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ABSTRACT 

In this thesis I have explored a particular section of the history of Israel  – the period from 

500 BCE to 650 CE  (which encompasses the periods of sovereignty of the Persian, Hellenistic 

and Roman authorities), and a particular section of the land – the ancient Biblical Tel 

Maresha and the nearby town of Beit Guvrin, which became the Roman city of 

Eleutheropolis.  The evidence consists of  literary records and archaeological exploration 

reports together with first-hand research, combined to provide insights on the lives of the 

people of this time, both urban and rural, their homes, foods, customs, beliefs, and if/how 

these changed as one conqueror succeeded another.  

 Whilst the background to the thesis necessarily includes more ancient historical data, the 

emphasis is on the late Hellenistic and the Roman periods – 1st c BCE to 7th c CE – taking into 

account the various influences already present and the way in which these were affected by 

new ideas. 

Maresha was of significant importance in the early history of Judaea.  It was located at the 

junction of a number of major roads, close to the main trade route which led from the north 

all the way to Egypt and less than a day’s journey from the major Mediterranean ports of 

Gaza and Ascalon.  During the Roman period, as first Beit Guvrin then Eleutheropolis, it 

became a major city, its Greco-Roman name conferred by Emperor Septimius Severus, who 

raised its status as the main administrative centre for the entire region.  Agricultural 

production was prolific and varied and many small manufacturing entities were established. 

The thesis begins with an Introduction (Chapter One), setting the historical timeline of events 

leading to the period under research.  Chapter Two examines the natural environment of the 

region, including its climate, landscape and land use.  It also includes a report on the 

infrastructure of the area, particularly the road system.  Chapter Three is on Maresha, its 

history and the results of archaeological exploration so far undertaken at the site.  Both the 

upper and lower cities are discussed as well as the huge cave complexes discovered beneath 

them, and what they represent.  Chapter Four details the known history of Beit 

Guvrin/Eleutheropolis and the material culture discovered to date.  It discusses what life may 

have been like for the people of a Roman City in Judaea during the early centuries of the 

Common Era.  Chapter Five presents an in-depth look at the immediate hinterland of these 

two cities – the people, the towns and villages, the large villas, farm production, and the way 

in which these various aspects may have changed over the period under research.  Chapter 

Six gives a commentary on the Romanization of Judaea and just what this may have meant to 

the people who lived under Roman Rule and includes the beginnings of the Christian Church 
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and the subsequent effect of this.  The Summary and Conclusion draws together the 

preceding strands of the thesis to show the evolution of the way of life within this region, 

particularly during the Roman period. 
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ABBREVIATIONS 

 

 

Abbreviations according to the American Journal of Archaeology 111 (2007) 3-34.  Additional 

terminology used is as follows: 

 

 

TERMINOLOGY 

 

BEIT GUVRIN/ELEUTHEROPOLIS:  Bet Gubrin, or Guvrin, the place which became 

Eleutheropolis in Roman times, was known by many different  names at different times.  Its 

Aramaic name was Beth Gabra (‘house of strong men’).  Prior to the Roman conquest it was 

also known as Betaris and in his account of the Jewish revolt in 68 CE Jewish historian Josephus 

called it Betaris, describing it as one of two villages taken by the Romans “right in the heart of 

Idumaea (BJ iv.8.1).  Ptolemy referred to it as Baitogabra.   In the Peutinger Tables in 393 CE it 

was called Beitogabri and on other maps it has appeared as Betogabris.  In the 3rd-4th century 

Talmud it was known as Beit Gubrin or Guvrin.  During the major part of the Roman period it 

was known by the name Eleutheropolis until after it was captured by the Arabs in 7th c CE.  

Nineteenth century explorers such as Robinson and Calhoun refer to it as Beit Jibrin but that is 

the Arabic name;  the Crusaders knew it as Bethgibelin or Gibelin.  Today it is again Beit Guvrin. 

 

HELLENISTIC: The term ‘Hellenistic’ is used to define the period from Alexander’s conquest 

(332 BCE) to the arrival of Rome (63 BCE) irrespective of whether the rulers were Seleucid or 

Ptolemaic, Macedonian/Greeks or native Hasmonaean or Idumaean.   

