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Abstract:
Our knowledge of the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible by Symmachus ulti-
mately derives from what survives of Origen’s Hexapla, especially as mediated by 
commentaries on books of the Old Testament and noted in the margins of certain 
Greek biblical manuscripts or of the Syrohexapla. However, it is unclear where 
and when Origen Κrst encountered and then acquired Symmachus’ version. This 
essay attempts to Κnd some answers from the conΝicting information given in var-
ious patristic sources. It argues for Caesarea Maritima as the place where Origen 
obtained Symmachus’ version through their mutual acquaintance Juliana, and 
for a date before 219 for this exchange. It restates the arguments for Symmachus’ 
Jewish identity at the time of translating, and reviews the suggestion that Symma-
chus may be identiΚed with Sumkhos ben Joseph, disciple of Rabbi Meir. It then 
discusses the possibility that the name Symmachus had signiΚcance for Jews as a 
Greek approximation to Eleazar. Finally, it gives a brief overview of the extent of 
the use of Symmachus’ translation by scholars associated with Caesarea Maritima, 
principally Origen, Eusebius, and Jerome.
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1. Introduction: The Sources

Sources that oΥer biographical information about Symmachus consist of the fol-
lowing patristic testimonies: Eusebius of Caesarea, Hist. eccl. 6.16–17; Epiphanius 
of Salamis, Mens. et Pond. § 16 (cf. also § 18); Palladius, Lausiac History § 64. How-
ever, some details in these accounts are not easily reconciled, principally those 
concerning the implied date for his work and his religious aΟliation. The key pas-
sages are given below:1

1 The passages are discussed by Arie van der Kooij, Die alten Textzeugen des Jesajabuches. Ein Bei-
trag zur Textgeschichte des Alten Testaments (OBO 35; Fribourg: Éditions universitaires; Göttin-
gen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1981), 221–30. Later accounts rely to a greater or lesser extents 
on these earlier testimonies, and especially on that of Eusebius (e. g. in the chapter on Origen in 
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1.1 Eusebius of Caesarea, Hist. eccl. 6.172

β&' () *+' ,-*.')/0&' 120&' 3+ 04506' 78094' !:;6'1<4' 0=' >5**1?4' 
()(4'9'1;· 1η-)8;A 39 B80;' C 0&' !:;6'1D6' 4E06 F1G4/*9'. 0&' 0=' Χ-;80=' 
BH I68+J F1K #1-D1A ()(4'9'1; J18FL'06' M;GL' 0) N'O-6P4' QP);G.JL06' 
120=' F1K 0=' 'L*4' ?-R'1; I4/31SFT0)-4' J/GU00);' VP;8?/-;W4*9'6', XA P4/ 
F1K BF 0RA P-L8O)' Y806-D1A Z('6*)'. F1K QP4*'[*101 3υ 04] >/**U?4/ )7A Z0; 
']' J9-)01;, B' 4νA 34F)< P-=A 0= F10_ #10O1<4' VP40);'L*)'4A )21((9G;4' 0+' 
3)3.G6*9'.' 1η-)8;' F-105');'. 01]01 3υ κ a-;(9'.A *)0_ F1K NGG6' )7A 0_A 
(-1J_A ,-*.');&' 04] >/**U?4/ 8.*1D'); P1-_ I4/G;1'RA 0;'4A )7G.J9'1;, ἣ' 
F1D J.8;' P1-’ 1204] >/**U?4/ 0_A :D:G4/A 3;139H18O1;.

Now of these translators [sc. Aquila, Symmachus, and Theodotion] it should be 
known that Symmachus was an Ebionite. The so-called Ebionite heresy is of those 
who say that Christ was born from Joseph and Mary and suppose him an ordi-
nary human being. They insist that the Law should be observed in a more Jewish 
manner, as mentioned earlier in our account [Hist. eccl. 3.27]. And commentaries 
by Symmachus exist to the present, in which he appears to support the aforemen-
tioned heresy by attacking the gospel of Matthew.3 These works, along with other 
translations of the Scriptures by Symmachus, Origen indicates that he obtained from 
a certain Juliana. He says that she received the books from Symmachus himself.

1.2 Epiphanius, Mens. et Pond. § 164

!' 04<A 04] >)/[-4/ ?-L'4;A >5**1?LA 0;A >1*1-)D0.A 0&' P1-’ 1204<A 84J&' *+ 
0;*.O)KA QP= 04] 47F)D4/ ZO'4/A '48[81A J;G1-?D1' F1K V(1'1F0[81A F10_ 0RA 
73D1A J/GRA P-489-?)01; I4/31D4;A F1K P-48.G/0)5); F1K P)-;09*')01; 3)/09-1' 

Jerome’s Vir. illus. § 54; and the combined and garbled version in the Hypomnestikon Biblion, 
§ 122 [ed. Robert M. Grant and G. W. Menzies, Joseph’s Bible Notes (Hypomnestikon) [Atlanta, 
Ga: Scholars Press, 1996]). See Alison Salvesen, Symmachus in the Pentateuch (Journal of Semitic 
Studies Monograph 15; Manchester: Victoria University of Manchester 1991), v–vi, 283–97. Un-
less otherwise indicated, the renderings are my own.

2 Ed. Gustave Bardy, Eusèbe de Césarée. Histoire ecclésiastique, Livres V–VII (Sources chrétiennes 
41; Paris: Cerf, 1955). Books 1–8 of Hist. eccl. may be dated to the early fourth century, according 
to Andrew Louth, “The Date of Eusebius’ Historia ecclesiastica”, JTS 41 (1990): 111–23, esp. 121, 
where Louth discusses Eusebius’ use of Pamphilus’ Apology for Origen in his biography of Ori-
gen in Book 6.

3 See Dominique Barthélemy, “Qui est Symmaque?” CBQ 36 (1974): 451–65 = Patrick W. Skehan 
Festschrib; repr. in Études d’Histoire du Texte (OBO 21; Fribourg: Éditions universitaires; Göttin-
gen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht; Paris; J. Gabalda, 1978), 307–21, for this interpretation (458–59).

4 Greek text in E. Moutsoulas, “β= ‘c)-K *90-6' F1K 801O*&'’ Z-(4' !P;J1'D4/ 04] >1G1*<'4A”, 
d)4G4(D1 44 (1973): 157–98.
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P)-;04*[' …. e%04A 04D'/' κ >5**1?4A P-=A 3;180-4J+' 0&' P1-_ >1*1-)D01;A 
,-*.');&' ,-*.')581A 0+' 0-D0.' BH936F)' ,-*.')D1'.5

In the time of Severus [193–211 CE] there was a certain Symmachus, a Samar-
itan, among their sages. He was not honoured by his own race, and craved high 
status. Out of vexation with his own kind, he approached the Jews, converted, and 
was circumcised a second time. … So this Symmachus translated in order to per-
vert the interpretations of the Samaritans and issued the third translation.

1.3 Palladius, Hist. Laus. § 646

I4/G;1'[ 0;A PUG;' P1-O9'4A B' f1;81-)Dg 0RA f1PP134FD1A G4(;60U0. BG9()04 
F1K P;8040U0.· ἥ0;A a-;(9'.' 0=' 8/((-1J91 J)5(4'01 0+' BP1'U8018;' 0&' 
hGG['6' B39H104 BPK 354 Z0. 73D4;A V'1GT*18; F1K QP.-)8Dg V'1P158181 0=' 
N'3-1. i%-4' 3υ 01]01 B(j ()(-1**9'1 B' P1G1;40U0k :;:GDk 80;?.-l, B' 
ᾧ B(9(-1P04 ?);-K a-;(9'4/A· β4]04 0= :;:GD4' )%-4' B(j P1-_ I4/G;1'm 0m 
P1-O9'k B' f1;81-)Dg, F-/P0L*)'4A P1-’ 120m. ἥ0;A ZG)() P1-’ 1204] >/**U?4/ 
04] ,-*.'96A 0&' I4/31D6' 120= )7G.J9'1;. 

