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Denis Zhuravlev

SYRO-PALESTINIAN LAMPS FROM CHERSONESOS AND THEIR
DERIVATIVES OF THE ROMAN AND BYZANTINE PERIOD"

The Northern Black Sea coast is situated far from the Near
East. In spite of that the trade and cultural connections
between the Northern Pontic area and Syria and Palestine
have a long history. Among the imported goods traditionally
coming to the Black sea cities during the Roman period are
high- quality glass vessels produced in Syrian workshops!
and Eastern sigillata A%

Among the huge number of different types of lamps there
were also found a few lamps of Syrian or Palestinian origin®.
Because of their rarity there is a real confusion in Russian
and Ukrainian scientific literature. Looking through some
publications it is not possible to understand, whether these
lamps have really been imported into? the region, or it is
just a proposal of some scholars. In this article | will present
some Near Eastern lamps and their local imitations found at
Chersonesos, situated in the south-western Crimea.

Roman lamps of Syrian origin

Among the Syrian lamps there is an interesting group of
round examples without handle. Some of them are stamped
O®EoA®P/O/Y in three lines (fig. 1), and are very similar to
ones from Antioch?. There are more than ten similar examples
in the city, and they can be dated to the 3™ and 4™ centuries.
The chronology is based on the finds of some lamps in the
graves of this period. The diameter of these lamps is 6,6-7,5
cm (fig. 2,2-3). The clay is yellow or yellowish-brown, with
a few mica inclusions. Several lamps have spots of brown
slip.® Some other lamps of the same fabric without any stamps
are also very similar to Syrian products®. They have a flat

This article has been finished during a research project dedicated to the
Roman pottery in the Black sea area during the Alexander von Humboldt
Stiftung Fellowship. I would like to thank the curators of the National
Reserve Chersonesos Taurica for the possibility to work in the deposits
of the museum. Some opinions of Dr. Laurent Chrsanovski (Geneva-
Deva) were also very important for this article. A Russian version of
this article was recently published as Zruraviev 2007.

SorokiNa 1965, 185-189; eap. 1975, 93-95.

ZHUrAVLEV 2002, 243 fig. 2.

KADEEV/SorROCAN 1985, 98.

Waackt 1941, 65 fig. 88,5.

It is not possible to determine the place of production of some similar
lamps, which have no stamps and their decoration is very simple?,
without a long series of archaeometric studies. Unfortunately in the
Black sea area these studies are making only the first steps.

& Waack 1934 pl. 9,1459; Waact 1941 type 44 No. 116; type 46 No.
127; type 48 No. 134; Baur 1947 pl. 7,293-294 etc

oA woN e

Fig. 1. Syrian lamp with a stamp ®EoAwmP/O/Y. 3-4" century
AD (National Preserve Chersonesos Taurica, Sevastopol’;
photo D. Zhuravlev).

base and a very simple decoration: sometimes there are some
ovules around the filling hole’. A few lamps of Waagé Group
VI8 decorated with relief leaves and bunches of grapes were
also found in Chersonesos (fig. 2,1).

Rub¢atye lamps

There is a very interesting group of local Pontic lamps, so-
called Rubcatye (or Sunburst) lamps (fig. 3). This type is one
of the most popular Pontic lamps in the 3-4"" centuries®.
Some scholars saw a Palestinian influence in their design. S.
Sorocan has published a typology of these lamps'®. According
to this classification, lamps of type | (called pear-shaped by
Soroc¢an) have a round body and a stretched nozzle, and lamps
of type Il (called round- or egg-shaped by Sorocan) have a
stretched body and a short nozzle!.

These lamps appear in the second quarter of the 3" century
AD and the latest one is dated to the end of the 4™ century.
The earliest examples come from the recent excavations

7 This type of lamp was specially studied by RoseNTHAL-HEGINBOTTOM
1981 esp. Abb. 9. See also BaiLey 1988, 280 Q 2303-2310.