 

MARISA/MARESHA: The Biblical name of the city was Maresha (or Mareshah).  From the 

Hellenistic period the Greek translation of this was Marisa.  I have, in the main, used Maresha 

as this is the name it is known by in modern times but in instances where Marisa has been 
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used by another author I am citing I have also used Marisa.  In all cases, whether Marisa or 

Maresha is used I am referring to the same location. 

 

Much of the secondary material used in this thesis employs the US term ‘Byzantine’ for the 

period c. 300 –early 7th century CE.  In this thesis I use the Australian and British term ‘Roman’ 

for the entire period from the arrival of Rome c. 63 BCE to the Muslim conquest in 636 CE or 

‘Late Roman’ for the second half of that period. 

 

NARI: Nari, which is referred to a number of times in this thesis, is the hard layer of limestone 

which forms a thick crust above the softer chalky limestone in the area of 

Maresha/Eleutheropolis.  How it formed is not known, but it is thought to relate to a relatively 

high average rainfall (300-600mm) coupled with high humidity at the time formation took 

place 

 

REDACTED:  To be edited and/or revised. 

 

SHEPHELAH:  Shephela, a Hebrew word meaning “low” and usually translated as “lowlands” or 

“foothills”.  It refers to  a region of 10 – 15 kms of low hills between the central Mount Hebron 

and the coastal plains in the west, within the area of Judaea and at an altitude of 120 – 450 m 

above sea level.  The area is fertile and the prevailing climate ranges from temperate 

Mediterranean to semi-arid.   
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Figure 1: Map of Judaea/Syria Palaestina, Western Arabia (From Millar 1993: 570)  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The human history of Palestine extends over half-a-million years, the region serving as a land-

bridge between Africa and Asia, across which peoples from north and south have moved 

continuously.  When the economy shifted from food-gathering to food producing, between 

10,000 and 8000 BCE, the domestication of animals and the production of grain permitted 

hunter-gatherers  and pastoralists to settle.  They developed new skills and new social 

organisation: villages replaced camps and pottery replaced stone vessels (Murphy-O’Connor 

1998: 1).   

 

In the early first millennium BCE the Israelite states were controlled by a succession of 

conquerors and kings until the Babylonians took Jerusalem and Judah in 586 BCE and a 

significant number of the people of Judah underwent the Exile.  These numbers would have 

included the political, religious and economic elite, but many modern researchers (e.g. Bastard 

2003; Carroll 1991; Davies 1992) contend that the vast majority of the population continued 

their lives as normal (Velazquez 2009: 10).  This is probable as the Babylonians were likely to 

have removed the leaders, leaving only the peasant classes, in the expectation that there 

would be no likelihood of insurrection from those remaining.  Babylonian Judah suffered a 

steep decline in both economy and population and lost the Negev, the Shephelah and part of 

the Judaean hill country to encroachments from Edom and other neighbours and Palestine 

itself fell into obscurity.   

 

In 539 BCE Cyrus, King of Persia conquered Babylon, and a year later permitted some of the 

Jews to return to their homeland and to rebuild their Temple.  Syria and Palestine became 

satrapies or provinces in the Persian Empire (Murphy-O’Connor 1998: 3).   The rebuilding of 

the Temple was completed in 516-515 BCE under the governor, Zerubbabel.  There is little 

literary evidence of the following period until the mid 5th c BCE when a second wave of 

Judaean ‘exiles’ returned and the people were settled into life under Persian rule.  There has 

been little archaeological evidence of this period discovered to date either.  The population 

was of varied ethnic backgrounds as a result of an influx of Babylonians, Persians, Elamites and 

Arabs who had settled in the region.  They appear to have extensively developed the 
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countryside and established many new sites, including fortified towns, villages and farms (Graf 

2010: 1-4).  Velazquez (2009: 1) says that the trend among scholars during the past decade has 

been to focus on the Persian period for the origin of Israel and that “the earlier assumption 

that Israel emerged as a social entity before the 6th c BCE has been labelled a myth.”  Certainly 

it appears that the Torah was redacted during this time and that this ‘Second Temple Judaean 

era’ was the formative era in Israel’s history. 