Furthermore, there was a certain Juliana, a virgin in Caesarea of Cappadocia, 
who was said to be most learned and devout. When the scholar Origen was Νee-
ing the uprising of the Greeks she provided him with hospitality and repose for 
two years at her own expense. I found these details written in a very old book in 
verse, in which there was written in Origen’s hand, “I found this book with Juliana 

5 Written c. 392. G. Zahn, “Herkunb und Lehrrichtung des Bibelübersetzers Symmachus,” Neue 
Kirchliche Zeitschri! 34 (1923): 197–209, argued that much of this passage in Epiphanius derived 
from a lost testimony by Origen.

 See also the Syriac version in J. E. Dean and M. Sprengling, Epiphanius’ Treatise on Weights and Mea-
sures (SAOC 11; Chicago: The Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, 1935), which gives the 
reign of “Verus” as the period in which Symmachus was active, i. e. Lucius Verus (161–169 CE). This 
is the period also supplied in both the Greek and Syriac versions of Mens. § 18. However, Epipha-
nius’ lists of emperors are very confused, perhaps because of the inclusion of co-emperors and the 
problem of variant versions of names. See the attempt to solve the discrepancy by G. Mercati, L’età 
di Simmaco e S. Epifanio (Modena: TipograΚa PontiΚcia, 1892), repr. in Mercati, Opere minore 1 
(Studi e Testi 76; Vatican: biblioteca apostolica Vaticana, 1937), 21–101; and also n. 36 below.

6 Early Κbh century. Text from Cuthbert Butler, The Lausiac History of Palladius: 1. A critical dis-
cussion together with notes on early Egyptian monachism; 2. The Greek text edited with introduc-
tion and notes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1898–1904). Butler discusses the diΥer-
ent order of chapters (including that for §§ 63–65 of the Laus. Hist.) found in some manuscripts. 
However, he argues persuasively for the most original order being that of the Greek non-meta-
phrastic manuscript witnesses, which he follows in his edition (see xlviii–lvi, including tables of 
comparison, and esp. lvi for his argument supporting the placement of § 64 following the story of 
the virgin and Athanasius).
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the virgin in Caesarea, when I was in hiding in her house. She said that she had 
received it from Symmachus, the translator of the Jews, himself.”

2. Symmachus’ Religious Affiliation

The most striking diΥerence between these three accounts concerns Symmachus’ 
religious aΟliation. Eusebius says that he was an Ebionite; Epiphanius that he had 
been a Samaritan but converted to Judaism; Palladius that he was “the translator 
of the Jews.” How did it happen that the three writers came to such diΥerent posi-
tions on this important point?

Pierre Nautin believed that Eusebius’ source on Symmachus in Hist. eccl. 6.17 
must have derived from a long preface to Origen’s Commentary on Psalms that is 
now lost in full form.7 Therefore it should be taken seriously. However, Dominique 
Barthélemy argued that the association between Symmachus and Ebionites arose by 
mistake in the following way: Eusebius made an incorrect inference from a passage 
of Irenaeus that he quotes (Haer. 3.21.1, cited in Hist.eccl. 5.8).  Irenaeus had com-
pared the novel and audacious renderings of Isa 7:14 by Aquila and  Theodotion, 
“the young woman (C ')n';A) shall conceive and shall bear a son” with the beliefs of 
the Ebionites about Jesus’ paternity from Joseph. Barthélemy believed that because 
of Irenaeus’ remark about similarities between Jewish and Ebionite approaches to 
the virgin birth, and the resemblance of Symmachus’ rendering of Isa 7:14 to that 
of his predecessors Aquila and Theodotion, Eusebius mistakenly regarded Symma-
chus as an Ebionite.8 Eusebius made the same assumption in his slightly later work, 
the Demonstration of the Gospel, where he gave another account that is presumed 
to depend on some lost comment from Origen (Dem. ev. 7.1.339):

P1-_ 3υ 0l >/**U?k 01]O’ 4E06A Z?); (G9()01; 3υ κ >5**1?4A !:;6'1<4A )o'1;· 1η-)8;A 
3υ ἦ' 4E06 F1G4/*9'6' 0;'&' I4/31D6' )7A Χ-;80=' P;80)5);' G)(4*9'6', BH p' 
κ >5**1?4A ἦ', P1-’ ᾧ F1K 120l 01]01 4E06A Z?);)· VF45810) 4oF4A Δ1:D3, *+ 42F 
1q01-F)A Q*<' F4P4]' V'O-TP4/A, r0; F4P4]0) 0=' O)L' *4/; 3;_ 04]04 3T8); F5-;4A 
120=A Q*<' 8.*)<4'. 734s C ')n';A 8/GG1*:U'); F1K 0DF0); /YL', F1K F1G98);A t'4*1 
1204] !**1'4/[G.

7 Pierre Nautin, Origène. Sa vie et son oeuvre (Christianisme Antique 1: Paris: Beauchesne, 1977), 
310, 450–51. 

8 Barthélemy, “Qui est Symmaque?”, 459–60.
9 I. A. Heikel, ed., Eusebius Werke, Band 6: Die Demonstratio evangelica (GCS 23; Leipzig: Hinrichs, 

1913).
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Now in Symmachus it is as follows (Symmachus is said to be an Ebionite. This was a 
heresy of certain Jews called by this name who were said to believe in Christ, Symma-
chus being one of them, and he has the same interpretation): “Hear, house of David, 
is it not enough for you to trouble men, that you trouble my God? Because of this the 
Lord Himself will give you a sign: Behold a young woman conceives and bears a son, 
and you shall call his name Emmanuel.”

Some surviving fragments of Origen do mention “Ebionites”, deΚning them as Jews 
who believe in Christ but who follow Jewish practices and a more material exege-
sis of the scriptural text.10 However, Origen himself does not connect Symmachus 
or his version to Ebionite beliefs. 

In contrast, the accounts of Epiphanius and Palladius agree that Symmachus 
was Jewish and translated from a Jewish point of view: Epiphanius states that he 
went over to the Jews, and was recircumcised, and then produced his translation, 
while Palladius gives him the title “the translator of the Jews”. Epiphanius’ claim 
that Symmachus aimed his translation against his former Samaritan co-religionists 
seems tendentious, part of his attempt to bolster the authority of the translation of 
the “Seventy” (he casts similar aspersions on Aquila and Theodotion). Yet Euse-
bius must be mistaken about the translator being an Ebionite, since what survives 
from Symmachus’ version displays Jewish exegetical features, and does not sup-
port an Ebionite point of view.11

3. Symmachus and His Works

Among other diΥerences between the accounts of Eusebius and Palladius, Nautin 
noted the discrepancy between the single :;:GD4' that Palladius said was acquired 
by Origen from Juliana, and the plural :D:G4; that Eusebius says Symmachus gave 
to Juliana.12 Eusebius in Hist. eccl. 6.17 says that the :D:G4; consisted of two types: 

10 E. g. Cels. 2.1; 5.61, 65; Princ. 4.3.8; Hom. Jer. 19.12; Frag. Luc. 212; Comm. Matt. 11:12, 16.12; 
Hom. Pss. 15.1.

11 Arie van der Kooij, “Symmachus, de ‘vertaler der Joden’”, NedTT 42 (1988): 1–20; Salvesen, Sym-
machus in the Pentateuch, 283–97; Michaël N. van der Meer, “Symmachus”, in The Oxford Hand-
book of the Septuagint (eds. A. Salvesen and T. M. Law: Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), 
470–73.

12 Origène, 219–24. Nautin disputes the authenticity of the story in Palladius, which he regards as a 
mere embellishment of the more reliable one of Eusebius in Hist. eccl. (esp. 221: “il le récrit à sa 
façon”, “he rewrites it in his own way”). For Nautin the function of the anecdote in Palladius is 
to provide a parallel based on Origen’s life to the longer episode in the preceding section of the 
Lausiac History, on Athanasius of Alexandria taking refuge from Arian persecution with a virgin 
in Alexandria (Hist. Laus. § 63).
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QP4*'[*101, a word that usually refers to “commentaries”,13 and ,-*.')D1; “trans-
lations” or “interpretations”, of the Scriptures. 

