather on the relationship between 
abraham and God. This is how, for example, the medieval author of yalkut understood the verses: 
see yalkut shim‘oni, isaiah 40, no. 444. cf. ’avot de-rabbi nathan, 2nd version, ch. 43. Hence also 
the arabic name of abraham, el-halil (= the beloved).
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arab tribes (“presidents” in Gen. 25.16), are portrayed as the sons of abraham; 
and finally, Moses is treated as the grandson of Joseph.52

The etymological interpretation of the name of abraham suggests that a Hel-
lenistic Jewish source was used, directly or indirectly.53 This source was familiar 
with the original biblical accounts and had a good command of Hebrew, and 
probably aramaic. He allowed himself to deviate from biblical interpretation 
and turn to etymology, as often happened in Hellenistic Jewish literature, which 
added homilitic interpretations to the scriptures — in this case, if for no other rea-
son than that the biblical interpretation of “abraham” (Gen. 17.5) was itself a sort 
of “midrash.” The Jewish intermediate source also added an original geographi-
cal-historical background to the connection of the patriarchs with syria (namely, 
the Holy land). after the Flood the sole survivor came down from the mountains 
of armenia, because he “was expelled by the locals,” and moved through the 
lowland in between to the hilly region of syria (preferring the hills upon flat, 
fertile Mesopotamia, probably in anticipation of a new flood). The reader is not 
told how there were suddenly other people in armenia. This obviously indicates 
an abbreviation of the text. Molon may have confused a reference (or a story) in 
his source to tensions and conflicts between noah and his neighbors before the 
Flood. such stories are known from the midrashic literature. The next sentence is 
even more interesting and once more exposes an abbreviation by Molon: “since 
he (abraham) was a wise man, he went for the desert.” The statement is an 
explanation for abraham’s wandering in the Beer sheva desert and the negev. 
abraham’s wisdom thus convinced him that wandering in the desert was the 
right thing to do. at first sight one may think that abraham was trying to find a 
safer haven from floods, but three generations are said to have passed since the 
Flood, and a Jewish author would hardly have linked abraham’s movements to 
it. Molon cannot be considered the inventor of an explanation that introduced as 
a wise man the patriarch of a race he elsewhere describes unequivocally as “the 
most inferior of humans” (Joseph. Ap. 2. 236). Why then was it wise for abraham 
to depart to the desert? it does not seem to be related to the episode of the separa-
tion between abraham and lot, his nephew, since abraham did not turn then 
to the desert but remained in the “hilly region” and even strengthened his hold 
there, establishing himself in Hebron (Gen. 13.5 – 18). The answer may be found 
in the oriental image of the desert as a source of inspiration for the founders of 
religions, from Moses through Zoroaster to Mohammad. Hence also the motif 

52. For a partial list of the differences, see reinach (1895) 60 – 61; stern, GLAJJ 1: 151 – 52; con-
zelmann (1981) 72.

53. stern, GLAJJ 1: 148 – 49, speaks about “Jewish Hellenistic circles.” He further suggests that 
Molon may well have received information from Jews in caria, his native region. The features 
of the text taken as a whole indicate that the source used was not an oral, but a written one.
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of “the longing for the desert” recurring in literature of the biblical prophets 
and the period of the second temple, which culminated in the retreat of Jewish 
sects to the Judaean desert. abraham accordingly aspired to find a “pure” place, 
clean of the sins and evils of civilization, where he could feel close to God and 
contemplate divine matters. The romanticizing of the desert was alien to Greek 
literature, and therefore the sentence could be a remnant only of a midrashic 
interpretation by a Jew. 

other divergences from the biblical account may be regarded as an attempt to 
simplify the genealogical-ethnographic-geographical background, whether by 
the same source or by apollonius Molon himself. if the report in his source was 
particularly detailed, Molon may have had difficulty following the genealogical 
and geographical intricacies, and this might explain an attempt on his part to 
simplify. There are also indications that alexander Polyhistor, eusebius’s inter-
mediate source, shortened the account here and there, as was his wont.54 This 
too may have had some effect on the divergences from the biblical account noted 
above. notwithstanding, they are no more than one might expect in an account 
by a Hellenistic Jew.

The hypothesis, therefore, that Molon’s version is based directly on the bibli-
cal account must be rejected,55 as must the suggestion that Molon’s account was 
influenced by the tradition later received by nicolaus of damascus (adduced by 
Josephus, AJ 1. 160), according to which abraham, heading an army out of the 
“land of the chaldaeans beyond Babylon,” occupied and ruled damascus,56 and 
only later settled in canaan, which is Judaea.57 at the same time, the notion of 
some indirect, remote link between Molon’s account and the “northern” version 
of the beginning of the Jewish people, known from Pompeius trogus (Justin, 
36. 2. 1 – 6), should not be discounted altogether, despite the great difference in 

54. abridgment is evident from the way in which some of the events and personalities are 
presented, taken together with the number of participial forms used in the passage under discus-
sion. on alexander Polyhistor’s habit of abbreviating the passages he cites in reported speech, see 
Freudenthal (1875) 33.

55. reinach (1895) 61 believes that the source for Molon’s version is the Pentateuch, with diver-
gences being the result of a superficial reading.

56. The correct reading in Josephus is ἐβασίλευσε Δαμασκοῦ (“was king of damascus”), and not 
just ἐβασίλευσεν (“was king”), preferred by niese. This appears from the Mss tradition (including 
eus. PE 9. 16. 3), as well as from the geographical sequence and the reference to “abraham’s house.”

57. suggested by Feldman (1996b) 183. The tradition reported by nicolaus seems to be a Jewish 
legend, based on an early exegesis on the name eliezer of damascus, abraham’s steward-slave 
(Genesis 15.2). such an interpretation may have sounded more plausible than the familiar ones: 
“eliezer of damascus for whom i pursued kings to damascus” or “by whom i pursued kings to 
damascus” (Genesis rabba 44, 14 [ed. Theodor-albeck, p. 431]). The tradition may also have come 
about as an aetiological explanation for the name of the place called “abraham’s house” or the like, 
which was still in existence, according to nicolaus, in his time in damascus (Joseph. AJ 1. 160).
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detail.58 The analysis of the Molon passage suggests that there was a Jewish-
Hellenistic story about the emigration of noah to “the hills of syria,” and of the 
Jewish patriarch from there to the desert, and afterward to egypt.

For some of the testimonia hostile to the Jews, Molon’s direct source seems 
to have been lysimachus’s work on the history of egypt, from which Josephus 
adduced a compilation of egyptian versions of the exodus (Ap. 1. 304 – 11). in two 
places in the second book of Contra Apionem, Josephus indicates a similarity 
between claims made by Molon and lysimachus about Moses and the Jews. in 
one place he says that “apollonius Molon, lysimachus, and others” portrayed 
Moses as “a wizard and a deceiver (γόης καὶ ἀπατεών),” and that his laws “indi-
cate . . . [only] evil and nothing containing virtues” (2. 145). in another place, 
Josephus says that “the lysimachi and the Molons and other authors like them” 59 
portray the Jews as “the lowest of humans” (φαυλότατοι ἀνθρώπων, 2. 236). as 
lysimachus’s work should be dated to the last quarter of the second century 
b.c.e.,60 he may well have inspired the accusations in Molon.

Josephus formulated these accusations briefly and summarized things that 
both authors had written about in detail. in lysimachus, the accusations were 
included in his account of the exodus,61 and the description of Moses at least 
was also included in Molon’s parallel account. in addition to points of contact 

58. stern, GLAJJ 1: 149, appears to be more definite about the link. source criticism of trogus’s 
account indicates that the process was rather complicated. The version of Pompeius trogus differed 
substantially from the fragment of apollonius Molon: abraham in Pompeius trogus-Justin is not of 
the third generation after the Flood, but the fourth in the line of kings whose seat is in the celebrated 
city of damascus (described also as the origin of the assyrian kings); abraham (the king) in this 
version does n0t leave “the hilly region of syria” and departs to the desert; isaac is not mentioned, 
and the central figure in the Jewish genealogy is israel (not abraham; and the name Jacob is miss-
ing), described as the most important of the kings of damascus; israel has ten sons (not twelve); each 
son is allocated a separate kingdom, with the kingdom of Judas, following his sudden death, being 
annexed to the remaining sons, who were then called after him iudaioi (none of this is to be found 
in apollonius Molon). Pompeius trogus’s divergences from the biblical account are too great to be 
attributed to a Jewish-Hellenistic source (see also trogus’s statement that the Jews observe egyptian 
cults, 36. 1. 13, 16). The treatment of Judaea and the Jews also makes it less likely that we are facing 
a distorted account of the origin of the kingdom of the “ten tribes” or a version by a samaritan 
Hellenistic author. adding to these considerations the positive remarks concerning the cult in 
damascus and the statement that the Jews were subjected to a foreign rule only from the reign of 
Xerxes, we are obliged to surmise that the account is based on a combination of pieces of informa-
tion that have reached Pompeius trogus, a Gaul residing in rome, directly or indirectly from Jews 
(via a pagan Hellenistic author used by him [timagenes?]), and snippets about two of the most 
famous kings of damascus (azelus and adores = Hazael and Ben Hadad) and the local cult. These 
were blended together, and the abbreviation by Justin probably contributed to the clumsy result. at 
the same time, it could be just a translation of a Jewish excursus by timagenes.

59. on the use of the plural as a form of mockery, see Kasher (1996) 521, following Müller (1877) 
290 and parallels there.

60. see above, pp. 333 – 36.
61. see above, p. 316 ff.
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between the two authors, it is worth recalling that the first version in lysimachus 
presented the diseased in egypt as Jews from the beginning (Ap. 1. 305), while 
other Hellenistic authors (excluding Hecataeus) presented them as egyptians 
who only after the expulsion became a separate entity.62 in this respect, Molon’s 
account fits that in lysimachus, describing as it does the beginning of the history 
of the Jewish people from the time of the patriarchs, which meant that the Jews 
were a definite ethnic group before the time of their stay in egypt. Molon dif-
fers from lysimachus, however, in portraying Moses as the grandson of Joseph, 
and this is not accidental: it serves to hint at the origins of Moses’ wizardry. in 
Molon’s account, Moses was not an unknown wizard who suddenly appeared 
out of the blue, as lysimachus had described,63 but presumably a well-known 
magician who had inherited his art from Joseph, and who had ancestral rights 
because of his direct descent from abraham. Pompeius trogus, in similar fash-
ion, described Joseph as a magician and Moses as his son and heir (Justin 36. 2. 
7 – 11). Molon may have diverged from lysimachus in other respects, too. The term 
“deceiver,” “charlatan” (ἀπατεών), while explaining the epithet “wizard,” could 
have been intended to counter the Jewish claim of a divine source for the laws 
given by Moses to the Jews.

now to the blood and ass libels. according to Josephus, apion named apol-
lonius Molon along with Posidonius of apamea as his source for these libels (Ap. 
2. 79). in the previous chapter i suggested identifying timochares, the seleucid 
court historian, as the source of both Posidonius and Molon.64 i also showed that 
Posidonius omitted the blood libel, while his version of the ass libel differed from 
that of apion.65

apollonius Molon may well have used the same source as Posidonius. There 
are similarities of formulation and content between some of the anti-Jewish accu-
sations embedded in Josephus’s testimonia on Molon and the “advice” of the 
counselors of antiochus sidetes as reported by Posidonius (preserved in diod. 
34/35. 1. 7 – 5). The most outstanding similarity is the reference to misanthropy, 
which appeared for the first time in both to denote the hostile attitude of the Jews 
toward all humanity,66 and the use of the verb (μὴ) κοινωνεῖν in connection with 
their detachment from, or aversion to, other nations;67 the forceful condemna-

62. see above, p. 325.
63. see above, p. 328.
64. see above, pp. 464–65.
65. see above, pp. 241, 445 – 47.
66. timochares (via Posidonius) in diodorus 34/35. 1. 2 – 3; Molon in Contra Apionem 2. 148.
67. timochares in diodorus 34/35. 1. 2; cf. para. 1: ἀκοινωνήτους εἶναι; Molon in Contra Apionem 

2. 258.
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tion of Moses’ laws also appears to be similar, although the exact formulation of 
apollonius Molon has not survived.68

Molon’s treatise had included the blood libel. apion mentions him together 
with Posidonius as his sources for the libel, while Posidonius had in fact omit-
ted it from his version of the anti-Jewish accusations and libels.69 This leaves 
apollonius Molon as the real direct source for apion’s account of the blood libel.

The ass libel seems to have appeared in Molon in its “soft” version, as it did in 
Posidonius, namely, a sculpture of Moses seated on an ass.70 elsewhere, Molon 
accused the Jews of atheism (Ap. 2. 148) because they declared their faith in a god 
with no size or shape.71 This would not be consistent with the hard version that 
they deified the head of an ass. in the “soft” version, the statue does not symbolize 
any divinity but reflects a “founder” cult: Moses and his laws stand at the center 
of Molon’s account of the character of the Jewish people, and the portrayal of the 
statue in the temple of Moses with his book of laws would have emphasized the 
Jews’ blind obedience to, and admiration for, Moses the wizard and charlatan. 
Molon, contrary to Posidonius,72 obviously presented the ass libel as a historical 
fact. Josephus, for his part, felt no reason to mention, much less attack, Molon’s 
“soft” version of Moses riding on an ass, because he answered apion’s “hard” ver-
sion with three clear refutations (2. 81 – 88). The historical and historiographical 
refutation, which is the most compelling, is applicable to both versions: none of 
those foreigners who had entered the temple, including Pompey and titus, had 
ever found a trace of an ass or the head of an ass, but only the purest of cults; all 
those historians and choniclers who had written about the intrusion of antiochus 
epiphanes into the temple regarded his act as sacrilegious but said nothing about 
him finding the statue of an ass or the head of an ass or anything even remotely 
similar (2. 82 – 84).

From the little of Molon’s Jewish ethnography that has survived, therefore, sev-
eral sources for it may be detected: a Jewish Hellenistic source, timochares, and 
lysimachus. it is most probable that apollonius Molon had at his disposal more 
sources. Whatever the case may be, unlike most contemporary Hellenistic-roman 
authors, he was exposed to pro-Jewish and Jewish works, but his treatment of the 
Jewish people is hostile and cannot be ascribed to slavish copying of his sources. His 
hostility, therefore, must be accounted for by some other, more particular reasons.

68. timochares (via Posidonius) in diodorus 34/35. 1. 2; Molon in Contra Apionem 2. 145. The 
similarity is not in formulation but in content and intent, and this is emphasized by Josephus’s reply 
in para. 146.

69. see pp. 445 – 47 above.
70. see pp. 238 – 41 above.
71. see pp. 506 – 14 below.
72. see pp. 451 – 55 above.
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Molon ’ s et H noGr a PH y a n d 
Posi don i us ’ s  et H noGr a PH ica l e Xcu r sus

The island of rhodes was home to two literary giants of the age: apollonius 
Molon, a leading orator and rhetor; and Posidonius of apamea, the celebrated 
stoic philosopher. We have seen that there were good reasons and some indirect 
indications for the development of bitter, inevitable rivalry between the two (as a 
matter of fact, it was inevitable).73 Posidonius wrote an ethnographical excursus 
exalting Moses and early Judaism, presenting it as a model, ideal society along 
stoic lines. By contrast, Molon wrote a particularly negative ethnography of 
the Jews, treating the activity of Moses as the cause of all the evils he, Molon, 
attributes to the Jewish character. The Posidonian excursus was part not of 
some esoteric work, but was included in his monumental Histories, published in 
84 b.c.e., and therefore would not have been overlooked by Molon. Would then 
a disputative rhetor like apollonius Molon have failed to react in his own hostile 
treatise to such an extremely curious and highly favorable description of the Jews 
in a major work by his compatriot, and his professional, if not personal, rival?

The second book of Contra Apionem contains a scattering of testimonia on 
apollonius Molon that together sound like echoes and responses to Posidonius’s 
account. i shall survey some of the testimonia, examining them per se, ascertain-
ing whether there are parallels to them in Greek or latin literature, and noting 
what is peculiar to them. We shall then be in a position to decide whether they 
are a reaction to Posidonius’s portrait of Mosaic Judaism or merely either a recy-
cling of earlier claims made against the Jews, or original claims made by Molon.

A. Jewish Cowardice
according to Josephus, apollonius Molon blamed the Jews for cowardice: ποτὲ δ’ 
αὖ δειλίαν ἡμῖν ὀνειδίζει (“He then rebukes us for cowardice,” 2. 148). There is no 
parallel to this rebuke in any of the many surviving accusations and libels against 
the Jews. Quite the opposite. The impression one gets from Greek and roman 
authors, including the most hostile of them, is that the Jews are intensively occu-
pied with military matters, display courage in battle, and despise death.74 The 
participation of Jewish soldiers in Hellenistic armies was well known, as were 

73. see pp. 475 – 77 above.
74. This may be seen already in the account by Hecataeus of abdera (diod. 40. 3. 3, 6 – 7), which 

became a sort of vulgate for later authors. Jewish courage in battle and their contempt for death 
are particularly emphasized by tacitus: “They regard the souls of the fallen in battle as eternal . . . 
hence . . . their contempt for death” (Hist. 5. 5. 3). see also the edict of Julius caesar in Antiquitates 
Judaicae 14. 193 and the remarks of dio cassius (touching on the two great revolts against rome, 66. 
6. 1 – 3; 69. 13. 3). These are but select examples.
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the military successes of the Hasmonaean brothers against the seleucid armies, 
and the wide territorial expansion and occupations by the Hasmonaean rulers 
took place in the generation of Molon. The Jews were nearly always considered a 
belligerent people. This is clearly discernible from the writings of Josephus, their 
ardent defender. tacitus imputes cowardice to peoples that remained oppressed 
for a long time (Agr. 11, 15), but not to the Jews. in any case, Molon wrote his com-
ment when the Jews were independent and were oppressing others. The charge of 
cowardice, therefore, appears strange on all counts.75 

Faintheartedness in battle (as opposed to other fears) leading to a failure to 
act properly and respectfully was considered by the Greeks to be particularly 
despicable. it would surely be redundant in this survey to adduce Greek poets, 
historians, and thinkers who praise courage in battle.76 yet in order to under-
stand the terms and philosophical background both to Molon’s claim and to 
Josephus’s reaction, it may be worth turning briefly to aristotle’s definitions 
concerning the status of courage among the virtues, the circumstances in which 
it is displayed, and its most exalted expressions, as against the stoic approach, 
as well as to aristotle’s reservations concerning bold acts that are not part of 
courage at all (EN 1114b5 ff.; EE 1228b2 ff.): courage (andreia) is one of the virtues 
and is the first virtue discussed by aristotle. cowardice (deilia) is the opposite 
of it. The fullest expression of courage is risking the danger of battle, mean-
ing being prepared to die. another way to define courage is as the middle way 
(mesotēs) between two negative extremes: cowardice and thoughtless bravado 
or recklessness (thrasytēs), lacking all awareness of danger until the moment 
of action, at which point fear and hesitation set in. The truly courageous man 
knows what dangers he is getting involved in, and is afraid in due measure, but 
knows how to overcome his fear in order to do what is necessary (EN 1115a15 ff.; 
EE 1228a27 ff.). aristotle concludes by observing that all democratic states and 
all types of rulers honor those who fall in battle (EN 1115a30), while retreat from 
the battlefield is considered a disgrace (1116b20). aristotle’s remarks essentially 
reflect Greek popular traditional conceptions. apollonius Molon’s conception of 
andreia would not have differed on principle from the conventional view, where 
courage in battle was the supreme expression of this virtue, while its opposite, 

75. troiani (1977) suggests that Jewish reluctance to fight on the sabbath was interpreted as 
stemming from cowardice. However, it was explicitly explained by agatharchides as a supersti-
tion (Joseph. AJ 12. 6), and the observance of the sabbath as a whole was presented as such by later 
Greek and roman authors, along with other explanations, but never in the context of cowardice; so 
Joseph. Antiquitates Judaicae 12. 5 – 6; Contra Apionem 1. 208 – 10; and cf. seneca’s remarks preserved 
in augustine De civitate Dei 6. 11; Plutarch De superstitione 169c; Persius Satirae 5. 179 ff. (hinted at).