 

Evidence has been found of communities being destroyed during 5th- and 4th c BCE, including in 

the Shephelah in the 380s, suggesting periodic revolts within the population.  Battles for 

independence at this time, between Babylon and Egypt, may have been the catalyst for a chain 

of fortresses being constructed in Judaea, delineating its borders and controlling vital roads 

and trade routes (Graf 2010: 2).  The network of roads had been established as a 

communication system for the garrisons of Persian troops and mercenaries in the region.  

There are no architectural remains of the garrisons existing today: only store pits from the 

Persian period attest to occupation at the sites (Graf 2010: 2). 

 

This Persian period ended in 332 BCE, when Alexander the Great seized Palestine, initiating 

Hellenistic rule.   Following the death of Alexander in 323 BCE the Jews found themselves in 

the centre of a power struggle between the Seleucid State, with its capital in Syria, to the 

north, and the Ptolemaic State, with its capital in Egypt, to the south, who fought for control of 

Palestine in between.   The only major city recorded in the Shephelah region at this time was 

Maresha (Rainey 1983: 18).  During the 4th c. BCE, in addition to a subsequent rise in Greek 

colonisation and the growth of Hellenistic cultural influence and religious practices, most of 

southern Judaea was settled by Edomites from east of the Dead Sea and was called Idumaea 

(pertaining to Edom) by the new Greek rulers.  At this time, it is said, a group arose among the 

Jewish population called Misyavnim, meaning Hellenists, who adopted Greek culture as a way 

of life.  They spoke like Greeks, took on their customs, attitudes and behaviours, which on 

many levels were antithetical to the values of Judaism.  It is estimated that 30-40% of Jews 

became Hellenists, including most of the upper class.  They openly sided with the enemies of 

their Jewish brethren, who were attempting to destroy the Jewish nation and faith.  At this 

time many Jews fled to Alexandria in Egypt where there was a significant Jewish population.   

 

The Seleucids wrested control from the Ptolemies in c. 200 BCE, and outlawed the Jewish 

religion, making many of their practices punishable by death.  They desecrated the Jewish 

Temple in Jerusalem, mounting a statue of Zeus and turning the building into a fortress.  Finally 

a family group of noble descent (from the priestly class) stood up to the Seleucids.  They were 
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Mattathias and his sons, Johanan, Judah, Eleazar, Jonathon and Simon, known as 

Hasmonaeans from their family name.  The family became known as the Maccabees and their 

story was told in the 1st and 2nd Books of Maccabees in the Bible.  After an initial skirmish with 

a Greek patrol in Modi’in in which all the Greeks were slaughtered, the Hasmonaeans escaped 

to the caves in the hills and organised a guerrilla force of up to 12,000 men.  A Syrian-Greek 

army of 50,000 marched against them but the smaller Jewish army, led by Judah Maccabee, 

was eventually able to outmanoeuvre them, splitting the larger force, killing many thousands 

and forcing the survivors to flee north.  The Temple in Jerusalem was retaken, cleansed and 

reconsecrated in 165 BCE.  In 164 BCE the Maccabean forces under Judah invaded Idumaea.  

 

They took Hebron and the surrounding towns and then went down to the Shephelah and 

attacked Maresha (Marisa).  Judah Maccabee subsequently fought another engagement near 

Maresha in which he was almost captured (Rainey 1983: 18).  The struggle for religious 

freedom became a successful fight for political independence, firstly under Jonathan 

Maccabee, later under his brother Simon.  A Roman agreement with the Jews in 139 BCE spoke 

of traitors being punished ‘according to the Law of the Jews’ and granted the Jews freedom of 

worship throughout the Roman empire and the lands of its allies (Grant 1973: 31).   In 135 BCE 

Simon’s only surviving son, John Hyrcanus1, assumed leadership .  He remained as governor for 

the next two decades as a Seleucid vassal, but ruling semi-autonomously from the Seleucids as 

a new native Jewish state - the Hasmonaean kingdom – emerged.  Towards the end of the 

second century BCE a civil war between Seleucid factions caused a breakup in this kingdom 

and provided an opportunity for semi-independent states such as Judaea to revolt.  Under  the 

Hasmonaean ruler John Hyrcanus Jewish dominance eventually extended to the whole of 

Palestine as he annexed surrounding territories such as Trans-Jordan, Samaria and Galilee 

(Murphy-O’Connor 1998: 3).2  As part of this expansion Hyrcanus went to war with, and 

defeated Idumaea.  This included the sacking of the ancient city of Maresha/Marisa, - originally 

built by the Judahites as part of their defensive belt of cities around Jerusalem, and seizure of 

numerous surrounding villages.  The inhabitants were forcibly converted to Judaism as a 

                                                           
1
 He had taken the ‘regnal’ name Hyrcanus in an acceptance of the Hellenistic culture of his Seleucid 

suzerains. 
 