8 Waack 1934, 65-66 PI. 10,814.

9 CHRzANOVSKI/ ZHURAVLEV 1998, 133-140.

10 SorocaN 1982, 43-50.

% bid. fig. 1.
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Fig. 2. Syrian lamps. 3"—4" century AD (National Preserve
Chersonesos Taurica, Sevastopol’; photos D. Zhuravlev).

Fig. 3. Rubcatye lamps. 3-4" century AD (National Preserve
Chersonesos Taurica, Sevastopol’; drawings |. Gusakova).

24

in Pantikapaion®?, and there are many finds from graves at
Chersonesos as well. Some of these lamps have a different
fabric, but mostly they were made from light brown clay with
a few mica inclusions and covered with red or brown slip.
In addition two very original sunburst lamps were found in
Tanais: the first one with a planta pedis on its base (fig. 4,2),
and the second one decorated with a cross in raised relief
(fig. 4,1)=, which has some similarities to the Near Eastern
lamps*. There are also some lamps of this type from Cher-
sonesos with an impressed cross®.

There is a small group of the same shape among them,
having the relief letters XPY on the discus, and COY on
the bottom (fig. 5). These lamps were distributed only in
Chersonesos, where they were probably produced. As for
the unique inscriptions on both sides, there is a proposal of
A. Scheglov that it was a stamp of a single Greek craftsman,
whose probable name was Xpuoog (Golden)?.

Some Russian scholars, and mainly, V. Zalesskaja, poin-
ted out that lamps with this inscription are very close to a
Palestinian one with the Greek inscription ®&G¢ Xp[iso]v
daiver naot (“the light of Christ shines for all”)'". According
to her theory, XPY could be an abbreviation of this phrase,
and only the letters COY would be associated with the lamp-
maker, probably as the first letters of his name®. She insists
on the fact that potters’ marks never appear on the upper
body of lamps, and that the link between these inscriptions
and Christian religion can easily be found, as the period cor-
responds to the appearance of sacred monograms on lamps.

According to my opinion, the situation is more compli-
cated and Palestinian lamps never were the prototype for the
Sunburst ones. First of all the parallels to the oriental lamps
are not as close as Zalesskaja said. And the question of chro-
nology is important: all the Palestinian lamps, which are in
any way similar to the Rub¢atye lamps from Chersonesos,
are dated to the 5" and 6™ centuries and not earlier’®. The
earliest examples with similar decoration are known from
the Hellenistic period. So the question what the stamp XPY
COY stands for, is still open for discussion. In any case
Rubcatye lamps inscribed XPY COY were popular during
a very short period and were never distributed anywhere else
than Chersonesos.

Arch on the discus: Jewish symbolism on Pontic lamps?

Since the 4" century AD clay lamps with the relief image of
a menorah with seven or nine branches appear®. Primitive
images of a “palm branch” on some lamps from Chersone-
sos may be a reminiscence of this motif (fig. 6a,b; 11,4). A

12 ToLsTiKOV/ZHURAVLEV/LomTaDzE 2005 fig. 16,1-2.

13 ArsEN’Eva 1988 pl. 25,2.

14 Parker 1987, 525, fig. 123,239; Da Costa 2001 fig. 2,6.

15 Sorocan 1982, 45 note 25.

16 ScuecLov 1961, 45-51; Sorocan 1982, 49.

17 ZALEsskaA 1988, 236.

8 bid.

19 Parker 1987, 525 fig. 123; 232; 235; 236; 237; Hapap 2002, type 15
no. 49; type 20 no. 225-230.

2 They are mainly of African origin (Northern Tunisia) and are dated
to the late 4"-6" centuries. Finds of these lamps are still unknown at
Chersonesos.
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Fig. 5. Lamp with a stamp XPY/COY (The
State Historical Museum, Moscow; from
CHRZANOVSKI/ZHURAVLEV 1998).

1

cm

2
_J

Fig. 6a—b. Oval-shaped lamp decorated with relief palm-branch or stylized
menorah. Late 3"-mid 4" century (The State Historical Museum, Moscow;
photo I. Seden’kov; drawing CHRZANOVSKI/ZHURAVLEV 1998).

