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The Face of Jesus


Volume 1 of 2 · Faith, Images & History Series






Before You Begin

This book is about pictures, and about the people who made and used them.

It asks a question that sounds simple: what did Jesus look like? The honest answer starts with a surprise. No one wrote it down. The Gospels do not describe his face, his height, his hair or his skin. Everything you have ever seen — in a church window, a children’s Bible, a movie, a prayer card, a mural in a village on another continent — was made by someone who had to decide.

Those decisions are the real subject of this book. Why did early Christians draw him as a beardless shepherd? Why did a forged letter shape how Europe imagined him for centuries? Why do Ethiopian icons, Korean ink paintings and Black Madonnas of medieval Europe look the way they do? Why did a single 1940 painting become one of the most reproduced images in history? And what do historians, archaeologists and theologians each mean when they say Jesus was, or was not, “Black,” “white,” or “Middle Eastern”?

How this book works. Every chapter separates three kinds of claim, and tells you which is which:


	Evidence — what texts, artifacts and records actually show.

	Reconstruction — informed estimates built from evidence (and clearly labeled as estimates).

	Faith or meaning — what a tradition believes or what an image is for. These are real and important, but they are not the same thing as historical proof.



What this book is not. It is not a sermon and it does not ask you to believe anything. It does not argue that one community owns the “correct” image of Christ. It also does not treat any group’s devotion as foolish. Where traditions disagree, the book says so and moves on.

A note on sources. Facts here come from named scholarly, museum, library and news sources listed at the end of the book. Where something is a legend, the text says “legend.” Where scholars disagree, you will see “disputed.” Where we simply do not know, you will see “unknown.”




Chapter 1 — The Silence

Open any of the four Gospels and look for a physical description of Jesus. You will not find one.

The writers tell us what he said, where he went, whom he healed and how he died. They tell us the clothing of John the Baptist and the weight of a perfume jar. They never tell us whether Jesus was tall or short, light or dark, bearded or clean-shaven. In the whole New Testament there is not a single sentence that says what his face looked like.

That silence is not an accident of a missing page. Several explanations have been proposed, and historians weigh them differently:


	The writers were not writing biography in the modern sense. Ancient lives of teachers often focused on teaching and character, not appearance.

	The early movement was cautious about images. The first Christians grew out of a Jewish world in which making a likeness of the divine was forbidden. Art historians note that the earliest images of Jesus appear in the first through third centuries, in a climate where idolatry was a live worry.

	Appearance simply was not the point. The message was what he said and did, and what his followers believed happened after.



There is one famous line from the Hebrew prophets that Christians have long read as describing a suffering figure. In the King James Bible, Isaiah 53:2 says of him that “he hath no form nor comeliness; and when we shall see him, there is no beauty that we should desire him.” Christians have read that verse in very different ways. Some take it to mean Jesus looked ordinary. Others treat it as a statement about suffering rather than about features. Either way, it is poetry, not a police description.

One more clue appears in the Gospel account of the night of his arrest, when the authorities needed a signal to identify him in the dark. Some writers have argued that this suggests he looked unremarkable among his companions. That is an inference, and a reasonable one, but it is an inference.


Evidence: no physical description exists in the New Testament. Reconstruction: none yet — that comes in Chapter 2. Faith or meaning: many Christians see the silence as deliberate. The point, they say, was never his face.



When there is no description, there is a vacuum. And vacuums get filled. The rest of this book is the story of who filled it, with what, and why.




Chapter 2 — A Galilean Jew of the First Century

If the texts are silent, what can we say?

We can say who he was by place and time. Jesus was a Jewish man who grew up in Galilee, in the northern part of the land of Israel, during the first century of the Common Era. He lived under Roman rule. His first followers were Galilean Jews. He spoke, according to most scholars, a form of Aramaic.

From that, historians reason about the kind of person he would have been, not the exact person.

Where people like him lived and worked. Galilee was a farming and fishing region. Most people worked outdoors. The Gospels place him among fishermen and craftspeople. Anyone who spent much of life outdoors in that climate would have had a weathered complexion, and writers who summarize the evidence commonly describe a darker olive tone typical of Mediterranean and Middle Eastern peoples. That is a general statement about a population, not a measurement of one man.

Short hair, beard. Jewish men of the period were commonly bearded. As for hair, one argument that comes up often turns on a line from the apostle Paul. In one of his letters to the church at Corinth, Paul says long hair on a man is a disgrace. Since Paul claimed to have encountered the risen Jesus, some reconstruction teams have reasoned that Jesus is unlikely to have worn the shoulder-length hair of later European art. That is an argument from a single passage, and it is not conclusive. But it is one of the strongest textual hints we have, and it points away from the long, flowing hair of most paintings.


The forensic reconstruction

In 2001 a BBC documentary, and then a December 2002 cover story in Popular Mechanics, introduced a widely circulated image. It was produced by Richard Neave, a retired medical artist from the University of Manchester who had reconstructed faces for police work and for historical figures such as Philip II of Macedon and King Midas of Phrygia.

Here is what the project actually did, in plain steps:


	Israeli archaeologists had recovered Semitic skulls from near Jerusalem. Neave’s team worked from three well-preserved male skulls dated to the time of Jesus.

	They used computed tomography (“X-ray slices”) to capture the structure of the skulls.

	From that data they built a digital model of a face, then a cast, then added clay layers using average soft-tissue thickness.

	For hair, beard and skin tone — features that do not survive in bone — they relied on first-century drawings found at archaeological sites and on Jewish custom.



The result was a broad-faced man with dark eyes, short curly dark hair, a short beard and a dark, weathered complexion. Press reports also repeated an estimate that the average Semitic man of that era stood a little over five feet tall.

Read the caveats, because they matter.


	The reconstruction shows a typical man of that place and time. It does not claim to be Jesus’s face. No one has his skull, and no one ever will.

	Forensic anthropologists who commented at the time said facial reconstruction is not an exact science. A skull gives you structure. The nose, lips, eyelids, skin color, hair and expression are interpretation.

	Even so, the project did something useful. It replaced the silent default (a European face) with a population-based starting point.




Evidence: Jesus was a first-century Galilean Jew. Skulls from that time and region exist. Reconstruction: a typical man of the region would likely have had a brown complexion, dark hair and eyes, and a beard. Hair length and exact features are inferred. Faith or meaning: whatever Jesus looked like, Christian teaching says his significance does not depend on his features.



This is where the historical conversation honestly ends. There is no further hard evidence. Everything beyond this line is art, tradition and theology — which is where the real story begins.





Chapter 3 — The First Pictures

The earliest surviving Christian images are not portraits. They are symbols, and they borrow.


The shepherd who looks like a Greek god

The most common early picture of Christ is the Good Shepherd: a youthful, beardless young man carrying a lamb across his shoulders. It appears on the ceilings of Roman catacombs. The catacomb of Callixtus in Rome has an example dated to the mid-third century.

An art historian who studies the long evolution of this image explains where it came from. The Good Shepherd was a syncretic image — a Christian use of an existing visual type. Pagan art already showed a youthful figure with a lamb or calf over his shoulders, and Christians borrowed the type, in forms that echo Orpheus, Hermes and Apollo. The Christian meaning came from the Gospel image of Jesus as shepherd of his people. The look came from the Roman art world.

This matters for our question. The earliest Christian artists were not trying to record a face. They were painting an idea, using the visual vocabulary of their neighbors.



The house church at Dura-Europos

In the 1920s, archaeologists excavating the Roman frontier city of Dura-Europos on the Euphrates (in modern Syria) found a private house that had been converted for Christian worship sometime between about 233 and 256, when the town was abandoned after conquest by the Persians. It is the earliest identified Christian house church.

The baptistery room had wall paintings, including the Healing of the Paralytic (about AD 232–235), Christ and Peter walking on the water, and the Good Shepherd. They were removed soon after discovery and are now at the Yale University Art Gallery. The healing scene is often called the oldest surviving depiction of a miracle of Jesus in Christian art.

In that scene, Jesus is shown as a young, short-haired, clean-featured teacher in tunic and cloak, with an outstretched hand. He does not look like the later medieval Christ. He looks like an educated Roman-world figure. Again: the artist was showing authority and healing, not recording a face.



When the beard arrives

Over the next century or so, the standard image changed. Scholars generally date the emergence of the bearded, long-haired adult Christ to the early fourth century. It drew heavily on how Greek and Roman art pictured gods and philosophers: a mature, bearded, solemn figure. As Christianity moved from a persecuted minority to the favored religion of the Roman Empire, art shifted from the humble youthful shepherd toward a regal, authoritative figure. Eventually the youthful Good Shepherd faded and the bearded Christ Pantocrator — “ruler of all” — became standard in the Byzantine world.

By the time a recognizable “standard Jesus” existed, it had no connection to a first-century Galilean fisherman. It was an imperial and philosophical type. And once an image is repeated for centuries, it begins to feel like a record.


Evidence: early Christian images from the 3rd century survive; they show a youthful, beardless Christ borrowing Greco-Roman types. Reconstruction: the long-haired bearded type crystallized in the 4th century. Faith or meaning: images taught the faith to people who could not read. They were never meant as photographs.







Chapter 4 — The Face “Not Made by Hands”

By the early medieval period many Christians, especially in the Eastern church, wanted more than symbols. They wanted a true likeness. A legend appeared to supply one.


The Abgar legend

The story goes like this. Abgar, the king of Edessa (a city in what is now southeastern Turkey), was ill. He wrote to Jesus asking for healing. Jesus answered, promising to send a disciple. Eventually the story grew a picture.

Here the useful move is to look at when each piece of the story first shows up. A scholarly summary of the sources runs roughly like this:








	Date
	What the sources say





	c. 4th century
	Eusebius reports an exchange of letters between Abgar and Jesus. No image is mentioned.



	384
	The pilgrim Egeria reports the correspondence at Edessa. Still no image.



	c. 400
	The Doctrine of Addai adds a court painter who paints Jesus’s likeness for the king.



	593
	The historian Evagrius describes a divinely made image — the root of the idea of an image “not made by hands” (Greek: acheiropoietos).



	944
	Tradition says the image was taken to Constantinople.



	1241
	A relic possibly connected to it was sold to King Louis IX of France; it vanished in the French Revolution.





The pattern is clear: the further the story gets from the first century, the more detail it acquires. That is a classic sign of a legend growing. The letters, the court painter, the miraculous image and its chain of custody are unverified. Surviving “Mandylion” icons, such as the Holy Face of Genoa, are generally thought by historians to be later painted works.

Church tradition went further. It said Jesus himself made the first icon by pressing his face to a cloth. For the Orthodox tradition, that story gives icons a kind of apostolic authority: they are copies of a copy that goes back to Christ.

You do not have to accept or reject the miracle to see the historical effect. The legend produced a standard face, and the standard face was copied across the Christian world for a thousand years.


Evidence: the legend’s details appear centuries after the events it describes. Reconstruction: none reliable — the legend cannot be traced to a first-century source. Faith or meaning: in Orthodox tradition the image of Christ “not made by hands” supports the use of icons in worship.







Chapter 5 — The Letter That Never Was

If the Edessa legend gave the East a face, the West got a description.


Publius Lentulus

Medieval and Renaissance manuscripts preserve a short letter, supposedly written by a Roman official named Publius Lentulus, governor of Judea, to the Roman Senate. In it he describes the man called Jesus: tall, with a gentle, commanding face; hair the color of a ripe hazelnut, parted in the middle, falling to the shoulders; a forked beard; kind eyes.

The details are the ones you already know. That is the point. This is the source of the “familiar description” that, from the eleventh or twelfth century onward, informed hundreds of European portraits of Christ.

There is a problem. The letter is a forgery. There was no Roman governor of Judea named Publius Lentulus. The letter appears in the Middle Ages, not the first century. Scholars have studied it for generations; it is catalogued among popular biblical forgeries, and a library exhibit on forgery notes that the supposed eyewitness is “unhistorical.” Hundreds of copies survive in medieval and Renaissance manuscripts. It was still being reprinted in popular English broadsides in the 1790s.

Why did it work? Because it gave artists permission. If a Roman eyewitness said Jesus looked like this, then an artist painting him this way was being accurate. Historians Edward Blum and Paul Harvey, in their study The Color of Christ, trace how the Lentulus letter was used in nineteenth-century America to give a fabricated authenticity to the idea of a white Christ, and how it was eventually exposed as a forgery.



The Cesare Borgia myth

Related to this is a popular internet claim: that the white Jesus of European art was modeled on Cesare Borgia, the notorious son of Pope Alexander VI. The idea has been repeated in books and on social media, and it is sometimes traced to the novelist Alexandre Dumas.

It does not survive a simple timeline. Borgia lived in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. The bearded, long-haired Christ appears in art over a thousand years earlier. The legend is described by historians as apocryphal. Borgia did employ Leonardo da Vinci as a military engineer in 1502–1503, which has kept speculation alive, but there is no evidence behind the claim.