2
 In 161 BCE Jonathan Maccabee requested Roman protection against the Seleucid monarch, Antiochus 

IV.  The Romans wanted to weaken the Seleucids and agreed to a declaration of friendship with Judaea.  
In return, a century later, the Jews gave both Julius Caesar and Octavian valuable military assistance and 
received the freedom to observe their own traditional practices.  These privileges remained until after 
the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in 70 CE (Jeffers 1999: 105). 
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condition of permission to remain in their own lands (Satre 2005: 12).  Among those accepting 

conversion was the paternal grandfather of Herod the Great (Langfur 2008: 7).3 

   

At Maresha, the nature and date of destruction can be clearly seen.  The final levels of the 

houses discovered by archaeologists in the ‘Lower City’ showed heavy damage, after which the 

site seems to have been essentially abandoned.  The last dated inscription in a Sidonian family 

tomb was carved in 119 BCE and an inscription found in another tomb cave is dated to 112 

BCE.  In one house excavated south of the acropolis a small hoard hidden in a juglet and buried 

beneath a house floor contained twenty-five silver coins dating from 122 to 112 BCE.  It is thus 

assumed that the attack on and destruction of Maresha must have occurred in or just after 112 

BCE (Berlin 1997: 31).  

 

Following its sacking by Hyrcanus in 112-111 BCE Maresha declined in population.  In the 

Roman reorganisation of the Hasmonaean kingdom by Pompey, in 63 BCE and Gabinius in 57 

BCE Maresha became an independent city.   In the chaotic decades which followed, the 

Idumaean Herod emerged as a force within the fragmenting Hasmonaean kingdom and the 

whole of Idumaea came into his hands.  The city was finally wiped off the map by the invading 

Parthian army in 40 BCE.  No other city was so completely destroyed, raising questions that it 

may have had a special importance in relation to Herod; possibly his birthplace?  The 

population centre moved about 2 km to the nearby village of Beit Guvrin,  on the Shephelah 

Plain, which prospered as a Jewish town under the same name until it was conquered by 

Roman General (and later emperor) Vespasian, in  68 CE.  According to Josephus (Jud. 4.8.447-

448) 

And when he had seized upon two villages, which were in the very midst of Idumaea, 

Betaris (Beit Guvrin) and Caphartobas, he slew above ten thousand of the people, and 

carried into captivity above a thousand, and drove away the rest of the multitude, and 

placed no small part of his own forces in them, who overran and laid waste the whole 

mountainous country; 

 

The region then passed into the hands of the Roman governors of Syria.   The new settlement 

slowly prospered but again suffered heavy damage during the Second Jewish Revolt of 132-

                                                           
3
 Some modern researchers declare that rather than Judaism and Hellenism being competing or 

incompatible concepts in fact Hellenization did not encroach on Jewish tradition or erode Jewish beliefs.  
The Jews had been in touch with Hellenistic culture since 4

th
 c BCE and after a couple of generations 

many grew up as Greek speakers and integrated members of communities governed by pagan practices 
and institutions but did not see this as assimilation.  The average Jew in Judaea did not meet Greek 
scientists, philosophers or historians, they met mercenaries, tax collectors, petty officials, money 
lenders and merchants who were largely disinterested in the principles of Judaism.   
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135 CE.  Late in the second or early third century CE, Beit Guvrin was granted municipal status 

by the Emperor Septimius Severus (193-211), who changed its name to the Graeco-Roman 

Eleutheropolis, “The City of the Free”, and making it the district’s major administrative centre.  