Palladius describes the book as 80;?.-LA, “set out in lines.” This adjective is 
oben used in Christian Greek of the fourth century to refer to the format for poetic 
books of scripture, whether in Hebrew or Greek.14 While a single :;:GD4' would 
not have contained the whole of Symmachus’ version of the Hebrew Bible, it is 
possible that what Palladius saw was a translation of a single book from the poetic 
corpus of the Bible, such as Psalms or Lamentations. His account seems to con-
tradict that of Eusebius, who said that Juliana possessed other works by Symma-
chus and gave them to Origen. However, Palladius’ focus is on the inscription by 
Origen in a single book that authenticates the story about Juliana’s generous hos-
pitality towards Origen in a time of need.

Yet if the phrase in Hist. eccl. 6.17 *)0_ F1K NGG6' )7A 0_A (-1J_A ,-*.');&' 04] 
>/**U?4/ (“along with other translations/interpretations of scripture also”) indi-
cates texts containing Symmachus’ translation, it is a pity that Eusebius does not 
state this more plainly. Perhaps he was relying on a statement from one of Origen’s 
many lost works, which itself did not make this clear, and Eusebius was avoiding 
inferring too much from it.

What became of these other works of Symmachus, the QP4*'[*101 mentioned 
by Eusebius that apparently attacked the Gospel of Matthew? Were any preserved 
in the library of Caesarea, as Eusebius’ knowledge of them might imply, or does 
he again rely on a reference in Origen, now lost to us?

 In contrast, Butler is of the opinion that both Eusebius and Palladius saw the ex-libris written by 
Origen (The Lausiac History of Palladius, vol. 2, Notes 112–114, pp. 233–35). In addition to But-
ler’s arguments, one could add that from a literary point of view, § 64 is tame in comparison with 
the titillating stories that frame it: in § 63, the virgin who looked aber Athanasius is described as 
young and stunningly beautiful, and so she lives in seclusion to avoid scandal, yet looks aber Atha-
nasius for six years, washing his feet; in § 65, the episode attributed to Hippolytus describes how 
a beautiful, aristocratic Corinthian young woman living an ascetic life resists the lustful advances 
of a pagan magistrate who then takes his revenge on her by forcing her into a brothel. The girl is 
saved from this terrible fate by a gallant young Christian man who exchanges his clothes for hers. 
Determined to be a martyr, this youth takes her place and dies. In contrast to §§ 63 and 65, § 64 
is short and rather ordinary: the focus is on a learned and pious virgin who supported Palladius’ 
hero Origen during a crisis, and the book-note that authenticates the event.

13 The term has a number of connotations, from “notes”, “memorandum”, and “treatises”, to “com-
mentaries”, particularly with reference to Hellenistic commentaries on Homer.

14 E. g. Eusebius of Caesarea, Praep. ev. 11.5; Comm. Isa. 1.24; Ecl. proph. passim; Epiphanius, Pan. 
1.329. Nautin does not mention that the book is described as 80;?.-LA in his discussion of the dif-
ferences between Eusebius and Palladius. 
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4. The Location of Symmachus and His Version

None of the testimonies by Origen, Eusebius, and Epiphanius associate Symma-
chus with a particular place. This is a little unexpected: even though patristic tes-
timony is confused over where Theodotion and Aquila came from, there is at least 
an attempt to locate them somewhere, at some stage of their lives.15

The only place associated by patristic tradition with Symmachus is Caesarea, 
and that is by Palladius. He says that it was Caesarea of Cappadocia where Origen 
took refuge with the learned and devout virgin Juliana, though neither Origen’s 
book-note nor Eusebius mention this detail. 

Related questions that arise from Palladius’ account is what Origen was hid-
ing from, and when was this supposed to have happened. The older suggestion 
that Origen had Νed religious persecution, perhaps of the Emperor Maximinus in 
235–38,16 goes against what we know of Origen’s character from Eusebius’ account 
of his life. In his youth he was ready to die a martyr, following the example of his 
father Leonides who was beheaded in Alexandria during the Severan persecution 
(Hist. eccl. 6.1); he took considerable risks again during the persecution under the 
governor Aquila (Hist. eccl. 6.2); and his life was ended in c. 253 from injuries he 
received during the Decian persecution (Hist. eccl. 6.39). It would be odd if Ori-
gen had Νed similar persecution in mid-life, having courted it in youth and sub-
mitted to it in old age. 

Moreover, the word BP1'U8018;A in Palladius’ account (Laus. Hist. § 64) that 
some have understood to indicate religious persecution, is never used in this sense 
in Greek, by Christians or others.17 In fact the term regularly used by Eusebius in 
the Church History to denote the persecution of Christians is 3;6(*LA.18 In contrast, 

15 Irenaeus (Haer. 3.21.2, cited by Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.8). says that Theodotion was from Ephesus 
and Aquila from Pontus, and both were converts to Judaism; Epiphanius (Mens. § 15) states that 
Aquila was from Sinope in Pontus, and was appointed by Hadrian as an overseer in Jerusalem, 
and says in Mens. § 17 that Theodotion was also from Pontus.

16 Orlinsky, “Origen’s Tetrapla”, 116; and Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.28. See the refutation of this identi-
Κcation in H. Crouzel, “Origène s’est-il retiré en Cappadoce pendant la persécution de Maximin 
le Thrace?” BLE 64 (1963): 195–203, esp 196–97 and n. 4. 

17 Nautin renders the phrase J)5(4'01 0+' BP1'U8018;' 0&' hGG['6' in Palladius as “fuyait l’oΥen-
sive des païens’’, “Νeeing the onslaught of the pagans”. He evidently interprets uGG.')A, “Greeks”, 
as “pagans”, a sense sometimes found among patristic writers. Nautin notes that other scholars 
have understood BP1'U8018;A in this passage to refer to either persecution or civil war (Origène, 
219–20).

18 A crucial New Testament use of the word is Romans 8:35, a verse oben cited in patristic literature, 
as well as many other passages such as Matt 13:21//Mark 4:17; Mark 10:30; Acts 8:1, 13:50; 2 Cor 
12:10; 2 Thess 1:4; 2 Tim 3:11. Maximinus’ persecution is explicitly termed 3;6(*LA by Gregory 
of Nazianzus in his funeral oration praising Basil of Caesarea (orat. 43, 5.1.1).
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BP1'U8018;A refers to some kind of civil unrest or insurrection.19 The BP1'U8018;A 
that Palladius says Origen Νed can be related to what Eusebius recounts in Hist. 
eccl. 6.19.16, when major unrest in Alexandria caused Origen to leave and settle in 
Palestine for a few years:

?-L'4/ 3υ *)01Hs 3;1()'4*9'4/, 42 8*;F-4] F10_ 0+' PLG;' V'1--;P;8O9'04A P4G9*4/, 
QP)H)GOj' 0RA vG)H1'3-)D1A, ᾔ); *υ' BPK c1G1;80D'.A, B' f1;81-)Dg 3υ 0_A 3;10-;:_A 
BP4;)<04· Z'O1 F1K 3;1G9()8O1; 0UA 0) O)D1A ,-*.')5);' (-1J_A BPK 04] F4;'4] 0RA 
BFFG.8D1A 4Y 0m3) BPD8F4P4;, F1D04; 0RA 04] P-)8:/0)-D4/ ?);-404'D1A 4239P6 
0)0/?.FL01, 120=' wHD4/'·
But a while later, signiΚcant Κghting having broken out in the city, he slipped out of 
Alexandria and went to Palestine. He spent some time in Caesarea. There the bishops 
requested him to lecture on and interpret the holy scriptures in public to the church, 
even though he had not yet received ordination. 