76. For two celebrated passages from the beginning of Greek literature in praise of death on 
the battlefield: Homer Iliad 15. 494 – 95; tyrmaeus, ed. Gentili-Prato (1988) i, fr. F, ll. 1 – 2, with the 
opposite sentiment later in the fragment.
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cowardice, was also primarily thought of in the context of the battlefield. and 
rhetors, including Molon, had nothing personal against the Peripatetics, unlike 
their tense relations with the stoics. notably, the stoic conception of andreia was 
somewhat different, being concerned not with a readiness for self-sacrifice in 
battle but with awareness, or rather (theoretical) knowledge of dangers.77

one possible source of inspiration that springs to mind for Molon’s accusation 
of Jewish cowardice is the Jewish ethnography of Posidonius where the pacifist 
approach of Moses plays a central role in Mosaic Judaism. Posidonius explains 
that Moses, an egyptian priest, led his supporters out of egypt in order to be 
able to observe his faith and perform his cult undisturbed by the egyptians. 
This might be negatively construed to mean that he declined to face dangers in 
defending his convictions. Furthermore, Moses is said to have led his supporters 
to Jerusalem of all places because he assumed that the dry and rocky nature of the 
area would repel other peoples, and wars would consequently not arise (strabo 16. 
2. 36). Posidonius is even more explicit when he goes on to say: “instead of arms, 
[Moses] would use as a protection sacrifices and the divine entity.” all of this is 
the exact opposite of what Hecataeus wrote in his Jewish excursus, according to 
which Moses trained the youth for war in the face of expected dangers (diod. 40. 
3. 6 – 7). it is also contrary to the usual practice of Greek colonization, with a new 
settlement investing much of its resources in military training.78

This extreme pacifistic policy of avoiding confrontation at all cost would have 
come in for criticism from Greek authors, even those who expressed a hope in the 
possibility of an end to wars and eternal peace. it could easily be explained — by a 
biased rhetor such as Molon — as the result of cowardice. 

We do not know exactly how apollonius Molon described Jewish cowardice. 
Josephus does not quote him but sums up the matter in one word, as he does with 
regard to the other charges referred to in the same paragraph. a good rhetor 
would certainly not have spared words in explaining exactly what he had in 
mind. if Molon wished to exploit Greek values to his advantage, he would have 
said explicitly that the Jews were afraid to die on the battlefield.

This last point is indirectly supported by the reaction of Josephus. immedi-
ately before the testimonium of Molon we are discussing, when responding in 
general to Molon’s accusations against the Jews, Josephus gives a condensed list 
of Jewish characteristics, among which he mentions karteria, the ability to with-
stand external pressures, and θανάτου περιφρόνησινς, contempt toward death 

77. The common stoic definition of courage is ἐπιστήμη δεινῶν καὶ οὐ δεινῶν καὶ οὐδετέρων 
(“knowledge of things terrible and not terrible, and neither of these”); see SVF 3: frr. 262, 266, 274, 
275; cf. the definition of Zeno of citium: ὁριζόμενος τὴν φρόνησιν . . . ἐν δ’ ὑπομενετέοις ἀνδρείαν 
(“defining practical wisdom with regard to things that should be suffered, as courage”), SVF 1: fr. 201.

78. see pp. 376 – 79 above.
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(2. 146). Josephus is more forthcoming after presenting Molon’s accusations: he 
expands on the preparedness of Jews to suffer torture and death for their adher-
ence to their ancestral laws,79 and he adds that death on the battlefield is the 
easiest death of all, since it is not accompanied by torture, the fate of those who 
die for their religious beliefs; and those who go into battle are not hampered by 
everyday prohibitions, as opposed to those who are obliged to follow the religious 
commandments, including dietary laws and those having to do with sexual mat-
ters (2. 232 – 35). all this is said ostensibly to emphasize the loyalty of the Jews to 
their laws, and their dependence on them, the main subject of the last section of 
Contra Apionem. This section of the work is a reply to the work by apollonius 
Molon. Would Josephus’s comparison between death on the battlefield (which he 
praises at 2. 294) and the more courageous death in passive defense of one’s faith 
not also be a reaction to apollonius Molon’s remarks on Jewish cowardice and 
fear of death on the battlefield?

apollonius Molon, accordingly, treated the “information” that he found in 
Posidonius as any rhetor would: he gave it a new look, interpretation, or treatment 
that suited his general purpose. This is what was taught in rhetorical exercises 
in schools: a student chose a topos on which to deliver two opposing speeches, 
paying special attention to the invention of new ideas or interpretations. This in 
fact is also what Posidonius did with the basic material on the Jews that he found 
in the Jewish excursus of Hecataeus of abdera. if a philosopher could do it, how 
much more so might it be expected of a professional rhetor of the standing of 
apollonius Molon?

The hypothesis that apollonius Molon reacted to the account by Posidonius 
may solve an apparent contradiction that Josephus found in Molon’s work. Jose-
phus notes in the same context (2. 148) that on the one hand Molon accuses the 
Jews of cowardice (deilia), and on the other hand, of recklessness (tolma) and mad-
ness (aponoia). according to the context, the reference is obviously to eagerness for 
battle and to fighting style. Wishing to expose a contradiction, Josephus did not 
have any interest in recording Molon’s explanation for these conflicting terms, all 
the more so as every accusation in the same paragraph had been introduced by just 
a single word. i would suggest that, playing on the Posidonian distinction between 
Mosaic and contemporary Judaism, Molon leveled the charge of cowardice at 
Mosaic Judaism, the Judaism of the past, while the charge of unrestrained reckless-
ness and madness was leveled at his contemporary Jews, namely, the Hasmonaean 
rulers.80 regarding this latter issue there was no reason for Molon to disagree with 

79. The formulation by Josephus is a paraphrase of a description of the Jewish martyrology in 
the testimonium adduced from pseudo-Hecataeus in Contra Apionem 1. 191.

80. The assumption that this has to do with the Hasmonaeans appears already in troiani (1977) 
179 – 80.
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Posidonius, who described the Jewish leaders of his time as “robbers” harassing 
both their own and neighboring peoples (strabo 16. 2. 37). recklessness, certainly 
when coupled with madness, is hardly a synonym for bravery in Greek, and apol-
lonius Molon uses it only disparagingly.81 

at the same time, there is another possibility, somewhat different from the 
former one. one scholar has drawn attention to a parallel combination of cow-
ardice and recklessness in war found in a late author’s comment on the egyptians, 
rightly defining it as an ethnographic stereotype.82 in his love-romance Leucippe 
and Clitophon, achilles tatius (mid-second century c.e.) states:

For an egyptian man when afraid is slave to cowardice, and when confident is eager 
for a fight; both not in moderation, but rather he bears misfortune too weakly, 
superiority too rashly. (14.9)

The exact meaning appears from the episode preceding this comment: the egyp-
tians are eager to fight so long as they are confident of an easy victory and keep 
the upper hand, but if they face a superior force or when the tide of battle turns 
against them, they decline to engage or take to their heels, respectively. By and 
large this is no more than a shameful expression of cowardice.

The terms “cowardice” and “recklessness” appear together in the aristotelian 
treatment of andreia. The combination is not only a well-known individual 
behavioral phenomenon but has been imputed to races as well, as in tacitus’s 
description of the Gauls and the Britons (Agr. 11: audacia and formido). Judging 
from the parallels, it appears that Molon attributed to the Jews not only coward-
ice by nature, inherited from Moses, but also, in a contemptuous way, eagerness 
for battle, to the extent of “madness,” namely, ferocity and/or excessive cruelty 
on the battlefield when faced with a considerably inferior opponent. could this 
stereotype have been applied by Molon to the Jews out of the blue, and contrary 
to their accepted image — even in the writings of their extreme opponents — as 
people who are ready to risk their lives and who despise death? i doubt very much 
that Molon would have gone so far without being acquainted with the unique 
Posidonian account, and having a strong personal motive to reject it. in doing so, 
Molon did not disregard the popular image of the Jews as warlike people but gave 
it a scornful interpretation.

81. Pace Feldman (1996b) 220 – 21, who gives the word tolma a positive significance in this con-
text. While it is true that the word may in some contexts have a positive significance (examples in 
Feldman), it also has a negative one (e.g., Pl. Ap. 38d; Leg. 193d, 197b; arist. EE 1220b39, 1228a29, 
where the parallel to thrasos is thrasytēs, the extreme whose opposite extreme is cowardice, and 
the “middle way” between these two is courage; and cf. what was said above about aristotle’s 
observations). its appearance with aponoia indicates the negative intent of the expression. so too in 
Josephus, Bellum Judaicum 3. 479; 4. 558; 5. 274; Antiquitates Judaicae 6. 264; 19. 304.

82. Bohak (2003) 42. The interpretation below, however, differs from that of Bohak.
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B. The Jews as the Most Primitive and Uninventive of Peoples 
Josephus briefly summarizes a number of times claims that he found in apol-
lonius Molon concerning the primitiveness and uninventiveness of the Jews: “He 
(Molon) says that [the Jews] are the most primitive (aphyestatoi) of barbarian 
(peoples), and because of this they are the only ones to have contributed no inven-
tion (eurēma) to [human] life” (2. 148). Josephus offers some elaboration at the 
end of the specific reply to this accusation: “Hence arises the charge some launch 
against us, that we have not provided any inventors of new deeds (erga) or words 
(logoi)” (2. 182). earlier he refers to apion, and it appears that apion based his 
arguments on apollonius Molon: “But (says apion) we have not provided amaz-
ing men (thaumastoi), such as those who were outstanding in inventing certain 
arts (technai), or wisdom (sophia)” (2. 135).83 Thus apollonius Molon mentioned 
the lack of any contribution by the Jews to human culture, whether in the practi-
cal or the theoretical arts.

apart from the above testimonia, charges concerning the uninventiveness of 
the Jews in practical matters are unknown in Greek and latin literature, while 
nothing is written on the lack of any contribution to logoi until the beginning of 
the dispute between christians and pagans.84 The Jews were even described at the 
beginning of the Hellenistic period as a nation of philosophers who have ideas 
similar to those of the Greeks.85 even the most outspoken of the Jews’ enemies did 
not condemn them as primitives.86 at various times they were accused of having 

83. in connection with Greek wisdom, apion, paraphrasing Molon’s accusation (Ap. 2. 135), 
names socrates, Zeno, cleanthes, and himself. The reference to the philosophers was not taken from 
apollonius Molon but was an addition made by apion. it may be that Molon adduced a number of 
personalities as an example, but not philosophers, and certainly not socrates and the early stoics. 
He deplored socrates and Plato in his treatise “against the philosophers” and the stoics despised the 
professional rhetors. apion, on the other hand, presented himself as a stoic.

84. The only known ancient parallel — and this only partial — appears in celsus, the anti- christian 
philosopher contemporary with Marcus aurelius. see origen Contra Celsum 4. 31. 4, where celsus 
is quoted as follows: μηδὲν πώποτε ἀξιόλογον πράξαντας, οὔτ’ ἐν λόγῳ οὔτ’ ἐν ἀριθμῷ αὐτούς ποτε 
γεγενημένους (“They never did anything worthy of note and never created anything to do with lan-
guage or number”). celsus does not go into detail, but mentions arithmetic; this may be because in a 
previous sentence he had emphasized the origin of the Jews in egypt, and the egyptians were believed 
to have invented arithmetic. The first in the modern age to accuse the Jews of failing to contribute 
inventions to science and works to the arts was Voltaire, who was deeply impressed by the views of 
Greco-roman authors known to him mainly from Contra Apionem; see Katz (1980) 40, and 38.

85. clearchus in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 179; Megasthenes in clement Stromateis 1. 15 (72. 5); 
cf. Theophrastus in Porphyry De Abstinentia 2. 26. 3.

86. This has nothing to do with insults voiced by roman authors against Jewish beggars in 
rome, their behavior, and their halting language (e.g., cleom. 2. 1; Juv. 6. 524; artem. Onirocr. 3. 53). 
on the background, see lewy (1960) 197 – 203.
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certain superstitions, but superstitions in the ancient world were not associ-
ated particularly with primitiveness: they were common to all peoples, including 
those who contributed significantly to material and spiritual culture. Moses is 
portrayed as a wise man even by those Hellenistic authors (apart from apion, of 
course) who condemned the customs and laws he established.87

Josephus was clearly embarrassed and had trouble dealing with these unprec-
edented accusations. The basic problem was that he was unable to point to any 
practical Jewish invention recognized by the Greeks as advancing civilization,88 
or to any significant contribution made by the Jews to Greek literature or thought, 
the only contribution his Greco-roman readers would regard as being of value. 
concerning practical inventions, Josephus failed to find any answer,89 and chose 

87. Hecataeus of abdera in diodorus 40. 3. 3; Manetho in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 238, 
250; Posidonius in strabo 16. 2. 34; diodorus 1. 94. 2; Pompeius trogus in Justin 36. 2; in effect, 
chaeremon in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 290; pseudo-longinus De sublimitate 9; even tacitus 
Historiae 5. 3. 1 – 4. 1; numenius of apamea in clement Stromateis 1. 22 (150. 4) and the parallels. 
Moses is absent from the list of sages in celsus because he is portrayed as a wizard (origen C. Celsum 
1. 16). see also Gager (1972) 25 – 79; and see esp. Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 279, from which it appears 
that anti-Jewish egyptian authors also regarded Moses as “a wonderful figure . . . and even divine.”

88. While Josephus does say that abraham taught the egyptians arithmetic and astrology (AJ 
1. 167), it may be inferred from the sentence that follows that abraham did not invent these crafts 
but only transmitted them to the egyptians from the chaldaeans. Josephus merely interpreted a 
vague piece of information he found in Berossus (para. 158). Josephus was not acquainted with the 
account of artaphanus, according to which abraham taught Pharaoh astrology (eus. PE 9. 18. 1; cf. 
pseudo-eupolemus, in eus. PE 9. 18. 2); this is apparent from the fact that he attributes to Moses 
and Joseph none of the many inventions mentioned by artaphanus. similarly, there is no trace in 
Josephus of the accounts of pseudo-eupolemus concerning the inventions attributed to the patri-
archs and Moses (see the references in note 92 below), and this suffices to answer in the negative 
the much-debated question — whether Josephus was acquainted with the compilation of alexander 
Polyhistor on the Jews, in which these accounts were adduced. The absence of any reference to 
alexander Polyhistor in the pretentious Contra Apionem speaks for itself. it should be added that 
the description of abraham as a stargazer in the Book of Jubilees 12. 15 and in rabbinic literature 
(tosefta Qiddushin V. 17 [ed. Zuckermandel, p. 343]; Bavli, Baba Bathra 16B; Bavli, yomah 27B) is not 
necessarily influenced by Hellenistic or Jewish Hellenistic literature, as some have argued; it is much 
simpler to assume that the description rests on Genesis 15.5 (“look now toward heaven, and tell the 
stars, if thou be able to number them”) and on abraham’s origin in ur of the chaldees, a place where 
astronomy was extensively practiced (the connection is made in Philo Abr. 77).

89. despite all that has been said in the scholarly literature, there is no real evidence that Josephus 
was acquainted with the philosophical works of Philo. if he did know some of them, he would most 
probably have rejected the allegorical interpretation, as he did that concerning Homer (Ap. 2. 256). 
it would seem that allegorical interpretation was not widespread in Judaea at that time, and the few 
examples of it in the Judaean desert scrolls are exceptions that prove the rule (on these, see Kister 
[1998] 109 – 11, and 111 n. 36 on the meaning of Philo’s remarks concerning allegorical interpretation 
by the essenes [Quod omnis probus liber 82]). The reference to Philo in Josephus Antiquitates Judaicae 
18. 259 – 60 is quite vague and can only suggest that Josephus did not rate Philo highly in the history of 
Greek thought. it is difficult to assess whether and how many of Philo’s writings were known at that
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to overlook the charge. The case of the logoi was only slightly easier. in the absence 
of real evidence, Josephus tried more than once to respond, but without much 
success. recording the charge (Ap. 2. 135 – 36), he notes that his account of certain 
Jewish figures in the Jewish Antiquities provides an answer. Josephus probably had 
in mind biblical personalities like King solomon and other wise men and poets. 
However, this argument remains brief, without quoting examples, in contrast to 
the usual verbosity of Contra Apionem. Being aware that only evidence from the 
Greek corpus counts in such exchanges (Ap. 1.2, 4), Josephus chooses to use gen-
eral terms, indicating that his Jewish Antiquities contains much relevant evidence, 
as if this is obvious and requires no further elaboration, in preference to mention-
ing particular biblical figures — unknown to the non-Jewish reader — which would 
have only detracted from his argument. Josephus, however, aware of the weakness 
of this response, provides another one: the Jews observe the old laws of the torah 
and do not depart from them to the left or to the right; there is no need to emend 
them, improve them, or add to them; this leaves other peoples with the mistaken 
impression that the Jews are uncreative; the Jews are in fact potentially creative 
but do not need to realize this potential, since everything has been handed down 
to them from previous generations in their torah (2. 182 – 84); philosophers with 
revolutionary ideas concerning religion and morality appear among other peoples, 
whose faith and customs are unstable and lacking unity (2. 180, 187).90 Josephus 
resorted to this convoluted explanation because of the difficulty in presenting 
the torah as an invention of human beings. sensing that this response would still 
not satisfy an outside audience, Josephus offers toward the end of the treatise yet 
a third answer, this time referring to the torah from another angle, that of its 
reception (2. 295): The Jews were the first to “find” the torah, and to adhere to its 
precepts, and this suffices to refute Molon’s charges. Josephus thus overrides the 
difficulty by giving “inventiveness” a new meaning. This is the most he could do 
in view of the terms of reference of the classical world on the one hand, and the 
Jewish conviction regarding the divine origin of the torah on the other. 

it is unlikely that apollonius Molon directed his remarks against the early 
Hellenistic authors who had described the Jews as a community of philosophers. 
Those references to the Jews had been few and far between, in short passages within 
a wider context on other subjects entirely, and not in monographs on the Jews or 
ethnographic excursuses; it is further doubtful whether all of them were available 

time in rome. Philo owes his reputation and fame to the church patriarchs, who wrote after the time 
of Josephus, and primarily to clement of alexandria, who was active in the last quarter of the second 
century c.e.; Philo was still unknown to Justin the Martyr, who was a contemporary of Josephus in 
rome. on the circulation of Philo’s writings, see runia (1993); (1995) 54 – 55, 228 – 39.