Notice what the Borgia story and the Lentulus letter have in common. Both try to answer “who was the real model?” And both miss the actual mechanism: not one man’s face, but a thousand years of artists copying artists.


Evidence: the Lentulus letter is a forgery; the Borgia model story is apocryphal. Reconstruction: the standard European face grew out of Byzantine types, the Lentulus tradition and artistic copying. Faith or meaning: none needed — here the historical record is clear.







Chapter 6 — Africa’s Christ

Ask many people to picture “early Christianity” and they think of Rome, Greece and Europe. But Christianity is a multi-continent religion with deep roots in Africa, and African Christians have long pictured Christ in their own artistic traditions.


Ethiopia

Ethiopia is one of the oldest Christian lands. The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church traces the faith to the first century, through the story in the Book of Acts of the Ethiopian official baptized by Philip. Archaeological evidence points to a later, firmly documented turning point: the conversion of King Ezana of Aksum in the first half of the fourth century. Aksum was a major trading kingdom, a stop on routes linking Rome and India. Ezana adopted Christianity for his kingdom and became an ally of Byzantium.

Ethiopian Christian art grew from Byzantine and Coptic influence and developed its own look. Smarthistory describes characteristic features: flat, linear forms; bright colors (often red, yellow, green and blue); frontal figures who look straight at the viewer; and text written in Ge’ez, the ancient liturgical language that is the foundation of today’s Amharic.

A fifteenth-century Gospel manuscript made near Lake Tana, now in a museum collection, contains twenty-four full-page illuminations of scenes from the life of Christ, bound between wooden covers. Many works of Ethiopian art were destroyed in the sixteenth century, so surviving manuscripts like this are rare.

Two points about Ethiopian religious art are worth stating carefully:


	It is its own tradition, not a copy of European art. It draws on Byzantine models, but the figures, colors and conventions are Ethiopian.

	Questions of exactly how Christ’s skin tone is rendered in a given work depend on the specific manuscript or icon, on pigments, and on the conventions of flat painting. Generalizations are risky. Anyone writing about “the Ethiopian Christ” should look at specific works, not slogans.





What this tells us

The point is not that Ethiopian Christians “proved” what Jesus looked like. They did not claim to. The point is that no single culture invented the picture of Jesus. From the very beginning, Christians in different places pictured him in the visual language they knew.


Evidence: Ethiopian Christianity is documented from the fourth century; its art tradition is distinct and long-lived. Reconstruction: none claimed. Faith or meaning: Ethiopian Christians treat their tradition as ancient, apostolic and fully theirs.







Chapter 7 — Dark Madonnas and Black Christs

Europe itself has a long tradition of dark-skinned images of sacred figures.


The Black Madonnas

Across Europe there are roughly five hundred “Black Madonna” statues and paintings of Mary with the infant Jesus, many in France, Italy, Germany and Spain. Two are especially famous: Our Lady of Częstochowa in Poland, a national icon, and Our Lady of Montserrat, called La Moreneta (“the dark little one”), in Catalonia.

Why are they dark? Scholars offer several explanations, and none of them settles the matter:


	Material and aging. Some are carved from dark wood. Others have darkened from centuries of candle smoke and the touch of pilgrims. This is the standard explanation for Częstochowa’s complexion.

	Pagan or earlier roots. Some scholars suggest older goddess traditions influenced these images.

	Imitation. A later sculptor may have copied the look of earlier dark images.

	Deliberate choice. For some devotees the dark color carries spiritual meaning.



Scholars note that serious study of the Black Madonna phenomenon has been limited, and some researchers argue that the images were misunderstood or neglected partly because of racial bias. The Wellcome Collection’s own archivists found a Black Madonna painting once catalogued under the phrase “Negro Madonna,” which they cite as an example of that bias.

The Montserrat statue shows how tangled the story is. Legends say the image was hidden in 718 to protect it from invaders. But the statue now venerated there appears to date from the twelfth or thirteenth century.



Black Christs

There are also dark-skinned images of Christ himself. One of the best known is the Cristo Negro of Portobelo, Panama: a life-size wooden statue of Christ carrying the cross, carved from dark brown cocobolo wood and kept in the Iglesia de San Felipe. Legends say it washed ashore, or that sailors threw its crate into the sea during a storm. Its main feast is on October 21, when pilgrims travel from across Panama, some on foot and some crawling the last stretch. Another major pilgrimage image is the Black Christ of Esquipulas in Guatemala.

These images are not claims about first-century skin color. They are expressions of devotion. The pilgrims at Portobelo are not making a historical argument; they are bringing their prayers to a Christ who, in their tradition, belongs to them.


Evidence: about 500 Black Madonnas exist in Europe; the origins of their dark color are debated. Reconstruction: several plausible explanations, none proven for all cases. Faith or meaning: these images carry deep, living devotion, and meanings that vary from shrine to shrine.







Chapter 8 — The Color of Christ in America

The history of Jesus images in the United States is a story about race, religion and power. Historians Edward Blum and Paul Harvey tell it in The Color of Christ: The Son of God and the Saga of Race in America (University of North Carolina Press, 2012).


Founded by people who smashed images

One of their opening points is a surprise. The country was founded in part by Puritans who destroyed depictions of Jesus. Pictures of Christ were not the Puritan norm. Americans came to believe in the whiteness of Christ later, and Blum and Harvey show it was a process.

They also challenge three common assumptions:


	That each racial group simply paints God in its own image.

	That America’s white Jesus is just a copy of European art.

	That Jesus has been depicted as white since colonization began.



Instead they argue that Christ’s body matters as a symbol of power — that it reflected national fears and changing ideas of whiteness, and that a sacred icon can serve both oppression and liberation. They give significant attention to how African Americans and Native Americans reacted to and reimagined images of Jesus.



The most reproduced Jesus

The single most reproduced image of Jesus is probably Warner Sallman’s Head of Christ. Sallman, a Chicago illustrator, first drew the face in charcoal in 1924 under the title The Son of Man for a church magazine cover. In 1940 he painted the color oil version after a Christian publisher and a seminary class encouraged him. Its publishers estimate more than 500 million reproductions, and some estimates run higher, in forms from prayer cards and Salvation Army and YMCA wallet cards in World War II, to stained glass, calendars, hymnals, hospital walls and night lights.

The face is a light-eyed, light-haired, serene figure. Critics have called it too Scandinavian and lacking global appeal; scholars note it became, for generations of Christians, the authentic portrait of Jesus. Sallman never intended it as fine art. And before 1940, American depictions of Christ varied much more widely than the world after Sallman suggests.



Reimagining

The story does not end with a single image. African American artists and congregations produced their own images of Christ; for example, the artist Fred Carter made Black depictions of Christ in the 1970s and 1980s. Blum notes that in recent decades a search for “Black Jesus” returns many results where only a few decades ago such images would have been rare, though the weight of history means the default image still tends to be white.

Perhaps the most important point of the book, for our purposes, is a caution that cuts in every direction: even when Christ was imagined on the side of people of color, that did not necessarily mean they believed he looked like them. Imagery and theology are not always the same thing.


Evidence: the Sallman image’s reach is documented. Blum and Harvey document the historical development of the American “white Jesus.” Reconstruction: historians trace shifting meanings of Christ’s image across periods. Faith or meaning: for many Christians, the image they grew up with is simply “Jesus.” That attachment is real and deserves respect.







Chapter 9 — The Black Christ as Theology

Now to the claim most people searching this topic really want addressed: was Jesus Black?

The answer has two layers, and mixing them causes most of the arguments.


Layer 1: the historical question

On the historical question, the evidence in Chapter 2 points to a first-century Galilean Jew — a Middle Eastern man — and not to a person who would be classified as Black in modern American racial categories, nor to the fair-skinned European of later art. No physical description exists. Anyone who says “we know exactly” is overreaching, whichever direction they lean.

Several texts get cited in this debate, so it helps to read them carefully.

Revelation 1:14–15. In the King James Bible, the glorified Christ appears with “his head and his hairs … white like wool, as white as snow; and his eyes … as a flame of fire; and his feet like unto fine brass, as if they burned in a furnace.” Some readers have taken “wool” as hair texture and “brass” as skin tone. Most scholars read the passage differently, for these reasons:


	The verse says the hair is white like wool and snow. The comparison is to whiteness, not to curl.

	It echoes the Old Testament vision of the “Ancient of Days,” whose hair is “like the pure wool” (Daniel 7:9). The point is dignity and age.

	It is apocalyptic imagery — eyes of fire, a sword from the mouth — that is not meant as a literal portrait.



The same caution applies to anyone using the verse to argue for a white Christ (“white as snow”). It cannot carry either claim.



Layer 2: the theological claim

The second layer is something else entirely. When the theologian James H. Cone (1938–2018) wrote A Black Theology of Liberation (1970), and earlier Black Theology and Black Power, he was not making a claim about the first-century skin color of a Galilean. He was making a theological claim about where God stands.

His argument, in summary: Christianity is at its core a religion of liberation. In the Bible, God sides with the oppressed. In the American context, Cone argued, the people who most fit that description were Black Americans. So the “Black Christ” is a statement that Christ is with them and one of them in suffering. He also argued that a Christianity that presented Christ only as white had been bound up with white supremacy and needed to be challenged.

Cone’s work has had lasting influence. It also drew strong criticism from some Christians, who argued that identifying Christ with one group’s experience sits uneasily with the traditional teaching that Christ belongs to all humanity. Supporters reply that a universal Christ must be able to stand specifically with those a society treats as least. You do not need to settle the debate to understand what Cone was and wasn’t saying.



Keeping the layers apart









	Claim
	What kind of claim it is
	What the evidence says





	“Jesus was a Black man in the modern racial sense.”
	Historical
	Not supported. He was a first-century Galilean Jew.



	“Jesus was a white European.”
	Historical
	Not supported. He was a Middle Eastern Jew; European looks came from later art.



	“Jesus was a Middle Eastern Jew with brown skin.”
	Historical inference
	Strongly consistent with the evidence, though no description exists.



	“Christ is Black.”
	Theological
	A statement of solidarity with the oppressed, associated with Black liberation theology. It is not a historical claim.



	“Black images of Christ are legitimate Christian art.”
	Cultural and devotional
	A long tradition (Ethiopia, Black Madonnas, Cristo Negro, African American art).





The cleanest way to hold all of this is: history says “brown-skinned Middle Eastern Jew, details unknown.” Art and theology say “Christ belongs to every people who claim him.” Both statements can be true because they answer different questions.





Chapter 10 — Every Culture’s Jesus

Christianity has always translated itself into the visual language of the people who received it. A few examples show how far that goes.


Korea: Jesus in a gat

In 1952, during the Korean War, the traditional ink painter Woonbo Kim Ki-chang (1914–2001) began a series of about thirty paintings of the life of Christ, completed over roughly a year. They were first exhibited in Seoul in 1954 and shown again in 1984. He set the Gospel story in Joseon-era Korea: the birth takes place in a stable rather than a manger, Jesus wears a gat (the traditional hat of scholars and officials), Mary wears hanbok, and Korean nymphs stand in for angels, against Korean villages and mountains.



India: Jamini Roy’s icon-like Christ

Jamini Roy (1887–1972) was a major modern Indian artist who trained in the European-influenced academic tradition and then deliberately turned toward the folk art of rural Bengal. In his later years he explored Christ as a theme, and works such as Christ holding the Cross (Kolkata, about 1942; now in the Victoria and Albert Museum) show a frontal, flat, calm figure drawn in the manner of a Byzantine icon, with bold lines and flat color. The works sold well to Europeans and servicemen in wartime Calcutta.



Why this is normal

Art historians do not treat this as a distortion. It is how Christian art has always worked. The Roman catacomb painters used Roman types. Byzantine artists used imperial types. Ethiopian artists used their own conventions. Korean and Indian artists used theirs. The European Christ is one regional style among many, one that happened to travel with trade and colonization and later dominate print and film.

Which brings the question back to us: if every culture draws Jesus in its own idiom, is any of them wrong? On the question of devotion, almost no one says so. On the question of history, all of them are interpretations. The only error is mistaking an interpretation for a photograph.


Evidence: documented works by named artists in Korea and India show Jesus in local settings. Faith or meaning: many Christians see this adaptation as the faith becoming local — the idea of “incarnation” applied to art.







Chapter 11 — So What Did He Look Like?

Here is a plain summary of what can be said, and what cannot.


What we can say with reasonable confidence


	Jesus was a first-century Jew from Galilee.

	Men of that place and time were commonly bearded, brown-skinned and dark-haired.

	His appearance was probably ordinary enough that it was not remarked on in the earliest sources.





What we can say as informed reconstruction


	A reasonable picture is a bearded man with short dark hair, brown eyes and a weathered complexion — the kind of face forensic reconstructions of first-century Galilean skulls have produced.