Eleutheropolis minted its own coins with Greek legends and pagan types.  The context of this 

change is not known, however it was possible for an existing community to gain the status of a 

city by asking for it.  One effect of this new status would be that villages might be defined as 

belonging “in the territory of” the newly founded city – e.g. in the territory of Eleutheropolis 

(Millar 1993: 375).  The inhabitants of the new city included Jews, Christians and pagans and 

during the Roman and Byzantine periods it became the city with the largest territory in the 

province of Palestine (Kloner 1999: 244).  Its territory included the toparchy of Bethletepha, 

which had been detached from Jerusalem, and all the southern Shephelah and the southern 

Judaean Hills (Rainey 1983: 19). 

 

There are few primary written sources existing for this Hellenistic-Hasmonaean-Roman period, 

certainly nothing with a comprehensive and detailed picture of the Maresha/Eleutheropolis 

region and its hinterland during the period under study.  Excavations so far undertaken in the 

region have only explored a small section of the area of interest.  Most of the research 

material available, especially that covering the period of Roman occupation, deals with the 

cities and with the upper classes.  Practically the only written sources available which reflect 

the realities of the rural sector, or hinterland, are the Talmudic materials (the collection of 

ancient rabbinical writings on Jewish law and tradition that constitute the basis of religious 

authority in Orthodox Judaism) which have been preserved.  Talmudic literature emerged 

mostly in the rural community and deals with rural people and their economic, religious and 

social experience.  In conjunction with modern discoveries of archaeological remains these 

Talmudic materials serve as the main source of information on everyday life in the towns and 

villages.4 

 

Talmud derives from the Hebrew lomed which means study.  The Talmud came into being as a 

supplement to Biblical Judaism and was intended to bridge the gap between the Bible and 

everyday life in response to the facts of a changing world that could no longer be guided by the 

simple word as enunciated in Biblical text, and the problems created by the altered 

circumstances of a changing Jewish society.  For example the Bible forbids idolatry which is 

                                                           
4
 It should be noted that although sources I have used feel that, in general, the Talmudic literature is in 

agreement with such external sources as are available and that their testing of the Talmudic literature 
has been sufficient that they can be accepted, not all researchers feel this way and there has been some 
argument questioning the validity of using rabbinic texts as a source of social history (see Safrai 1994: 1-
13). 
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defined as a major sin.  When the Jews were drawn into the Roman Empire, they were 

confronted with the civic duty enforced among all Roman subjects of worshipping the 

emperor.  Did they yield, or incur the consequences of disobedience to Rome?  Much of Jewish 

tradition had centred on the Temple in Jerusalem, but how was Jewish religious life to be 

carried out after the Temple was destroyed in 70CE?  The ban on lending money with interest 

implies a primitive economy which was incompatible with the new commercial-industrial 

economy.  In the Bible Deut. 15:1-3 provided for the cancellation of debts every seventh (or 

Sabbatical) year.  This law proved a serious barrier to the development of Jewish trade and 

commerce as people refused to extend credits and loans for fear that their debts would not be 

repaid before the general cancellation time.  It was necessary to circumvent this law by 

executing a document designating the court as the collection agent and stipulating that the 

law of debt cancellation on the Sabbatical year should not apply.  Even the previous strict 

observance of the Sabbath had to be reinterpreted and disregarded if such observance 

endangered life; this reinterpretation has been traced to the time of the Maccabean revolt 

when the enemy simply delayed military operations until the Sabbath when the Jews would 

not resist. 

 

The Talmud consists of the Mishnah which represents an orderly arrangement of the laws.  It is 

divided into six Sedarim or sections – 

Zeraim or seeds, deals with agriculture 

Moed, festivals, the Sabbath, holidays, fasts and feasts of the Jewish calendar 

Nashim,  means women, discusses marriage, divorce and phases of family life 

Nezikin,  injuries, deals with civil and criminal law 

Kodashim, Holy Things,  the sacrificial cult and other details of the Temple service 

Taharot, cleanliness, deals with all questions of ritual purity 

plus the Tosefta, which offers amplification of specific texts within the Mishna; and the 

Gemara which was created after the completion of the Mishnah and which records old 

customs, legislative enactments and ordinances, haggadic  discourses5 and ethical 

observations.  It is enriched with a vast store of anecdotes, parables and folk lore and is the 

most comprehensive of all the texts. 