90. cf. the criticism of sextus empiricus regarding the continual changing of the laws in athens 
as opposed to the conservatism of “barbarian” people: Adversus rhetoricos 34 – 35.
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to Molon in rhodes.91 Molon certainly had no reason to invest effort in searching 
for scraps of material on the Jews in the many thousands of book-scrolls written 
at the end of the classical period and the beginning of the Hellenistic period. at 
any rate, earlier thinkers and authors had not portrayed the philosophers as the 
inventors of the practical arts. it is also unlikely that Molon was familiar with, and 
reacted to, the compositions of pseudo-eupolemus or artaphanus, who portrayed 
Moses as an inventor.92 These are esoteric Hellenistic Jewish authors who were 
unknown even to Josephus,93 clement,94 or Pliny the elder, although the latter 
tried to collect all the available material on inventors and their inventions.95

What, then, led apollonius Molon to accuse the Jews of being primitive? 
Molon’s evidence for the primitiveness of the Jews is their lack of any original 
contribution to inventions, practical or spiritual. at the heart of this evidence is 
the assumption that practical inventions, like the logoi, are the work of wise men. 
The link between wise men and practical inventions first appears pointedly only 
in the writings of Posidonius of apamea, and it is unique to him. earlier stoics 
had attributed to wise men only the invention of language; after the first stage 
of language, in which basic words originated naturally — these are the onomato-
poeic words — the wise men invented more complex words, such as the names of 
the world, the elements, the gods, and so on.96 it was also customary to attribute 
to wise men the writing of laws.97 These inventions, however, are all in the area 

91. on the disappearance and gradual reappearance of the writings of Theophrastus in the first 
century b.c.e., see p. 38 and note 78 above.

92. Pseudo-eupolemus on Moses as inventor of the alphabet: clement Stromateis 1. 23 (153. 4) 
= eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 9. 26. 1. artaphanus on Joseph as an inventor (of land division, 
determination of borders, land fertilization, and measurement) and on Moses as an inventor (of 
boats, construction cranes, egyptian weapons, more complex war-engines [apparently artillery], 
pumping equipment, and even philosophy): eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 9. 27. 4, 12. see also 
Guttmann 2: 81 – 82; Wacholder (1974) 77 – 83; Holladay (1983 – 96) 1: 137 – 38 nn. 3, 6, and 232 n. 46.

93. see note 88 above.
94. see the list of inventions and inventors in Stromateis 1. 16, and there also for the sources of 

information clement had at his disposal, and for the literature that concerned itself with inventions 
and inventors.

95. For Pliny’s list of inventors, see below. Philo, who was preoccupied with the figure of Moses, 
states explicitly that Moses received practical inventions or crafts (such as arithmetic and geometry, 
music, philosophy, astrology and the other sciences) from the egyptians, Greeks, assyrians, and 
chaldaeans (De vita Mos. 1. 23 – 24). Philo, like Josephus after him, regards Moses’ sole original con-
tribution to be his laws and considers him to be “the best of legislators anywhere” (De vita Mos. 2. 12).

96. on this subject, see Barwick (1957) 29 – 33, 80 – 87, and sources there. all this is in contrast to 
the position of the epicureans; see, e.g., lucretius De rerum natura 5. 1028 – 90 (esp. 1041 – 43, 1050 – 51).

97. For explicit statements on this made by dicaearchus, a first-generation Peripatetic and pupil 
of aristotle, see diogenes laertius 1. 40. dicaearchus, unlike others, attributes only legislation to the 
sages. lists of legislators were scattered throughout Greek and Hellenistic literature; see, e.g., strabo 
16. 2. 38 – 39; diodorus 1. 94; seneca Epistulae 90. 6; Josephus Contra Apionem 2. 154.
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of language and thought, not in the area of practical tools and action. We even 
have indirect expressions of disdain for inventions such as building and sculpture 
in Zeno, the father of stoicism. in a famous passage that has survived from his 
Politeia,98 Zeno says that in the ideal state of wise men, there would be no temples 
or statues, since the gods are to be honored with what is worthy of them, and not 
with the products of artisans. Zeno thus hints that sages do not indulge in such 
activities. a detailed and direct criticism of Posidonius is to be found on this 
matter in a letter of seneca to lucilius (Ep. 90), which has often been referred 
to in the discussion on the Jewish excursus of strabo-Posidonius (chapter 11). 
seneca, himself a stoic, expresses his own opinion regarding the origin of these 
inventions and the talents of the various inventors. The passage speaks for itself:

all these things were invented by the sharp wits (sagacitas) of humans, not their 
wisdom. . . . These two (the hammer and tongs) were invented by someone alert 
and smart, not great and elevated. . . . all these things may have been invented 
by reason, but not right reason (the stoic expression recta ratio = ὀρθὸς λόγος). 
The inventions are of an ordinary man, not a sage. . . . “all of these things,” he 
(Posidonius) says, “were invented by a sage; but matters too small for him to bother 
with he left to lesser assistants.” on the contrary, these things were invented by 
none other than those who are concerned with these things even today . . . , they 
are the inventions of the lowest slaves. Wisdom dwells higher up and does not teach 
the hands [anything]. it is the great teacher of souls. . . . even if a sage invented 
[certain tools, devices, etc.], he did not invent them in his capacity as a sage; for 
he did many things that are done, as we see, as successfully by fools and even with 
more experience and expertise. (paras. 11, 13, 24, 25, 26, 33)

The fact that this was a common view, not peculiar to the stoics (apart from 
Posidonius), is confirmed by the very detailed list of inventors that has come 
down to us from the ancient world. it is concentrated in the last part of the sev-
enth book of Naturalis historia (191 – 215) by Pliny the elder, who flourished about 
a century after apollonius Molon. Pliny, as was his wont, uses numerous ear-
lier sources. noteworthy among those explicitly mentioned are Hesiod, ctesias, 
aristotle, Theophrastus (who wrote two books on inventions: diog. laert. 5. 
47), Hegesias, Brossus, and particularly Gellius, that is, Gnaeus Gellius.99 other, 

98. SVF 1: frr. 264 – 67. The quotation from Zeno appears almost word for word in seven sources 
and is consequently to be considered accurate.

99. This is Gnaeus Gellius, the author of the Annales, who flourished a generation before Molon 
and Posidonius. His identity can be inferred from a reference in Marius catorinus, the fourth-
century latin orator and grammarian who became a christian. catorinus details the part played by 
cadmus in bringing writing from Phoenicia to Greece (cf. Pliny NH 7. 192) and mentions as sources 
demetrius of Phaleron, Hermocrates, and roman authors: cincius, Fabius, and Gellius. These latter 
are three of the earliest historians of rome (cincius and Fabius were active at the end of the third 
century b.c.e.). The account of catorinus: Keil (1874) 4: 23.
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lesser-known authors and poets are also named, while many other sources are 
referred to merely as “others” (alii) or as national traditions (“the egyptians say” 
and the like). it is also worth mentioning that aulus Gellius (second century c.e.) 
reports in the introduction to his Attic Nights that there are authors who call their 
books εὑρήματα (inventions; the Greek appears in his latin text).100 The names 
of some of these authors have come down to us in other sources, some esoteric 
and some famous, such as Theophrastus and ephorus. From the beginning of 
the decline of classical Greece, therefore, and certainly at the time of apollonius 
Molon and Posidonius, there was a widespread literature about, or at least a 
fashion for titles having to do with, inventors and inventions (in addition to refer-
ences to such matters in works on other subjects),101 and the condensed summary 
of this literature in Pliny the elder is quite instructive for our inquiry.

The inventors mentioned by name in Pliny are nowhere considered sages or 
philosophers, with the exception of anacharsis the scythian, who, according 
to one source not named by Pliny, invented the potter’s wheel, while “others” 
attributed this invention to a certain Hyperaubius of corinth (HN 7. 198). The 
remaining inventors are gods, sons of gods, mythological and eponymous heroes, 
city founders, and military leaders, but a greater number than these are men 
known only by name, apparently men of technical skills, but not of high social 
status or intellectual abilities. There are also inventions attributed generally to 
peoples or cities (many to the egyptians and the athenians). The talents required 
for the inventions mentioned are not features of philosophers and sages, and 
seneca pointed out the absurdity of any such claim: “He (Posidonius) was not far 
from saying that even shoemaking was invented by the sages” (para. 23).

Posidonius was the first, and as far as we can tell, the only author to attribute 
practical inventions to “sages,” his terminology for philosophers. seneca in the 
letter to lucilius argues with Posidonius’s account on practical inventions and 
summarizes it, listing the most basic of occupations: grinding and baking, build-
ing, the invention of iron tools (such as hammers and tongs), locating veins of 
iron and copper, weaving and spinning, and even the most basic of agricultural 
tasks such as plowing, sowing and weeding. all of these, according to Posidonius, 
were invented by sages. seneca does not quote Posidonius but only reacts to the 
account, and it is most likely that the original list was more detailed.

100. These were works named περὶ εὑρημάτων (or De inventis) and dealing with practical inven-
tions, as opposed to rhetorical works called περὶ εὑρέσεως (or De inventione) whose purpose was to 
teach how to devise arguments appropriate to the occasion without relying too much on improvisa-
tion (see, e.g., cicero’s De inventione). a discussion of rhetorical inventions is also to be found in 
general rhetorical works such as the first two books of aristotle’s Ars rhetorica.

101. on the genre, see Thraede (1962a) 1191 – 1278; (1962b) 158 – 86. For a concentration of the 
scattered information on inventors and inventions in the mainstream Greek classical tradition, see 
Kleingünther (1933); tiede (1972) 146 – 77.
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in two cases, seneca argues with Posidonius over the specific identity of the 
inventors. We learn from seneca that Posidonius had mentioned anacharsis, 
the sixth-century scythian prince-sage, as the inventor of the potter’s wheel for 
making ceramic artifacts and even attempted to prove his point by establishing 
that verses referring to the production of ceramics in Homer were inauthentic.102 
We have already seen that anacharsis is also mentioned in Pliny’s list, where 
the source is unnamed. seneca does not dispute the identity of the inventor but 
argues that anacharsis arrived at this invention by chance, and not because of 
his wisdom, and the invention could have been made as easily by anyone else 
(para. 31). Posidonius further attributes the invention of dome building to the 
pre-socratic philosopher democritus, and here seneca does dispute the attribu-
tion, asserting that the method was known before then (paras. 32 – 33). From the 
argument over anacharsis and democritus it follows that the “sages” meant by 
Posidonius are not only figures associated with the mythological Golden age — 

which might have been inferred from the appearance of the argument in seneca’s 
discussion of the Posidonian state of the wise in the Golden age — but also figures 
from historical periods.103

• • •

Posidonius presents Moses and those who followed him out of egypt as egyptian 
philosopher-sages, and the state they established in Jerusalem and its environs as 
the realization of the later Posidonian state of the wise. Posidonius dwells only on 
the religious, social, and political aspects of this state, since these are the aspects 
that emphasize the ideals he wished to promote. it is only natural that in this 
framework he did not touch on marginal issues, such as the Jews’ inventive skills. 
after all, the ethnographic excursus could not, and was not meant to, provide a 
comprehensive account of Jews and Judaism, and its message, in any case, had 
very little to do with the Jews themselves.

apollonius Molon reacts to Posidonius’s description of the Jewish state of 
the wise with arguments based on Posidonius’s own conceptions, supported by 
information gleaned from invention literature. Whichever work of Posidonius 
included his conception of the inventor sages, whether one in praise of philosophy 
or describing the origins of culture,104 it could not have been esoteric and had to 

102. on doubts concerning the attribution of this statement to Posidonius, see Kidd 2: 969; but 
there is no real reason to doubt the reference to democritus.

103. cf. the remarks of dicaearchus in his work Βίος  Ἑλλάδος (The lifestyle of Greece), dating 
the practical inventions after the period of peace that had prevailed among men (Porph. Abst. 4. 2); 
and cf. the opinions of roman thinkers who transplanted the Golden age to the period of the first 
kings of rome (e.g., cic. Rep.  2. 21 – 22; Off. 2. 41 – 42; lucr. 5. 1105 – 44); see Kidd 2: 962 – 63.

104. on this question, see p. 350 above.
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be familiar to apollonius Molon; in any event, a work extolling the virtues of phi-
losophy, its primacy, and its benefits for the human race would not have escaped 
the attention of the great rhetor who wrote a work against the philosophers.

Molon’s reply was actually as follows: not only were the Jews not a select com-
munity of wise men (as Posidonius claims), but quite the contrary: they were, and 
still are, the most primitive and lowly of men. one has only to observe that unlike 
most peoples known to us the Jews have contributed nothing to the advance-
ment of humanity, neither in the field of practical inventions, as one would have 
expected from sages, according to Posidonius’s own argument, nor in the field of 
logoi. Beat the enemy at his own game.

it is not impossible that Molon also expanded and supported his argument with 
references to the invention literature. in any case, he could have concluded from 
works available to him that no practical invention had been attributed to the Jews.

C. The Refusal to Accept People 
with Different Beliefs into Jewish Society

apollonius did not consider all these (Greek examples mentioned by Josephus) in 
his accusation that we do not welcome into our midst those with other convictions 
about the divinity. (Ap. 2. 258)105

This accusation provides a clearly different, additional reason for the Jewish aver-
sion to foreigners. it is unknown in the literature prior to Molon. it appears only 
when conversions to Judaism became an issue in rome.106 The common accusa-
tions concerning the Jewish attitude toward other peoples were “hatred of for-
eigners” (misoxenia) or “hatred of humans” (misanthrōpia), and the alleged com-
mandment “not to show a positive attitude toward humans” (with or without the 
addition “especially not Greeks”) and its variations. “softer” expressions are “not 
to have contact with some [foreigner],” “not to dine in the company of foreign-
ers,” and apanthrōpia, detachment from human society.107 The very use of such 
expressions, as well as their accompanying explanations, indicates unconditional 
enmity toward foreigners and the surrounding world. some authors of the time 
explained this characteristic as a reaction to the harsh experiences suffered by 
the leper Jews doing hard labor in the quarries of egypt, while others emphasized 

105. ὧν οὐδὲν λογισάμενος ὁ Μόλων Ἁπολλώνιος ἡμῶν κατηγόρησεν, ὅτι μὴ παραδεχόμεθα 
τοὺς ἄλλαις προκατειλημμένους δόξαις περὶ θεοῦ . . . 

106. see, e.g., Juvenal 14. 102 – 4.
107. see Hecataeus in diodorus 40. 3. 4; Manetho in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 239; lysimachus 

in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 309; the blood libel, Josephus Contra Apionem 2. 122; Pompeius 
trogus in Justin 36. 1. 15; tacitus Historiae 5. 5. 1; Philostratus Against Apollonius of Tyana 5. 33; and 
in effect also celsus in origen Contra Celsum 3. 5.
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the ordeal of the Jews during their expulsion from egypt and their wandering in 
the desert.108 What seemed clear was that the Jews were not prepared to welcome 
foreigners. ethnic origin and/or a share in the traumatic past alone determined 
whether one was a member of the Jewish people or not.

yet in the present testimonium the aversion to foreigners does not stem from a 
difference in ethnicity or common experience. The Jews refuse to embrace people 
who are unwilling to adopt their religious views. it might appear at first sight 
that apollonius Molon was reacting merely to the expulsions of locals and the 
compulsory conversions to Judaism performed by the Hasmonaean rulers. yet 
Hellenistic authors, both contemporary with Molon and later, mentioned only 
the imposition of the laws of the Jews, particularly concerning circumcision,109 
without referring to beliefs and convictions. Moreover, the formulation of the 
testimonium indicates a voluntary willingness on the part of foreigners to be 
accepted into Jewish society. They are rejected on the grounds of differences of 
view concerning divine matters. This was not the case with the pagan population 
in the new Jewish territories.

This is how Josephus, too, understood apollonius Molon, as may be seen from 
the passage prior to this testimonium, and from the reply following it. That the 
testimonium and the preceding passage are linked may be understood from 
the beginning of the testimonium: “apollonius did not consider all these in his 
accusation” (2. 258). in the former passage, Josephus states, among other things, 
that Plato, while praising Homer as a poet, would still banish him from his state 
“so that he would not cause the correct opinion about god to disappear by means 
of stories” (2. 256).110 in his direct reply following the testimonium, Josephus 
compares the Jews with the athenians, who punished and expelled people for 
holding a different religious belief (2. 263 – 66).111 The refusal of the Jews to accept 
people of different religious beliefs thus appears consistent with the behavior of 
the most enlightened and best of Greeks.

108. Hecataeus in diodorus 40. 3. 4; Manetho in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 237 – 38; lysimachus 
in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 309; timochares (via Posidonius) in diodorus 34/35. 1. 2; Pompeius 
trogus in Justin 36. 1. 15; and in effect also tacitus Historiae 5. 3. 1.

109. see Josephus (who drew on nicolaus and via strabo on timagenes of alexandria) in 
Antiquitates Judaicae 13. 257 – 58, 319, 397; 15. 254; Ptolemaeus the historian in ammonius De adfin-
ium vocabulorum differentia, no. 243 (stern, GLAJJ no. 146).

110. cf. Plato Respublica 2. 383a-c, 386 – 387b, 398a.
111. Josephus is exaggerating. There were in athens foreigners who were allowed to worship their 

gods so long as they did it alone or in public in centers where foreigners were concentrated, such as 
Piraeus (see, e.g., the opening of Plato’s Respublica concerning the procession there in honor of the 
Thracian goddess Bendis). in the previous paragraph (251), when he tries to find faults with polythe-
ism, Josephus says that the athenians passed laws “naturalizing” foreign gods. Josephus, like Molon, 
conceals facts when convenient and ends up contradicting himself.
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The way in which apollonius Molon presented his charge seems to have been 
a reaction to Posidonius’s description of the formation of Jewish society under 
the leadership of Moses. it appears from the testimonium that apollonius Molon 
claimed — with disapproval — that people who do not accept the principles of 
the Jewish faith are not accepted into Jewish society. in the Jewish excursus of 
Posidonius, the society established by Moses is principally non-national. at first, 
by force of circumstances and the place itself, Moses — an egyptian himself — was 
joined by the enlightened egyptian sages who shared his view of the essence of 
the divinity. They left egypt of their own volition and removed themselves from 
others by settling in the isolated region of Jerusalem, in order to keep to their 
religion without interruption. Posidonius hints at the religious fanaticism of the 
egyptian population, which would have prevented the proper observance of the 
new cult. in the same vein, he says in another place preserved by Josephus that the 
separateness (amixia) of the Jews stems from their piety (eusebeia, AJ 13. 247).112

it follows that those who were eager to accept the Jewish religion with all that 
that entailed would have been allowed to become members of Jewish society. sure 
enough, once Moses had established this extra-ordinary, ideal society, neighbor-
ing people joined them of their own free will and “easily” (strabo 16. 2. 36).113 
The reader is given to understand that the neighbors who joined Moses and his 
community accepted his religious point of view, and that Moses admitted them 
without imposing difficulties. What Posidonius had presented in a positive light, 
therefore, apollonius Molon presented negatively.

D. The Jews as Atheists

apollonius . . . now scorns us as atheoi. (Ap. 2. 148)114

Before considering the reasons for such an attack, the meaning of the plural 
adjective ἄθεοι in this context needs to be clarified. The word atheos was origi-
nally used in Greek literature to describe a man who did not fear the gods, who 
dared to commit wrong without regard for the possible retribution of the gods, 
and who, as a consequence of his deeds, was forsaken by the gods. The meaning 
of the word was extended to denote also a villain, a man without conscience or 
goodwill, and so on. This use of the word does not touch upon the man’s belief 
or lack of belief in the gods or his dedication in fulfilling the requirements of 
cult worship. such a man could even manifest excessive zeal in cult practice. 

112. on this reference see p. 432 above.
113.  . . . ἁπάντων προσχωρησάντων ῥᾳδίως τῶν κύκλῳ διὰ τὴν ὁμιλίαν καὶ τὰ προτεινόμενα 

( “ . . . and from all [the neighbors] round about [people] joined [him] easily because of the associa-
tion [with him] and [offers? prospects?] held out [to them]” ).