	Exact height, build, face shape and age-related features are estimates.





What we cannot know


	His actual face, hair length, height or skin tone.

	Whether any portrait made in his lifetime existed. No such image survives.





What we can say about the pictures


	Early Christian art shows a youthful shepherd borrowed from Greco-Roman types.

	The long-haired bearded Christ emerged by the early fourth century from classical models of gods and philosophers.

	The “familiar description” owes much to a forged letter and to centuries of copying.

	Every culture that adopted Christianity drew Jesus in its own visual style.

	Some of those styles — Ethiopian icons, Black Madonnas, the Cristo Negro, African American art — present Christ as dark-skinned, as an expression of devotion and belonging.





How to read any image of Jesus

Here is a short method you can use on any picture of Jesus you meet.


	Ask who made it, when, and for whom. A catacomb painting, a Byzantine icon, a Sallman print and a Korean ink painting answer different questions.

	Ask what the artist was trying to show. Usually it is not his face. It is authority, healing, suffering, nearness or kingship.

	Ask what the image borrows. Greek gods, Roman philosophers, European kings, local clothing.

	Ask what the image is for. Teaching, prayer, protest, comfort, national identity, commerce.

	Keep the layers apart. Is the picture making a historical claim, a theological claim or a devotional one?



If this book has one message, it is this: the face of Jesus is a mirror as much as a window. History can tell us who he probably was. Art tells us who people needed him to be.





Chapter 12 — The Shroud of Turin: The Photograph That Started an Argument

Of all the objects in this book, one is not a painting, a carving or a letter. It is a piece of cloth — a single sheet of linen, about fourteen feet long, kept today in the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist in Turin, Italy. It bears the front and back images of a naked man, laid out head to head, with marks that correspond to scourging, to wounds in the wrists and feet, to a wound in the side, and to punctures around the head. Many Christians believe it is the burial cloth of Jesus of Nazareth. Many historians and scientists believe it is a medieval creation. This chapter follows our usual method. The evidence is what documents, examinations and laboratory tests show. Reconstruction is what people have built on that evidence. Faith or meaning is what the cloth holds for those who venerate it. The three are not the same, and the Shroud's long argument comes largely from confusing them.

What the documents show

The cloth's secure documentary history begins in the 1350s, in the small French village of Lirey, southeast of Paris. There, the knight Geoffroi de Charny built a church, and in that decade a cloth bearing the double image of a crucified man was exhibited there and drew pilgrims. A pilgrim badge recovered from the Seine in Paris in the nineteenth century shows the cloth being held up by two clerics, with the arms of the Charny family — evidence that the Lirey exhibitions happened and that the object on display looked much like the cloth we have now. How Geoffroi obtained it, the record does not say. Claims that it can be traced further back — to Constantinople, to Edessa, to the Mandylion of an earlier chapter — are reconstructions, built on resemblances between descriptions. No document names this cloth before the fourteenth century.

The earliest written judgment on it is hostile, and it survives. In 1389, Pierre d'Arcis, Bishop of Troyes, wrote a memorandum to Pope Clement VII complaining that the cloth was being exhibited again in his diocese. D'Arcis reported that his predecessor, Bishop Henri de Poitiers, had investigated the matter decades earlier and found that the image was, in the memorandum's account, cleverly painted, and that the artist had confessed to making it. The memorandum is evidence of a fourteenth-century fraud allegation made by the responsible bishop. It is not, by itself, proof: the artist is never named, no confession document survives, and scholars disagree about how much weight to give a complaint written by a bishop in a jurisdictional dispute with the church displaying the cloth. But any honest account must start here. The first time this object enters the written record, it enters alongside a charge that it was made by human hands.

The cloth later passed to the House of Savoy. It was damaged by fire in 1532 at Chambéry — the burn marks and patches sewn in by Poor Clare nuns are still visible — and in 1578 it was brought to Turin, where it has remained. It now belongs to the Holy See and is shown publicly only on rare occasions.

The photograph

In May 1898, during an exhibition in Turin, an Italian lawyer and amateur photographer named Secondo Pia was permitted to photograph the Shroud. Working with large glass plates in front of the illuminated cloth, Pia exposed his negatives — and in his darkroom, saw something no unaided eye had seen. On the photographic negative, where light and dark are reversed, the faint smudge on the linen resolved into a clear, detailed, positive face. The image on the cloth, in other words, behaves like a photographic negative itself.

This is evidence of a fact about the image, and it is a genuinely strange fact. It is not evidence of when or how the image formed. But it transformed the cloth's status. A relic that had faded into obscurity became, in the age of science, an object that seemed to carry a photograph made centuries before photography. Pia was at first accused of faking his plates; he was vindicated when further photographs were taken in 1931. From 1898 onward, the argument about the Shroud was no longer only theological. It was forensic.

The scientists come to Turin

In October 1978, a team of mostly American scientists known as the Shroud of Turin Research Project — STuRP — was granted about 120 hours of direct access to the cloth. They photographed it, X-rayed it, took tape samples of its surface, and studied it with spectroscopy. Their published conclusions held that the image was not produced by paints, dyes or pigments in any way their instruments could detect: the coloration sits on the outermost fibers of the threads and does not soak through them. Two team-associated chemists, John Heller and Alan Adler, reported tests they read as indicating real blood. One analyst attached to the project reached the opposite conclusion: Walter McCrone, a microscopist, reported finding red ochre and vermilion pigment particles in a binder, and maintained for the rest of his life that the Shroud was a painting. STuRP's own summary stopped short of explaining the image. Its authors wrote that how it formed remained a mystery — a scientific statement about the limits of their results that has often been quoted as though it were a verdict of authenticity. It was not. "We cannot explain it" and "it is genuine" are different claims, and the team's data support only the first.

The carbon test

Radiocarbon dating offered what the image studies could not: a date for the linen itself. On April 21, 1988, a strip was cut from one corner of the cloth and divided among three laboratories — the University of Arizona, Oxford University, and the ETH in Zurich — which dated it independently by accelerator mass spectrometry, alongside control textiles of known age. The combined result, published in the journal Nature in February 1989, dated the linen to between 1260 and 1390 with at least 95 percent confidence. All three laboratories agreed, and the range sits squarely on top of the cloth's first documented appearance at Lirey. The mainstream scholarly position, stated plainly, is this: the Shroud of Turin is a medieval object. That position rests on two independent legs — the documentary record that begins in the 1350s with a fraud allegation attached, and a radiocarbon measurement that returned the same period.

Challenges have followed, and an honest chapter lists them. All three laboratories dated pieces of a single strip from one corner — a corner repeatedly handled, repaired after the 1532 fire, and therefore, critics argue, possibly unrepresentative of the whole cloth. In 2005 the chemist Raymond Rogers, himself a STuRP member, published a paper arguing that the sampled area contained later repair material and that the main cloth was older; other specialists disputed his methods. In 2019, a statistical re-analysis of the laboratories' raw data, released after a legal request, argued the measurements were less uniform than the Nature paper suggested; the dating team and others disputed that reading too. More recent claims based on X-ray scattering of the linen's cellulose have been advanced for a much older date and remain disputed. None of these challenges has produced a new, agreed date from a fresh sample of the cloth's main body. A challenge to a measurement is not a measurement. Until a second radiocarbon test on uncontested material says otherwise, the 1260–1390 result stands as the only direct date science has obtained from this linen — and it should also be said, plainly, that the result dates the cloth, and says nothing by itself about how the image on it was made.

What the cloth means

The Roman Catholic Church, which owns the Shroud, has never formally declared it authentic. Popes have venerated it as an icon and an aid to meditation on the Passion while leaving the historical question open — a distinction the Church itself maintains. For the millions who have filed past the cloth at its rare exhibitions, its meaning does not depend on a laboratory. That devotion is real, and this book records it as what it is: faith or meaning, not evidence.

So where does the Shroud leave the question of this book — what did Jesus look like? If the cloth is medieval, as the mainstream evidence indicates, then the haunting face in Pia's negative is a fourteenth-century artist's Jesus, no older and no more authoritative than the faces in the catacombs or the icons of Sinai, and it belongs in the history of images rather than in the evidence for the man. If the dating is one day overturned by better tests, the face would demand a different accounting. Either way, the Shroud's deepest lesson is the one this book has met at every turn. A face appears, and we cannot resist asking it to testify. The discipline is to let it testify only to what it can actually prove.




Chapter 13 — Jesus on Film

Every previous chapter of this book has dealt with images that stayed still — paintings, icons, mosaics, one famous cloth. The twentieth century gave Jesus a new kind of image: one that moves, speaks, and looks back at an audience of millions from a screen forty feet wide. Film did not invent a face for Jesus. It did something more powerful. It fixed one face in the minds of people who had never opened an art history book, and it kept fixing new ones, era after era. Following our method: the films themselves, their dates, makers and receptions are evidence. What each film's Jesus reveals about the culture that produced him is interpretation, and will be labeled as such. What the films have meant to believers is faith or meaning, and belongs to them.

The passion play learns to move

Jesus reached the screen almost as soon as the screen existed. In the 1890s and 1900s, passion plays — the staged re-enactments of Christ's suffering performed in European towns such as Oberammergau — were filmed and shown to audiences who would never travel to see them. These early efforts were less dramas than moving illustrations: tableaux of familiar scenes, meant to be recognized rather than watched. The first substantial life of Christ on film was From the Manger to the Cross (1912), made by the Kalem company under director Sidney Olcott and shot on location in Egypt and Palestine. Its approach set the template for decades: reverence as a style. The camera kept its distance. Jesus moved slowly, spoke gently, and was photographed like a stained-glass window that had learned to walk.

DeMille and the monumental Christ

Cecil B. DeMille's The King of Kings (1927) was the silent era's grandest statement. DeMille, Hollywood's great showman of spectacle, staged the Gospel with enormous sets and crowds, and cast H. B. Warner — a stage actor in his fifties — as a serene, luminous Christ, lit with a glow that separated him from every other figure in the frame. The film was a major commercial success and was shown for decades afterward, in churches as well as cinemas. For millions of viewers, Warner's face — gentle, white-robed, haloed in soft focus — simply became what Jesus looked like. It is worth pausing on how that happened. No council decreed it. A successful entertainment product, repeated often enough, hardened into a default image, the same way the Lentulus letter's description had hardened in an earlier age of reproduction. The medium had changed. The mechanism had not.

The mid-century biblical epics consolidated that default. In productions such as The Robe (1953) and Ben-Hur (1959), Jesus was often kept at the edge of the frame or seen from behind — a convention of reverence that avoided showing the face at all — while the Jesus who did step forward, in Nicholas Ray's King of Kings (1961) and George Stevens's The Greatest Story Ever Told (1965), remained recognizably the DeMille figure: fair, calm, ethereal, European in feature and American in accent. Jeffrey Hunter, who played the 1961 Christ, was young and strikingly blue-eyed, and critics of the day nicknamed the performance accordingly. Interpretation, labeled as such: this was the Jesus of a confident, churchgoing, postwar America — a figure of serene authority who looked like the congregation's better self. The films are evidence of what that audience found plausible and comforting in a face.

Pasolini's rupture

The break came from an unexpected direction. Pier Paolo Pasolini, an Italian director known as a Marxist and an unbeliever, made The Gospel According to St. Matthew (1964) by filming Matthew's text with almost no additions, in the poor hill towns of southern Italy, with non-professional actors. His Jesus — Enrique Irazoqui, a young Spanish economics student — is dark, intense and unsmiling, delivering the Sermons at speed, straight to camera, like a man arguing for his life. There is no glow, no soft focus, no orchestral reassurance. Pasolini dedicated the film to the memory of Pope John XXIII, and it was honored by Catholic film organizations as well as by secular critics. The evidence of the production is plain: an atheist director, following the text literally and casting a face from the Mediterranean street, produced the screen Jesus that many believers found most convincing. The lesson for this book's question is that authenticity on screen has never been a matter of the filmmaker's faith. It is a matter of the face the filmmaker chooses to believe.

Rock, protest and conscience

The early 1970s put Jesus in contemporary dress. Jesus Christ Superstar, staged in 1971 and filmed by Norman Jewison in 1973 with Ted Neeley in the title role, told the Passion through rock music and the eyes of Judas, ending at the cross with no resurrection shown — a Jesus for the age of Vietnam and doubt, famous, exhausted and human. Franco Zeffirelli's television production Jesus of Nazareth (1977), made with a large international cast and Robert Powell in the title role, took the opposite path: a reverent, painterly Christ in the DeMille tradition, whose intense, blue-eyed stillness became, for a generation of television viewers, the default face all over again — evidence that the inherited image could still command the largest audience when offered with sufficient craft. Protest followed Superstar in some quarters, but the sharper storm waited fifteen years. Martin Scorsese's The Last Temptation of Christ (1988), adapted from the novel by Nikos Kazantzakis and starring Willem Dafoe, imagined a Jesus who struggles with fear and desire and who, on the cross, is tempted by a vision of an ordinary life — a vision the film itself frames as a temptation to be rejected. Before most protesters had seen it, the film was denounced as blasphemous; it was picketed, some theater chains refused it, and in Paris an extremist arson attack on a cinema showing it injured patrons. The evidence of the controversy is documentary. Its meaning is interpretation: the fury was never really about a novel's plot device. It was about custody of the face. A community that has lived with one Jesus experiences a different Jesus not as art but as an attack.