Preuschen, followed by Heine, has argued that the event alluded to by Eusebius in 
the above passage was the Emperor Caracalla’s vindictive and bloody campaign 
against the populace of Alexandria.20 Dio Cassius gives a very full account of the 
horrors suΥered by the citizens at this time, but it is clear that there was no ele-
ment of religious persecution.21

So it is more than likely that the accounts of Eusebius in Hist. eccl. 6.19 and Pal-
ladius in Hist. Laus. § 64 refer to the same period in Origen’s life. We can recon-
cile them further if we accept that Palladius was mistaken that it was Caesarea of 
Cappadocia where Origen Νed, since Eusebius states clearly that Origen went to 
Palestine and settled temporarily in Caesarea. This is veriΚed by Eusebius’ inclu-
sion of the request by Alexander, bishop of Jerusalem, and Theoctistus, bishop of 
Caesarea, that Origen should preach and teach, despite his lack of ordination at 
that time. This period seems to have lasted around two years, since Origen leb 
Alexandria in 215 and Theoctistus was appointed in c. 217, the year of Caracalla’s 

19 E. g. Thucydides, Hist. 8.21.1; Philo, Agr. 46; Her. 284; Fug. 77; Mos. II.16, 169; Praem. 73, some of 
which are metaphorical uses; Cassius Dio, Hist. Rom. 71.24.3; Josephus, B. J. 1.60, 314, 316, 648; 
2.238; 3.3; 5.53; C. Ap. 1.85; A. J. 19.139; Appian, Bellum Civile 2.1.7. The word also occurs in pa-
tristic commentaries on scripture referring to rebellions such as Absalom’s.

20 E. Preuschen, Origenes Werke 4: Der Johanneskommentar. Leipzig; J. C. Hinrichs, 1903, lxxix; 
Heine, Origen, 87–89 and n. 20; also Glanville Downey, “Caesarea and the Christian Church” in 
The Joint Expedition to Caesarea Maritima. Volume I. Studies in the History of Caesarea Maritima. 
Edited by Charles T. Fritsch. BASOR suppl. 19 (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1975), 25–26.

21 Dio Cassius [epitome] Book 78.22 1–23.3. According to this lengthy account, Caracalla slaugh-
tered the leading citizens of Alexandria, marched his army into the city, carried out a massacre, 
expelled foreigners, and plundered property. He also prevented the free movement of the inhab-
itants of the city and ended their associations.

© 2024 Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht | Brill Deutschland GmbH
https://doi.org/10.13109/9783666500725 | CC BY-NC-ND 4.0



Symmachus at Caesarea 137

death. So once again, this would tally with the two years that Palladius says Ori-
gen stayed with Juliana. However, it is unclear why Origen would need to be “in 
hiding” (F-/P0L*)'4A, Hist. Laus. § 64) in Caesarea of Palestine, once he had leb 
Alexandria, unless the Emperor’s “long arm” was able to reach leading citizens of 
Alexandria there as well? Once Caracalla had died in 217, it was presumably no 
longer dangerous for Origen to appear in public, and he would no longer need to 
rely on Juliana’s hospitality and Κnancial support. 

This Κrst stay in Caesarea Maritima ended when Bishop Demetrius summoned 
him back to Alexandria in 219. It is likely to have been a formative experience for 
the man and his work. The general impression we receive of Caesarea Maritima in 
the third century is of a crossroads between diΥerent religious and ethnic groups 
in that period: pagan, Jewish, Christian, and Samaritan, in other words, a setting 
for interreligious encounters in the period before Christianity became the domi-
nant and state-sponsored faith.22 Given what we know of the prestigious status of 
Greek even among Jews in Caesarea, the city is a likely setting for the emergence 
of a rather stylish Greek translation of the Hebrew scriptures;23 and for contact 
between the Christian Juliana and the Jewish Symmachus. 

It remains to account for Palladius’ apparent error of geography. Location is an 
important feature of the Lausiac History: the stories Palladius recounts are con-
nected to places in Egypt, Palestine, Rome, and Asia Minor.24 Perhaps such a trav-
elogue served to emphasise the widespread nature of asceticism throughout the 
Roman Empire among both rich and poor Christians. It provided interest as well 
as inspiration for the pious and educated reader. Palladius was acquainted with 
many of the places himself: he was from Galatia, and he spent long periods in Egypt 
and shorter stays in Palestine (notably Bethlehem and the Mount of Olives), before 
becoming bishop of Helenopolis, and later of Aspuna, in Galatia. It is possible that 
Palladius confused Caesarea of Cappadocia with Caesarea Maritima in the course 
of recounting this vivid series of stories set all over the Empire, since in this case 
the setting was hardly very signiΚcant for the story of Juliana and Origen. Correct-
ing Palladius’ account to refer to Caesarea Maritima would harmonise it with the 

22 E. g. Lee I. Levine, Caesarea under Roman Rule (Studies in Judaism in Late Antiquity 7; Leiden: 
Brill, 1975), 46–47; and more recently as reΝected in the survey in C. M. Lehmann, and K. G. 
Holum, The Greek and Latin Inscriptions of Caesarea Maritima (Boston, Mass.: American Schools 
of Oriental Research, 2000). 

23 See Catherine Hezser, Jewish Literacy in Roman Palestine (TSAJ 81. Tübingen; Mohr, 2001), in 
which she frequently notes the predominance of Greek in Jewish funerary and synagogue inscrip-
tions in Caesarea during this period; also j. Sot. 7.1, discussed below in § 6.

24 See Butler’s table setting out the geographical setting of each chapter and his discussion of Palla-
dius’ own career and travel (The Lausiac History of Palladius, vol. 2, l–liii).

© 2024 Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht | Brill Deutschland GmbH
https://doi.org/10.13109/9783666500725 | CC BY-NC-ND 4.0



Alison Salvesen138

accounts of Eusebius; notably, the book inscription that Palladius cites supposedly 
verbatim from Origen does not itself specify which Caesarea he was hiding in.25

5. Origen, the Hexapla, and Symmachus

5.1 Origen’s early, Alexandrian commentaries on the Old Testament

Having established that Origen probably became acquainted with Juliana in 215–
17 in Caesarea Maritima, we should set this in the wider context of Origen’s work 
on the Old Testament. Given the loss of so much of Origen’s work, most schol-
arship relies on Eusebius’ biography of Origen in Book 6 of the Church History, 
even to establish a relative chronology of Origen’s activities. The most inΝuential 
reconstruction has been that of Pierre Nautin. However, Nautin himself recognised 
the diΟculties of using Eusebius for a timeline of Origen’s life.26 Eusebius states 
clearly which exegetical works Origen started in Alexandria: Hist. eccl. 6.23.1 says 
that Origen began these commentaries at the urging of his friend Ambrose, and 
Hist. eccl. 6.24.1 lists the ones pertaining to the Old Testament as Books 1–8 of the 
Commentary on Genesis, the Commentary on Psalms 1–25, and the Commentary 
on Lamentations. In the account in Hist. eccl. 6.32, describing events once Origen 
had settled long-term in Caesarea in the 230s, Eusebius says that Origen wrote the 
Commentary on Isaiah, and started the one on Ezekiel, which he Κnished during a 
period spent in Athens. In Athens he also started the Commentary on Song of Songs. 
The latter work was then Κnished on his return to Caesarea.

It is thought that Origen cited readings from the “Three” in the works he com-
posed during the period when he was based in Alexandria, before his deΚnitive 
break with bishop Demetrius there and his permanent move to Caesarea in 231–2.27 
These works included the Commentary on Lamentations, and the Commentary on 
Psalms 1–25, which both apparently cite Symmachus.28 Yet even when we can be 
reasonably conΚdent about the relative dates of these commentaries, the excerpted 

25 Perhaps Palladius was familiar with the other passages about Origen in Eusebius, and may have 
been inΝuenced by the reference to Bishop Firmilianus inviting Origen to Caesarea of Cappado-
cia (Hist. eccl. 6.28), though it is unclear from the Eusebian account whether Origen did in fact 
spend time there.

26 Nautin, Origène, 26.
27 See Joseph W. Trigg, Origen. Early Christian Fathers (London: Routledge, 1998), 16–17; Heine, 

Origen, 83–4, 115–6.
28 Trigg provides a translation of fragments of the Comm. Lam., including citations from Symma-

chus (Origen, 73–85); also of the Preface from the Comm. Pss. 1–25 (Origen, 69–72). See Eusebi-
us, Hist. eccl. 6.24, and the comments of de Lange, Lettre, 494–5 and n.7; Nautin, Origène, vol. 1, 
250–1, 262–9.
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and fragmentary nature of much of the surviving material makes it diΟcult to deter-
mine whether any references to the Three that they contain belong to the original, 
Alexandrian, form of the work. Some or all of these readings may have been added 
when Origen had settled in Caesarea aber 231 and expanded the Psalms Commen-
tary to the rest of the Psalter.29 In fact Origen only needed to have copies of the Three 
available in Alexandria in order to cite them in his commentaries on Lamentations 
and Psalms: he did not need to have completed the columnar form of the Hexapla, 
despite some statements to the contrary.30

5.2 The Date of the Hexapla

Eusebius linked the commentaries mentioned above to particular stages and loca-
tions in the course of Origen’s life. However, although Eusebius describes Origen’s 
synoptic version of Scripture in Hist. eccl. 6.16–17, we may question whether such 
a massive work Κts so neatly at this point of his career.