114. ὁ Ἀπολλώνιος . . . ποτὲ μὲν ὡς ἀθέους μισανθρώπους λοιδορεῖ.
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Atheos was, therefore, never a synonym for asebēs (“impious,” describing one 
who does not respect the gods and/or does not perform his cult duties). This 
meaning appears in tragedy and comedy of the fifth and early fourth centuries 
b.c.e.115 it might be thought, then, that apollonius Molon is criticizing the moral 
behavior of the Jews, especially since they are also called misanthropes in the 
same sentence.116

This usage, however, was the only one for as long as all Greeks continued to 
believe in the existence of the gods, and there were no real heretics as such. The 
change began with the appearance of diagoras of athens, in the second half of 
the fifth century b.c.e. diagoras, a poet who had begun his career by praising 
gods, stopped believing in their existence and received the epithet atheos, which 
henceforward could be used to describe men of his sort, disbelievers, and not 
merely villains and their like. at the end of the fifth century, Theodorus of cyrene 
also earned the epithet atheos for this reason.117 The most famous example of the 
new meaning is found in Plato’s Apology, written in the first years of the fourth 
century. socrates, at one point in his trial, attempts to discover what lies behind 
the official charge against him, and raises the possibility that he is considered “a 
complete disbeliever” (τὸ παράπαν ἄθεος), and his refutation clearly shows that 
he means by this someone who does not believe that there are gods at all (26c).

The plural form atheoi appears in Plato in this same sense in the twelfth book 
of Laws: those people carried away by the philosophers who interpret the world 
as some sort of mechanism become disbelievers (atheoi, 967a). The appearance of 
such men and the spread of disbelief in the existence of the gods were what first 
led to the need to prove the existence of the gods (Leg. 886b – 888a), proofs that 
the “athenian” supplies in the tenth book of Laws. The term atheos thus gradually 
changed to mean a man lacking a belief in the existence of gods, and this became 
its accepted meaning. With a few exceptions,118 the moral, weaker sense of the 
term was no longer employed, certainly not in the time of apollonius Molon, 
centuries after the first appearance of the new usage. 

The unequivocal meaning of the term atheos in the time of Molon also 
removes the possibility that by applying the plural form atheoi he is criticizing 
the Jewish belief in only one god (hence lacking belief in the existence of many 
gods). Further more, there are numerous examples one could add to Plato’s use of 

115. see, e.g., aeschylus Persae 809; aristophanes Plutus 49, 496; Thesmophoriazousae, 672 – 73, 721.
116. so radin (1915) 194, who translates “wicked.”
117. on the atheism of diogenes and Theodorus, see the edition of fragments by Winiarczyk 

(1981), and references in the key, p. 52. on both, and other so-called atheists, see Winiarczyk (1984) 
96 – 98.

118. see, e.g., lysias 6. 32 (ἀθεωτέρους γίγνεσθαι). such formulae can last a long time in rhetoric, 
but not centuries down to the time of Molon.
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the plural atheoi. a good illustration would be Porphyry’s mention of atheoi, who 
are blamed for atheia (“disbelief in the existence of the divinity” ).119 The atheoi 
are those who do not believe in the existence of the divinity (to theion). Were 
Molon to condemn the Jews for their lack of belief in the existence of a plurality 
of gods, he would have written, for example, that the Jews do not believe in “our” 
gods, the gods of the Greeks, but only in one god (just as socrates was said to 
believe not in the gods of the city, but in new, daemonic things; Ap. 26b5)120

so far as we can tell from the sources at our disposal, apollonius Molon was 
the first to accuse the Jews of atheism.121 This charge was later brought against 
the Jews only rarely; later, it seems, it was used mainly against christians.122 The 
popular religious charges against the Jews were that they did not believe in the 
gods of the Greco-roman world, or the egyptian gods, that they lacked respect 
or even despised the gods,123 and that they were therefore guilty of asebeia, all 
according to the inclinations of the accuser.124 in nearly every case, the Greco-
roman sources say that the Jews believe in a divinity of some sort,125  even those 
who accused the Jews of religious wrongdoing.

What caused apollonius Molon to accuse the Jews of atheism? Josephus has 
given only an extremely concise summary of Molon’s accusation, but from Jose-
phus’s response we are able to learn in this case somewhat more about the content 
of the original charge. The passage of interest to us is where Josephus gives an 
extensive analysis of the nature of the Jewish divinity:

119. in eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 1. 2. 1, l. 7 (atheoi) which parallels l. 15 (atheia).
120. a similar formulation, albeit with a different intent, may be found elsewhere in Josephus, 

with regard to apollonius Molon. in his introduction to the account of the blood libel (based on 
apion), he says that apollonius Molon “accused us that we do not worship the same gods as others” 
(Ap. 2. 79). as also appears from the context, this refers not to the belief in gods itself but to cult 
worship. We shall see below that Molon, although well aware of the existence of the Jewish temple 
and even mentioning it and the cult practiced in it, was of the opinion that it was all a deception, and 
that in fact the Jews did not believe in any divinity.

121. already remarked upon by sevenster (1975) 96 – 98, but his interpretation of “atheism” is 
mistaken, and he confuses it with asebeia.

122. Ptolemaeus the geographer in GLAJJ no. 336a, para. 31; aristides, GLAJJ no. 371, l. 6; Julian 
the apostate, GLAJJ no. 481a, l. 11; no. 486a, l. 12; and dio cassius 77. 14. 2.

123. Hecataeus in diodorus 40. 3. 1, 4; Manetho in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 239, 249; timochares-
Posidonius in diodorus 34/35. 1. 1; lysimachus in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 301, 309; in effect, also 
cicero Pro Flacco 28, 69; apollonius Molon himself, Contra Apionem 2. 79; Pliny Naturalis historia 13. 
46; tacitus Historiae 5. 3. 1; 4. 2, 4; 5. 2; aristides, GLAJJ no. 371, l. 7; celsus in origen Contra Celsum 3. 5.

124. Hecataeus in diodorus 40. 3. 1; Manetho in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 248; lysimachus in 
Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 306; cicero Pro Flacco 28, 69; apion in Josephus Contra Apionem 2. 125; 
Florus Epitome 1. 40. 30. Müller (1877) 210, Gager (1972) 119, sevenster (1975) 98 – 99, and Kasher (1996) 
272 are mistaken in their interpretation of the terms asebeia and dyssebeia; atheism is not the issue.

125. Theophrastus in Porphyry De Abstinentia 2. 26; Hecataeus in diodorus 40. 3. 4 – 6; Hermip pus 
in Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 164 – 65; Mnaseas in Josephus Contra Apionem 2. 114; agatharchides in
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Well then, what are the commands and the injunctions? They are both simple and 
well known. The first and leading [of them] says of the god that the god contains 
everything together, is perfect and blessed, master of himself and everything, and 
is the beginning, the middle, and end of all things; while he is known because of 
his gracious deeds and actions, clearer than all else, we still cannot say anything 
about his form or size. no material, even the most perfect, is worthy for making a 
statue of him, nor is any art designed to imitate him an art; we know nothing like 
him, we have no concept, nor is it permissible to speculate. We see his deeds: light, 
heaven, earth, sun, the birth of animals, the fruit of the trees. These the god made 
not with hands, not with effort, not with any cooperation, but when he wished, the 
things came to be so immediately. (Ap. 2. 190 – 91)

That the passage is an answer to specific arguments of Molon’s accusation appears 
from the effort invested in the explanation, and the somewhat defensive tone. The 
main point is that the god is indeed indescribable so far as form and size are con-
cerned, but he is recognized by his providential deeds.126 it may be deduced that 
apollonius Molon called the Jews atheists, and he made an assertion to the effect 
that the Jews claim that their god cannot be visualized or compared to anything 
existing. This claim would have been incomprehensible to the average Greek 
(if not to certain philosophers): if the god has no form and is invisible and is 
unlike anything else, in what way can he be said to have any existence? someone 
describing the divinity in such terms is inviting the suspicion that he does not 
believe in the divinity at all but hides his disbelief behind a smoke screen of 
words. as we shall see, such charges were also leveled, mutatis mutandis, against 
the epicureans and the stoics, whose views on the divinity were unconventional, 
to say the least.

Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 210; Polybius in Josephus Contra Apionem 2. 84; Josephus Antiquitates 
Judaicae 12. 136; alexander Polyhistor in eusebius Praeparatio evangelica 9. 19; diodorus 1. 94. 2; 
cicero Pro Flacco 28. 69; Varro in augustine De civitate Dei 4. 31; timagenes in Josephus Contra 
Apionem 2. 83 – 84; Pompeius trogus in Justin 31. 1. 13; strabo in Josephus Antiquitates Judaicae 14. 
66 – 67; pseudo-longinus De sublimitate 9. 9; apion in Josephus Contra Apionem 2. 11, 121; tacitus 
Historiae 5. 4. 2, 5. 3; nor are these all of the sources; cf. also the reference to Jews in the work on the 
system of epicurus by one of his admirers, diogenes of oenoanda in asia Minor, apparently a short 
time after the diaspora revolt or the Bar Kohba revolt. The work is entirely engraved on the walls of 
a temple that diogenes set up in honor of epicurus and that has been gradually excavated since its 
discovery in 1884. on a shard of facing stone discovered within the last decade, diogenes calls the 
Jews, in reaction to the events of the time, πάντων . . . δεισιδαιμονέστατοι (“the most superstitious 
of all,” meaning the most entrenched in their own religion), and πάντων . . . μιαρώτατοι (in this 
context, “the most brutal of all”— perhaps referring to the revolt of the Jews at the time of the trojan 
or the Bar Kohba revolt); see smith (1998) 118 – 22.

126. 2. 191: ἔργοις μὲν καὶ χάρισιν ἐναργὴς καὶ παντὸς οὑτινοσοῦν (s; l: οὗτινος) φανερώτερος, 
μορφὴν δὲ καὶ μέγεθος ἡμῖν ἄφατος. cf. 2. 167: καὶ δύναμει μὲν ἡμῖν γνώριμον, ὁποῖος δὲ κατ’ 
οὐσίαν ἐστὶν ἄγνωστον.
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Where did apollonius Molon find that the Jewish divinity could not be visual-
ized or compared with any existent thing? it was common knowledge that the 
Jews did not believe that God had a human shape and that they did not worship 
idols or images.127 yet this would hardly have been given the interpretations 
mentioned and would not have led (indeed, did not lead) other authors to charge 
the Jews with atheism. abstention from, and even prohibition of, idol worship 
and/or anthropomorphism per se were not interpreted as atheism. to give just 
a few illustrations: Xenophanes’ sharp attack against anthropomorphism was 
never described as atheism, nor was the abstention from idol worship attributed 
rightly or wrongly to the Persians and to the Magi, the Median priests of the 
Persian kings (e.g., Hdt. 1. 131; diog. laert. 1. 6); Plato describes in Cratylus — in 
the guise of etymology — the beginnings of religion as a direct worship of the 
visible forces of nature, the sun, the moon, and the stars, and not of images. 
according to this interpretation, the word theos (god) derives from thein (to run), 
since the heavenly bodies are in continual motion (397c-d); similarly, Hecataeus 
of abdera reports on the origins of egyptian religion (diod. 1. 11 ff.): there was 
first the natural and direct worship of the heavenly bodies, to which were later 
added as gods the five elements of nature (fire, water, etc.), and humans who had 
contributed to mankind, including the kings of egypt. only much later were 
temples established, and after that, when copper and gold mines were discovered, 
were the gods represented by statues (diod. 1. 15. 3 – 5).

an interesting parallel may be adduced from the development of roman reli-
gion. it matters not for our purposes whether apollonius Molon was familiar 
with its details; what concerns us is that his contemporaries did not identify the 
absence of idol worship with atheism. sources from the time of Varro onward — 

parallel with the final stage of Molon’s literary career — describe the original 
roman cult as being “pure,” without any images whatsoever. Varro, perhaps the 
most learned, prolific, and extensive roman author, writing in the first century 
b.c.e., stated that the romans worshipped their gods for 170 years without an 
idol. This statement has survived in augustine, who quotes it in the context of 
a comparison Varro made with the Jewish custom (De Civ. D. 4. 31).128 Varro’s 

127. Hecataeus in diodorus 40. 3. 4; Varro in augustine De civitate Dei 4. 31; Josephus Contra 
Apionem 2. 82; indeed also Polybius, strabo, nicolaus, timagenes, nestor, and apollodorus, as 
reported in Josephus Contra Apionem 2. 84; strabo 16. 2. 35; livy, preserved in a scholion to lucan 2. 
593 (GLAJJ no. 133); tacitus Historiae 5. 5. 4; 9. 1.

128. Varro’s remarks, including a comparison of the Jewish god with Jupiter, did not go unno-
ticed. The second-century c.e. Herennius Philo of Byblos writes that “Varro” in Phoenician means 
“Jew.” see lydus De magistratibus 1. 12 (stern, GLAJJ no. 328). The familiarity of Philo of Byblos with 
Varro’s comments on the Jews is known to us also from another work of lydus, De mensibus 4. 53 
(= GLAJJ no. 324). There is no reason to suppose that this was the only reaction in the ancient world 
to Varro’s remarks.
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statement, which may well have been based on pontifical traditions, is supple-
mented by similar remarks made by Plutarch in his biography of numa (Num. 8): 
Plutarch repeats the number 170 years and says that these are the first years of 
the existence of rome. He adds that the romans built temples, but that they 
were empty of idols. numa even forbade the worshipping of idols of men or ani-
mals. Plutarch’s account clearly conflates several stages of evolution, but the basic 
information concerning the absence of idols is indirectly confirmed by additional 
literary sources. in ovid’s Fasti, for example, numa sets out to establish the 
cult in forests, fields, and springs without a temple and without idols (3. 285 ff.; 
4. 649 ff). it is also worth noting that tacitus says that Vespasian on his campaign 
in Judaea sacrificed to the god carmel on Mt. carmel, a god without form or 
temple (Hist. 2. 78. 3). no less instructive is the account by tacitus in his German 
ethnography, according to which the Germans do not anthropomorphize their 
gods or build temples for them but worship them in the forests (Germ. 9; cf. on 
the nahanrvali, 43. 3). This picture does not conform with what we know of the 
German religion from archaeological remains and from other literary sources,129 
and it seems to contradict tacitus himself in an earlier passage (Germ. 7). tacitus 
made a hasty generalization according to the custom of certain tribes or specific 
ceremonies held in forests.130 it has already been demonstrated that tacitus sorted 
and selected his material, and to a large extent shaped it, for practical purposes of 
the moment, according to philosophical conceptions or according to his under-
standing of the custom of the early romans.131 relying on an examination of the 
features of the world of roman gods and cults, Georg Wissowa, the celebrated 
authority on roman religion, stated that the early roman religion was a cult 
without idols in open sacred places; the second stage saw the establishment of 
sacred buildings; and at the same time or only later, under etruscan and Greek 
influence, the representation of gods in the form of idols.132

Where, then, did apollonius Molon find the idea that the Jewish divinity could 
not be visualized or compared to any existent thing? i would suggest that his 
source of information was Posidonius’s Jewish excursus. strabo reported Posido-
nius’s account of the Jewish religion with a certain amount of reworking:

For this one thing only is a god: that which surrounds all of us and earth and sea, 
that which we call both heaven and cosmos and the nature of all things that are. 
now [he asked] who, having sense, would dare to make an image of this, similar to 
one of the things around us? (16. 2. 35)

129. see on this subject Perl (1990) 160 – 61.
130. on the possibility of a generalization by tacitus, see Grönbech (1977) 2: 139.
131. see on this subject esp. Wolff (1934) 121 – 66, and there, 134 – 36 on religion in German tribes.
132. see Wissowa (1912) 32 ff. on archaeological evidence for the transition, see latte (1960) 149 ff.
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Whatever the original Posidonian formulation of the definition of the Jewish 
divinity in the first sentence may have been,133 the rhetorical question of the 
second sentence shows that the Jews not only do not worship an idol and a 
mask — already illustrated in detail by strabo-Posidonius in the sentence prior to 
this extract — but also claims that it is impossible to compare their god with any 
existent thing. This also means that it cannot be described with respect to form 
or size.

How does Molon’s charge of Jewish atheism fit in with the information he 
had on the existence of a Jewish temple and of sacrifices to the Jewish god? The 
Jewish temple and the sacrifices performed in it occupy an important part in 
most descriptions of the Jews in Greek and Hellenistic literature.134 The special 
function of the Jewish temple in the Mosaic state is also given prominence in 
the Jewish excursus of Posidonius (strabo 16. 2. 36), and both the latter and 
apollonius Molon himself recorded antiochus iV’s intrusion into the Jerusalem 
temple (Ap. 2. 79). The position held by apollonius Molon may be compared to 
some extent with the common attitude adopted with regard to the epicureans. 
although epicurean epistemology could prove the existence of the gods, and 
despite epicurean insistence that the gods should be respected and worshipped 
(including prayers and sacrifices), many argued that the epicureans’ denial of 
divine providence proved that they did not believe in the gods and that they 
merely put up a pretense in order not to offend public opinion — so, for example, 
the skeptic cotta, in cicero’s De natura deorum, who in his capacity as the 
pontifex maximus conforms strictly to the ancient roman religion. cotta states 
that epicurus is toying with his readers when he says that he believes in the gods:

no gods seem to epicurus to exist, and what he said about the immortal gods he 
said to avert ill will. For he could not have been so witless as to make up a god 
similar to a manikin, and only in outline at that, not in solid condition, furnished 
with all the limbs of a man but totally lacking the use of the limbs, something insub-

133. see ludlam’s provisional reconstruction, p. 538 below: “For this one thing only is god: 
that which surrounds all of us and earth and sea, [(namely), heaven, the commanding principle, 
intelligent and firelike pneuma, the cosmos]. and what sane man . . . ”. Pneuma, an element both 
firelike and airlike, pervades the whole of the cosmos, is the uniting force of the cosmos, governs 
the cosmos, and in one aspect may be identified with the cosmos. although it pervades the whole 
of the cosmos, its seat is in that part of the cosmos where it is most firelike and airlike, the outer 
sphere, which is here called heaven (οὐρανός). God, identified in various aspects with all those, is 
consequently indescribable in terms of form or size and is similar to nothing known to man.

134. see, e.g., Theophrastus in Porphyry De Abstinentia 2. 26; Hecataeus in diodorus 40. 3. 4; 
Mnaseas in Josephus Contra Apionem 2. 112 – 14; Polybius and others in Josephus Contra Apionem 
2. 84; timochares-Posidonius in diodorus 34/35. 1. 1 – 5; Posidonius in strabo 16. 2. 36 – 37; apion in 
Josephus Contra Apionem passim; antonius iulianus in Minucius Felix Octavius 33. 2; Plutarch 
Moralia 184e-F; tacitus Historiae 5. 3. 2; 4. 2; 5. 1, 4.
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stantial and transparent, conferring nothing to anybody and granting nothing, 
caring nothing at all and doing nothing. in the first place, a being of this nature 
cannot exist, and, seeing this, epicurus in fact does away with the gods, in speech 
retains them. (1. 123; cf. 3. 3) 135

even closer to Molon’s position is cotta’s criticism of the stoics, although coming 
from the opposite direction. The stoics, believing in a governing power in nature, 
mock the unenlightened many who believe that gods are anthropomorphic. at 
the same time, they consider the cult of the gods to be obligatory, and, with the 
aid of etymological interpretation, regard the gods as symbols of natural forces, 
human attributes, and so on.136 cotta reacts to this as follows:

Zeno first of all, then cleanthes and later chrysippus, took the great and hardly 
necessary trouble of explaining the rationale of imaginary stories and explicating 
the reasons why each of the names is so called. When you [stoics] do this, you are 
actually admitting that the state of affairs is different by far from the opinion of 
men; for those who are called gods are the essences of things, not the figures of 
gods. . . . Therefore let all of such a great error be driven from philosophy, [namely,] 
saying things unworthy of the immortal gods when we are discussing the immortal 
gods. (3. 63)

similar criticisms of the stoics were voiced by many,137 and it is interesting that 
cicero wrote cotta’s speech in the years 78 – 75 b.c.e.,138 a short time after his 
return from Greece, where he also had visited apollonius Molon in rhodes.