Gibson's Passion and the streaming apostle

Mel Gibson's The Passion of the Christ (2004) narrowed the story to the final hours and made two decisions that defined it. The dialogue was performed in reconstructed Aramaic, Latin and Hebrew, with subtitles — a choice every commercial instinct said would fail — and the violence of the scourging and crucifixion was shown at a length and intensity no studio film had attempted. Gibson financed the film himself, for about $30 million, after studios declined it. It earned about $612 million worldwide, becoming one of the highest-grossing films of its year and a phenomenon of group bookings by churches. Jim Caviezel's Jesus is the suffering body of the medieval Passion plays and the Shroud chapter of this book, rendered in flesh: this Jesus is less a face than a wound. Interpretation: after a century of serene Christs, the most commercially successful screen Jesus was the most physically destroyed — a measure of how far the audience's center of gravity had moved from doctrine to experience.

The most recent era belongs to The Chosen, created by Dallas Jenkins. Beginning with a short film in 2017 and a first season in 2019, funded to an unusual degree by the viewers themselves through crowdfunding, the series tells the Gospel story at television length, with Jonathan Roumie's Jesus as its center: warm, humorous, weary, a teacher among friends. Its distribution — free through an app, spread by word of mouth — is as much a part of the evidence as its casting. Each era in this chapter has cast its own face: the stained-glass prophet of the silent age, the luminous king of the epics, the revolutionary of 1964, the rock star, the tempted man, the suffering body, and now the approachable rabbi of the streaming age, chosen in part because the audience literally paid to see him. The Gospels gave none of these men a face. We keep supplying one, and what we supply is a portrait of ourselves.




Chapter 14 — The Forensic Face

In the winter of 2015, a face appeared across the world's news sites and social feeds under headlines announcing that science had finally shown what Jesus really looked like. The face was broad and weathered, with dark eyes, short dark curly hair, a full beard and brown skin — a face that looked nothing like the pale, long-haired Christ of Western art. Millions shared it. Almost none of the headlines mentioned that the image was fourteen years old, or what its maker had actually claimed for it. This chapter examines that face and the ones that followed it, and it does so under a stricter discipline than any before it. Nearly everything here is Reconstruction — the category this book reserves for informed estimates built on evidence — and the chapter's whole argument is that a reconstruction must never be allowed to masquerade as a portrait.

The Manchester reconstruction

The face was made by Richard Neave, a retired medical artist at the University of Manchester in England, one of the leading practitioners of forensic facial reconstruction — the technique, used in archaeology and in police work, of rebuilding a face over a skull. Neave had previously reconstructed the faces of historical figures including Philip II of Macedon. Around 1998 he began work on the Jesus project, and the result was presented in the BBC documentary series Son of God, broadcast in 2001.

The evidence the reconstruction rests on is real but limited, and it must be described exactly. Working with Israeli archaeologists, Neave's team obtained three skulls of first-century Jewish men from the Jerusalem area. Using computerized tomography — X-ray slices — they built up a model of the bone structure, applied the standard tissue-depth data used in forensic work to estimate the thickness of muscle and flesh at key points, and modeled a face in clay over a cast: broad, with a nose, lips and eyelids shaped according to the underlying bone and forensic convention. Features the skull could not supply — eye and hair color, hair length, skin tone — were filled in from other evidence: first-century depictions from archaeological sites in the region, and textual arguments, including Paul's remark in 1 Corinthians that long hair on a man was a disgrace, "Doth not even nature itself teach you, that, if a man have long hair, it is a shame unto him?" (1 Corinthians 11:14, KJV) — from which the team reasoned that a first-century Jewish man likely wore his hair short. Skeletal remains of the period supplied the frame around the face: an average man of that time and place stood about five feet one inch and weighed roughly 110 pounds.

Now the essential fact, which Neave himself has always stated and which the headlines of 2015 almost always dropped: the reconstruction is not, and was never claimed to be, a likeness of Jesus. No skull of Jesus exists. The team reconstructed a typical adult male of his people, place and century — what a man standing in the crowd in the Gospel accounts would plausibly have looked like. Neave has described his result in exactly those terms: a face of the time, not the face. As a corrective to inherited fantasy it is valuable; it demonstrates, with physical evidence, that a first-century Galilean Jew did not look like a northern European. As a portrait of an individual, it is evidence of nothing, because the one thing it contains no information about is the individual.

Why 2015?

The 2015 wave began when Popular Mechanics, which had published the reconstruction years earlier, republished its account online; from there the image traveled through news sites and social media at the speed of a Christmas-season curiosity. The episode is itself evidence — not about Jesus, but about us. The same picture, published in 2001 as a careful "man of the period," was republished in 2015 as "the real face of Jesus," and it was the second, false framing that circled the globe. A reconstruction labeled honestly travels slowly. A reconstruction labeled as a recovered photograph travels everywhere. Readers of this book have met that pattern before, in a forged letter that described the face Europe wanted and in a cloth whose photograph seemed to promise proof. The desire is constant. Only the technology changes.

Joan Taylor: the argument from clothing

The most rigorous recent attempt at the question came not from a laboratory but from a historian. Joan E. Taylor, a professor of Christian origins at King's College London, published What Did Jesus Look Like? in 2018. Taylor's method works from texts, archaeology and surviving objects rather than from any single skull. She surveys ancient depictions — including Egyptian funerary portraits of ordinary people from the Roman world — and the evidence of bones for stature, and concludes that a typical Judaean man of the period stood about five feet five inches, with brown eyes, dark brown to black hair, and olive-brown skin. Her most original argument concerns clothing, which the Gospels do describe. Jesus wore the ordinary dress of his place: a tunic, a mantle, sandals. Surviving textiles from the Dead Sea region show what such garments were — undyed or simply dyed wool, well made but unremarkable. Taylor's Jesus, in consequence, is neither the robed figure of Renaissance altarpieces nor a figure of rags: he is a man dressed like everyone around him, respectable and ordinary, which she argues is precisely the point the texts make by never describing him at all. Her conclusions are labeled here as she labels them herself: reconstruction, assembled from probabilities about a population and details about dress — the best-supported general picture scholarship can currently offer, and still not a face.

The algorithm's Jesus

The newest faces come from software. In 2020 the Dutch photographer and digital artist Bas Uterwijk used Artbreeder, a tool built on generative neural networks, to synthesize a Jesus portrait. His inputs, by his own account, were the tradition itself — Byzantine and Renaissance depictions, Leonardo's Salvator Mundi, the face on the Shroud — blended and adjusted toward a Middle Eastern appearance. The results went viral, inevitably, as "AI reveals the face of Jesus." Uterwijk deserves credit for saying, publicly, what his image actually was: in his own assessment, a representation of a collective cultural depiction, which he himself felt lacked historical accuracy. That is the correct label, and it is a devastating one. A neural network trained and guided on two thousand years of European painting can only hand the tradition back to us, averaged and airbrushed. It contains no first-century information except what the tradition put there. The viral AI Jesuses that have followed, each greeted as revelation, are mirrors with better rendering: Reconstruction at best, and reconstruction of our pictures, not of the man.

The limits of the method

Forensic reconstruction is a genuine discipline with real successes in identifying the dead and picturing the ancient world, and nothing in this chapter should be read as dismissing it. But its limits are structural, and they apply to every face in this chapter. Bone determines the frame of a face; it does not determine the set of the eyes, the shape of the ears, the lines of expression, the weight a man carries in a good year or a lean one, or anything that made one face in a crowd recognizable to his mother. Tissue-depth data are population averages. Hair, eyes and skin in these reconstructions come from argument, not measurement. And no method, forensic or digital, can cross the final gap: we do not have the remains of Jesus of Nazareth, and so there is nothing to reconstruct him from. The honest products of all this work are population portraits — statements of the form "a man of this place and time probably looked like this." That is a real contribution. It dismantles a false image and replaces it with a plausible range. But a range is not a face, and the moment a headline, a preacher or a feed turns the Manchester clay or an algorithm's blend into the face of Jesus himself, reconstruction has been passed off as evidence — the exact confusion this book exists to prevent. We end where Chapter 1 began. The Gospels are silent, the record is silent, and the most that evidence, carefully handled, can give us is the crowd he stood in. The face in the crowd remains, as it has always been, unrecovered.




Discussion Questions


	The Gospels give no physical description. Why might that matter to different readers?

	The earliest Good Shepherd images borrowed from Greek and Roman art. Does it change how you see a religious image when you know what it borrowed from?

	A forged letter shaped centuries of European art. What does that suggest about how images gain authority?

	What is the difference between “Jesus was Black” as a historical claim and “Christ is Black” as a theological claim? Why do they get confused?

	If every culture draws Jesus in its own image, is that a problem, a feature, or both?

	Think of the first image of Jesus you remember. Who made it, and for whom?






Timeline
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Appendix A — Timeline








	Date
	Event





	1st century
	Jesus’s lifetime. No portrait or physical description survives.



	c. 232–235
	Dura-Europos house church paintings, including the Healing of the Paralytic (now at Yale).



	mid-3rd century
	Good Shepherd images in the Roman catacomb of Callixtus.



	early 4th century
	Bearded, long-haired adult Christ emerges in art.



	4th century
	King Ezana of Aksum adopts Christianity.



	c. 400
	The Doctrine of Addai adds a painter to the Abgar legend.



	593
	Evagrius describes a divinely made image of Christ.



	11th–12th centuries
	The “Lentulus” description begins to influence portraits of Christ.



	12th–13th centuries
	The statue now venerated at Montserrat appears to date from this period.



	1502–1503
	Cesare Borgia employs Leonardo da Vinci as military engineer (basis of the Borgia–Jesus myth).



	1795 (c.)
	Lentulus letter still reprinted in an English popular broadside.



	1924
	Sallman’s charcoal The Son of Man.



	1940
	Sallman’s oil Head of Christ.



	1952–1953
	Kim Ki-chang paints his Korean Life of Christ series.



	1970
	James Cone publishes A Black Theology of Liberation.



	2001–2002
	Neave’s forensic reconstruction of a first-century Galilean face is publicized.



	2012
	Blum and Harvey publish The Color of Christ.








Appendix B — Quick Fact Sheet








	Question
	Short answer





	Does the New Testament describe Jesus’s appearance?
	No.



	Is the Lentulus letter genuine?
	No. It is a medieval forgery attributed to a nonexistent Roman official.



	Was Cesare Borgia the model for Jesus in art?
	No. The claim is apocryphal and the chronology fails.



	What is the earliest surviving Christian art?
	Catacomb and house-church images from roughly the 3rd century.



	Where does the youthful Good Shepherd come from?
	Greco-Roman figure types, reused by Christians.



	Is a forensic reconstruction a portrait of Jesus?
	No. It is a typical man of that time and place.



	Is “Black Christ” a historical claim?
	In the theology of James Cone, no; it is a claim about God’s solidarity with the oppressed.



	Are Black Madonnas medieval?
	Most known examples are medieval or later; origins of their color are debated.



	What is the most reproduced Jesus image?
	Sallman’s Head of Christ (1940), by publishers’ counts more than 500 million copies.
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Before You Begin

In about 722 BCE, the Assyrian Empire destroyed the northern kingdom of Israel. Many of its people were carried away. In the Bible, ten of Israel’s twelve tribes belonged to that northern kingdom. Their later fate is not told in the biblical narrative. Ever since, people have asked: what happened to them?

That open question became one of the most persistent legends in Western history. Over the centuries the “Ten Lost Tribes” were said to be in Ethiopia, India, Afghanistan, China, Britain, Africa, and — most consequentially — the Americas. From the 1600s through the 1800s, a large number of educated people believed that Native Americans were the descendants of the lost tribes. The idea shaped colonial missions, a famous religious text, the first great American archaeological controversies, and even U.S. land policy.

This book follows the legend from its start to the present. It asks what actually happened to Israel, how the legend grew, who believed it and why, how it fed the myth of a vanished “race of Mound Builders,” and how archaeology and genetics finally answered the question.

How this book works. Each chapter separates three kinds of claim:


	Evidence — what documents, artifacts and data actually show.

	Reconstruction — informed estimates built from evidence.

	Belief or meaning — what a tradition holds, or what an idea was used for.



Respect and accuracy. This is a history of an idea, not an attack on anyone’s faith. Jewish communities, Christian churches, Latter-day Saints, Native nations and the communities around the world who identify with Israelite ancestry all appear in this story. Where the science does not support a historical claim, the book says so plainly, and also says what the claim meant to the people who held it. Native Americans are treated throughout as the subjects of their own history, not as a puzzle for others to solve.