Ronald Heine believes that the Hexapla was the Κrst and foundational work for 
Origen’s other exegetical works, and that it was completed in Alexandria before 
he leb there for good to settle in Caesarea.31 Peter Martens agrees that the Hexapla 
was probably begun in Alexandria.32 Yet it remains unclear whether Origen could 
have acquired all the versions of the Three in Alexandria. In the case of Theodotion 
and Aquila, these had been around for some decades (hence Irenaeus’ reference 
to them in Haer. 3.25 in the late second century) and were no doubt circulating in 
Jewish communities in both Palestine and Alexandria,33 if not even further aΚeld. 

29 See Ronald E. Heine, “Restringing Origen’s Broken Harp. Some Suggestions Concerning the Pro-
logue to the Caesarean Commentary on the Psalms”, in The Harp of Prophecy: Early Christian In-
terpretation of the Psalms, eds. Brian E. Daley, S. J., and Paul R. Kolbet. Christianity and Judaism 
in Antiquity. (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2015), 47–74. Heine argues 
that we do not have the early layer of this commentary.

30 E. g. Heine, Origen, 76, and see next section.
31 Heine, Origen, 74–76, relying on indications in Comm.Jn and Comm.Lam. Heine believes that the 

Hexapla was intended as a teaching tool and not to be published. 
32 Peter W. Martens, Origen and Scripture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 45. Trigg, Ori-

gen, 16, states that Origen took the Hexapla with him to Caesarea, though since he notes that its 
“massive size” meant it was never copied, it is hard to see how Origen would easily have trans-
ported it between the two cities unless it was in a very preliminary state at this point.

33 However, it should be borne in mind that the large Jewish communities that had existed in Alex-
andria in the early second century had been almost destroyed as a result of the revolts in North 
Africa against Roman rule, and it is unclear how far they had recovered by Origen’s day. See the 
magisterial account of William Horbury, Jewish War under Trajan and Hadrian (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014).
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And despite Eusebius’ description of the versions of the Three as “familiar”,34 his is 
an early fourth century perspective: when Origen incorporated Symmachus’ ver-
sion in his Alexandrian period, it was the most recent of the “Three” and may not 
have been “familiar” at that point.35 It seems unlikely that he could have acquired 
it before his initial stay in Caesarea in 215–19, and his residence with Juliana, who 
possessed copies of Symmachus’ works.

Eusebius’ account of the Hexapla is placed shortly aber the mention of Origen’s 
visit to Rome before he returned to Alexandria to resume his duties as a catechet-
ical teacher (Hist. eccl. 6.15). On this basis we might place the full compilation of 
the Hexapla early on in Origen’s career. However, given the sheer size of the Hexa-
pla and the question of when Origen acquired each of the versions he included, it 
does not seem likely that it was completed before he moved permanently to Cae-
sarea in c. 232, even if he had begun work on it in Alexandria. Moreover, Euse-
bius records information thematically as well as chronologically, so he would have 
treated such a project in a single section of the Church History, even if it took place 
over the course of many years. 

Hist. eccl. 6.16–17 famously speaks of Origen’s study of Hebrew and his acqui-
sition not only of the “familiar versions” of the Three but also of other “editions” 
(BF3L8);A). According to Eusebius, Origen indicated that he had found one of 
these versions in Nicopolis near Actium,36 another from an unknown source, and 
three further versions for Psalms, of which he noted that one had been found “in 
a jar in Jericho the time of Antoninus, the son of Severus.”37 This would place the 

34 Hist. eccl. 6.16 …0_A F10.*1H)/*9'1A ,-*.')D1A B'1GG1004581A, 0+' vF5G4/ F1K >/**U?4/ F1K 
d)4340D6'4A, contrasted with the ones Origen discovered in various places: 42F 4o3’ rO)' ZF 
0;'6' */?&' 0=' PUG1; G1'O1'4581A ?-L'4' V';?')581A P-4[(1()' )7A J&A (“goodness knows 
from what nooks and crannies he tracked down some that had escaped notice for a long time, and 
brought them to light”).

35 The imperial chronologies given by Epiphanius in relation to the emergence of the versions of the 
Three are very garbled, as noted above in n.5. According to the Greek text of Mens. § 16, Symma-
chus produced his translation during the reign of [Septimius] Severus (193–211), but the Syriac 
version suggests it was during (Lucius) Verus’ reign (i. e. 160–169, in joint rule with Marcus Au-
relius Antoninus). In both the Greek and Syriac versions of Mens. 18, however, Epiphanius plac-
es Symmachus in the reign of Marcus Aurelius Antoninus (161–180), who was supposedly also 
known as Verus (161–169) and Commodus Lucius (180–192): this would give a broader period 
of 160–92 for Symmachus’ activity. My thanks to John Meade for noting the diΥerences between 
the passages.

36 In the province of Epirus, on the western coast of Greece. The Nicopolis that was founded on the 
ruins of Emmaus in Palestine would make more sense as a location for this Κnd, as Peter Gen-
try has mentioned (personal communication). However, Origen’s preface to his Commentary on 
Psalms speciΚes that the Nicopolis is near Actium: see the next note.

37 Of course, the Greek does not imply that Origen found this one himself, since the verb is passive 
(BPK *;nA 1xO;A 8)8.*)D601; yA B' Ἱ)-;?4< )Q-.*9'.A B' PDOk). Eusebius’ source may be Origen’s 
Commentary of the Psalms, which is mostly lost. However, part of the preface to Origen’s Com-
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latter discovery between 211–217 CE, the reign of the Emperor Antoninus known 
as “Caracalla,” when Origen was in his late twenties or early thirties. If Eusebius’ 
information is accurate, it may provide us with a clue to the terminus post quem for 
the Hexapla of Psalms at least, since the version in a jar was presumably included 
in the columns for that book. 

In contrast to previous scholarship, Benjamin Kantor has argued recently that 
the Hexapla was not even started in its multi-columnar format until Origen moved 
to Caesarea in 232.38 He gives a number of reasons: 
1. The Secunda Greek transcription column plays a fundamental role in the for-

mat of the columnar Hexapla, and this feature was only available in Palestine.
2. The Hebrew of the Secunda represents the Palestinian Jewish pronunciation 

of Hebrew.
3. It is unclear that Origen had any exegetical contact with Jews in Alexandria.
4. In Caesarea, Origen had discussions with local Greek-speaking Jews who were 

versed in Hebrew, and who also possessed transcriptions of the Hebrew Bible. 
5. Additionally, Kantor notes that most Greek transcriptions of Hebrew words in 

Origen’s commentaries occur in portions that were likely to have been com-
pleted in Caesarea.

Therefore, he concludes, the Hexapla belongs to the period of Origen’s permanent 
establishment in Caesarea, not to the prior decade in Alexandria.

However, Francesca Schironi suggests that Origen started the columnar, syn-
optic Hexapla in Alexandria, and perhaps added the Hebrew column (and the 
Secunda) in Caesarea.39

It may not be possible without the discovery of new evidence to determine when 
Origen Κrst embarked on the Hexaplaric format as we know it. However, it seems 
likely that the process of collecting the various versions was a gradual one, over the 
course of several years. Aquila and Theodotion may have been known to Origen 
before 215; on the basis of the reconciliation of the accounts of Eusebius and Pal-
ladius, he may have acquired at least some parts of Symmachus’ version in 215–7 
from Juliana, to cite it in his commentaries on Lamentations and Psalms 1–25, writ-

mentary on Psalms relating to Quinta and Sexta and apparently citing Origen directly, may be pre-
served in Mercati’s Psalms catena. G. Mercati, Note di letteratura biblica e cristiana antica (Studi e 
testi 5; Rome: 1901), 29: “I found the Fibh edition in Nicopolis near Actium …The Sixth edition 
was found with other Hebrew and Greek books too in a certain jar near Jericho during the reign 
of Antoninus son of Severus.” Nautin notes that Quinta and Sexta do not appear in the Alexan-
drian Psalm Commentary and therefore it is possible that neither of these versions was known to 
Origen before he moved to Caesarea for good (Origène, 283).