135. Before this quotation “cotta” names his source: “That is therefore truer, no doubt, which 
the friend of all of us, Posidonius, said in the fifth book of his work on the nature of the gods, that 
it seems to epicurus . . . “. cicero-cotta summarizes properly the essence of Posidonius’s account, 
while not necessarily translating it accurately. This is cicero’s normal practice when dealing with 
Greek philosophical arguments. Posidonius’s criticism itself appears in this passage out of its origi-
nal context, and therefore does not contain all the original arguments. yet it is clear that it was not 
originally directed only against the notion of helpless anthropomorphic gods, but against the very 
anthropomorphizing of the gods. The formulation is intended to portray the epicurean gods in a 
ridiculous light, such that even the epicureans could not believe in them.

136. For Zeno’s firm stand against statues and images, see SVF 1: fr. 264. on the stoic god, see 
below, pp. 526 – 31; cf. Balbus’s speech in cicero De natura deorum and his presentation of the stoic 
position regarding cult worship and etymological interpretation (paras. 45, 59, 70 – 71, 79); and cf. 
seneca in augustine De civitate Dei 6. 10.

137. see, e.g., augustine De civitate Dei 4. 27. 3 – 4; augustine cites Mucius scaevola — who was 
himself a pontifex maximus, but also a stoic — on the religion of philosophers. scaevola says that this 
is a doctrine that cannot be divulged to the many for fear of the harm it might do to the life of the 
city (cf. Joseph. Ap. 2. 169 – 70). among the statements that he attributes to philosophers is at least 
one from a stoic source: “real gods have neither sex nor age nor distinct body parts.” on augustine’s 
sources for this passage, see Glucker (1993) 82 – 83. cf. also cotta’s remarks on democritus in cicero 
De natura deorum 1. 120 – 21.

138. see Pease (1955) 25.
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it is in this spirit that we should regard Molon’s attitude toward the existence 
of the Jewish temple and the sacrifices performed in it. The Jewish god, lacking 
form and size and comparable to nothing in existence, is no god at all. The Jews 
declare their belief in a god only to protect themselves from the serious charge 
of atheism. to this end, they invented an ineffable god. in order to fool mankind 
into thinking that their belief is real, they established a temple for this fictitious 
god and perform sacrifices inside it.139 in this criticism, Molon actually expressed 
his opinion on the religious conception of Posidonius of apamea as well.

it might be speculated that apollonius Molon could have found an abstract 
conception of the Jewish divine entity in a Hellenistic Jewish source with philo-
sophical tendencies, or in some Greek source. yet the fact that it was found in a 
work by Posidonius, his contemporary and neighbor, suggests that Molon reacted 
in this case rather to Posidonius’s version, and that it was because of what he 
found in Posidonius that he called the Jews atheists.

Molon ’ s a n t i-J eW isH Wor K : 
i t s con t e n t s ,  st ruc t u r e ,  a n d Mot i Vat ion

in the previous section i adduced four major anti-Jewish accusations peculiar to 
apollonius Molon that could be explained as being Molon’s response to the por-
trait of the Mosaic state in the Jewish excursus by Posidonius. There would have 
been additional reactions in Molon’s ethnographic treatise to the Posidonian 
excursus, and the desire to react to it may have led Molon not only to invent 
claims, but also to select certain details from the literature available, in prefer-
ence to other versions. Thus, for example, he chose to open the origo, the story of 
the origin of the Jews, with the patriarchs, abraham, isaac, and israel, according 
to the account he found — directly or indirectly — in a Jewish Hellenistic source, 
and not with the story of the Jews’ origin or stay in egypt and their expulsion 
from that country, which was the story all previous Hellenistic authors used to 
begin their account of the Jews. in this way, Molon could prove that the Jews were 
not “egyptians” or “egyptian sages,” as Posidonius presented them, but a sepa-
rate entity having nothing to do with the egyptians and their celebrated wisdom. 
For the same reason, Molon followed lysimachus in his presentation of Moses 
as “a wizard and a deceiver” who influences the rabble, in stark contrast to other 
earlier Hellenistic and egyptian presentations of him as an egyptian priest and 
even a sage.140 This was also (but not only) in reaction to Posidonius, according to 
whom Moses prevailed upon his community of sages with the aid of reason, the 

139. Molon’s version of the ass libel does not imply that the Jews regard the ass as a divinity; see 
above, pp. 221–22, 240–41.

140. see note 87 above.
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complete opposite of wizardry and deceit. i have already noted the differences in 
Molon’s and Posidonius’s reporting of the libels, for which they presumably had a 
common source: Molon reported and Posidonius omitted the blood libel; Molon 
reported the story of the statue of Moses riding on an ass as nothing but the truth, 
while Posidonius rejected it. last but not least: the choice of the ethnographic 
genre by Molon, the professional rhetor, if it was not merely an imitation, could 
well have been motivated by an ambition — which not infrequently drives rival 
authors — to replace Posidonius’s Jewish ethnography as the authoritative and 
ultimate account on the subject. a simple refutation, like a book review in our 
time, would not have accomplished this goal.

This is not to say that the work of apollonius Molon was written as a system-
atic and consistent reaction to the Jewish excursus of Posidonius, in which every 
argument and every detail responded to one of his rival’s assertions. For that 
purpose Molon would have written a speech or a refutation, in which he would 
have mentioned Posidonius explicitly as his target. it seems that Molon’s work did 
not mention Posidonius even once.141 The ethnography would have been written 
according to the rules and tradition of the genre and would have had its own 
independent dynamic, the anti-Jewish accusations being scattered throughout 
the treatise (as stated by Josephus), thus bestowing upon the work a veneer of 
credibility. it could have included not a little information bearing no relation to 
the excursus of Posidonius. at the same time, at least some of the anti-Jewish 
accusations were fashioned as clear ripostes to statements made by Posidonius, 
and the selection of at least some of the material was influenced by the same 
desire to reply to the excursus of Posidonius. Beyond this, nothing can really be 
established concerning the extent of Molon’s reaction to the Posidonian excursus.

it is indeed to be expected of a polemical orator such as apollonius Molon 
that even in an ethnography he would include (disguised) polemical responses. 
This practice was not unusual in Hellenistic ethnographic literature. Posidonius, 
for example, reacted to the assertions made by Hecataeus of abdera in his Jewish 
excursus.142 Hecataeus himself reacted (sometimes explicitly) in his egyptian 
ethnography to the egyptian logos of Herodotus. Manetho may have reacted 
both to Hecataeus and to Herodotus in his account of egypt,143 and the curious 
version by artaphanus of the activity of Joseph and Moses in egypt was aimed 
to a large extent against Manetho and his like. The customs and history of the 
Jewish people, like those of other peoples, were subject to an overt and covert eth-
nographic discourse throughout the Hellenistic-roman period. other authors of 

141. as Josephus was directly acquainted with Molon’s ethnography, had there been an explicit 
reference there to Posidonius’s enthusiastic report on the Jews, Josephus would not have ignored it.

142. on this, see above p. 356 and references there, note 1.
143. on Manetho and Herodotus, see Josephus Contra Apionem 1. 73; and Mendels (1990) 93 – 95. 

cf. on “counter biographies,” p. 183 above.
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the time, excepting compilers such as diodorus, were not content with copying 
or summarizing their predecessors but chose to add something substantial of 
their own, or react and argue with them or even mold the old material anew. The 
Jewish excursus of tacitus is just one example. This discourse becomes explicit 
and dominant a little later in the descriptions of the Jewish people written in the 
context of the bitter exchanges between christians and pagans.

Were the fierce anti-Jewish accusations of apollonius Molon influenced also 
by personal animosity and motives? did he know Jews in caria, where he was 
born, or in rhodes, and did such an acquaintance have any formative influence 
on his position? 144 did someone commission from him the anti-Jewish work? We 
can say only that the conclusion that apollonius Molon chose the “scientific,” 
seemingly unbiased ethnographic genre rather than an invective, polemical 
speech may at the very least suggest that his work was not commissioned by an 
anti-Jewish lobby, nor was it an immediate response to a specific dramatic event 
or the deterioration in the relationship between the Jews and the Hellenistic 
world. The treatise would not have been written after the conquest of Judaea 
and Jerusalem in 63 b.c.e. (if apollonius Molon was still alive and active at that 
date, which is rather doubtful): Molon would hardly have blamed the Jews for 
being cowards or have described the presence of a sculpture of Moses riding an 
ass in the Jewish temple, which could have easily been refuted by the eyewitness 
testimony of Pompey and his followers (cf. Joseph. Ap. 2. 82).

144. so schürer (1901 – 9) 3: 534; Goodman in schürer et al. 3: 1, 599. stern (GLAJJ 1: 149) raised the 
possibility that Molon’s information was based on an acquaintance with Jews of caria.



517

The detailed analysis of Greek authors and their accounts of the Jews obliges 
us to reject the accepted notion of a consistently linear development in the atti-
tude of Greek authors toward Judaism. That reconstruction assumes a logical, 
coherent line from admiration at the time of first contacts between Greeks and 
Jews through a cooling-off period as Greeks learned more about the Jews to 
extreme hostility with the rupture between Jews and the Greek world following 
the religious persecutions by antiochus epiphanes. The split is said to have exac-
erbated by the aggressive policy of the Hasmonaean rulers against the centers of 
Hellenistic culture. Proposed variations on that reconstruction are also rather 
questionable. 

The actual state of affairs was far more complex and tangled. Many variables, 
such as the origin of each author, his places of residence, his sources of infor-
mation, his personal contacts with Jews, his views concerning religion, society, 
and state, his professional discipline, his philosophical affiliation, the various 
aims that motivated and guided his writing in general, and the literary features, 
including the genre, of the specific work in which the Jews were mentioned by 
him, all these have a bearing on what he wrote about the Jews, indeed often more 
of a bearing than the contemporary state of relations between Greeks and Jews. 
a diagram outlining the attitude of Greek intellectuals toward the Jews and 
Judaism during the period encompassed by the present book would present not 
so much a straight diagonal line from admiration to hostility but an erratic series 
of peaks and valleys. For example, negative accounts of some of the customs 
of the Jews (and of their ancestors) appeared already at the beginning of the 
Hellenistic period (Theophrastus and Hecataeus of abdera), while an enthusi-

conclusion
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astic description of Mosaic Judaism, or positive comments on the Hasmonaean 
leaders, were expressed more than two centuries later (by Posidonius of apamea 
and timagenes of alexandria, respectively). 

elaborating a bit on the pre-Hasmonaean period, it should be stressed that 
the opinion of Josephus and the many scholars who have followed him (with 
their own variations) that Greek authors active before the reign of antiochus 
iV admired the Jews and portrayed them as role models cannot be accepted at 
face value. This evaluation is too sanguine even in the case of Greek authors of 
the period of the first generation of the diadochs. That three of these authors 
(Theophrastus, clearchus, and Megasthenes) presented or described the Jews 
as “philosophers” is no indication that all of them were enthusiastic about the 
practices of the Jews, if for no other reason than that Greek philosophers generally 
did not automatically appreciate the morality of rival philosophers. and indeed, 
one author of the diadochic period (Theophrastus) attributed to the Jews customs 
that were considered by respectable, normative Greeks to be abhorrent: manifes-
tations of extreme cruelty to men and animals; and another one (Hecataeus) at 
least some tendency to seclusion from human society, as well as some hatred of 
strangers (if not much worse than that), leading to eccentric practices in many 
fields of human activity. nor did Greek authors of the period (such as clearchus) 
attribute to the Jews wisdom greater than that of the Greeks, as usually thought, 
or claim that the Jews attained their physical-theological conceptions prior to the 
Greeks (Megasthenes), and there is no evidence to support the hypothesis that 
the myth about the Greek “theft” of Jewish wisdom originated with these Greeks 
(clearchus, Megasthenes, and Hermippus, who lived a century later). The myth 
was in fact invented by Hellenistic Jews in the mid-second century b.c.e. as for 
the few elements of Jewish behavior adduced by two of these authors (clearchus, 
Hecataeus) as worthy of emulation, in one case (Hecataeus) they are not central 
features of the Jewish character and way of life, nor are they described as such 
(and are attributed by the same author also to the egyptians), while in the other 
case (clearchus) they were in fact indian features, alien to the Jews. in the latter 
case, they had been mistakenly attributed to the Jews primarily because of the lin-
guistic similarity between Ioudaioi and Indoi, without actually knowing anything 
about the Jews (save for their location in syria), and were mentioned at the outset 
not in order to praise the Jews, but to serve the author’s polemic debate with a rival 
philosophical group (the cynics), and at the same time to advocate a restrained 
lifestyle. The imaginary, actually unknown Jews were used just as a veiled instru-
ment to bring home clearchus’s messages. This could likewise be done with other 
peoples. at the end of the third century b.c.e., one Greek author (Hermippus), 
usually regarded as praising the Jews with his claim that some of their prohibi-
tions were emulated by Pythagoras, was in fact ridiculing the Greek philosopher 
as a charlatan who drew some of his senseless prohibitions from barbarians.
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at the same time, Josephus and a good number of modern scholars were 
right in arguing that the extreme negative expressions by Greek authors against 
the Jews, consciously intended to single them out for abuse and censure, first 
appeared only in the aftermath of the persecutions of antiochus epiphanes. This 
statement requires some clarification and modification. The hostile expressions 
were voiced by Greeks just in the seleucid realm (the seleucid court scribe[s] 
and timochares), and as a reaction to the events in Judaea. The extreme negative 
trend percolated in one or two generations into alexandrian Greek literature 
(lysimachus of alexandria), around the end of the second century b.c.e., where 
old egyptian anti-Jewish material was recycled and utilized in reaction both 
to growing Jewish influence in the Ptolemaic court and to the conquests of the 
Hasmonaeans. circulation increased in the northern parts of the Mediterranean 
basin (apollonius Molon and one of the Greek sources of Pompeius trogus), 
apparently in response to the foreign policy of the Hasmonaean state. in addition, 
the persecutions by antiochus epiphanes did not receive unanimous support 
and justification from Greek intellectuals. Far from it. of course there were the 
seleucid court scribes serving their masters, and some who followed them for one 
reason or another, but still others (including the great Polybius) placed the blame 
on antiochus and his greed and would not justify the harsh steps he had taken 
against the Jews (these authors are listed in Ap. 2. 83 – 84). Moreover, there was at 
least one prominent and highly influential Greek philosopher and scholar born 
in the seleucid power center (Posidonius of apamea) who presented all the libels 
and accusations used to justify the deeds of antiochus (omitting the blood libel) 
only to reject them out of hand. 

even the aggressive policy of the Hasmonaean state toward the Hellenistic 
population did not lead to one type of reaction by Greek authors. While some 
(lysimachus, apollonius Molon, and the Greek sources of Pompeius trogus) 
explained the deeds of the Hasmonaeans as manifestations of negative features 
developed by the Jews after their expulsion from egypt, and accordingly described 
the Jews’ stay in egypt and the exodus in a hostile manner (in line with the 
egyptian traditions at their disposal), Posidonius of apamea heaped praise upon 
Mosaic Judaism, distinguishing it from the degenerate “superstitious” Jewish 
rulers of his time. Posidonius of apamea, the leading figure in the culture and 
literature of his time, wrote an enthusiastic account of the origin of the Jewish 
people and the noble characteristics of Moses and those who followed him to 
Judaea, a description that is the most favorable to have come down to us from 
the ancient pagan world. There were even Greek authors (timagenes and strabo, 
who drew on him) who, far from condemning the policies and violent deeds 
of the Hasmonaeans, described their conversion of foreigners as a step that the 
neighboring peoples, annexed to the Hasmonaean state, underwent voluntarily. 
The hostile direction was to become prominent in literature only in the roman 
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period and for reasons connected with tensions and dramatic developments in the 
relations between Jews and the Gentiles in Judaea, alexandria, and asia Minor, as 
well as in the wake of religious and social trends in rome itself.

The anti-Jewish material by itself was basically egyptian, not Greek. The libels 
and accusations utilized by Greek authors against the Jews were invented by 
autochthonous egyptians, as has been claimed by Josephus and modern scholars. 
These anti-Jewish stories appeared as a reaction to the special circumstance of the 
Jewish diaspora in egypt in the Persian period. However, from here on, one has 
to depart from the accepted historical reconstruction. Though the anti-Jewish 
accusations were transmitted to Greeks via native-egyptian Hellenistic authors, 
they were not adopted and spread by Greeks before some seleucid court scribe(s) 
applied them as a response to the turbulent events occurring in Judaea under 
the rule of antiochus iV. at first these egyptian traditions were utilized for 
defending the unprecedented religious persecutions by antiochus epiphanes, 
and later for condemning the aggression of the Hasmonaean rulers. as for Greek 
authors living in egypt, only the growing tension between Jews and Greeks in 
egypt in the reign of cleopatra iii (116 – 101), after the despotic reign of Ptolemy 
Viii Physcon, and particularly the increase in Greek apprehension due to Jewish 
dominance in the egyptian military high command, motivated alexandrian 
Greek authors (beginning with lysimachus) to adopt the old egyptian traditions 
and elaborate on them. These fears were exacerbated by the expansion of the 
Hasmonaean state and its close ties with the Jews in egypt. The reconstruction 
suggested above is at least what can be deduced from the available sources. and 
to avoid mistakes: Mnaseas of Patara and agatharchides of cnidus, who flour-
ished in alexandria in the first half of the second century, were not anti-semites, 
as some scholars tend to think. 

Thus it appears from the perspective of Greek literature of the Hellenistic 
period that events in the Holy land share responsibility with developments in 
the Jewish diaspora for the the emergence and spread of anti-Jewish feelings. This 
conclusion obviously invites modern parallels, which in turn have influenced 
trends in contemporary research. recent attempts to claim that pagan anti-sem-
itism grew and spread in Greek society only because of the presence of Jews in the 
diaspora and that Greek authors never condemned the Hasmonaean expansion, 
or the other extreme, that only the policies and actions of the Jewish state bear 
the blame, do not hold water. The egyptian origin of the major accusations and 
libels, and the later anti-Jewish alexandrian literature, culminating in apion, do 
not leave room for doubt as to the part of the diaspora. With regard to the role of 
Jews in Judaea, almost all Greek authors known to us (save timagenes) sharply 
criticized the Hasmonaean conquests and harsh treatment of the Gentile popula-
tion. Besides, the background and dating of the first hostile Greek accounts 
indicate that events in the Jewish homeland had a decisive effect on the adoption 
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of egyptian traditional anti-semitism by Greek authors, and a not insignificant 
influence on its growth down the years.

• • •

aside from the question of the basic attitude of the Greek authors toward the 
Jews, what did these Greeks really know about the Jews, and how were Jewish life 
and history seen through Greek literary eyes of the Hellenistic age? The many 
variables that affected the general character and tone of references to the Jews 
(personal background, aims, genre, and context) also shaped the selection and 
content of the information. it is, therefore, quite difficult to produce a uniform 
and systematic picture of Jews and Judaism in light of the writings of the authors 
discussed in this book. The difficulty is aggravated by the fact that some authors 
certainly were well aware that they attributed to the Jews fictitious customs and 
characteristics (and not only vicious ones).

if we try to define the components of Jewish identity — a subject that nowadays 
preoccupies Jewish intellectuals — no feature common to all Greek authors can 
be found, even in authors who explicitly declare that they intend to introduce 
the Jewish people to the reader. Probably the best-known feature of the Jewish 
lifestyle in late antiquity, the Jewish seclusion, though mentioned by five authors 
(Hecataeus, the seleucid court scribe[s], lysimachus, Posidonius, and apollonius 
Molon), is absent in an equal number of sources (Theophrastus, Megasthenes, 
Hermippus, Mnaseas, and agatharcides), while one (clearchus) describes a Jew 
whose conduct is the exact opposite of self-isolation. The strict avoidance of 
material representation of the divinity, another prominent feature of Jewish iden-
tity, is mentioned by only three authors (Hecataeus, Posidonius, and apollonius 
Molon). yet it is hardly credible that these two features escaped the notice of some 
authors who referred to the Jews. This certainly applies to those who invented or 
adapted the ass libel (the sources of Mnaseas, the seleucid court scribe[s], and 
apollonius Molon), and all the more so to post-Hecataean writers (end of the 
fourth century b.c.e.).