Chapter 1 — What Actually Happened to Israel

Start with the part that is documented.


Two kingdoms

According to the biblical account, after the reign of Solomon the kingdom split, around 930 BCE. The northern kingdom, called Israel, had its later capital at Samaria. The southern kingdom, Judah, kept Jerusalem. “The ten tribes” refers to the northern kingdom’s tribes, as distinct from Judah (and Benjamin) in the south.



The Assyrian conquest

Assyria was the superpower of the age, and it ran empire partly through deportation: moving conquered populations to other regions to break resistance and settle new lands.

The collapse of Israel took about a dozen years, in stages:


	About 734–732 BCE. Tiglath-pileser III took Galilee, Gilead and other northern areas and deported people. The Bible describes this in 2 Kings 15.

	Hoshea, Israel’s last king, ruled as an Assyrian vassal until he rebelled.

	Shalmaneser V besieged Samaria for about three years.

	About 722–720 BCE. Samaria fell. Sargon II, who took the throne during or just after the siege, claimed credit in his inscriptions. His records say he carried off roughly 27,000 people (the figure is read as 27,280 or 27,290 in different translations).



The Bible says the Assyrian king settled the Israelites “in Halah, and in Habor by the river of Gozan, and in the cities of the Medes” (2 Kings 17:6, King James Version). It also says he brought peoples from Babylon, Cuthah, Avva, Hamath and Sepharvaim to live in the cities of Samaria in their place (2 Kings 17:24). The Assyrian province of Samerina was created.

Sargon’s inscriptions were found at his palace at Khorsabad. Before their discovery in 1847, scholars knew Sargon only from a single mention in the Book of Isaiah, and some doubted such a king had existed.



What the evidence suggests — and doesn’t

The popular version is “ten tribes vanished.” The documented story is more complicated:


	It was not a single event. Three different Assyrian kings — Tiglath-pileser III, Shalmaneser V and Sargon II — were responsible for Israelite deportations over about a dozen years.

	It was not everyone. About 27,000 deportees is a large number for the time, but the kingdom’s population was larger. One archaeologist, Adam Zertal, estimated from changes in material culture that only about ten percent of Samaria’s population was deported. Many Israelites stayed. Many scholars also think some fled south to Judah.

	The exiles did not disappear. Assyrian records contain Israelite names at all levels of Assyrian society, according to Assyriologist K. Lawson Younger. This is what assimilation looks like in the documents. A common scholarly reading is that most deportees were absorbed into the populations around them over a few generations.

	“Lost” is a later word. The biblical narrative simply says they were taken away and does not describe a return. The phrase “Ten Lost Tribes” is a later development.




Evidence: the Assyrian conquest and deportations are documented in Assyrian inscriptions and the Bible. Reconstruction: most scholars think the deportees were absorbed into the Assyrian world over time. Belief or meaning: Jewish tradition keeps alive a hope of eventual restoration of the lost tribes, which is why the question has never gone away.







Chapter 2 — A Legend Is Born

Once a population disappears from the record, imagination gets to work.


Ancient and medieval seeds

Early sources already treated the lost tribes as still existing somewhere. The first-century Jewish historian Josephus wrote that the ten tribes were still beyond the Euphrates, an immense multitude. A Jewish apocalyptic text known as 2 Esdras (or 4 Ezra) describes the tribes going to a distant, unreachable land. Medieval Jewish travelers added tales of far-off Jewish kingdoms. Among them was Eldad ha-Dani, usually dated to the ninth century, whose stories referred to Jewish populations in East Africa and became part of later claims by communities such as the Beta Israel of Ethiopia.

These early versions shared a feature that stayed with the legend: the tribes are out there, hidden, waiting. The legend never said “they were absorbed.” It said “they are lost, therefore they can be found.”



Then came the Americas

In 1492, and in the decades after, Europeans met peoples whose existence their Bible-based picture of the world had not predicted. Where had they come from? Europeans of the 1500s and 1600s reached for biblical answers. Writers proposed that the peoples of the Americas descended from Noah’s sons, from Canaanites expelled by Joshua, from the Phoenicians — and from the Ten Lost Tribes.

A nineteenth-century address surveying these theories noted that the lost-tribes explanation “found the most numerous advocates.” It credits early supporters such as the French scholars Gilbert Génébrard and André Thevet, and says the theory got a new push from New England missionaries such as John Eliot and Thomas Mayhew, who worked among Native peoples.

Notice what the theory did. It took people who were already living on the continent and gave them a place in European sacred history. It was an attempt to include them in the Bible’s story — and, as later chapters show, it could just as easily be used to take their land.


Evidence: Josephus and 2 Esdras show the idea of surviving lost tribes is ancient. European writers first applied it to the Americas in the 1500s–1600s. Reconstruction: none needed — the history of the idea is well documented. Belief or meaning: for Jews and Christians alike, the lost tribes carried hopes about the end of history.







Chapter 3 — The Man from Quito and the Hope of Israel

The story of the idea’s greatest early boost reads like a thriller.


Montezinos’s report

In 1644 in Amsterdam, a Portuguese-born converso traveler named Antonio de Montezinos (also known as Aaron Levi) told the leaders of the Jewish community that during a trip to South America in 1641–42 he had met Native people in what is now Ecuador who recited the Shema — the central Jewish prayer — and knew other Jewish customs. Montezinos said they were from the tribes of Reuben and Levi. The community leaders, including the rabbi Manasseh ben Israel, had him repeat his account under oath.



Manasseh ben Israel’s Hope of Israel

Manasseh ben Israel (about 1604–1657) was a rabbi, printer and scholar in Amsterdam who corresponded with leading European intellectuals. He took Montezinos’s report seriously. In 1650 he published Esperança de Israel (“The Hope of Israel”), which appeared in English in London in 1650. He dedicated it to the English Parliament.

His argument was not primarily about ethnography. It was messianic. Jewish tradition held that the scattered tribes would be gathered in the end times. If the tribes could be shown to be in the New World, then, he argued, one of the signs of the approaching redemption was in place. He also had a practical aim: Jews had been barred from England since 1290, and he was petitioning for their readmission. The book helped set the stage for that effort, and he later defended Jews against objections in another work, Vindiciae Judaeorum (1656).

The pamphlet stirred wide interest in England. Several replies appeared debating whether the Native peoples of North America were in fact the lost tribes. In the same year the English minister Thomas Thorowgood published Jewes in America, or, Probabilities that the Americans are of that Race (1650), followed by a second book in 1660.

Montezinos’s report was never verified, and the people he described have never been identified. But the story had done its work. A respected rabbi had endorsed the possibility, English Puritans were eager for biblical proof, and the claim was now in print.


Evidence: Montezinos’s sworn account (1644) and Manasseh ben Israel’s Hope of Israel (1650) are documented. Reconstruction: historians read the book as a messianic argument tied to the readmission of Jews to England. Belief or meaning: for Manasseh and many contemporaries, the tribes’ return was a sign of redemption.







Chapter 4 — The Believers

By the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Hebraic Indian theory (as modern scholars call it) was part of educated opinion. Several books carried it.


	James Adair, a trader who lived among southeastern peoples, argued in his History of the American Indians (1775) that the customs and languages of the southeastern nations resembled those of ancient Hebrews.

	Elias Boudinot, a New Jersey statesman who had served as president of the Continental Congress, published A Star in the West (1816), arguing that the tribes had been found in the Americas and that their return would herald a new age.

	Ethan Smith, a Congregationalist minister in Poultney, Vermont, published View of the Hebrews; or, The Tribes of Israel in America (1823; second edition 1825), which became a best seller. It collected evidence from many sources.

	Lord Kingsborough, an Irish nobleman, published lavish volumes on Mexican antiquities arguing a similar origin for Mesoamerican peoples.




The kinds of “evidence”

These authors collected resemblances: customs and practices said to be similar to Hebrew ones, supposed similarities between words, accounts of ritual and tradition. An older address summarizing the debate noted that the writers had collected some remarkable coincidences in language, manners and customs, and many more of a fanciful and puerile character.

There were basic problems with the method:


	Resemblance is cheap. If you look for similarities between any two cultures, you can find hundreds. Humans share many customs for ordinary reasons.

	Selection bias. Authors listed what matched and ignored what did not.

	Dependence on poor sources. Many “facts” were reported secondhand by traders and missionaries with their own expectations.

	No linguistic basis. Hebrew is a Semitic language. The Indigenous languages of the Americas are not related to it. The claimed word similarities did not hold up to comparative linguistics.





The deeper appeal

Why did intelligent people believe it? Historian Elizabeth Fenton, in Old Canaan in a New World: Native Americans and the Lost Tribes of Israel, argues that in the early nineteenth century the theory allowed authors to frame American colonialism inside Christian sacred history: the “discovery” of Native peoples became an event of apocalyptic significance, because the re-emergence of the Lost Tribes was assumed to herald a new age.


Evidence: the books exist and were widely read. Reconstruction: historians treat the theory as a product of religious expectation and limited knowledge of Native cultures. Belief or meaning: for believers, finding the tribes was a sign of history’s turning point.







Chapter 5 — The Pittsfield Phylactery

Every legend needs an object. This one had a small leather box.

In the summer of 1815, in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, a man named Joseph Merrick was leveling ground near an old wooden shed on his property in an area called Indian Hill when he turned up a small leather object. When opened, it was found to contain scraps of parchment inscribed in Hebrew. It was identified as a phylactery (in Hebrew, tefillin), the leather boxes holding scripture verses that observant Jews wear during prayer.

The discovery “excited much discussion among theologians” and drew the attention of antiquarians, including members of the newly formed American Antiquarian Society. In 1816 it was deposited in the Society’s collection. Elias Boudinot cited it; Ethan Smith’s 1823 book and his 1825 edition described it in detail. As one historian put it, the phylactery caught the attention of nearly every major nineteenth-century proponent of the Lost Tribes theory.


Problems with the story


	It was said to have been found with a Native burial. A modern study of the AAS collection notes that the claim it was buried with an old Native chief is not true. The find was more ambiguous than the retelling.

	There was an obvious non-Native explanation. Pittsfield had European settlers. A phylactery could have been brought by a European or American of any background, deliberately planted, or misidentified.

	It cannot be re-examined easily. Accounts of what happened to the object differ. Some writers report that it disappeared. A recent study says it now resides at Harvard’s Peabody Museum. Whatever its whereabouts, no modern scientific analysis settled its origin.



What the episode shows is not that Hebrew objects were in North America. It shows what believers wanted to see, and how a single uncertain object could be repeated until it looked like proof.


Evidence: the find is documented in contemporary accounts; its authenticity and origin were never established. Reconstruction: historians treat it as an example of how the theory attracted supporting stories. Belief or meaning: for believers it seemed like physical proof.







Chapter 6 — View of the Hebrews and the Book of Mormon

The Hebraic Indian theory has a connection to one of the most significant religious books to emerge from nineteenth-century America. This chapter describes the scholarly discussion and does not take a position on any faith’s scripture.


The overlap

The Book of Mormon was first published in 1830, seven years after View of the Hebrews. It tells of groups who migrated from the Old World to the Americas, including descendants of Israelite lines. The idea that Native Americans had Israelite ancestry was a familiar one in that culture.



The scholarly debate

Historians have long discussed whether Joseph Smith drew on Ethan Smith’s book. The two men were unrelated.


	Fawn Brodie, author of an early non-devotional biography of Joseph Smith, No Man Knows My History (1945), argued that Joseph Smith’s familiarity with the theory of Hebrew origin of the Indians came chiefly from View of the Hebrews, and pointed to striking parallels between the books. The scholar and Church leader B. H. Roberts is also reported to have compiled a list of parallels, never published.

	Richard Lyman Bushman, a historian and Latter-day Saint, concludes that direct influence is unlikely. He argues that the Book of Mormon in fact disagrees with Ethan Smith on key points, and that the better point of contact between the book and its culture was the broader theme of Israel’s restoration.

	Whether Joseph Smith had access to View of the Hebrews when the Book of Mormon was dictated in 1829–30 is not established by documentary evidence.



Scholars such as Elizabeth Fenton have studied how the Book of Mormon fits into the longer history of Lost Tribes writing; readers should consult her book for the argument in full.



Why this matters for the science

Because the Book of Mormon describes Old World migrants in the Americas, genetic research on Native American ancestry (Chapter 9) has been discussed in relation to it, and scholars and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints have responded in different ways. That discussion is summarized fairly in Chapter 9.


Evidence: the two books were published in 1823 and 1830. Whether one influenced the other is disputed among scholars. Belief or meaning: for Latter-day Saints the Book of Mormon is scripture, not an outgrowth of the lost-tribes literature.