38 See Benjamin Kantor, “The Pre-Secunda: A Bi-Columnar Transcription Text of the Jews of Cae-
sarea” in the present volume.

39 See Francesca Schironi, “Textual Scholarship in Alexandria—and Beyond” in the present volume.
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ten in Alexandria (in fact he states that only the versions of Symmachus and LXX 
were extant for Lamentations40). In this Κrst, short, Caesarean period he may also 
have acquired the version that had been found in a jar in Caracalla’s time. The for-
mat for the synoptic version may have been begun in Alexandria, or at least been 
considered there, while the full version of the Hexapla — Hebrew and Secunda 
columns included — for all the books of the Old Testament was the work of the 
longer Caesarean period.41

6. Symmachus, Caesarea, and the Rabbis?

What about the possible identiΚcation of Symmachus with Sumkhos ben Joseph, 
disciple of Rabbi Meir, an association Κrst suggested by Abraham Geiger in 1862?42 
Though originally from Asia Minor, the fourth generation Tanna Rabbi Meir was 
based in Palestine around 139–63 CE. And the lack of recorded links between 
Rabbi Meir and Caesarea would not prevent a disciple of his being located there. 

Michaël van der Meer favours the association between Symmachus and Sumkhos, 
noting that Geiger saw at least a possible Palestinian connection between the two 
Κgures — Symmachus’ use of Greek, plus the statement in b. BB 73a that Sumkhos 
was a native of Palestine (bar ’eretz ’Israel), and had forced his way into R. Judah’s 
court (located in Palestine: b. Qidd. 52b, b. Naz. 49b). However, van der Meer also 
cautions that no direct connection can be made between the surviving readings of 
Symmachus and the interpretations of Sumkhos preserved in rabbinic literature.43 

40 Comm. Lam., Frag. 3: ἜF348;A 3υ vF5G1 F1K d)4340D6'4A B' 04<A d-['4;A 42 J9-)01;, *L'4/ 
3υ >/**U?4/ F1K 0&' h:34*[F4'01. Oddly, despite this statement, Origen gives a citation from 
Aquila to Lam 4.20 (Ziegler, App. 2 zz')]*1 P-4A. C*&'] α´ P')/*1 */F0.-6' .*6' Or. III 276; 
σ´ P'4. */F0.-6' .*6' Syh Or. III 276). See Field, Origenis Hexaplorum … vol. 2, 743: he un-
derstands the meaning to be that Origen did not include the version of Aquila and Theodotion in 
his Hexapla, and not that no such version existed at all, since other sources do provide readings 
from Aquila and Theodotion for this book.

 John Meade (personal communication) notes the possibility that the book Origen discovered with 
Juliana that was “set out in verse” (80;?.-LA) could relate to Symmachus’ version of either Psalms 
or Lamentations.

41 The related issue of what form the Tetrapla took, and whether it was a preliminary stage or the 
ultimate goal of the Hexapla, is examined by Peter Gentry in the present volume. (Eusebius is 
quite vague about the Tetrapla, or Tetrassa, as he calls it: Hist. eccl. 6.16.4, 73D6A 0+' vF5G4/ F1K 
>/**U?4/ F1K d)4340D6'4A ZF348;' ο*1 0m 0&' ,:34*[F4'01 B' 04<A β)0-1884<A BP;8F)/U81A.)

42 Abraham Geiger, “Symmachus, der Übersetzer der Bibel”, Jüdische Zeitschri! für Wissenscha! und 
Leben 1 (1862): 39–64.

43 Michaël van der Meer, “Symmachus, the Septuagint and the Sages: An Examination of the Refer-
ences to Sumkhos ben Joseph in the Mishnah, Toseba and Talmudim”, in Septuagint, Sages and 

© 2024 Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht | Brill Deutschland GmbH
https://doi.org/10.13109/9783666500725 | CC BY-NC-ND 4.0



Symmachus at Caesarea 143

More positively, there may be signs of (proto-)rabbinic interpretations in Sym-
machus, and possible links with the exegesis of Rabbi Meir, as suggested by both 
Geiger and Barthélemy.44 I have speculated that Symmachus’ renderings in Levit-
icus 13 may be related to Rabbi Meir’s views on the four shades of leprosy marks 
(m. Neg. 1.1 and Sym. Lev. 13:4, 13), and to Targum Onkelos in Lev. 13:6,7 on skin 
eruptions. However, the state of preservation of Symmachus’ version in passages 
relating to rabbinic halakah is particularly poor, perhaps because the Christian writ-
ers and scribes who transmit readings of the Three had little interest in such matters.45

Whether or not Symmachus is the same person as Sumkhos, Caesarea is cer-
tainly a suitable location for a stylish Jewish-Greek version of Hebrew scripture. 
The use of Greek in Caesarea by Jews for religious purposes is attested for the end 
of the third and early fourth century by tractate Sotah of the Jerusalem Talmud,46 
and is likely to have been established some decades prior to that.47

7. What’s in a Name?

In the past I have suggested that “Symmachus” was a common name in the third 
century, and therefore that the similarity of names Symmachus and Sumkhos was 
coincidental: the translator and the Κgure in rabbinic literature were unlikely to be 
the same person. I cited Levine’s reference to a funerary inscription dated to the 
third century or so from Caesarea:48 Schwabe had reconstructed this badly dam-

Scripture. Studies in Honour of Johann Cook (ed. R. X. Gauthier, G. R. Kotzé, G. J. Steyn; VTSup 
172; Leiden: Brill, 2016), 336–355, esp. 342.

44 Barthélemy, “Qui est Symmaque?”, esp. 462.
45 Alison Salvesen, “Did Aquila and Symmachus Shelter under the Rabbinic Umbrella?’ in Greek 

Scripture and the Rabbis (ed. T. M. Law and A. Salvesen; BETL 66; Leuven: Peeters, 2010), 107–25.
46 J. Sotah 71, 21b:
 רבי לוְי בר חֻיתַ֥ה אִזל לקיסרין שמִע קלוְן קריין שמִע אִלוְניסתַ֥ין בעאִ מִעכבתַ֥וְן. שמִע רבי ייסי וְאִיקפְד אִמִר כך 

אִוְמִר אִני מִי שאִינוְ יוְדע לקרוְתַ֥ אִשוְריתַ֥ לאִ יקרינה כל עיקר. אִלאִ יוְצְאִ בכל לשוְן שהוְאִ יוְדע.
 “R. Levi bar Hita went to Caesarea and heard people reciting the Shema in Greek [Ellenisti]. He 

tried to prevent them. Rabbi Jose heard and was angry. He said, ‘I declare: whoever does not know 
how to recite in Hebrew [Ashurit], should he not recite it at all? Rather, he fulΚlls it in any language 
he knows.’” 

 It would be interesting to know which Greek form of the Shema‘ these Caesarean Jews were us-
ing – LXX, Theodotion, Aquila, or Symmachus?

47 If we correct the Syriac of Epiphanius from “Verus” (i. e. Marcus Aurelius) to “Severus” (i. e. 
Septimius Severus), as Mercati suggested (G. Mercati, L’età di Simmaco e S. Epifanio (Modena: 
TipograΚa PontiΚcia, 1892), repr. in Mercati, Opere minore 1 (Studi e Testi 76; Vatican: biblioteca 
apostolica Vaticana, 1937), 21–101.