The Jewish excursus of Hecataeus of abdera marks a turning point in the 
quality and quantity of knowledge on the Jews at the disposal of Greek authors. 
Based on interviews with egyptian Jews, it provided plenty of useful material, 
despite the evident intensive Greek coloring and mistakes. it not only served as 
a basic source of information for later Greeks but also shaped their conceptions 
of early Jewish history. Hecataeus formed the Jewish origo in line with the tradi-
tional scheme of Greek foundation legends, crediting the legendary founder (in 
this case, Moses) with all later customs, institutions, laws, and the religion of the 
“colony.” adhering to his method to provide causal reasoning for every custom 
and institution based on events from the time of the “foundation,” Hecataeus 
explains the Jews’ exclusivity as a reaction to their experiences at the time of the 
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expulsion from egypt. This explanation was adopted by both anti-Jewish authors 
(the seleucid scribe[s], lysimachus, and apollonius Molon; cf. tacitus) and the 
most favorable author (Posidonius) alike, who introduced adaptations and altera-
tions of the original Hecataean explanation. as a result of their dependence on 
Hecataeus’s account, later authors (except for apollonius Molon) do not refer to 
the period of the patriarchs or the kings of the First temple, who were forgotten 
or ignored by Hecataeus in accordance with his preconceived scheme.

However, the main absentees in Hecataeus’s version are three major features of 
Jewish life: the sabbath, kosher food, and circumcision. Thus Hecataeus refrains 
from using Jewish dietary laws as an explanation for Jewish seclusion, a line of rea-
soning that must have occurred to such an intelligent man and was later popular in 
Jewish Hellenistic literature. The omission is not accidental: Hecataeus had impor-
tant reasons connected with the main purpose and context of his Jewish excursus 
to pass over in silence the practices of circumcision and abstention from certain 
foods. The sabbath, however, was missing for what one may call technical reasons. 

The absence of these three predominant Jewish practices in the Hecataean 
excursus is mainly (but not only) to blame for their absence from most later 
references to the Jews. each is mentioned just once in subsequent Greek literature 
of the Hellenistic period. However, they must have been well known in intel-
lectual circles. efforts to force the Jews to violate these practices were central 
to the religious persecutions of antiochus epiphanes. The three practices were 
discussed at length in the writings of Hellenistic Jews (not all of which were 
written for insiders) as basic features of Jewish identity, and an important Jewish 
court personality (aristoboulus; apparently not the only one) attempted to trace 
the sabbath in the writings of canonical Greek poets and philosophers. The food 
restrictions and observations of the sabbath actually formed the bottom line 
of privileges granted to Jewish communities and soldiers in royal service. By 
301 b.c.e. at least, the sabbath was targeted by Hellenistic rulers as an achilles 
heel of Jewish troops in Judaea and Jewish mercenaries/military settlers in the 
diaspora. despite Jewish seclusion, the three customs could not have been over-
looked in the public discourse and practice of mixed cities and villages, nor 
inside the “ivory tower” of alexandrian scholars.

Hecataeus’s list of Jewish nomina is supplemented by only a few other sources 
on Jewish practices. agatharchides elaborates on the sabbath prohibitions and 
customs (with forgivable exaggerations and accusations) in the context of a story 
designed to deliver a universal practical message about disasters caused by rely-
ing on superstitions. Posidonius, who probably knows much more about real 
Judaism than what can be extracted from his account, cites circumcision and 
abstinence from certain meats as examples of the deterioration of the Jewish life-
style into superstitious customs after the age of Mosaic Judaism. despite his own 
knowledge and acquaintance with agatharchides’ works, Posidonius does not 
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mention the sabbath among the superstitions of late Judaism, nor is it included 
in his favorable account of Mosaic Judaism, possibly because he was ambivalent 
about the overall advantage of the sabbath: it had positive social aspects, on 
the one hand, but, on the other, its effects on Greek-Jewish relations in mixed 
cities and in the Hellenistic armies were negative. Posidonius’s reference to the 
introduction of excision of females by the Jewish priests in the age of deteriora-
tion is just another example of his tendency to exaggerate — wildly, from the 
Jewish point of view — in the service of his didactic goals. other less important 
practices are mentioned here and there in accordance with the author’s purpose 
and context: avoidance of blasphēmia (Hermippus) and the modest character of 
Jewish cult and the Jerusalem (pre-Herodian) temple (Posidonius). in addition, 
we find interesting variations of the Hecataean interpretation of Jewish theology 
and cosmology (Posidonius and probably also apollonius Molon) and departures 
from the Hecataean tradition on Jewish descent (the seleucid court scribe[s], 
lysimachus, Posidonius, and apollonius Molon). ancient authors were often 
tempted to take the liberty of inventing or reintroducing imaginary origo legends 
(in the case of the Jews, not just hostile stories). if there is any unexpected, useful 
information in this literature it is that provided on the marginal custom of the 
parade to the Jerusalem temple headed by golden-horned bulls on one of the 
Jewish holidays (Posidonius), a ceremony that recalls the account in Mishnah, 
tractate Bikkurim.

at the same time, features that have nothing to do with Jews and Judaism are 
attributed or imputed to them, including cruel sacrifice practices and possibly 
even human sacrifice (Theophrastus), on one hand, and, on the other, such flat-
tering traits and practices as indian-style karteria and sōphrosynē (clearchus), 
the lifestyle and daily schedule of philosopher-astrologists (Theophrastus), and 
the incubation of prophetic dreams in the Jerusalem temple and an extreme 
pacifistic policy in the age of Mosaic Judaism (Posidonius). and there is no need 
to list the diverse anti-Jewish accusations and libels (the seleucid court scribe[s], 
lysimachus, and apollonius Molon), their obvious aim being to point out Jewish 
misanthrōpia and misoxenia.

in view of the characteristics and shortcomings of the writings at our dis-
posal, it is no wonder that little reliable information about Jewish daily life has 
survived. Thus we do not get any idea about the physique and color of the Jews, 
in contrast to accounts of “barbarian” people in Greek and roman literature. 
The Hebrew language is only hinted at in one cursory reference to the name 
Jerusalem (clearchus), while in a sarcastic note by another author (lysimachus) 
it appears as if Jews at the time of the exodus from egypt were speaking Greek.

one can assume that in addition to including the accusations surviving in 
the testimonia, the lost Jewish ethnography of apollonius Molon elaborated on a 
good number of Jewish characteristics and practices, and that Josephus reacted 
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to their presentation in one way or another (without mentioning Molon) in the 
second book of Contra Apionem. regrettably, it would be speculative to try to 
extract these observations from the Josephan text. it is fairly certain that the 
six-book Jewish monograph by teucer of cyzicus (first century b.c.e.) contained 
even more information on a variety of issues, but, unfortunately, it was totally 
lost, most probably not long after publication.

• • •

The introduction to this book called for a detached approach free of emotional 
involvement, and for comprehensive individual examinations of each Greek 
author, embracing all relevant details. These analyses have shown repeatedly 
that a number of expressions and references that at first sight appear positive, 
even enthusiastic, or have been so interpreted by scholars are either negative or, 
in the best case, impartial. other references and stories that have been described 
as hostile are not hostile at all or appear in a source that itself had no malicious 
intent. some references — be they apparently vitriolic or, to the contrary, full of 
admiration — turn out after examination to be far less dramatic, often written by 
authors with no real interest in the Jews, their purpose being to act as a vehicle 
for the conveyance of messages that have nothing to do with the Jews. Quite a 
few instances of notorious expressions are actually no different — or even less 
malicious — than the accusations and libels launched by Greeks and romans 
against barbarian peoples and tribes, and even Greek groups, especially close 
neighbors and foreign minorities, and should be treated accordingly. after all, 
in the Hellenistic age, when vicious rumors and pejorative names were invented 
and spread by the Greeks against other people, and even the inhabitants of crete 
were consistently blemished as “ever liars, evil beasts, idle bellies” (best known 
from Paul’s epistle to titus, 1.12), occasional defamation of the Jews was just one 
of these things. The common tendency to categorize these sources as pro-Jewish 
or anti-Jewish is therefore erroneous and misses the point. These reservations 
are expressed without attempting to mitigate the degree of hostility and hatred 
manifested toward Jews in accounts whose nature, motives, and aims are in all 
respects clearly anti-Jewish, such accounts becoming more and more virulent in 
the roman age. in sum, great caution should be exercised before labeling Greek 
authors as “anti-semitic” or “Judaeophiles,” both charged terms that bear strong 
modern connotations. similar caution must be exercised before utilizing the 
writings of these authors as evidence or support for general or particular theories 
with regard to various fields of research on Jews and Judaism.
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strabo ascribes to Moses the following description of the Jewish divinity:

For only this one [thing] is god: that which surrounds all of us and earth and sea, 
[the thing] that we call both heaven and cosmos and the nature of the things-
which-are. (16. 2. 35) 1

This quotation has been used by some scholars to support their claim that strabo’s 
Jewish excursus must surely have derived from Posidonius, while others have used 
it to prove the exact opposite.2 since the arguments on both sides depend upon 
a comparison of the views expressed in the passage with those of Posidonius, it 
seems reasonable to begin our discussion with a short review of stoic physics, of 
which stoic theology is one part. i shall attempt to reconstruct and demarcate 
some of the views of Posidonius that seem to have differed from those of other 
stoics, and that have a bearing on the opposing arguments concerning strabo’s 
source of information for Jewish belief.

appendix

The God of Moses in strabo
By ivor ludlam

1. εἴη γὰρ ἓν τοῦτο μόνον θεὸς τὸ περιέχον ἡμᾶς ἅπαντας καὶ γῆν καὶ θάλατταν, ὃ καλοῦμεν 
οὐρανὸν καὶ κόσμον καὶ τὴν τῶν ὄντων φύσιν.

2. The passage serves as proof for a Posidonian source esp. in reinhardt (1928) 6 – 15. other 
scholars who attribute this passage to Posidonius include reinach (1895) 99 n. 2; norden (1921) 296 
ff.; Heinemann (1919) 111 ff.; id. RE s.v. “antisemitismos,” suppl. 5 (1931) col. 34 f. This same passage, 
however, is used to refute the claim of a Posidonian source in aly (1957a) 191 ff., esp. 196. We shall 
return to the arguments of reinhardt and aly later.
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Posi don i a n stoic PH ysic s 
i have argued elsewhere that there was never one organized stoic school that 
imposed orthodoxy upon its members.3 each stoic was at liberty to develop, 
within limits, stoic theory as he saw fit, and Posidonius appears to have been no 
exception. My reconstruction of the aspects of Posidonian stoic physics (includ-
ing theology) relevant to the strabo passage is based upon a consideration of the 
development of these aspects in stoic physics from Zeno onward.

a basic tenet of stoic physics is that there is only one thing which is — that 
is, one thing which does not come to be and pass away — and this is the ousia 
(substance). The many things we see in the universe are not constant but come 
to be and pass away, and their existence is by virtue of the ousia, of which they 
are no more than ever-changing aspects. according to the stoics, therefore, the 
many things of this universe cannot be called “things-which-are” (onta), and 
instead they are called bodies (sōmata). it may be observed at once that the strabo 
passage as it stands is not stoic, since it refers to things-which-are.

Bodies in stoic terminology are not merely discrete masses of matter. The 
stoics defined body as that which could affect or be affected, and, conversely, 
anything that could affect or be affected was regarded as a body. examples of 
body would be a table, a soul, and bravery. More than one body could occupy the 
same place simultaneously. some bodies would be aspects of other bodies, and all 
bodies, as has already been mentioned, were aspects of the ousia.

stoics claimed that the ousia, although in practice indivisible, may be con-
ceived by the intellect to consist of an active and a passive aspect. The active acts 
on the passive and thereby causes the variations in the ousia that are perceived as 
bodies.4 The passive aspect was identified with unqualifed matter (hylē), and the 
active aspect with god (theos) or the logos, which is best left untranslated. since 
the two aspects were considered inseparable in reality (for there is no unqualified 
matter in the cosmos, and no unqualifying god), it was quite common to regard 
the ousia as either (passive) matter or (active) god as occasion demanded. The 
stoics tended to identify the ousia in its material aspect with what medical prac-
titioners considered to be the material life force. For the early stoics, therefore, 
the ousia was “creative fire,” but medical advances led later stoics to identify the 
ousia with warm breath (pneuma).5 since Posidonius was one of these later stoics, 
we shall concentrate on the concept of pneuma.

3. see ludlam (2003) 33 – 55.
4. on all this, see SVF 1: fr. 85 ff., and 2: fr. 463 ff. The notional analysis of the ousia into two 

aspects and their recombination into a complex whole is referred to in the stoic doxography in 
diogenes laertius (7. 137 – 38).

5. see solmsen (1961) passim. Zeno and cleanthes advocated “creative fire” (πῦρ τεχνικόν), while 
chrysippus and later stoics adopted pneuma.
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doctors had used “breath” to explain certain functions of the soul (psychē), the 
driving force of a living body. The early stoics, among them Zeno and cleanthes, 
while regarding the ousia as “creative fire” (the heat that provides life to living 
things), resorted to the concept of pneuma to explain certain phenomena of the 
psychē. in accordance with contemporary medical theory, these stoics assumed 
that the seat of the soul was situated in the warmest part of the living body 
(in most cases, this was the area around the heart), and that from this seat the 
soul sent commands to the rest of the body. The orders were transmitted by the 
pneuma, warm breath pervading the whole body. its very presence throughout 
the body was what allowed it to serve as a transmitter. The stoics regarded the 
whole cosmos as a living creature and therefore attributed to it a soul. By analogy 
with other living bodies, the cosmic soul needed to have its seat in the warmest 
part of the cosmos. cleanthes located the commanding principle of the soul and 
the source of the creative heat in the aithēr — the pure, white hot air surrounding 
the cosmos.6 The aithēr differed from the air surrounding the earth; part of it 
constituted and the rest nourished the sun and the other heavenly bodies located 
in it in the outer sphere of the cosmos.

This scheme of things already required the pneuma to be everywhere, in order 
to transmit the commands of the commanding principle. chrysippus, the “second 
founder of the stoa,” adopted a more recent medical theory, according to which the 
life principle was no longer the creative fire but pneuma itself. For this reason, he 
regarded the ousia not as creative fire but as pneuma. The pneuma continued to have 
as one of its functions the role of transmitting the commands of the commanding 
principle to the rest of the body (in this case, the cosmos), but now that pneuma 
was identified with the ousia itself, it replaced the creative fire as the commanding 
principle. in practical terms there was not much difference, since chrysippus also 
located the commanding principle of the cosmos in the aithēr. now, however, the 
aithēr was identified with the pneuma in its purest and hottest form.

as has already been mentioned, bodies are to be regarded as no more than 
various aspects of the ousia. chrysippus provided a physical explanation for 
the existence of bodies, and this may be summarized as follows: currents of air 
and pneuma (warm breath, as distinct from air) pervade the body and preserve 
its internal unity by means of “tension” (tonos), while also constituting the per-
manent state (hexis) of the body, and other characteristics such as hardness and 
brightness.7 as we shall soon see, the explanation of bodies and their characteris-
tics by means not only of pneuma but also of air in general was problematic; but 
chrysippus’s very conception of pneuma itself was in need of correction.

6. The “commanding principle” is a rough translation of the Greek τὸ ἡγεμονικόν.
7. Plutarch De Stoicorum repugnantibus 1053F = SVF 2: fr. 449; cf. long and sedley (1987) 1: 

287 – 89.
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if the ousia is the only thing that actually is (as all stoics claim), it follows that 
it cannot be a compound of elements. either the elements are things which are, 
in which case the ousia would not be the only thing which is, or the elements are 
things which are not, and that would produce an absurdity where the thing which 
is would be composed of things which are not. yet the medical and chrysippean 
pneuma (warm air) is essentially a compound of air and fire. Furthermore, if, as 
chrysippus claimed, the pneuma (along with air) bestowed upon bodies their 
characteristics, their unity, and their very existence, the pneuma would need to 
be prior to fire and air, both bodies with characteristics, unity, and existence; 
yet fire and air, as components of the composite pneuma, need to be prior to 
the pneuma.8 it seems that Posidonius, active some four or five generations after 
chrysippus, produced an elegant solution to the problem of priority. While con-
tinuing to regard the ousia in its material aspect as the pneuma, he reinterpreted 
this pneuma as a simple material,9 whose purest form is prior to the four ele-
ments — fire, air, water, and earth — all of which are condensed forms of pneuma.10 
it might be objected that any one of the four usual elements could just as well be 
considered prior to all the others, which are all rarified or condensed forms of it. 

8. cf., e.g, SVF 2: fr. 442.
9. There is no direct evidence that Posidonius’s concept of pneuma was his own innovation, 

or that it was designed to meet certain difficulties that had arisen in stoic physics; but this may be 
deduced in part from the attested fact that (at least) two stoics intermediate between chyrysippus 
and Posidonius — Panaetius and Boethus — denied the notion of ekpyrōsis, the cosmic conflagration 
that marked the end of one cosmic cycle and the beginning of another (Kidd 2: F13, F99a comm.), 
although this had been one of the hallmarks of stoic physics from Zeno down to at least chrysippus. 
conflagration was the point in the cosmic cycle at which god (the active aspect of the ousia) and 
matter (the passive aspect of the ousia) were uniformly mixed in their purest forms, without god 
qualifying matter in any way to form other bodies. This was the stage before god sowed his seeds and 
thereby began the formation of the next cosmos. if such an outstanding stoic as Panaetius objected 
to this theory, we must ask ourselves what could have constituted a reasonable stoic objection. The 
most obvious answer appears to me to be that the pneuma adopted by chrysippus in preference to 
the creative fire as the primary matter of the ousia came to be perceived as incompatible with the 
theory of cosmic conflagration. The medically approved pneuma was a compound of air and fire, 
while the primary matter present at the conflagration had to be a simple element. The perceived 
inconsistency could be solved either by rejecting the notion of conflagration or by insisting on the 
simple nature of the primary matter. it would seem that Panaetius and Boethus, and most probably 
others of that time, too, chose the first alternative. Posidonius, however, returned to the notion of 
conflagration (Kidd 2: F13 comm.), which may itself suggest that he was the first to regard pneuma 
as a simple element and not a compound.

10. The description of generation and destruction in diogenes laertius 7. 142 may derive from a 
book by Posidonius called On the Cosmos by way of a summarizing doxographer who left out many 
details. The elements are formed from each other by a process of condensation and rarifaction (Kidd 
2: F13 comm.), which is reminiscent of the theory anaximenes of Miletus offered to explain the 
origin of the other elements out of his primary element, air. The pneuma would need to have been 
even more rarified than fire, the first element to originate from it by condensation. diogenes laertius



 Appendix   529

Pure pneuma, however, unlike the four elements, also has a crucial role to play 
in the running of the cosmos, and this would have been the main reason for it 
being considered prior. How crucial rarified pneuma was for the running of the 
cosmos may be appreciated from its identification by Posidonius with god, who, 
according to Posidonius, is “intelligent and firelike” pneuma.11

We may now turn to the further inconsistency in the theory of chrysippus 
noted above, namely, the claim that both pneuma and air were responsible for the 
existence and the characteristics of bodies. since pneuma was no more than hot 
air, it was not strictly accurate to talk about pneuma and air as if they were two 
distinct entities.12 We have already seen that regarding pneuma as prior to all four 
elements solved the problem of pneuma itself. The same reassessment of pneuma 
also removed the need for air as a cause of the existence and characteristics of bod-
ies, since pneuma alone now became responsible for the existence and character-
istics of all bodies, including all four elements with their opposing characteristics.