Chapter 7 — The Mound Builders

Across the eastern United States, from Wisconsin to Georgia, are thousands of earthen mounds: conical burial mounds, flat-topped platforms, effigy mounds shaped like animals, great geometric enclosures. When European Americans moved west, they dug into them, measured them and wondered who built them.


The myth

Many settlers and writers could not accept that the Native peoples they were displacing had built such monumental works. So a theory arose: the mounds were built by a vanished, civilized “race” that had been destroyed by the ancestors of the Indians. This is the Mound Builder myth.

The Lost Tribes idea fed it directly. A modern essay in JSTOR Daily traces how a myth of a white Mound Builder race emerged from the Lost Tribes idea and notes how it rationalized land grabs, removals and violent wars: if Native people had themselves killed off an earlier race, the argument went, then settlers were only repeating history.

Over the nineteenth century the mounds were credited to a long list of builders. A history from the Wisconsin Historical Society says the Ten Lost Tribes, forgotten European visitors, inhabitants of Atlantis and a “lost race” were all given credit for the mounds between 1820 and 1890. In 1787 it was suggested the Ohio mounds were built by Danes; an 1812 work chose the Welsh. The poet William Cullen Bryant gave the myth literary form in The Prairies (1832), imagining a vanished, civilized people who had built the mounds before the ancestors of present-day Native peoples.



What the mounds actually are

Archaeologists have since shown that various Native peoples built mounds at different times and for different purposes:




	Culture or site
	Approximate dates





	Hopewell tradition
	about 200 BCE – 400 CE



	Cahokia (near present-day St. Louis)
	about 1050 – 1250 CE



	Moundville (Alabama)
	about 1250 – 1500 CE







Cyrus Thomas and the end of the myth

The decisive moment came through the Smithsonian. John Wesley Powell, the explorer who directed the Bureau of Ethnology (founded 1879), was unconvinced by the myth. In 1882 the Bureau set up a Division of Mound Exploration and put Cyrus Thomas in charge. Thomas, an entomologist turned archaeologist, was himself reportedly a believer in the lost-race idea at first. His teams investigated on the order of two thousand mounds. In 1894 he published the Report on the Mound Explorations of the Bureau of Ethnology, concluding that the mounds were built by the ancestors of Native Americans. The “mound builders controversy” was effectively quelled.

The Wisconsin Historical Society calls Thomas’s report a cornerstone of modern scientific archaeology that “laid to rest forever” the myth of a lost race of mound builders. Historians note the myth lingers in fringe circles, and that it vanished from mainstream imagination remarkably quickly after Powell and Thomas, perhaps because the Indian Wars were over and no longer needed justification, a point made by the author Jason Colavito in The Mound Builder Myth.



A footnote: the Bat Creek stone

In 1889, a Smithsonian field agent excavating a Tennessee mound sent Thomas a stone with an inscription. Thomas read the characters as the Cherokee syllabary, which dates from the early 1800s, and concluded that either the mound was recent or the stone was a fraud. Later advocates have argued the inscription is ancient Hebrew. Mainstream archaeologists have not accepted that, and some have suggested the stone was forged. The episode shows how the same evidence can be read in opposite directions by people who already hold a view.


Evidence: thousands of mounds, excavated and dated; the Smithsonian’s 1894 report; radiocarbon dating since. Reconstruction: a long and varied tradition of mound-building by Native peoples across 2,000+ years. Belief or meaning: the Mound Builder myth served a political function: it denied Native people credit for their own achievements and gave a moral cover for dispossession.







Chapter 8 — The Smithsonian Takes Up the Question

If you are reading this because of the Smithsonian’s Contributions to Knowledge, you have already met part of this story.

The Smithsonian Institution published its first major scientific series, Smithsonian Contributions to Knowledge, beginning in 1848 with Ephraim Squier and Edwin Davis’s Ancient Monuments of the Mississippi Valley — a landmark survey of the mounds. Volume 7 (1855) included Increase Lapham’s Antiquities of Wisconsin.

Volume 8 (1856) included Samuel F. Haven’s Archaeology of the United States, a 168-page survey of what had been written and believed about American antiquities. The Smithsonian’s own archives describe it as a comprehensive survey of American anthropology to that date, written at the Institution’s request. They add that the Institution’s first Secretary, Joseph Henry, saw it as an important synthesis and made sure it was free of speculation about the widely held theory that a distinct race of mound builders had once existed.

Haven’s book is a history of ideas about American antiquities, and the Lost Tribes theory was one of the leading ideas of the day. A nineteenth-century address summarizing the supporters of the Hebrew-origin theory cites Haven’s Archaeology of the United States in a footnote at exactly that point.

The institutional arc is worth noting:


	1848–1856: the Smithsonian publishes surveys of the mounds and a critical history of the theories about them, deliberately avoiding speculation.

	1879: Congress establishes the Bureau of Ethnology within the Smithsonian orbit.

	1894: the Bureau’s Mound Division publishes Cyrus Thomas’s report ending the Mound Builder myth.



Later, the Smithsonian responded to a flood of public inquiries about the Book of Mormon with a statement reprinted in 1964. It said Smithsonian archaeologists see no connection between the archaeology of the New World and the book’s subject matter, that the ancestors of the Native peoples came from Asia across the Bering Strait region, beginning about 25,000 years ago, and that it knew of no authentic cases of ancient Egyptian or Hebrew writing found in the New World.


Evidence: Haven’s 1856 survey; the series’ history; the Bureau of Ethnology’s 1894 report. Reconstruction: the Smithsonian’s early publications set an evidence-first standard for American archaeology. Belief or meaning: for the Institution, rejecting speculation was a scientific choice. For many Americans, it was disappointing.






Chapter 9 — What the Science Says

Two independent lines of evidence — archaeology and genetics — answer the question.


Archaeology

Archaeologists have excavated Native American sites across the hemisphere for more than a century. Chapter 7 showed that the mounds are Native in origin. Beyond the mounds, no site, inscription, text or artifact has established Hebrew presence in the pre-Columbian Americas. The Smithsonian’s statement notes that no authentic Hebrew writing has been found.



Genetics

In 2015 a large international team led by Maanasa Raghavan and Eske Willerslev published a study in Science using ancient and modern genome-wide data. It found that the ancestors of all present-day Native Americans entered the Americas as a single migration wave from Siberia, no earlier than about 23,000 years ago, after an isolation of no more than 8,000 years in Beringia. After arrival they diversified into two main genetic branches around 13,000 years ago. Later gene flow means some Native Americans also share ancestry with East Asians and, more distantly, with Australo-Melanesians.

Nothing in that picture leaves room for a major Near Eastern founding population — though, as the authors of the studies would say, a study cannot prove a negative about every possible small contact.



The Book of Mormon and DNA

This is the best-known place where genetics and a scripture met, so it is worth stating fairly.


	The research scientist Simon Southerton, a former Latter-day Saint bishop, wrote Losing a Lost Tribe (2004). He reported that none of the nearly 7,500 DNA-tested Native Americans he surveyed showed a link to ancient Israel, and more than 99 percent showed Asian heritage.

	Scholars at Brigham Young University have acknowledged that most Native Americans share genetic affinity with Asian populations while arguing that the studies do not rule out small Old World contributions that might be hard to detect. One BYU paper notes that the Book of Mormon describes relatively small migrating groups and that their genetic imprint would depend on how much they mixed with other populations.

	The Church has said the scientific issues are complex. In a later printing of the Book of Mormon, the introduction was changed to say Lehi’s descendants are “among” the ancestors of American Indians, rather than “the principal ancestors,” a change that allows for broader ancestry.



The honest summary is that the mainstream scientific conclusion is clear (Native American ancestry derives overwhelmingly from Asia), and that believers and scholars differ on what follows for their scripture. This book does not adjudicate religious belief.


Evidence: archaeology and genome-wide data converge on Siberian origins via Beringia, with no evidence of a Hebrew founding population. Reconstruction: a single founding migration, followed by diversification. Belief or meaning: different traditions interpret the finding differently. The history of the legend and the science of Native ancestry are separate questions.







Chapter 10 — Native Voices

For four centuries, writers debated where Native Americans came from. Rarely did they ask Native Americans.


Origins as a tool of conquest

Anthropologist Meghan C. L. Howey points out that the question of Native origins was central to the continued colonization of North America. Answers that questioned the magnitude, duration or even legitimacy of Native tenure on the land became powerful tools for dispossession. The Lost Tribes idea sometimes cut the other way — it dignified Native peoples as descendants of a biblical people — but in practice it was a story told about Native peoples, by outsiders, for outsiders’ purposes. The Mound Builder myth was its harshest descendant.



Responses

Native writers did not simply accept or reject these theories. They engaged them.


	William Apess, a Pequot Methodist minister and author, reworked Elias Boudinot’s argument in an appendix to his 1829 memoir A Son of the Forest, using the Hebraic origins theory in service of his own argument for Native dignity and rights.

	Over time, Native scholars, archaeologists and nations have asserted their own histories of the mounds and the continent. Many Native nations have long-standing accounts of their own origins and of the mounds’ builders, and Native archaeologists today work to bring those voices into the field.





The lesson

A theory can be well-intentioned and still do harm. Many who promoted the Lost Tribes idea were sincerely religious, and some were sympathetic to Native people. But a story that explains someone else’s existence in terms of your own sacred history tends to treat them as a footnote to it.


Evidence: documented writings by Native authors such as William Apess; scholarly work on origin theories and colonization. Reconstruction: historians connect origin theories to land and policy. Belief or meaning: for Native nations, origins are matters of their own knowledge and tradition, not an open question awaiting outside answers.







Chapter 11 — The Other Claimants

The Americas are only one of many places where the Lost Tribes have been located. Searchers have claimed traces in China, Burma, Nigeria, Central Asia, Ethiopia, India, Afghanistan, and “the West.” Some communities themselves identify as descended from the lost tribes. Their cases differ greatly, and it is important not to lump them together.










	Community
	Where
	Claim
	What the evidence shows





	Beta Israel
	Ethiopia
	Traditions link them to the tribe of Dan; recognized as Jews; most emigrated to Israel, notably in Operation Moses (1984) and Operation Solomon (1991).
	One cited genetic study found Y-chromosome profiles more similar to non-Jewish Ethiopians than to other Jewish populations, consistent with descent from ancient Ethiopians who converted. The community’s Jewish identity is recognized regardless.



	Lemba
	Zimbabwe and South Africa
	Oral tradition of descent from Jews who came from “Sena.”
	A 2000 study found Semitic and Bantu Y-chromosome clades, with the Cohen modal haplotype at high frequency in one clan (Buba). A later study of two Lemba groups concluded that it does not support the earlier claims of Jewish genetic heritage. The question remains debated.



	Bnei Menashe
	Northeast India (Mizo, Kuki, Chin peoples)
	A 1951 dream of a Mizo mystic led communities to identify as descendants of Manasseh; about 7,000 people. Israel’s Chief Rabbinate recognized them as “the lost seed of Israel” in 2005.
	Genetic studies have been inconclusive. One study found no link on the male side and some Middle Eastern affinity on the female side. Membership in the Jewish people is determined by conversion in Jewish law.



	Pashtuns
	Afghanistan and Pakistan
	Texts from the tenth century to today mention a claim of Israelite descent; some Israeli anthropologists have called theirs the most compelling case.
	Israel agreed to fund a genetic study in 2010; the claim is widely contested, and the idea is politically sensitive.



	Samaritans
	Israel and the West Bank
	A community that traces itself to the northern tribes.
	A living community with its own religious tradition, distinct from the Lost Tribes legend.






What this tells us

First, a community’s identity is not the same as a historical proof of origin. Many of these groups are real, living communities whose faith, practices and sense of belonging deserve respect whether or not genetics supports a literal descent from the tribes.

Second, the burden of evidence differs. Where there is an oral tradition, a distinctive practice and a plausible migration route, researchers treat claims as hypotheses to test. For the Americas, the test has been run, and the result is negative.

Third, in Jewish law, being a descendant of a lost tribe does not by itself make someone Jewish. The Bnei Menashe converted. The question of “ancestry” and the question of “belonging” are handled separately, and the experts quoted in news coverage emphasize this.

For readers who want to go deeper, the historian Tudor Parfitt wrote the major scholarly treatment, The Lost Tribes of Israel: The History of a Myth (2002), and collaborated with geneticists on the Lemba studies. Journalist Hillel Halkin’s Across the Sabbath River is a book-length account of his search for the Bnei Menashe.


Evidence: varies by community; for the Americas, negative. Reconstruction: where genetics has been studied, results are mixed or inconclusive, and are interpreted differently by different researchers. Belief or meaning: these are living communities with real identities and stakes. The science does not decide who belongs.







Chapter 12 — Why the Idea Endures

If the science is clear for the Americas, why does the legend persist?

It answers a human need. People want to know where they and others came from. A disappearing population is an unfinished story, and unfinished stories invite endings.