Fig. 7. Lamp decorated with arch on the discus. 6 century AD (The State
Historical Museum, Moscow; photos I. Seden’kov).
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12
11

Fig. 8. Lamps from the synagogue of Chersonesos. 6" century AD (National Preserve Chersonesos Taurica, Sevastopol’;
drawings I. Gusakova).

possible hypothesis is to understand lamps of this type as
copies of some Palestinian lamps with very similar shape
and decoration?. There is an oval-shaped lamp from the
collection of the State Historical Museum, which has a small
filling hole in the center of the upper part (fig. 6a.b). Between
the filling hole and the nozzle a decorative motif in relief is
situated, looking distantly like a palm branch. According to
the opinion of some scholars this is a stylized representation
of the menorah?2. Some similar lamps (fig. 11,4) come from
well-dated graves and can be dated from the late 3 to the
middle of the 4% century?.

2 MopRzEWSKA-MaRcINIAK 1978 pl. 42,1-2; Kennepy 1963 pl.
26,658.659.668.679. 680 (for decoration).

22 MoprzewsKka 1988, 24-27. See also: CHRZANOVSKI/ZHURAVLEV 1998, 151.

2 See for example: Zusar’, Sorocan 1986, 119 fig. 7,4.

26

Beside the images of the menorah there is another expres-
sive motif on clay lamps of the 6" century AD which can prob-
ably be related to Jewish iconography, but it is also interpreted
sometimes as a pagan symbol or as a Christian allegory (fig.
8)?%. The interpretation of this image as the Egyptian magic
life knot?® became popular because of a simple misunder-
standing: lamps are seen here in the position “handle down
and nozzle up” and that means that the image on the discus
is turned upside down (180°). The relief decoration on the
discus of these large lamps consists of two columns with a
semicircular arch on top and an inverted triangle filled with
relief points. According to V. N. Zalesskaja this is a stylized

24 7 ALESSKAJA 1988, 234 .

%5 KoByLINA 1978, 120; KADEEV/SorOCAN 1985, 96.
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5

Fig. 9. Local oval-shaped lamps. 4" century AD (The State Historical Museum, Moscow; photos I. Seden’kov).

depiction of the roof of a holy martyr’s grave (i.e. a Christian
martyrium) and a baptistery that can symbolize the second
birth of the neophyte through the sacrament of christening?.

A preliminary study of a group of lamps with similar
decoration from Chersonesos was made by D. Korobkov.?”
According to him we may see not an altar under the arch,
but a special niche in its wall where revered relics were
traditionally situated. This supposition is affirmed by the
image of the so-called “shell” (“acroterium” or “rosette”),

26 ZALESSKAJA 1988, 234.
27 Koropkov 2001.

which can be considered as a plane version of a semi-cupola
(conch) situated over the niche (aedicula). We can see netting
consisting of crossing lines under the niche (but inside the
arch) on some lamps of this type — the idea of closed doors
can be expressed in this way. According to E. Lapp? the
whole construction may be interpreted as a symbolic image
of a synagogue with its most holy place, the tabernacle of the
Testament?®. There are many similar images in Jewish art*°.

28 Lapp 1991, 158.

2 Koroskov 2001, 152-153. See also: Sassman 2003, 228 (with a com-
plete bibliography).
30 HacHLiL 1976, 43-53.
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Fig. 10. Local oval-shaped lamps. 4" century AD (The State Historical Museum, Moscow; drawings I. Rukavishnikova).

Some similar lamps with this decoration are also known
from Alexandria® and Miletos®. C. Scorpan published a
similar lamp from Romania and also determined this arch
construction as an aedicule®. J. W. Hayes published some
“rare sherds ... in church building levels” from Sarachane in
Istanbul, and characterized the image on the discus as “diadem
head” with columnar ornaments at the sides.®* According to his
typological scheme this group of lamps belongs to a special
type 8 and dates (according to the archaeological context)
to the second half of the 6 century. Two similar lamps are
preserved in the British Museum. Bailey dated them to the 6
century and proposed an Egyptian origin3. There are many
similar lamps in other collections.