48 Salvesen, Symmachus in the Pentateuch, 285, citing Levine, Caesarea under Roman Rule, 51 n.43; 
and Salvesen, “Did Aquila and Symmachus Shelter under the Rabbinic Umbrella?,”114. See the 
criticisms by van der Meer, “Symmachus, the Septuagint, and the Sages”, 353–4, who points out 
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aged plaque depicting a menorah, shofar and lulav, to read “Symmachus son of 
Samuel, mechanikos.”49 However, the inscription is in fact very fragmentary and I 
would now be reluctant to place any weight on it as an example of the name being 
used by Jews in this region.50

In contrast, there is a better-preserved epitaph for a “Symmachus of Chios”, dated 
between the third and sixth centuries CE, and found in the necropolis in JaΥa. The 
depiction of two palm branches, lulavim, on the inscription strongly suggests that 
this Symmachus was Jewish.51 

Why might Jewish parents choose this Greek name for a son? Symmachus (and 
the form Sumkhos) may have been associated with divine aid, God being the ally 
or helper of the bearer, and thus served as an equivalent of the very common name 
Eleazar or Eliezer.52 This connection is made in a number of places:
(1) In 2 Maccabees the noun 8|**1?4A is used of God (2 Macc 8:24; 10:16; 11:10; 

12:36: 150–120 BCE).
(2) In Josephus, A. J. 1.229 (c. 90 CE), Abraham says to Isaac before he is to be 

sacriΚced:

Ant. 1:229 VGG’ BP)K O)4] 0) :4/G4*ε'4/ 8=A P10+- B()'ρ*.' F1K PὶG;' 04|0k 34F4]' 
VP40εO)*1ε 8) Jε-) ()''1ε6A 0+' F1O;ε-68;'φ 0l O)l (ὶ- 8) P1-1?6-& 01|0.A 
VH;ώ81'0; P1-’ C*&' 0RA 0;*RA V'O’ p' )2*)'+A (ε(4'ε *4; P1-180ὶ0.A F1K σύμμαχος 
']' BP;0/?)<'.
But since by God’s will I became your father, and again, as seems good to him, I relin-
quish you, bear the dedication nobly. For I yield you to God, who requests this honour 
from me for having shown me kindness as a defender and ally.

that Part 1 of Tal Ilan’s Lexicon of Jewish Names in Late Antiquity only lists two Jews named Sym-
machus from Palestine before 200 CE (TSAJ 91 [2002]). Van der Meer also helpfully provides 
a complete list of occurrences of the name Sumkhos in rabbinic literature (347–50). I am more 
reticent about using the apparent rarity of the Greek name to support an identiΚcation of the 
translator Symmachus with the rabbinic Sumkhos, as van der Meer implies (“Symmachus”, 354). 

49 See M. Schwabe, “A Jewish Sepulchral inscription from Caesarea Palaestina”, IEJ 1 (1950) 49–53, 
esp. 50.

50 In fact, in their discussion of this text, Lehmann and Holum declare, “The ingenious restorations 
are too adventurous for us” (Greek and Latin Inscriptions of Caesarea, 147, § 171).

51 My thanks to Benjamin Kantor for drawing my attention to this epitaph, § 2238 in W. Ameling, 
H. M. Cotton, W. Eck, et al., eds., Corpus Inscriptionum Iudaeae/Palaestinae: Volume III: South 
Coast: 2161–2648. (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014).

52 Lehmann and Holum note examples of Greek names attested in Caesarean inscriptions and taken 
by Jews because they translated Jewish names or virtues: Paregorios (= Menahem), Leontios (Ju-
dah, the “lion”), and Entolios (“obedient”) (Greek and Latin Inscriptions of Caesarea Maritima, 
23). See also G. Mussies, “Greek in Palestine and the Diaspora”, ch. 22 in Sh. Safrai and M. Stern, 
The Jewish People in the First Century: Historical Geography, Political History, Social, Cultural and 
Religious Life and Institutions, vol. 2 (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1976), 1040–64, esp. 1051–2.
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(3) Josephus, A. J. 1.268, on Isaac’s instructions to Esau:

BFεG)/8)' BH)GO)<' BPK F/'.(ε8;4' F1K O.-18ὶ*)'4' r81 fl' 120l 3/'10=' (ε'.01; 
P1-18F)/ὶ81; 3)<P'4', η'1 *)0_ 04]04 YF)0)|8ἔ 0=' O)=' σύμμαχο( 120l F1K 8/')-(=' 
)7A οP1'01 P1-)<'1; 0=' :ε4'
[Isaac] ordered [Esau] to go out to hunt, and when he had caught as much game as he 
could, to prepare a supper, so that aber this he might supplicate God to be with him as 
his ally and helper for the whole of his life.

(Of course, this blessing was transferred to Jacob, who became the progenitor of 
Israel and thus of the Jewish people.)
(4) Josephus, A. J. 2.278, on the naming of Moses’ two sons:

0&' 3’ ὑ'4*ὶ06' 04|06' ΓR-84A *υ' 8.*1ε'); F10_ h:-1ε6' 3;ὶG)F04', r0; )7A Hε'.' 
(R', !G)ὶW1-4A 3υ σ)μμάχῳ 0l P10-ῴk O)l ?-.8ὶ*)'4' 120=' Α7(/P0ε4/A 3;1J/()<'.
Now of these names, in the Hebrew language Gersos means that he was in a strange 
land, while Eleazaros (means) that by having his ancestral God as an ally, he had escaped 
from the Egyptians.

(Cf. LXX Exod. 18:4 F1K 0= t'4*1 04] 3)/0ε-4/ iG;)W)- Gε(6' Ὁ (_- O)=A 04] 
P10-ρA *4/ βο&θ() *4/ F1K BH)εG10ρ *) BF ?);-=A Φ1-16 “and the name of the 
second [son of Moses], Eliezer, saying ‘The God of my father was my help, and he 
delivered me from Pharaoh’s hand.’”)

Eliezer and Eleazar are similar in meaning. However, it was the prominence of 
Eleazar son of Aaron in the Hebrew Bible that ensured this form’s popularity from 
the Hasmonean period onwards.53

Given Josephus’ explanation of the name Eleazar with the Greek word 8|**1?4A 
it is possible that Symmachus was regarded as a Greek version of the very popular 
Hebrew name Eleazar, and that it was used to convey the same notion that God 
was the “ally” and helper of the bearer.

53 Apart from references in the Hebrew Bible/LXX, the name also appears in Sir. 45:23; 50:27; 1 Macc 
2:5, 6:43; 8:17; 2 Macc. 6:18, 24, and 4 Macc 1:8, 5:4,14; 6:1,4,14,16; 7:1, 5, 10, 12; 9:5; 16:15; 
17:13 (all referring to the martyred elder), 2 Macc 8:23; 3 Macc 6:1 and 16 (the priest); the name 
of the high priest in the Letter of Aristeas; Lazarus, brother of Martha and Mary in John chs.11–12, 
and in the parable in Luke ch. 16. See Tal Ilan, Lexicon of Jewish Names in Late Antiquity, Part 2: 
Palestine 200–650 (TSAJ 141; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2012), 6–7 and 64–69, who records six-
ty-one instances of the name in this period, and also the various spellings attested in Hebrew and 
Greek. A few bearers may be Samaritans. Ilan also records Κve examples of >5**1?4A, in various 
forms, and probably used of Jews (ibid. 239).
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8. Nachleben of Symmachus’ version

8.1 Origen

Much of Origen’s brilliant work was later destroyed or lost. RuΚnus removed cita-
tions of the “Three” from his Latin renderings of Origen’s work. So today we have 
only a fraction of the Symmachus readings that Origen no doubt once included. A 
basic search of the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae corpus produces 148 occurrences 
of “Symmachus” in fragments of Origen, the latter including spurious and dubi-
ous works, catena citations, and so on. (The genuine works incorporating Symma-
chus readings cover commentaries—mainly in catenae fragments — on Job, Song 
of Songs, Lamentations, Genesis, Numbers, Leviticus, Psalms, and Ezekiel.) This 
is hardly a reliable means of ascertaining how many Symmachus readings were 
cited by Origen in his exegetical works, outside his Hexapla, and may indicate the 
reverse – just how much we have lost, since the total seems very low.