It carries hope. In Jewish tradition the gathering of the scattered is part of a hoped-for future. In Christian traditions the lost tribes’ return was tied to expectations about the end of history. For centuries, finding the lost tribes was not just a curiosity. It was a sign.

It is flexible. Because the tribes were “lost,” any community with any unusual feature could be proposed. Over time the tribes were placed in Ethiopia, India, Afghanistan, China, the Americas and the British Isles — the last being the claim of British Israelism, a movement that identified the British peoples as the lost tribes. The legend can fit almost any map.

It serves interests. As Chapters 7 and 10 showed, an origin story is never just an origin story. It can dignify a people, justify a policy or bind a movement together.

It is beautiful. A great legend has mystery, scripture, travelers, relics and secrets. The Pittsfield phylactery, the Man from Quito and the lost white race of the mounds make better stories than “the evidence is negative.”

None of that makes the legend worthless to study. It is one of the richest examples we have of how a society reasons from scripture to the world, and from the world back to scripture, and what happens when a belief is treated as a fact.


What to remember


	The deportation by Assyria was real. The “vanished” tribes mostly assimilated.

	The Lost Tribes were first placed in the Americas by Europeans in the 1500s and 1600s, and the idea peaked in the early nineteenth century.

	The Mound Builder myth was a descendant of the idea and was overturned by the Smithsonian’s research in 1894.

	Archaeology and genetics both point to Asian origins for Native Americans, through a migration from Siberia.

	Communities elsewhere that identify with the lost tribes are living peoples with their own stories; the evidence varies from case to case.

	Native peoples have their own histories, and their voices belong at the center of any discussion of their origins.







Chapter 13 — The Newark Stones

The place is real

Begin with what is not in dispute. Just west of Newark, Ohio, stand the largest surviving geometric earthworks in the world: the Great Circle, a ring of embanked earth roughly 1,200 feet across with its ditch on the inside — the layout of a ceremonial space, not a fort — and the Octagon, eight long walls joined to a circle, aligned with movements of the moon. These are works of the Hopewell culture, built by Native American peoples between about 100 BCE and 500 CE (Chapter 7). In September 2023 UNESCO inscribed them, with seven other Ohio sites, on the World Heritage List as the Hopewell Ceremonial Earthworks.

That is the evidence, and it matters for this chapter because everything that follows happened in the shadow of those walls. The Newark earthworks were genuine, enormous and unexplained to the settlers who farmed around them. They had been famous since 1848, when Ephraim Squier and Edwin Davis published their surveys of them in Ancient Monuments of the Mississippi Valley, the Smithsonian Institution's first book. A mystery that size creates a market for answers. In 1860, a local man produced one — carved in stone.

The finds

David Wyrick was a Licking County surveyor and excavator, and a convinced believer that the mounds of Ohio had been built by ancient Israelites. In June 1860, digging in an ancient stone quarry mound south of Newark, he reported finding a wedge-shaped stone, soon called the Keystone, bearing Hebrew inscriptions on its four faces. The inscriptions were translated as short sacred phrases: "Holy of Holies," "King of the Earth," "The Law of God," "The Word of God."

Scholars who examined the Keystone raised an immediate problem. Its letter forms were those of modern Hebrew — the alphabet of a nineteenth-century printed Bible, not of an ancient inscription. The objection was specific and, on its face, fatal.

Five months later, in November 1860, Wyrick reported a second find, from a burial mound some ten miles south of Newark, near a large stack of stones: a slab of sandstone nested inside a sandstone box. One face carried a carved human figure, identified by an inscription in the stone's own lettering as Moses. Around the edges ran a text in an archaic-looking Hebrew script — an abridged version of the Ten Commandments. A carved stone bowl was reported from the same digging season. The second stone, in other words, answered the objection to the first: here was Hebrew that looked old.

Why a Hebrew reading was so attractive

Belief and meaning explain the reception better than evidence does. In 1860 the idea that Native Americans descended from the lost tribes of Israel was not a fringe position; it was a respectable, widely held theory, in print for two centuries (Chapters 2 through 6). The Book of Mormon, published thirty years earlier, had given the idea a scripture and a continent-sized audience. And the practical question of the age — who built the mounds? — was still officially open, awaiting the Smithsonian work described in Chapter 8.

A Hebrew inscription from an Ohio mound would have settled all of it at once: the tribes found, the mounds explained, the theory proved by an object you could hold. That is precisely why the stones were welcome in some quarters and why they deserved extra, not less, scrutiny. There was also a harder edge to the welcome. Every artifact that assigned the earthworks to wandering Hebrews took them away from the Native peoples whose ancestors actually built them, and in 1860 that transfer suited the politics of a country still dispossessing those peoples. The stones did not merely answer a question; they answered it in a direction many wanted to hear.

Wyrick's own position belongs in the record. He was not a neutral finder. He had publicly committed himself to the Israelite theory of the mounds before the stones appeared, and the stones confirmed his own published view point for point. Commitment is not proof of fraud — but in evidence terms, a find that exactly matches the finder's prior theory, produced by the finder himself, starts with a burden to clear.

The examination

The scrutiny came quickly, and it came from the standards of the time, which were already adequate to the task. Charles Whittlesey — a geologist, Civil War officer and the leading Ohio antiquarian of his generation — examined the stones and the claims around them, and by 1872 had set out the case that archaeologists have followed since: the Newark stones are nineteenth-century productions.

The lines of evidence were these. First, the language: the Keystone's Hebrew was modern in form, and the Decalogue Stone's text, though dressed in archaic lettering, contained errors and inconsistencies that scholars of Hebrew could point to line by line. A genuine ancient text can be damaged; it does not usually make a modern copyist's mistakes. Second, the material: the Decalogue Stone was of local sandstone, of a kind in everyday nineteenth-century use in the area. Third, the circumstances: the finds were made by one interested party, in his own excavations, without the documented context — measured drawings, witnessed recovery, associated objects recorded in place — that Cyrus Thomas's survey would soon make standard. Fourth, the sequence: the first stone failed on its letter forms, and within months a second stone appeared that corrected exactly that defect. In evidence work, a discovery that repairs its predecessor's fatal flaw, on demand, is a warning sign, not a corroboration.

The defense of the stones had one more act. In the 1990s, J. Huston McCulloch, an economist at Ohio State University with a long-standing interest in the stones, argued that Wyrick could not have carved them: Wyrick's own published woodcuts of the inscriptions contained dozens of copying errors, so (the argument runs) he did not understand the lettering well enough to have created it. It is the strongest argument the stones have, and it should be recorded fairly as a claim. But note what it would prove even if granted: that Wyrick may not personally have held the chisel. It does not date the stones, does not explain the modern letter forms or the textual errors, and does not supply the missing excavation context. Archaeologists, applying the ordinary standards of the field, have not been moved: the mainstream verdict, from Whittlesey's day to the present, is that the Newark Holy Stones are hoaxes of the 1860s — whoever held the chisel.

What the episode shows

Reconstruction, honestly labeled: we cannot name the carver, and the surviving record does not let us say whether the motive was money (the stones drew paying attention), conviction (a believer manufacturing the proof his theory lacked), or some mixture. What the episode does show, as evidence, is how the standards work when they are applied. Context, witnesses, internal consistency, and the finder's stake are not pedantry; they are the whole difference between an artifact and a story about an artifact.

The stones themselves still exist. They are held by the Johnson-Humrickhouse Museum in Coshocton, Ohio, which today exhibits them for what they demonstrably are: not relics of ancient Israel in Ohio, but primary sources for Ohio in 1860 — for what a learned, Bible-reading, mound-haunted America wanted to find in its ground. As evidence of the legend, they are superb. As evidence for the legend, they are nothing at all. That distinction is the subject of this book, and Newark is its cleanest object lesson.




Chapter 14 — The Bat Creek Stone

The find

In February 1889, a field assistant named John W. Emmert was digging for the Smithsonian Institution in a small earthen mound at the mouth of Bat Creek, where it meets the Little Tennessee River in Loudon County, Tennessee. The mound survey he worked for was the great project of Chapter 8: Cyrus Thomas's Division of Mound Exploration at the Bureau of Ethnology, then systematically opening mounds across the eastern United States to settle who had built them.

Emmert reported that near the bottom of the mound lay nine skeletons, and that beneath one skull rested a small flat stone, about four and a half inches long, together with copper bracelets and wooden ear ornaments. On the stone was a line of eight or nine carved characters. Emmert was working alone. Everything known about the find — the undisturbed context, the position under the skull, the association with the other objects — rests on his report.

That is the first thing to hold onto. In the language of this book: the stone exists (evidence); its burial context is a claim made by one interested witness (testimony), never independently documented.

Thomas reads it as Cherokee

Thomas published the stone in 1890 and again, with a photograph, in his monumental Report on the Mound Explorations of the Bureau of Ethnology (1894). His reading was confident. The characters, he wrote, were "beyond question letters of the Cherokee alphabet" — the syllabary devised by Sequoyah in the 1820s, within living memory in 1889.

The reading served Thomas's larger argument. In Chapter 8 we saw him demolish the myth of a vanished Mound Builder race and conclude that the ancestors of living Native peoples — including, in his view, the Cherokee — had built the mounds. An inscribed stone in Cherokee letters, from inside a mound, was a neat piece of supporting evidence. It is worth noting, without cynicism, that the director's interpretation and the director's thesis pointed the same way. It is also worth noting that the stone was then essentially forgotten by scholarship for some seventy years — and that later researchers, reviewing Thomas's papers, concluded he had himself come to doubt the find within a few years of publishing it. He never used it again.

Gordon reads it as Hebrew

Around 1970, the stone resurfaced. Joseph Mahan, a Georgia ethnologist interested in Old World contacts, sent a photograph to Cyrus H. Gordon of Brandeis University, one of the most prominent Semitic-language scholars in America. Gordon turned the stone upside down relative to Thomas's published orientation — and read Hebrew. In his 1971 book Before Columbus and subsequent articles, Gordon argued that the characters, read right to left, were Paleo-Hebrew of the first or second century CE, and that the longest word read LYHWD: "for Judea" (or, restoring a broken letter, LYHWDM, "for the Judeans"). Another credentialed Hebrew scholar, Robert R. Stieglitz of Rutgers, concurred in print.

Then, in 1988, came what looked like independent corroboration. J. Huston McCulloch — the economist who also championed the Newark stones (Chapter 13) — reported a radiocarbon date obtained on the wooden earspool fragments said to have been found with the same skeleton. The calibrated range ran from 32 to 769 CE, centered in the fifth century. Press coverage treated this as dating the stone to Roman-era Judean visitors.

It did not. A radiocarbon date measures the age of the object tested — here, pieces of wood — not of carving on a different object. And the claim that the wood and the stone were found together comes from the same single source as everything else about the context: Emmert's report. The date was real (evidence about the wood). Its connection to the inscription was an inference, built on testimony.

Mainfort and Kwas find the source

The decisive work came from two archaeologists, Robert C. Mainfort Jr. and Mary L. Kwas, who published a first examination in the Tennessee Anthropologist in 1991 and the full case in American Antiquity in 2004, under a title that states the conclusion: "The Bat Creek Stone Revisited: A Fraud Exposed."

Their central discovery was documentary. The Bat Creek inscription closely matches an illustration in a widely reprinted nineteenth-century reference work — Robert Macoy's General History, Cyclopedia and Dictionary of Freemasonry (first published 1868) — which depicted, in Paleo-Hebrew characters, the inscription "Holy to the Lord" (QDSh LYHWH) from the golden plate worn by the high priest in Exodus 39:30. The match extends to the specific forms and peculiarities of the printed illustration. A carver copying from that page, imperfectly and partly from memory of what such lettering should look like, would produce something very like the Bat Creek line — a string of characters that resembles Paleo-Hebrew without actually forming Gordon's text. On this reading, Gordon had done what skilled readers do with noise: he found the pattern he was equipped to find.

Mainfort and Kwas also reconstructed the human context, and here their work is reconstruction, labeled as such. Emmert was a marginal, insecure employee of a survey whose funding depended on results; other finds associated with him had raised questions before, including an episode earlier in the 1880s. A spectacular inscribed stone, found alone and unwitnessed, pleased his director's Cherokee thesis and secured his position. The archaeologist Kenneth Feder and the Paleo-Hebrew specialist P. Kyle McCarter, reviewing the case, reached the same conclusion independently: McCarter judged that the stone "has no place in the inventory of Hebrew inscriptions" of the Roman period and that the case is "a fraud."

The honest bottom line

So what is the Bat Creek Stone? As evidence, it establishes: that a small inscribed stone entered the Smithsonian's collections from the Bat Creek mound excavation in 1889, under a find report written by a man with opportunity and motive to fabricate it; that its characters match a printed Masonic illustration available in his time; and that the two famous readings of it — Thomas's Cherokee and Gordon's Hebrew — each told the reader's own thesis back to him. It is not evidence of Judeans in Tennessee, and it is not evidence of Cherokee writing in the mounds. It is evidence, of a high quality, about 1889: about how much the mound question mattered, how thin excavation documentation could be, and how easily a director's theory, a field worker's insecurity and, eighty years later, a great scholar's confidence could build a lost tribe out of eight copied letters.