Begun in the first century CE the Palestinian Talmud came to an end in the fifth century CE as a 

result of the general decline of the Jewish community in Palestine (Bokser 1951). 

 

                                                           
5
 Relating to the Haggadah – the Jewish text containing the story of the Jews exodus from Egypt which is 

read every year at Passover. 
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Until the Second Jewish Revolt of 132-5 CE, Jewish settlement was the major component of 

rural life in Judaea (Safrai 1994: 2-3).  It is therefore of some assistance that it is Jewish 

literature which forms the main literary source. 

 

This thesis examines the written and material record of the ‘Upper and Lower cities’ of 

Maresha/Marisa, the nearby ancient city of Beit Guvrin/Eleutheropolis and the immediate 

hinterland of both Maresha/Marisa and Beit Guvrin/Eleutheropolis for the period c. 500 BCE to 

c. 650 CE.  It includes the Persian, Hellenistic and Roman eras, but with particular emphasis on 

the Roman period (1st c. BCE to 7th c. CE).  It sets out to reconstruct, as far as possible, a picture 

of this area during those years, the lives of the people who inhabited it and the effect, if any, 

the Roman occupation had on the cities and their hinterland. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT, ITS LANDSCAPE AND INFRASTRUCTURE 

 

 

This chapter will explain the natural and man-made environment and its effects on the land 

and economy of the region.  It explores not only the features of its general landscape but its 

climate, including the problems and possibilities afforded by the varying weather patterns.  

The significance of the road system - from the ancient tracks which still existed to the formal 

Roman roads, built by the military - is discussed.  The life of the population, mainly Jewish, 

under Roman rule is portrayed, as are the beginnings of Christianity and its affect on the 

region.  An overview of the production, both agricultural and manufactured, of the region, 

paves the way for a more in-depth discussion in Chapter 4 on the Hinterland. 

 

 

THE LANDSCAPE: 

Maresha, Eleutheropolis and their surrounding hinterland were part of an area known, even 

today, as the Shephelah, a Hebrew word meaning “low” and usually translated as “lowlands” 

or “foothills”.  It refers to a region of 10 – 15 kms of low hills between the central Mount 

Hebron and the coastal plains in the west, within the area of Judaea and at an altitude of 120 – 

450 m above sea level.  The name was applied to the lower zone by those dwelling on the 

Judaean Hills, above and to the east of the Shephelah.   The area is fertile and the prevailing 

climate ranges from temperate Mediterranean to semi-arid.  The Hebrew Bible always speaks 

of “The Shephelah”, with the definite article, and defines it very clearly as separate from the 

Coastal Plain, although modern application of the term makes no such distinction.  In his 

Onomasticon, Church historian Eusebius defined the Shephelah as “all the lowland around 

Eleutheropolis to the north and the west” (Onom. 162: 7-9) (Rainey 1983: 1-2).   
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Figure 2: The Mountain of Judah and the Shephelah ( From Stephen Langfur) 
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The low hills of the Shephelah are nari-covered6 soft limestone, as opposed to the Judaean 

Hills which are hard chalk and dolomite.  These limestone hills have been carved and shaped 

by the short, rapid, intermittent streams that flow down from the highlands to the sea.  The 

hills contain many caverns, made by ground water dissolving the rock.  These have been used 

for shelters, storage, hide-outs and cisterns (Hubbard 1951: 250).  The valleys and lower areas 

contain soil with a high sand content.  There are also large tracts of fertile land.  The land is 

almost entirely dependent on the rain for its water supply.  This is collected in great cisterns, 

including those naturally formed. 

Historically this was an area of significant strategic importance.  The main trade route of the 

ancient world ran down the coastal plain, entering through a pass at Mount Carmel in the 

north and continuing down the coast and through the Shephelah to Gezer.  Five wide valleys 

cut through the Shephelah and act as corridors, offering access to traders and travellers from 

the central mountain regions to the trade route.  They also provided defiles by which armies 

could approach the uplands of Judaea and open gateways by which both Judaea and Jerusalem 

itself could be attacked, thus helping to determine the course of the history of this land.  One 

of the valleys, Wady el-‘Afranj, crossed the plain from Ashdod before passing through 

Eleutheropolis and winding up through the mountains towards Hebron. 