Posidonius, then, seems to have been the first stoic to have regarded pneuma 
as simple rather than compound, and to have made this pneuma the sole cause 
of all bodies and their characteristics, both animate and inanimate, hot and 
cold, hard and soft. We might say that he was more generous in his conception 
of pneuma than previous stoics, who required the services of air as well to do 
much of the work. Posidonius’s pneuma was versatile in the extreme, the cause 
of all things in the cosmos, including bodies of opposing characteristics. We may 

does record that other bodies are created out of a mixture of the four elements. He does not mention 
that still more pneuma is required to unify both the elements themselves as elements and the bodies 
formed by them as bodies. The rarified nature of pneuma may also have explained this material’s 
ability to pervade elements and bodies in order to unify them and give them characteristics.

11. Posidonius describes god as πνεῦμα νοερὸν καὶ πυρῶδες — “intelligent and firelike pneuma” 
(SVF 2: fr. 1009). Kidd 2: F101 comm. notes that later testimonia attribute this theory to stoics indis-
criminately, but this seems to have happened under the influence of Posidonius. God is pneuma at 
its most rarified, when it is not condensed into one or other of the elements, and it is this rarified 
pneuma that pervades the rest. For objections to this theory, see alexander of aphrodisias De mix-
tione 224, 32 (ed. Bruns) = SVF 2: fr. 310. The most rarified pneuma is firelike, and not fire. Posidonius 
seems to have associated intelligence with extreme heat (cf. the theory outlined below), and rarified 
pneuma may have been considered hotter than fire.

12. Furthermore, by writing that the very characteristics of bodies, such as hardness and bright-
ness, were “airs and pneumata” (Plut. De Stoic. repugn. 1053F, 1054a = SVF 2: fr. 449), chrysippus 
could not consistently explain how air and fire, in his view the two compounds of pneuma, could 
themselves have distinguishing characteristics. alexander of aphrodisias provides more objections 
to this theory of chrysippus (SVF 2: fr. 442). chrysippus clearly felt the need to regard both air and 
pneuma as jointly responsible for the existence and characteristics of bodies, and it may be worth 
speculating what his reasons were. Pneuma would have had to be regarded as one of the causes, 
since this was what (medical) scientists of the time regarded as the life principle; but being warm air, 
pneuma may not have explained to chrysippus’s satisfaction (or that of his critics) the existence of 
cold or inanimate bodies, while (cold) air may have done so.
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now appreciate that his identification of god with intelligent and firelike pneuma 
actually specifies which aspect of pneuma is god: pneuma when it is intelligent 
and firelike — that is, in its most rarified form.13

There are traces in our sources of a theory in which this view of pneuma would 
make sense, and this theory could only be advanced by someone with the concep-
tion of pneuma that we have attributed to Posidonius. This theory, as i recon-
struct it, explains how different variations of pneuma unify bodies in different 
ways.14 every variation of pneuma provides a body with its characteristics (such 
as hardness and brightness), but beyond this, it also organizes a complex body 
in a certain overall way — and here, too, Posidonius advances on the theory of 
chrysippus. cold pneuma,15 for example, unifies parts into an inanimate whole 
body (this pneuma is identified with the basic permanent state, hexis); warm 
pneuma unifies inanimate parts into a whole animate body with basic biological 
functions (this pneuma is identified with physis, nature); additional, warmer 
pneuma, provides certain animate bodies with sensation and appetition and uni-
fies the whole body as an animal (this pneuma is identified with psychē, the soul); 
somewhat hotter pneuma can suffuse certain animals and unify the whole body 
as a “logical animal,” such as a human (this pneuma is identified with logos or 
nous). it would seem that the place of god in this scheme is as the hottest pneuma, 
unifying the whole cosmos as the most intelligent animal of all.16

no stoic before Posidonius could have invented a theory that presupposes 
that simple (not compound) pneuma is the ousia. on the other hand, our sources 
indicate that Posidonius was the last of the great innovators in stoic physics; 

13. and not that because all pneuma is intelligent and firelike, it is to be identified with god. in 
any case, the claim that all pneuma is intelligent and firelike would necessarily entail that all things 
are intelligent and firelike, since pneuma is the material aspect of the ousia, substance. The only time 
that the ousia is completely firelike and intelligent is precisely in the cosmic conflagration, when god 
and all matter are one and the same.

14. The following reconstruction is based on SVF 1: fr. 158, 2: frr. 458 – 60, together with Kidd 2: 
F100, 101, 139 comm.

15. i make this assumption. Posidonius seems to have seen a correlation between activity and 
heat, at least in the case of god: by extension, the hotter a body, the more active, and vice versa; thus 
intelligence is very hot, and a living body is warm, while inanimate bodies per se may be very cold.

16. according to the fourth-century c.e. orator and Peripatetic philosopher Themistius (SVF 1: 
fr. 158), it is god that is now nous, now psychē, now physis, and now hexis. it is possible that in one way 
all the other types of unifying pneuma could be seen as aspects of the main type of unifying pneuma, 
god; but god was explicitly identified by Posidonius with firelike and intelligent pneuma. By analogy 
with the other unifying types of pneuma, Posidonius may well have regarded god as that which unifies 
the whole cosmos as the most intelligent animal. all stoics agreed that god needed to pervade the whole 
cosmos in order to govern it; but, in this very capacity as that which pervaded the whole of the cosmos, 
god could be the only type of pneuma able to organize the cosmos as a whole body. This cosmic- 
unifying function would differentiate god (often identified by stoics with nous and logos) from the nous
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indeed, he seems to have been considered by later excerptors and doxographers to 
be the repository of stoic physics, since many of our testimonia on stoic physics 
earlier than Posidonius can be traced back to his writings. all the evidence points 
to this pneumatic theory being Posidonian.

to conclude this discussion of stoic physics: according to my reconstruction, 
the Posidonian god was identified with firelike and intelligent pneuma, the hot-
test of all the types of unifying pneuma. it pervaded the cosmos, unifying the 
cosmos as the most rational animal, and in this aspect could itself be identified 
with the cosmos. it also governed the cosmos, as a soul governs a body, with its 
seat in the hottest part of the body, whence commands issued forth, conveyed by 
the pneuma itself, to all parts of the body. While the hottest part of an animal is 
usually around the heart, in the case of the cosmos, the hottest part was the outer 
sphere. Thus god pervaded the cosmos, but its ruling principle (hēgemonikon) 
had its seat in heaven (ouranos).

r ei n H a r dt, a ly,  a n d  
t H e de Bat e oV er st r a Bo’ s sou rce

We return now to the passage in strabo with which we began, which describes the 
god of the Jews. Karl reinhardt, the leading Posidonius scholar of the first half of 
the twentieth century, used this passage to support his claim that Posidonius was 
strabo’s source. His arguments dwelled mainly on the conception of god as the 
heavens surrounding us.17 He considered Posidonius to be the source for this part 
of strabo’s account, although, as reinhardt himself showed with an abundance 
of examples, the concept was hardly new and was not even peculiar to the stoics. 
reinhardt also faced another difficulty arising from the expression “the nature of 
the things-which-are.” The concept of “things-which-are” (onta) is familiar to us 
from the writings of philosophers such as Plato and aristotle, but the stoics did 
not use it. They always talked about bodies (sōmata). as we have seen, the stoics 
acknowledged only one thing as having being, and this was the ousia, substance, 
of which all bodies (such as tables, souls, virtues) were aspects. reinhardt seems 
to have believed that he could escape the difficulty by adducing parallels from 
aristotle and elsewhere in which the cosmos or ouranos is identified with nature 
or the nature of everything.18 He did not, however, adduce a single stoic parallel. 

or logos of a rational animal within the cosmos; in material respects there would seem to be little 
difference, both types of pneuma being very hot and rarified, with god, presumably, being a little 
more so.

17. reinhardt (1928) 9 – 14.
18. reinhardt (1928) 10. We shall return shortly to consider the term physis in aristotle, and 

more generally, the formula “the nature of the things-which-are.” 19. aly (1957a) 196 – 98. We shall be 
comparing later the strabonian passage with Hecataeus’s account preserved in diodorus.
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The difficulty remains, and we shall see that strabo also uses the term physis, 
“nature,” in the sense of “essence,” of the “things-which-are,” and not in the 
Posidonian sense of the warm pneuma that unifies bodies as living organisms. 
it would seem from all the reasons given here that Posidonius, the stoic philoso-
pher, could not be strabo’s source.

it was later observed by W. aly, in his monograph on strabo, that the con-
cept of god as the heavens surrounding us was not peculiar to Posidonius.19 
He rejected the possibility of Posidonius being strabo’s source after comparing 
the passage with a Posidonian fragment that says: “God is intelligent pneuma 
pervading the whole ousia.” 20 aly claimed that Posidonius saw the spirit of god 
pervading everything, while strabo’s source regarded the divinity as encompass-
ing everything, which is something else entirely.21 There is, however, no sub-
stance to this argument. The Posidonian god does indeed pervade everything, 
as described in the testimonium aly adduces in support of his claim. This has 
also been touched upon in my reconstruction of Posidonius’s pneumatic theory, 
where pneuma unifies what it pervades as a body of a certain type: the hottest 
pneuma pervades in its entirety the whole of the ousia and unifies it as the most 
intelligent animal (the cosmos). yet this same pneuma in its hottest (most intel-
ligent) and purest form is concentrated in the hottest part of the cosmos, in the 
aithēr, the outermost sphere of the cosmos, where it is the commanding principle, 
the hēgemonikon, of the world.22 as already mentioned, doctors, and stoics in 
their train, hypothesized that the commanding principle of an animal had its 

19. aly (1957a) 196–98. We shall be comparing later the strabonian passage with Hecataeus's 
account preserved in diodorus.

20. θεός ἐστι πνεῦμα νοερὸν διῆκον δι’ ἁπάσης οὐσίας, Kidd 1: F100.
21. cf. stern, GLAJJ 1: 306; conzelmann (1981) 67.
22. diogenes laertius 7. 148 ( = Kidd 1: F20) reports the views of Zeno ( = SVF 1: fr. 163), 

chrysippus ( = SVF 2: fr. 1022), and Posidonius on this point. as so often in diogenes laertius, it 
seems that the views attributed to Zeno and chrysippus derive from an interpretation by Posidonius, 
who has a vested interest in showing that his position reflects those of his stoic forebears. For this 
reason, Posidonius wrote in his On Gods that he, chrysippus, and Zeno claimed that the essence 
(ousia — the non-stoic usage of diogenes laertius possibly following his source) of god was the whole 
of the cosmos and ouranos. Kidd notes the difficulty in the identification of ouranos with the whole 
cosmos (Kidd [1988] 2: 139). My own view is that Posidonius, by virtue of his pneumatic theory, 
was the only philosopher who could claim that god could pervade the cosmos and thereby be the 
cosmos, not just part of it. at the same time, in the same work, On Gods, Posidonius calls ouranos 
“the governing principle of the cosmos” (diog. laert. 7. 139 = Kidd 1: F23). it is standard stoic physi-
cal theory that the governing principle governs by pervading the body over which it has control. to 
sum up, in Posidonian physics, the ouranos, the governing outer sphere of the cosmos where the 
pneuma is at its hottest, is one aspect of god, while the cosmos itself, unified as a rational animal by 
the pneuma pervading it, is another aspect of the same god.
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seat in the warmest part of the body, whence it pervaded and thereby controlled 
the entire body. By extension, the stoics regarded the cosmos as a living body and 
located the commanding principle in its hottest part. consequently, Posidonius, 
too, located the commanding principle of the firelike and intelligent pneuma — 

pervading the cosmos and unifying it as a rational body — in the outer sphere of 
the cosmos, the ouranos (heaven). since ouranos encompasses the cosmos, god 
as the commanding principle encompasses the cosmos. it is god as the unifying 
principle of the cosmos that pervades the cosmos.

reinhardt, then, attempted to prove that Posidonius was strabo’s source but 
actually showed that the terms used by strabo were far from peculiar to Posidonius, 
while aly’s argument against Posidonius as the source fails to take into account 
the complexity of stoic, especially Posidonian, physics. The debate would seem to 
have reached an impasse.

FroM na r r at i V e i n H ecata eus  
to a sPe ecH i n st r a Bo

at this stage, we have presented no arguments proving conclusively that Posido-
nius is the source, and indeed, the phrase “the nature of the things-which-are” 
would seem to preclude any stoic as the source, let alone Posidonius specifically. a 
closer examination of the internal structure of the passage, however, leads to some 
surprising conclusions concerning the source. Here is the passage in context:

For he [ = Moses] said and taught that the egyptians were not behaving rightly 
in likening the divinity to wild animals and beasts, nor the lybians; nor were the 
Greeks [behaving] well,23 in sculpting anthropomorphic [statues]. For this one 
thing24 only is god: that which surrounds all of us and earth and sea, [the thing] 
that we call both heaven and cosmos and the nature of the things-which-are. of 
this [thing], who in his right mind would dare25 to form an image similar to any-
thing around us? (strabo 16. 2. 35)26

23. two negatives appear for emphasis and may hint at the hidden intentions of the original 
author.

24. τοῦτο (this) is neuter.
25. θαρρήσειε. The verb is in the optative, indicating remoteness (a “potential optative”), but it 

also continues the indirect speech in which most of the passage is cast.
26. ἔφη γὰρ ἐκεῖνος καὶ ἐδίδασκεν, ὡς οὐκ ὀρθῶς φρονοῖεν οἱ Αἰγύπτιοι θηρίοις εἰκάζοντες καὶ 

βοσκήμασι τὸ θεῖον, οὐδ’ οἱ Λίβυες· οὐκ εὖ δὲ οὐδ’ οἱ Ἑλληνες, ἀνθρωπομόρφους τυποῦντες· εἴη 
γὰρ ἓν τοῦτο μόνον θεὸς τὸ περιέχον ἡμᾶς ἅπαντας καὶ γῆν καὶ θάλατταν, ὃ καλοῦμεν οὐρανὸν καὶ 
κόσμον καὶ τὴν τῶν ὄντων φύσιν. τοῦτου δὴ τίς ἂν εἰκόνα πλάττειν θαρρήσειε νοῦν ἔχων ὁμοίαν τινὶ 
τῶν παρ’ ἡμῖν . . . on the speech from which this passage derives, see below. i suspect that further 
traces of the speech are to be found in paras. 35 – 36, but they do not concern us here.
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Here, as elsewhere in strabo’s Jewish ethnography, the influence of Hecataeus 
of abdera is clearly discernible.27 in his survey of Judaism and the Jews, Hecataeus 
has this to say about Moses:

He did not set up at all any statue of gods through not believing the god to be 
anthropomorphic, [believing] rather that only the heaven surrounding the earth is 
god and lord of all. (diod. 40. 3. 4)28

two stages are easily discernible in the writing of strabo’s presentation: the main 
account and a short sentence in which a writer (at some stage in the transmission) 
adds an explanation in his own words: “[the thing] that we call both heaven and 
cosmos and the nature of the things-which-are.” The main account is in reported 
speech, following “he said and taught,” and all the verbs in it are consequently in 
the optative. The short sentence in direct speech breaks the flow of the reported 
speech attributed to Moses, and its verb (“we call”) is in the indicative. The verbs 
of the account return to the optative after this sentence, reflecting the return to 
reported speech. For convenience, we shall henceforth call the main part of the 
account “the speech,” and the short sentence “the interpolation.”

Hecataeus’s account was part of a narrative survey. in strabo this has the form 
of a speech by Moses, given in reported speech with verbs in the optative. The 
speech writer was certainly not Hecataeus. nor was he the interpolator, since, 
as the writer of the speech, he would not have needed to break the continuity of 
the speech he was composing, but could blend anything he wished to say into the 
speech itself, as part of the speech. We may see that the speech writer did add his 
own comments, for example, in the case of his criticism of the Greeks, which now 
appears as a criticism made by Moses. The interpolation, therefore, was added 
to the text after Hecataeus’s original account had been cast into the form of a 
speech. The speech itself (in reported speech) was the work of an intermediate 
source, and the interpolation may have been either the work of an intermediate 
source or the work of strabo himself. That strabo was the interpolator is not only 
a more economical hypothesis, but there is also strong circumstantial evidence 
to support it, as we shall soon see. We shall therefore consider the speech writer 
to be the only intermediate source.

How did the speech writer utilize the account by Hecataeus? Beyond his bas-
ing a speech by Moses on it, we find several differences in detail. Moses no longer 
finds fault only with the worship of anthropomorphic gods, but also with the rep-
resentation of gods in the form of animals; the targets of his criticism are made 
explicit (the Greeks, and the egyptians and lybians, respectively); god no longer 

27. see p. 356 note 1 above.
28. ἄγαλμα δὲ θεῶν τὸ σύνολον οὐ κατεσκεύασε διὰ τὸ μὴ νομίζειν ἀνθρωπόμορφον εἶναι τὸν 

θεόν, ἀλλὰ τὸν περιέχοντα τὴν γῆν οὐρανὸν μόνον εἶναι θεὸν καὶ τῶν ὅλων κύριον.
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encompasses only the earth, but “all of us and earth and sea.” Furthermore, 
while Hecataeus identifies god with the surrounding heaven (both masculine), 
strabo’s account identifies both god and heaven separately with “that which sur-
rounds” (neuter). This expresses a change of emphasis, from god as a masculine 
concrete individual (albeit not in the shape of a man) to god as something more 
impersonal if not less of a concrete individual per se.29 We should note that in 
strabo’s account the word “heaven” does not appear in the speech itself, but in the 
interpolation. We shall return to this point later in the discussion.

t H e i de n t i t y a n d Mot i V e s oF t H e  
i n t er Pol ator a n d t H e i n t er M e di at e sou rce

A. The Identity of the Interpolator
it is now time to ask a number of mutually dependent questions. Who added the 
interpolation? What do the terms comprising it signify? if we can show that the 
argument of the speech cannot stand without the interpolation, it would appear 
that the interpolation has replaced part of the speech. if this is so, what did the 
interpolation replace?

as already mentioned, there seems to me no sufficient reason to assume the 
existence of two intermediate sources between Hecataeus and strabo to explain 
the existence both of the speech and of the interpolation. That is, an intermediate 
author recast Hecataeus in the form of a speech, and strabo added the interpola-
tion.30 it might be objected that the interpolation includes terms that are not 
stoic, such as the expression “the nature of the things-which-are,” and since 
strabo was a stoic, the interpolation could not be by him. While it is true that 
strabo portrayed himself as a stoic,31 it is also true that he could regard himself 
as a stoic and yet not bother too much with the details of stoic doctrine. in his 
time it was already customary for a man wishing to appear cultivated to finish his 

29. in ancient Greek, the neuter form of an adjective with the definite article was often used to 
express an abstract entity (e.g., “the just” = “justice”; “the beautiful” = “beauty”). The expression 
could still be taken to denote a concrete particular (e.g., “the just thing,” “the beautiful thing”), 
and this would be the case especially if the adjective were a participle (e.g., “the commanding 
thing” rather than “commanding”). Thus we should not regard “the surrounding thing” as entirely 
abstract, but rather as a depersonalizing concrete particular. The addition of other epithets in the 
intermediate account may have had the effect of abstracting by making god less localized.

30. Gager (1972) 4 suggests another interpretation, but he too regards strabo as the author of the 
sentence that i have called here the “interpolation.”