The valley Emmert dug in had a documented history of its own, older than the mound survey and longer than the stone's fame. This was the heartland of the Overhill Cherokee, whose towns — Chota, and Tanasi, which gave Tennessee its name — stood along this same river. The Cherokee were driven out on the Removal of 1838, half a century before Emmert arrived, and in 1979 the lower valley, mounds included, went under the waters of the Tellico Dam reservoir. The Bat Creek mound cannot be re-excavated and checked. That, too, is part of the record.

The stone remains the property of the Smithsonian's National Museum of Natural History. From 2015 to 2021 it was on loan to the Museum of the Cherokee Indian in Cherokee, North Carolina — displayed, fittingly, in the custody of the people whose name it was twice borrowed to explain: first as mound-building Cherokee, then as stand-ins for Judeans. The Cherokee were neither the stone's authors nor its subject. They were, as throughout this book, the people actually there.




Chapter 15 — The Legend in the DNA Age

A new kind of artifact

For two centuries, the lost tribes were searched for in mounds, inscriptions and customs. In the twenty-first century, the search moved to a new kind of artifact: the genome. Consumer DNA testing put ancestry in the mail. For the price of a book, anyone could receive percentages, maps and migration stories — and communities with Israelite traditions, as well as individuals simply curious, began asking laboratories the question they had once asked antiquarians: can you see the tribes in us?

The question sounds simple. It contains a trap, and this chapter is about the trap. DNA is superb evidence for some questions and no evidence at all for others, and the lost-tribes story turns, in the end, on knowing which is which.

The Bnei Menashe: recognized without a gene

The Bnei Menashe — "children of Manasseh" — are a community of the Chin, Kuki and Mizo peoples of Manipur and Mizoram in far northeastern India, who hold that their ancestors were of the tribe of Manasseh, exiled by Assyria and wandered east (Chapter 11). In the later twentieth century, growing numbers adopted Jewish practice, built synagogues and sought recognition from Israel.

In March 2005, Israel's Sephardic Chief Rabbi, Shlomo Amar, formally recognized the Bnei Menashe as descendants of the Jewish people — in the rabbinic category of zera Yisrael, "seed of Israel": a community of Jewish descent whose members would nonetheless undergo formal conversion, removing doubt about personal status. A rabbinical court's ruling is a religious and communal act. It rested on the community's traditions, practices and history as its leaders presented and lived them. It was not, and did not claim to be, a genetic finding.

That distinction mattered, because the genetics, when consulted, pointed the other way. Published genetic studies of the Bnei Menashe have not found the Middle Eastern ancestry signature that straightforward descent from ancient Israelites would predict; their genetic profile resembles that of the neighboring peoples of Northeast India and Myanmar among whom they have lived for centuries. The recognition stood anyway — because it had never been a laboratory claim in the first place.

What followed was measured in lives, not haplotypes. Organized immigration (aliyah), facilitated largely by the Shavei Israel organization, brought roughly 1,700 Bnei Menashe to Israel in the years after 2005 before Israeli visa policy paused, then reversed; further waves followed, and by the mid-2020s several thousand Bnei Menashe lived in Israel, while an estimated several thousand more — Shavei Israel put the community remaining in India at roughly 7,000 — still awaited their turn. Belief and meaning made those journeys. Evidence neither granted nor blocked them.

The Lemba: one line of descent, refined

The Lemba of Zimbabwe and South Africa (Chapter 11) produced the most famous genetic result in this entire field, and it deserves precise statement. In 2000, Mark Thomas and colleagues reported in the American Journal of Human Genetics on 399 Y chromosomes from the Lemba, neighboring Bantu-speaking peoples, Yemenis and Jewish populations. The Y chromosome passes from father to son, tracking exactly one line of descent. They found the Lemba Y pool divided between Bantu and Semitic lineages, and — the headline — a particular Y type called the Cohen Modal Haplotype, associated with the Jewish priestly line, the Cohanim, appeared in about one in ten Lemba men overall, and in roughly half of the small sample from the senior, priestly Buba clan. Tudor Parfitt, who had championed the study, announced a genetic echo of Lemba tradition: Middle Eastern men had indeed entered the Lemba's paternal line.

Note what the evidence supported: some Middle Eastern patrilineal ancestry, in a community whose own tradition claimed exactly that. It did not, by itself, prove the route, the date, or the identity of those men.

Later work refined the picture in two directions. Finer markers showed that the "Cohen" signature belongs to a broader family of Middle Eastern lineages found among non-Jewish Arabs as well as Jews; it indicates Middle Eastern paternal ancestry, not uniquely Jewish priesthood. And genome-wide data — the other thousands of ancestors — show the Lemba's overall ancestry to be predominantly that of their Bantu-speaking neighbors, with the Middle Eastern contribution concentrated in the paternal line: a migration of men, absorbed into a local people. The strongest genetic case ever made for a lost-tribe tradition thus ends, on full examination, as a partial one: a real signal, on one line, of a much smaller and more human story than the legend — traders or travelers who married in and were remembered, enlarged by memory into a tribe.

No rabbinical authority, it should be recorded, ever ruled the Lemba Jewish on the strength of a haplotype. The question of recognition remained where it had always been: with communities, not laboratories.

The Pashtuns: a tradition meets its genome

The Pashtuns (Pathans) of Afghanistan and Pakistan carry one of the oldest lost-tribe traditions of all: descent from the Bani Israel through Afghana, a figure early modern genealogies — written down by the seventeenth century — made a grandson of King Saul. Tribal names (Yusufzai, "sons of Joseph," among them) kept the claim visible, and Western writers from the 1600s onward repeated it.

Here genetics could give a clean answer, because the claim is a claim about population origin. In 2012, Marc Haber and colleagues published a Y-chromosome study of Afghanistan's ethnic groups in PLoS ONE. Pashtun paternal lineages clustered with those of the Tajiks: an Eastern Iranian, Indo-Iranian profile, structured by the region's own history. Genome-wide research on South and Central Asia tells the same story at higher resolution: Pashtun ancestry is the ancestry of the Iranian plateau — early Iranian farmers, steppe pastoralists, and deep South Asian roots — with no distinct Levantine or Israelite component of the kind the tradition would require. Pashto itself is an Iranian language, unrelated to Hebrew.

Verdict, in this book's terms: the Pashtun Israelite descent is a tradition (belief and meaning), historically important and sincerely held; as a statement about where Pashtun ancestors came from, the evidence does not support it. A people's founding genealogy can be honored as their story without being certified as their biology — and Pashtun identity has never depended on outside certification.

What the genome settled — and the line it cannot cross

One question in this book the genome closed completely. In 2015, Maanasa Raghavan and an international team published genome-wide data in Science covering Native Americans across the Americas. The result, consistent with everything in Chapter 9: the Indigenous peoples of the Americas descend from a founding population that left Siberia, waited out the last ice age in or near Beringia, and spread through the continents. There is no pre-Columbian contribution from Israelites, or from any Old World population of the lost-tribes story. Where claims were about the biological origins of Native Americans, the evidence is in, and it is final in the way evidence gets to be final: multiply confirmed, from independent data, with no serious contrary result.

But mark the boundary, because the DNA age keeps trying to cross it. A genome can answer: where did this population's ancestors live, and whom did they mix with? It cannot answer: who is this people? Genetic ancestry is a record of reproduction. Identity is a record of everything else — language, law, ritual, memory, recognition, belonging. The Beta Israel of Ethiopia were recognized as Jews while geneticists debated their Y chromosomes, and this book's appendix records the only verdict that mattered: their identity "is recognized regardless." The Bnei Menashe were recognized by a rabbinical court that never asked a laboratory. The Lemba's haplotype bought them documentaries, not recognition; the Pashtuns' genome cost them nothing they actually held.

That is the ending the evidence has been pointing to for 2,700 years. The legend asked history a question — where did the ten tribes go? — and history, eventually, answered it: they were absorbed, as peoples are, into the nations around them, leaving traces in texts and traditions rather than a hidden kingdom awaiting discovery. Evidence can close that question, and in the DNA age, for population origins, it has. What evidence cannot do is tell the communities who carried the story — in Ethiopia, in India, in southern Africa, in Afghanistan, and in Native nations whose own histories were so long told by others — who they are. That was never the laboratory's question. It was never the mound's or the stone's either. It belongs, as it always did, to the people themselves.




Discussion Questions


	Why might a population “vanish” from the written record without literally disappearing?

	Manasseh ben Israel’s book was both a scholarly argument and a petition. How do motives shape which evidence people find convincing?

	What are the weaknesses of an argument built on collected “resemblances” between cultures?

	Why was the Mound Builder myth so appealing to settlers? What did it allow them to believe?

	How should we treat communities who sincerely identify with the Lost Tribes when genetics gives mixed results?

	Can a theory be well-intentioned and still cause harm? Where do you see the line?






Timeline
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Appendix A — Timeline








	Date
	Event





	c. 930 BCE
	Kingdom divides into Israel (north) and Judah (south), per the biblical account.



	c. 734–732 BCE
	Tiglath-pileser III conquers northern territories and deports people.



	c. 722–720 BCE
	Samaria falls to Assyria; Sargon II records the deportation of about 27,000 people.



	1st century CE
	Josephus writes that the ten tribes remain beyond the Euphrates.



	c. 9th century
	Traditional date of the traveler Eldad ha-Dani’s tales.



	1492 onward
	Europeans meet the peoples of the Americas; origin theories multiply.



	1641–1644
	Montezinos’s journey and sworn account in Amsterdam.



	1650
	Manasseh ben Israel’s Hope of Israel; Thorowgood’s Jewes in America.



	1775
	James Adair’s History of the American Indians.



	1815
	The Pittsfield phylactery is found.



	1816
	Elias Boudinot’s A Star in the West.



	1823
	Ethan Smith’s View of the Hebrews (second edition 1825).



	1829
	William Apess’s A Son of the Forest.



	1830
	The Book of Mormon is published.



	1832
	Bryant’s poem The Prairies gives the Mound Builder myth literary form.



	1848
	Smithsonian Contributions to Knowledge begins with Squier and Davis’s mound survey.



	1856
	Samuel Haven’s Archaeology of the United States (Vol. 8, Article 2).



	1879
	Bureau of Ethnology established.



	1882
	Division of Mound Exploration established under Cyrus Thomas.



	1894
	Thomas’s report concludes the mounds were built by Native Americans.



	2000
	Genetic study of the Lemba (Cohen modal haplotype in one clan).



	2004
	Southerton’s Losing a Lost Tribe.



	2005
	Israel’s Chief Rabbinate recognizes the Bnei Menashe.



	2015
	Raghavan et al. in Science: single founding migration from Siberia.








Appendix B — Claims and Evidence








	Claim
	Status





	Assyria deported part of Israel’s population in the 8th century BCE.
	Documented.



	All ten tribes vanished without a trace.
	Not supported. Many remained; many deportees assimilated.



	Native Americans descend from the Lost Tribes.
	Not supported by archaeology, linguistics or genetics.



	The Pittsfield phylactery proves a Hebrew presence in pre-Columbian America.
	Not established. The find’s context and origin are unverified.



	The mounds were built by a vanished non-Native race.
	Disproved. Native peoples built them.



	Native American ancestry derives from Siberia via Beringia.
	Supported by genome-wide data.



	Some living communities identify as descended from the Lost Tribes.
	True. Evidence for literal descent varies and is debated.
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Jesus's lifetime. No portrait or physical description
survives.

Dura-Europos house church paintings, including the
Healing of the Paralytic.

Good Shepherd images in the Roman catacomb of
Callixtus.

The bearded, long-haired adult Christ emerges in art.

King Ezana of Aksum adopts Christianity.

The Doctrine of Addai adds a painter to the Abgar
legend.

Evagrius describes a divinely made image of Christ.

The “Lentulus” description begins to influence portraits
of Christ.

The statue now venerated at Montserrat appears to date
from this period.

A cloth bearing a crucified man's image is exhibited at
Lirey, France — the Shroud enters the record.

Cesare Borgia employs Leonardo da Vinci (basis of the
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Secondo Pia photographs the Shroud; its image behaves
like a photographic negative.

Warner Sallman's charcoal The Son of Man.

Sallman's oil Head of Christ — among the most
reproduced images in history.

Kim Ki-chang paints his Korean Life of Christ series.

James Cone publishes A Black Theology of Liberation.

Radiocarbon tests date the Shroud's linen to AD
1260-1390.

Neave's forensic reconstruction of a first-century
Galilean face is publicized.

Blum and Harvey publish The Color of Christ.
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