8.2 Eusebius

In contrast, a Thesaurus Linguae Graecae search on the works of Eusebius of Cae-
sarea brings up over a thousand Symmachus readings, mostly in Isaiah and Psalms, 
and a handful in the Demonstration of the Gospel (Κve examples.). Examples of the 
more common introductory formulae are F10_ (3υ) 0=' >/**1?4', κ 3υ >/**1?4A, 
>5**1?4A 3υ, F10_ 0+' 04] >/**U?4/ ,-*.')D1', P1-_ 0l >/**U?k, V'O’ 4% κ 
>5**1?4A BH936F), 81J980)-4' C-*[')/8)' κ >5**1?4A. Thus Symmachus was 
cited especially as a contrast with LXX and/or Aquila and Theodotion, and selected 
for that reason. Eusebius wrote commentaries on the christologically important 
books Isaiah and Psalms, which are also more poetic and harder to translate satis-
factorily in a single sense – hence the utility of a wide range of readings.

8.3 Jerome

A search on the Library of Latin Texts database yielded 691 references to Symma-
chus, including mentions of the translator in the prologues, prefaces, and letters, 
though these are sometimes repeated elsewhere.54 

54 Comm. Isa. 152; Comm XII 152; Comm. Ezek. 127; Comm. Jer. 59; Comm. Eccles. 37; QHG 30; 
Commentarioli Pss 26 and Tract. Pss 10; Comm. Dan. 24. (Numbers are approximate only.)

 Mentions of Symmachus occur in some of Jerome’s prologues and prefaces to the iuxta Hebraeos; 
there are also mentions and citations for exegesis in his letters (51 examples); and in adv. Ruf. 8 
(oben about the Three, but also repeating details found elsewhere, either in commentaries or pref-
aces).
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The Κrst datable reference to Symmachus in Jerome seems to be in Letter 18B 
to Damasus, the continuation of Jerome’s explanation of the meaning of the text 
of Isaiah 6. The letter was apparently written in Constantinople c. 381. Jerome had 
already cited Aquila’s rendering of Ps 23:9 in Ep. 18A, and in the very Κrst section 
of 18B he presents readings from all Three, without fanfare, on Isa 6:6.55 The cita-
tions of the Three do not correspond with Eusebius’ Isaiah Commentary here, so 
in this instance Jerome does not appear to have plagiarized Eusebius. Yet since we 
do not possess Origen’s Isaiah Commentary,56 we cannot establish Jerome’s source 
that provided the reading of Symmachus, and also Aquila and Theodotion sepa-
rately. In this period, Jerome would not have had direct access to the Hexapla or 
the library of Caesarea since he was as yet no nearer to Palestine than the desert 
of Chalcis and the city of Constantinople. 

Gerard Norton has criticised Nautin’s denial that Jerome saw the Hexapla in 
Caesarea later, in 385–6: Jerome’s Ep. 108.7–14 shows that he and Paula visited 
Caesarea at that time. Norton also argues that Jerome could have travelled from 
Bethlehem to Caesarea from time to time, and had seen the Hexapla before he 
wrote his commentary on Titus, where he describes the column in Hebrew script.57

9. Conclusions

a. Symmachus, the so-called “translator of the Jews” according to Origen’s testi-
mony in Palladius, and the origin of the fourth column in Origen’s Hexapla, 
was probably himself associated with Caesarea Maritima at some stage of his 
life, when he gave Juliana copies of his works. The name Symmachus is attested 
there for at least one Jewish bearer in the same general period, and it may have 
been regarded as the Greek equivalent of the popular Jewish name Eleazar.

b. It cannot be ruled out that Origen Κrst encountered Symmachus’ version in 
Alexandria, not long aber it was issued, but that he subsequently acquired “other 
works by Symmachus” when staying with Juliana. If, as seems most likely, Ori-
gen acquired at least some books from Symmachus’ version (as well as the ver-
sion found in the jar near Jericho) during his period in hiding with Juliana in 
Caesarea in 215–17, this would mean that work on the Hexapla could not have 
begun until the 220s, aber his return to Alexandria in 219. 

55 “Septuaginta: et missum est ad me unum de seraphim; Aquila et Theodotion: et uolauit ad me 
unum de seraphim; Symmachus: et uolauit ad me unus de seraphim” (ed. I. Hilberg, Hieronymus. 
Epistulae [CSEL 54; Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaben, 1996]).

56 Heine, Origen, 188–89. 
57 Gerard J. Norton, “Observations on the First Two Columns of the Hexapla” in Origen’s Hexapla 

and Fragments (ed. A. Salvesen; TSAJ 58; Tübingen: Mohr Sieback, 1998), 103–124, esp. 108–9.
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c. Once Origen had moved to Caesarea permanently in 231–2, he embarked on 
either the six-columned Hexapla (Kantor), or added the Prima and Secunda 
to a four-columnar format started in Alexandria (Schironi).

d. The library of Caesarea must have become a major access point to Symma-
chus’ version (as also those of Aquila and Theodotion), through the medium 
of the Hexapla as well as by means of the circulation of commentaries by Ori-
gen. Pamphilus and Eusebius contributed to such promulgation, of course, 
especially via Eusebius’ commentaries and probably by adding readings of the 
“Three” to the margins of the Caesarean ekdosis. The latter circumstance would 
explain the citations of the “Three” by writers who did not travel to Caesarea 
or had access to the commentaries of Origen or Eusebius.58

e. Jerome’s early reference to Symmachus in Ep. 18B, written when he was based 
in Constantinople and before he arrived in Palestine, may be due to his use 
of an Origenic or LXX manuscript source (or possibly a commentary) that is 
now lost to us. 

f. Are we now in possession of every surviving Symmachus reading? It is possible 
that study of the catena tradition may yield a few more that could be attributed 
to him. In particular there may be Church Slavonic, Armenian and Georgian 
sources that have not yet been investigated by scholars of the Hexapla.59

10. Possible timeline60

c. 160–200: Symmachus produces his version in Palestine (Epiphanius, Mens. 
§§ 16, 18)

c. 185: Origen born in Alexandria (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.1)
c. 202: Origen’s father Leonides martyred in the Severan persecution (Euse-

bius, Hist. eccl. 6.1)
203–214: Origen teaches in Alexandria (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.3). 
215–17: Caracalla’s massacre and civil unrest in Alexandria; Origen withdraws 

to Palestine and Caesarea (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.19.16). He stays with 
Juliana (Palladius, Lausiac History § 64) and acquires Symmachus’ 
version and his other works from her (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.17, Pal-
ladius, ibid.); possibly also the Sexta which was found in a jar near 
Jericho in Caracalla’s reign (211–217) (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.16)

58 My thanks to John Meade for pointing out this possibility.
59 Alessandro Bruni has identiΚed some readings from the Three in Church Slavonic texts of Dan-

iel, and Theo Van Lint has found comparable instances in the Armenian commentary tradition 
on Ezekiel (personal communications). 

60 Compare Nautin, Origène, ‘Tableau récapitulatif’, 409–12, for a diΥerent reconstruction.
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219(?): Origen is summoned back to Alexandria by Bishop Demetrius. (Euse-
bius, Hist. eccl. 6.19.end)

220s: In Alexandria Origen begins writing his scripture commentaries, sup-
ported Κnancially by Ambrose (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.23–24). He vis-
its Greece via Palestine (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.23) – does he acquire 
Quinta from Nicopolis near Actium on this trip? Earliest, Alexandrian 
phase of Comm. Gen. (ch. 1 only?) and of Comm. Pss. 1–25. 

222–25: Origen’s Comm. Lam. cites readings from Sym., but in a fragment from 
the introduction he says that the version of Aquila and Theodotion 
“is not available” (42 J9-)01;). 

230: Origen is ordained as a presbyter in Palestine (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 
6.23). 

c. 231–2: Origen moves permanently to Caesarea (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.26). He 
acquires the local bilingual Hebrew text and Greek transcription and 
uses it as the framework for the multicolumn Hexapla (Kantor), or 
adds the Prima and Secunda to the basic four Greek columns (Schi-
roni). Later commentaries (and revised, Caesarean version of Comm. 
Pss.) employ the readings of the Hexapla directly from the new tool? 
(Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.32, 36 listing the Comm. Isa., Comm. Ezek., 
Comm. XII.)

235: Persecution of Maximinus Thrax (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.28).
250–1: Decian persecution (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.39.1)
c. 253: Origen’s death (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.39.5), in Tyre according to 

Jerome, Vir. Illus. 54.
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