It should be noted that finds of lamps with Jewish symbol-
ic motifs could make it possible to locate ancient synagogues
(even when building remains do not give clear evidence of the
fact). For example, J. Lund draws his conclusion about the
possible location of the synagogue of the 4"—6%" century AD
in Carthage based on the finds of 12 lamps with a menorah
on the discus *. It is very probable that clay lamps were a
part of temple property and could have been used for lighting
not the synagogue itself (that was the function of menorahs)
but its auxiliary structures — for example, schools, hotels, free
dining-halls for poor people etc.

In Chersonesos these lamps were found at different places
in the town, but many of them were discovered in a single
deposit (fig. 8). They can be indirectly connected with the so-
called “Basilica of 1935” where in the middle of the 20" cen-
tury remains of a sacral building belonging to the synagogue
of Chersonesos were unearthed in the course of excavations.

81 BernHARD 1955, 187-188 fig. 56.

32 MenzeL 1956, 99 Abb. 72, 3.

3 Scorean 1978, 159 pl. 3,12.

34 Haves 1992, 82.

% BaiLey 1988, 415 pl. 122,03309.Q3310.
36 Lunp 1995, 258-259.
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Some Jewish inscriptions as well as a part of a marble relief
with an image of the menorah were found here ¥.

This is obviously just one of the possible interpretations
of the iconography of these lamps, but the fact that they
were found in the area of a synagogue testifies to Jewish
symbolism. All the others lamps with this decoration found
in different deposits probably did not have this significance,
and this image was also used by non-Jewish people.

Taking into account the considerable amount of such finds
in the Pontic area as well as the visual characteristics of clay
and glaze it is possible to suppose that lamps with this deco-
ration were produced somewhere on the Black Sea littoral.

Late Roman imports and local derivatives

Among the lamps, for which a Palestinian connection was
proposed, there is a group of oval-shaped lamps with massive
handles, ornamented with curved lines in relief (fig. 9-10;
11,5). All these lamps were produced in two-part moulds.
Dozens of them have been found at Chersonesos and they were
produced from several different moulds. These lamps show a
low quality of firing, are rough and massive. The clay was refi-
ned very badly and small stones are often found inside. The slip
covering these lamps, as noted by V.Zubar’ and S.Sorocan, “did
not hide the defects of the lamps and was used rather following
the tradition than with some practical purpose.” According to
the clay composition these lamps must have been produced
locally. The workshop at Chersonesos must have existed in the
late 3 and 4" centuries AD. A great amount of these lamps
was found in the necropolis near the so-called Zagorodnyj
temple in the graves of the 4" century AD®. All the lamps
show a similarity in decoration, which can probably prove

87 OVERMAN/MACLENNAN/ZOLOTAREV 1997, 57-63.

38 ZuUBAR’/SoroCAN 1986, 119.
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Fig. 11. Lamps from one of the graves of Chersonesos necropolis. 4" century AD
(National Preserve Chersonesos Taurica, Sevastopol’; Zusar’/Sorocan 1986).

Fig. 12 a—b. A lamp similar to Jerash-type. 6™ century
AD (The State Historical Museum, Moscow; photo
I. Seden’kov; drawing A. Trifonova).
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Fig. 13. Slipper lamp of the Umayyad period (The State
Historical Museum, Moscow; photo I. Seden’kov).

the existence of one prototype. It seems to me, that this type
while being undoubtedly a local one, was based on Syrian and
Palestine lamps of the Roman time®. Probably its decoration
imitates moulded inscriptions, known e. g. at Palmyra®. There
are some lamps with similar ornamentation from Syria, but all
of them are dated to the 6" century and later*.

One lamp from Chersonesos, stored at the State Historical
Museum, is unique for the Northern Pontic area. It is a bico-
nical lamp with lines in relief on the shoulder and a “fish-tail’
vertical handle (fig. 12a,b) (length 12 cm; height 3,1 cm, 6,9
cm with the handle). It has no real parallels, but there are some
lamps among the Jerash-type, which could be interpreted as a
distant parallel for our lamp?2. They are dated to the 5" and 6"
centuries. The same date could be proposed for the Chersonesos
lamp as well. It was found in the central district of the city and
was discovered by K. K. Kostusko-Valuzini¢ in the late 19"
century. As this find is unique, and also because of its fabric,
it can only interpreted as an import. There are no other lamps
of this type known in the whole region.