If you stand in the middle of Tel Maresha today, looking east, you can see the entire length of 

the Mountain of Judah, from Jerusalem to Hebron and beyond, as it dips down toward 

Beersheba.  You can see the strong line of separation between the mountain and the green 

hills of the Shephelah, where you are standing.  Between the two is a natural moat, formed by 

a series of north-south riverbeds such as Elah (where Goliath met his match).  If you add the 

fact that the block is bounded by the sea to the west, by a desert on the eastern side, and on 

the southern side by the Negev, from a military standpoint what you see could be described as 

a ‘peninsula’ of land.  In ancient times it was hoped that as long as this ‘peninsula’ had 

defenders, it would be difficult for an army to attack it, except from the north (Langfur 2008: 

1).  The southerly passage from the Great Trunk Road (or coastal road) to the mountains led 

through Maresha, before heading up the valley to Hebron.  Maresha was part of a chain of 

towns, built to guard this passage and also the route to Jerusalem.  As detailed in the 

Introduction of this thesis, Maresha was later destroyed completely. 

The Shephela and the coastal plain were home to a highly diverse range of settlements.  Farms, 

hamlets, villages, estates, villas, towns and cities in various configurations have been 

discovered.  Some settlements were fortified, in others the outermost houses were built 

                                                           
6
 See ‘Terminology’ p 11. 
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attached to one another to form a wall for protection.  Construction of the houses commonly 

made good use of the natural elements with orientation to absorb maximum sunlight and heat 

while avoiding exposure to cold winter winds.  A high degree of uniformity has been found in 

construction methods in individual regions.  Industrial estates, such as one site north of 

Ashkelon, were designed as self-sufficient units that grew, processed and marketed its own 

products.  Most settlements in the later Roman period contained at least one church or a 

synagogue (Hirschfeld 1997: 70).   Archaeologists are at times surprised to discover a building 

of a previously unknown design, such as the farmhouse in the foothills of Judaea, about 10 km 

south of Bet Guvrin and dated to the second half of the 4th c CE.  Not only was its design 

previously unknown but beneath it were found tunnels and halls from the early Roman period 

(Hirschfeld 1997: 48).    

 

 

THE ENVIRONMENT: 

Climate: 

Palestine is a very small land lying on the border between various zones and between 

contrasting types of geographical landscapes, from the Mediterranean Sea in the west to the 

lowest spot on the earth’s surface at the Dead Sea and on to the eastern plateau and desert 

beyond.  This meteorological microcosm includes nearly all the earth’s climatic zones within its 

boundaries (McCown 1927: 525-6).  Talmudic sources are one of the few places where a 

description of the climate of the time under review is found.  In more modern times much has 

been written regarding possible changes in the climate of this region during ancient times, and 

what effect such changes may have had, particularly on agricultural production. 

Research into late Holocene climates in the Near East and their effect on historical processes 

and events has been a subject of much disagreement.  In his research into climate and possible 

climate change Kennedy (2007: 77) poses the following questions:- 

 To what extent is the modern climate relevant to the ancient world? 

 Was the ancient climate significantly different from today’s? 

 To what extent can we reconstruct the climate of the first millennia BCE and CE? 

 To what extent is the archaeological record for that period determined by the climate? 

These are the questions at the core of a debate which has been polarising views on climatic 

studies for more than a century.  The only thing all those involved in the relevant research 
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seem to have in common is that they recognise the importance of answering the questions in 

order to correctly analyse and date the data and material culture which is found.   

This climate research has produced debate between those involved and led to a number of 

polarized positions.  There are those who see climatic change as the main factor in the 

expansion of settlement and those who minimise the effects of climatic change and emphasize 

the role of human adaptability in this regard.  Archaeological evidence recovered from 

Palestine is interpreted, by some, to point to an increase in humidity from the early 4th 

century CE (around 300 CE) for a period of approximately three centuries.  They contend that 

this, naturally, suggests a much higher than usual rainfall and therefore implies changes in the 

types of settlement in this area during the period under research (Hirschfeld 2004: 133).  More 

recent research (Orland et al. 2008: 34) concludes that there was actually a decrease in 

rainfall, leading to more arid climatic conditions between 100 CE and 700 CE.  Some say there 

were monumental changes in climate in the region between biblical Old Testament times and 

the Roman period, while others insist that there were no changes at all.   