31. strabo clearly wished to be considered a stoic. see, e.g., 1. 34. 2, “our Zeno” — i.e., “my Zeno”: 
strabo always talks about himself in the plural; the Zeno in question is the founder of stoicism; 1. 3. 2, 
“our [ = my] people even said that only the wise man is a poet” — a purely stoic notion, but note the use 
of the past tense. cf. SVF 3: frr. 654 – 55.
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education by doing the rounds of the philosophical schools. He would attend the 
courses of teachers from the various schools and finally choose which school best 
suited his purposes.32 standard stoic doctrine is in fact alien to some of strabo’s 
concerns — for example, his desire to include in his “colossal” work not only the 
beneficial and the noteworthy, but also the pleasurable (1. 1. 23). There is no doubt 
that strabo had had a taste of stoic education, but he mentions none of his stoic 
teachers by name. This may not strike anyone as unusual until it is pointed out 
that strabo does mention, and more than once or twice, his Peripatetic studies, 
and names at least one of his Peripatetic teachers. We learn by the way that he 
studied the writings of aristotle (16. 2. 24), perhaps with his Peripatetic teacher, 
Xenarchus, and most probably in rome (14. 5. 4).

could it be, then, as a result of his Peripatetic education, that strabo himself 
wrote “[the thing] that we call both heaven and cosmos and the nature of the 
things-which-are”? This is no doubt possible; but the general education of his 
day would have sufficed. aristotle himself observes that people — not necessar-
ily philosophers — use the words “heaven,” “cosmos,” and “nature” in various 
senses according to the context, but all three are identical only in one sense. in 
his work On Heaven, aristotle notes that “heaven” and “cosmos” are identical 
when they mean “the general composition of everything” (where “everything” 
has the sense of “the universe”).33 in his discussion of the definitions of the term 
“nature” in the Metaphysics, aristotle says that one of the meanings people 
attribute to it is “the elements of those things-which-are by nature” (pertaining 
to one or more of the four elements); another meaning is “the being (ousia) of 
those things-which-are by nature” (1014b31 ff.).34 so the three terms “heaven,” 
“cosmos,” and “the nature of the things-which-are” can all denote in popular 

32. strabo himself describes this round of philosophical studies as a regular activity required 
of any person with a claim to culture (1. 1. 22). He regards a man’s higher education as an indication 
of his social status: indeed, honor, reputation, and social status appear to be the factors motivating 
strabo to write and “philosophize” (see, e.g., 1. 1. 22 – 23; 1. 2. 1 fin.). strabo describes his “colossal” 
work as befitting a philosopher (1. 1. 13). He means here by “philosopher” no more than “man of 
culture” and is certainly not thinking of a man who takes philosophy too seriously and spends more 
time on studying it than is socially acceptable.

33. aristotle De caelo 280a21: ἡ δὲ τοῦ ὅλου σύστασίς ἐστι κόσμος καὶ οὐρανός. it seems to have 
been quite usual already before aristotle to treat the two terms “heaven” and “cosmos” as inter-
changeable; cf. Plato Timaeus 28b2: ὁ δὴ πᾶς οὐρανὸς ἢ κόσμος ἢ καὶ ἄλλο ὅτι ποτὲ ὀνομαζόμενος 
μάλιστ’ ἂν δέχοιτο, τοῦθ ἡμῖν ὠνομάσθω (“The whole heaven — or cosmos, or whatever else he would 
most accept being called — let him be called this by us”).

34. The common use of the term “nature” in the sense of “elements” justifies one of aristotle’s 
definitions of “nature,” namely, “matter” (hylē). The term “things-which-are” (onta), which appears 
in our interpolation, is indeed frequent in aristotle, but it is widespread throughout Greek litera-
ture, with the significant exception of stoic philosophical writings.
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parlance the sum of all things (i.e., the universe), and it is only as the universe 
that they all share a particular meaning. interestingly, none of these terms is 
identified by aristotle with his notion of god; but this has no bearing on the 
argument that appears in strabo’s account. First, it is said there that Moses 
identified god with “that which surrounds,” and it is “that which surrounds” 
(not god) that is identified with the following three terms in the interpolation. 
second, aristotle himself testifies to the identification made in common lan-
guage between “heaven,” “cosmos,” and “the nature of the things-which-are.” 
strabo, then, is not using these terms in a manifestly Peripatetic sense and is 
certainly not thinking of aristotle’s unmoved mover; it is most likely that he 
chose to use these terms according to common, nontechnical, usage. We must 
now examine strabo’s motives for doing so.

We have already seen that the intermediate source formulated the theo-
logical opinions of Moses in the form of a speech, in reported speech, with 
main verbs appearing in the optative and later in the infinitive. We have also 
seen that the interpolation, appearing in the indicative, breaks this structure 
and appears to be adding an explanation or an elucidation: “[the thing] that 
we call both heaven and cosmos and the nature of the things-which-are.” yet 
the interpolation is not a simple addition to the speech. The interpolation has 
replaced something in the speech. one of the terms originally appearing in the 
speech would have been ouranos, “heaven,” since this appears in Hecataeus (the 
source upon which the speech is based), and in the interpolation. strabo saw 
this in his source and used it in his interpolation. Hecataeus described heaven 
as surrounding the earth, and it is clear that the original speech included an 
identification between “that which surrounds” and heaven. strabo’s interpola-
tion identifies heaven on the one hand with “that which surrounds” and on the 
other hand with the nature of the things-which-are, the sum of everything in 
common parlance. The Hecataean account is sufficient to explain the identifi-
cation with “that which surrounds.” Was there something else in the original 
speech of the intermediate source that induced strabo to understand heaven 
also in the sense of “the general composition of everything”? if there was, why 
would strabo have bothered to replace it with his interpolation, which effec-
tively creates a contradiction between “that which surrounds” and “the nature 
of things-which-are”?

B. What the Interpolation Replaced in the Intermediate Source
The intermediate source must have made some sort of connection between “that 
which surrounds” and “the sum of everything.” The only philosophical system 
in which heaven could be simultaneously (but in different aspects) “that which 
surrounds,” the whole cosmos, and everything in it would have been the system 
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of Posidonius.35 according to my reconstruction presented earlier, Posidonius 
regarded the purest, hottest, and most active pneuma as the factor unifying the 
cosmos as a rational animal, and doing so by pervading every part of the cosmos. 
He also regarded this same pure pneuma pervading the cosmos as controlling 
the cosmos from its natural seat in the cosmos, the hottest part of the cosmos, 
the outer sphere, namely, ouranos (heaven). We should note that in Hecataeus 
“heaven” appears before “god,” while in strabo it appears afterward, at the head 
of a list of terms describing god. The transposition would have been made by the 
intermediate source. it seems reasonable to suppose that the stoic author of the 
speech wished to identify the god of Moses (as portrayed by Hecataeus) with the 
stoic (Posidonian) god, and it was this that led to the change in places: “heaven,” 
common to the stoic and the Mosaic god, could head the list of stoic terms 
describing god (now also attributed to the Mosaic god). it seems that the original 
speech would have contained a list of terms and expressions describing this god, 
since the aim was to indicate the folly of belief in anthropomorphic gods. an 
argument proving the nonanthropomorphic nature of god would have achieved 
this aim as well but would have been too long and technical in any speech, and 
incongruous in this one, where such arguments are notably absent. i present a 
partial reconstruction exempli gratia of this part of the original speech, with 
the words in square brackets representing that part of the original text that has 
been replaced by the interpolation. The terms i propose show how the Mosaic 
god of the outer sphere could gradually come to be identified with the cosmos 
altogether. We can only speculate on the number and nature of the terms that 
have been replaced by the interpolation. i present the bare terms, with no attempt 
at reconstructing the actual formulation.

εἴη γὰρ ἓν τοῦτο μόνον θεὸς τὸ περιέχον ἡμᾶς ἅπαντας καὶ γῆν καὶ θάλατταν, [ὁ 
οὐρανός, τὸ ἡγεμονικόν, πνεῦμα νοερὸν καὶ πυρῶδες, ὁ κόσμος.] τοῦτου δὴ τίς ἂν 
εἰκόνα πλάττειν θαρρήσειε νοῦν ἔχων ὁμοίαν τινὶ τῶν παρ’ ἡμῖν . . . 

For this one thing only is god: that which surrounds all of us and earth and sea, 
[(namely) heaven, the commanding principle, intelligent and firelike pneuma, the 
cosmos.] of this [thing], who in his right mind would dare to form an image 
similar to anything around us?

C. The Motives of the Interpolator
strabo appears to have replaced the list he saw in his source (not necessarily 
identical to the one i have proposed here) with another list free of philosophical 

35. The popular identification of “heaven” with “cosmos” — as we have seen noted by aristotle 
(note 33 above) — is only in the sense of “the general composition of everything,” and not in the sense 
of “that which surrounds.”
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jargon. We have already seen that the terms he uses are not even peculiar to 
Peripatetic philosophy. When strabo, in his interpolation, says “what we call,” 
he does not mean “we, the stoics,” but “we, speakers of everyday Greek,” and 
he is making a direct appeal to his readers. The speech at this point was clearly 
too technical for strabo’s taste, but some sort of list was necessary — even strabo 
could see that — to show the folly of worshipping anthropomorphic gods. terms 
such as “heaven,” “cosmos,” and pneuma, which i suggest may have appeared 
in the original speech, allowed strabo to conclude that the subject was the all-
pervading god — despite the previous sentence in which the god was explicitly 
all-encompassing — and strabo duly wrote in nontechnical language “what we 
call heaven and cosmos and the nature of the things-which-are,” terms that are 
all identical only in the sense of “the sum of everything,” as we have seen above. 
The very attempt to substitute non-stoic terms for stoic ones, or to use terms in 
a non-stoic sense, demonstrates that strabo was unaware of the dynamic nature 
of the list and its intended aim to portray god as both all-encompassing and 
all-pervading. such a portrayal was impossible in anything but stoic terms, and 
in non-stoic terms necessarily led to contradiction. Perhaps strabo assumed that 
such a contradiction already existed in his source (imperfectly understanding 
stoic physics), and made the best of a bad job by at least demystifying the techni-
cal jargon.

What did strabo have against stoic terminology, especially considering that he 
fancied himself to be a stoic? Why did he not understand stoic theology? strabo 
seems to have been no different from many intellectuals of his time in his distaste 
for physical speculations. His criticisms on this subject are directed in particular 
against Posidonius (2. 3. 8):

so much against Posidonius as well [for now; for] many [of his opinions], as many 
as are on geography, receive the treatment appropriate to particular [discussions]. 
as many [of his opinions] as are more to do with physics, they are to be examined 
elsewhere, or not even considered; for there is much study of causes (to aitiologikon) 
in [his work], and aristotelizing, from which our people [i.e., the stoics!] lean away, 
because of the concealment of causes.36

some have interpreted this passage of strabo as an attack on Posidonius for 
turning toward the philosophy of aristotle. This is unlikely, since Posidonius did 
not in fact adopt Peripatetic physics, or anything like it. after praising Posidonius 
for his contributions to the study of geography, strabo criticizes his physics, 

36. τοσαῦτα καὶ πρὸς Ποσειδώνιον· πολλὰ γὰρ καὶ τοῖς καθ’ ἕκαστα τυγχάνει τῆς προσηκούσης 
διαίτης, ὅσα γεωγραφικά· ὅσα δὲ φυσικώτερα, ἐπισκεπτέον ἐν ἄλλοις, ἢ οὐδὲ φροντιστέον· πολὺ 
γάρ ἐστι τὸ αἰτιολογικὸν παρὰ αὐτῷ καὶ τὸ Ἀριστοτελίζον, ὅπερ ἐκκλίνουσιν οἱ ἡμέτεροι διὰ τὴν 
ἐπίκρυψιν τῶν αἰτιῶν.
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and particularly his tendency to seek out causes and philosophize in the style of 
aristotle. now, to seek out causes and to philosophize in the style of aristotle 
are not two separate criticisms, but one and the same. strabo is here using the 
common rhetorical figure of hendiadys, the presentation of one idea through 
the medium of two expressions. in other words, strabo is protesting against the 
attempts of Posidonius to look for causes in the way that aristotle does.37 The 
criticism, therefore, is not against the opinions of Posidonius, but against his 
method of enquiry in this field. This is not the place to consider whether this 
criticism has any foundation, but it is worth spending a few moments to survey 
the contents of this field of stoic physics. in a passage that is generally accepted 
to derive from Posidonius, diogenes laertius tells us that one of the divisions 
of stoic physics was into three parts: (1) on the cosmos (e.g., observation of the 
heavens); (2) on elements (e.g., speculation concerning the composition of the 
cosmos and its parts; (3) on causes (aitiologikos topos — e.g., biological questions 
such as the nature of the ruling principle — to hēgemonikon — in the soul; events 
in the soul; seeds; the sources of phenomena in nature; sight).38

if strabo opposed the studies of Posidonius in the field of causes of things, 
he may well have opposed some of the causes peculiar to Posidonius, such as 
the central stoic concept of the ruling principle in its Posidonian form — or at 
least its use in the context of the cosmos. This concept must have featured in the 
Posidonian list of terms describing god, since it is a necessary bridge between 
the Hecataean all-encompassing god of Moses and the all-pervading god that is 
another aspect of the same thing in the Posidonian account. strabo was clearly 
not at home in stoic physics. He failed to appreciate the importance of physics as 
the basis for stoic ethics and seems to have had little interest in it. This attitude 
reflects the general atmosphere of his time. as he himself says, “our people” 
refrain from such speculations (2. 3. 8).

D. The Identity of the Intermediate Source
it remains only to determine the identity of the stoic author of the speech of 
Moses in the intermediate source. only one candidate has made his presence felt 
throughout this discussion, and that is Posidonius.

The author identifies god with the all-encompassing heaven and the whole 
cosmos at one and the same time. This suggests a stoic author who not only 
established heaven — the outer sphere of aithēr — as the seat of the ruling principle 

37. see sandbach (1985) 59: his “own guess” is that “strabo wished to represent [Posidonius] as 
consciously following aristotle’s lead in trying to find the causes of things.”

38. diogenes laertius 7. 132 – 33. it is generally regarded as a Posidonian testimonium; see Kidd 
1: F98; long and sedley (1987) 43B. diogenes seems here to have used a handbook written shortly 
after the time of Posidonius.
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of the cosmos, but also regarded the material of the ruling principle as the high-
est form of unifier, providing the cosmos with its being, in the form of the most 
rational animal. This material, therefore, may be regarded not only as the ruling 
principle of the cosmos, but as the cosmos itself. later testimonia that attribute 
such a view to chrysippus and even Zeno must be regarded as suspect; only 
Posidonius had a system in which such a position could be maintained. Thus 
Posidonius must be regarded as the source for these testimonia.39

in addition, Posidonius discussed the concept of the ruling principle in that 
part of stoic physics that dealt with causes, a part of stoic physics that was pecu-
liar to Posidonius. We have seen that strabo was not happy with Posidonius’s 
inquiry into causes. Therefore, when strabo encountered the ruling principle in 
the speech supposedly delivered by Moses — and we have seen that the concept 
had to appear there — he had at least one good reason to replace the term with 
something less technical.

E. The Motives of the Intermediate Source
to conclude this discussion, we may ask what purpose Posidonius may have had 
in attributing such a speech to Moses. The additions made by Posidonius to the 
description of the Jewish god in Hecataeus suggest that he used the character of 
the Jewish leader as a mouthpiece through which he could express his stoic views 
and attack positions widely held in the Greek world on the sensitive issue of the 
nature of religion.40

The speech of Moses, therefore, teaches us nothing about the way Posidonius 
understood the Jewish divinity, but only about his own religious conception and 
his struggles with his Greek contemporaries. His Greek contemporary reader, 
however, may well have treated the work as a true account of the god of the Jews.

39. teachers of philosophy routinely attributed their own opinions to their philosophical prede-
cessors (especially the founder of the school), thereby presenting themselves as the true representa-
tives of the philosopher with whose doctrines students wished to become acquainted.

40. The stoics posited one god. at the same time, they did not reject outright the gods of Greek 
religion. instead, they explained the gods as aspects of the one god. it is not clear whether they took 
this notion seriously or maintained it only to prevent the multitude or the city authorities from 
taking measures against them. Whether because of their belief in the one god, or their belief in the 
usual gods as aspects of the one god (as various forces of nature), the stoics were forced to conclude 
that anthropomorphic statues of gods were somewhat mistaken. such a conclusion, however, would 
not have been popular, though it may have been tolerated if expressed by a non-Greek. 
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machus, 489, 491; use of timochares, 491

—On Compensation for the Rhodians, 474
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aristippus of cyrene, 66n77

aristobulus (alexandrian author): Commen-
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shape of earth, 162; on sōphrosynē, 58–59; 
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arrian, on Megasthenes, 140
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paign against, 425
artapanus the Jew, 205; attitude toward egyp-
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on, 253, 254–56, 259, 261n35, 265n43, 275, 
508n120; kidnapping of foreigner in, 266, 
269; killing in grove, 264, 265, 268; lysima-
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Busiris (king of egypt), sacrifice of strangers, 

32
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472, 473; on anthropomorphism, 512; 
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333
cleopatra iii, 93; Jewish commanders of, 336
clitomachus of carthage, 88n135
colchi, egyptian origin of, 15, 110, 112, 113
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phers in, 173, 181; Pythagoras in, 182
conspiracy stories: cannibalism in, 271; in clas-

sical literature, 270–71
conzelmann, H., 484n45
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pneuma in, 529; shape of, 147, 153, 161–62

courage: aristotle on, 496; stoic view of, 494n77
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on, 492n74
court chronicles, Hellenistic, 6. See also seleu-

cid court scribes
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crates of Thebes, 68
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nius on, 523

cultic practices, roman, 380n75; Varro on, 
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259–63, 265n44, 279; use of apion, 262, 266
danaus, egyptian descent of, 108, 110, 112, 114
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deaths: in battle, 493, 495; strange, 171, 172, 

179n76
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demetrius the syrian, cicero’s study with, 477
democritus, 377; in De natura deorum, 513n137; 
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dennis, H. G., 28n45
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derceto, myth of, 232n88
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99; Porphyry’s use of, 410n30; prejudice 
against Jews, 104; preservation in Photius, 
410, 411, 415n47, 441, 444–45, 455; sicilian 
history of, 412; on siege of Jerusalem, 410–
12, 441–43, 459; testimonia on Hecataeus, 
95; use of agatharchides, 285n19, 297; use of 
artemidorus, 297n76; use of Hieronymus of 
cardia, 411n33, 412; use of Posidonius, 
102n31, 104n39, 297n76, 328, 412–13, 415, 416; 
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dionysius: asses of, 228, 230, 244n122; sabazius, 
195n139

dionysius (son of dionysius of syracuse), 
tryphē of, 64–65

dionysius of Halicarnassus: on blasphemy, 188; 
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28n45; Hecataeus on, 131; in Herodotus, 269; 
identity of victim in, 268; Jewish, 30, 33, 39, 
239, 263–64, 266; place of execution, 268; in 
saturnalia celebrations, 258, 267; of strang-
ers, 32, 264; by tauri, 269; Theophrastus on, 
21, 264, 266, 523; to Zeus, 28n45. See also 
blood libel; sacrificial practices

Hyginus (mythographer), 228
Hyksos, worship of seth, 246

hylē (matter), 526
Hyperaubius of corinth, 502
hyperbaton (rhetorical figure), 51n39
Hypnotist: learned Jew as, 55; in Proclus-

clearchus, 54–57, 75, 76

iamblichus, biography of Pythagoras, 173, 183, 
193n135

idol worship: abstention from, 35, 510; roman, 
511; Zeno on, 513n136

idumaeans: conversion of, 217; in egyptian 
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