Islamic lamps

Lamps of the Islamic period were not widespread at the
Black Sea coast. Among the rare finds there is a nice slipper
lamp with geometric relief ornaments and a small raised
cone handle (fig. 13). It does not come from the regular ex-
cavations, but according to the documentation it was found
at the Northern Pontic area, probably in Chersonesos. Some
of these lamps can have inscriptions, but here we have just

39 Waacr 1934 pl. 11,251; Baur 1947 pl. 13,408.

40 Sarro 1994 group A fig. 68,1-9.

4 See for example: Waace 1941 type 56 no. 175-176; Gumbont 1995 fig.
6,6.

42 Kennepy 1963, 88-89 pl. 28,645.758; Guiponi 1990, 66-67 fig. 11-12
(dated to 7"—first half of the 8" century); Gumoni 1995, fig. 6,5; Da
Costa 1991 fig. 4,2; Hapap 2002, 68-71 type 29 no. 299-312.
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geometric motifs. The type was developed in the Umayyad
period in the 7" and 8" centuries AD*. Some similar lamps
in the collections of several Russian museums come from
Chersonesos, Kerch and other sites in the Crimea.

A series of lamps of strengthened or oval shape decorated
with a palm-branched ornament is dated to the latest period.
These lamps were found at Chersonesos and at Kerch. Mostly
they come from mixed layers so their date can be determined
only according to parallels of the 7" and 8™ century.

A lamp with an ornament imitating an Arabic inscription is
also interesting and unique for this region. Rather similar lamps
of Palestinian origin are dated to the 12" century and later.

Itis possible, that Arab lamps of Syro-Palestinian produc-
tion have not been distinguished among other materials yet
and are waiting for their investigator in museum collections.
The amount of Syrian imports in Chersonesos of both Byzan-
tine and Arab periods is rather considerable, also the Syrian
prototypes influenced the local production. After the Arab
Halifat had captured former Byzantine lands the high price
for olive oil caused a change in lighting equipment and the
spread of wax candles*. Maybe this is the reason why there
are not so many lamps of Islamic production in Chersonesos.
During this time candles and multi-tier clay lamp-lustrons
were much more popular®.

Conclusions

In conclusion, the rarity of Syro-Palestinian lamps in the
Black Sea region has to be noted. There is no total absence,
but all the finds are very rare or even unique. But exception
proves the rule. There existed some derivatives of Near Eas-
tern lamps in the Northern Pontic region during the Roman
and the Late Roman periods. Chersonesos for a long period
had trading connections with Syria and Palestine, and proba-
bly lamps came here occasionally, as part of a ship’s cargo.
Unfortunately at the moment we have no evidence for oriental
lamps at other Northern Pontic sites, like Pantikapaion and
Olbia. Hopefully, in the future it will be possible to determine
much more connections and similarities between lamps found
in the Black Sea region and Near Eastern lamps.

At least there is the fact that the late Hellenistic Bospo-
ran multi-nozzled lamps found at Pantikapaion“ and at the
sanctuary of Beregovoj-4¥, are really similar to recent finds
of multi-nozzled lamps from Petra, dated to the same period.

There is no doubt that a considerably larger amount of
Syrian, Palestinian and Egyptian lamps will be brought to
light very soon by the publication of the lamp collections of
the biggest museums of Russia and Ukraine. This will make it
possible to analyse the dynamic of trade connections between
the North Pontic area and these regions.

denzhuravlev@mail.ru

4 Hapap 2002, 82-90 type 36

4 SorocHAN 2002, 111-119.

4 Ibid. fig. 1; CurzaNovski/ZHURAVLEV 1998, 177 no. 111 (with bibliogra-
phy). Later on these lustrons became a prototype for medieval Russian
lamps: SErGEEvA 1995, 123-130.

ZHURAVLEV/ZHURAVLEVA 2002, 1-12.

47 ZAVOIKIN/ZHURAVLEV 2005, 309-312.
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