The debate had its beginnings in a publication in 1908 by Ellsworth Huntington in which he 

attempts to provide an answer to debate which was current even at that time.  Huntington 

researched four hypotheses:  

 that of uniformity or no marked alteration in climate, which followed its normal cycle.  

The climate of a given place may change a little for a few years but it always comes 

back to a certain norm.  

 that of deforestation where destruction of the forests led to a decline in the amount of 

rain received.  This is a commonly held view and centres on the part played by human 

forces in possible climate change – a perception that where there are forests there is 

more rain and therefore forests ‘draw’ rain, but where the forests have been removed 

there is less rain.  No value seems to be given to the possibility that the existence of 

more rain creates the forest. 

 that of progressive change in which believers are sure there has been a marked change 

in climate but cannot offer a reasoned argument as to its cause.  They believe that the 

change is greater than could be expected from deforestation or from any human 

cause.   

 that of pulsatory changes – something of a combination of uniformity and progressive 

change where the climate has been subject to fluctuations of considerable amplitude, 

with the overall tendency being towards warmth and aridity.   
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After a detailed analysis of the various data available Huntington concludes that if there has 

indeed been a change in the climate it was probably of a pulsatory nature. 

The climate in Palestine consists of a long dry season from April to October, during which there 

is almost no rainfall, and a rainy season from May to November.  On average 95% of the rain 

falls during the rainy season with January being the wettest month (Orland et al. 2008: 27).  

During the rainy season the prevailing winds blow from the west bringing moisture from across 

the Mediterranean Sea to discharge as abundant rain once they reach the land (Issar 2003: 1).  

If the rains do not come at the right time, particularly those at the beginning and end of the 

rainy season - the “former” and “latter” rains - or are not sufficiently heavy, there can be a 

complete failure of the crops (McCown 1927: 531).  In the Maresha/Eleutheropolis region the 

more dense concentrations of population were on the limestone plateaux where in the rainy 

season much of the water runs off and the high ground is not always completely soaked.  The 

spring rains were therefore vital to sustain new growth.  Irrigation was also important, in the 

form of terraced or piped channels across the hills to hold as much water as possible.  Some of 

the hillside farms were fortunate enough to have springs (ein in Hebrew) issuing from hillside 

caves and these assisted in the irrigation of the fields or terraces.  In a description of the 

system discovered at Ein Yael in the Judaean Hills Gershon Edelstein writes: 

“The spring at Ein Yael was certainly used in the Roman and Byzantine periods.  We 

discovered pipes from these times which lead from the upper terraces to the lower 

ones.  In front of the cave from which the spring flows a springhouse was constructed 

in the Roman period.  Plastered channels inside stone galleries conducted the water 

from the springhouse to a collection pool.  The water then flowed, via an open, 

plastered channel, into a large reservoir, and from there to irrigation channels leading 

to the agricultural terrace of the farm” (Edelstein 1990: 34).7 

Water was also stored in underground cisterns to cater for the needs of the population over 

the dry season.  During the summer months the climate is stable, hot and dry, influenced by a 

semi-permanent heat trough centred over Iran and Iraq (Issar 2003: 1). 

                                                           
7
 In a report issued in November, 2011 the Israel Nature and Parks Authority stated that “the natural 

fresh-water springs in the Judaean hill country which have supported agriculture and herding in this 
region for thousands of years, are increasingly under threat from drought and pollution”.  The Authority 
had surveyed 67 springs located between Jerusalem and Beth Shemesh and found that only two-thirds 
of the springs actually had flowing water, and, of those, a third had water quality graded as fair or poor.  
They cited Israel’s prolonged drought as the primary reason for the limited water flow. 
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Huntington explores a large body of literature, both biblical and secular in his efforts to prove 

or disprove the climate hypotheses but remains far from convinced of the veracity of any one 

idea (Huntington-Parts I, II and III 1908). 

One hundred years later modern day archaeologists and researchers cite Huntington’s work 

and undertake their own investigations.  Much of this new research is taking place within the 

environs of the Maresha/Eleutheropolis region and is therefore of importance to this thesis.  

One of the valleys of the Shephelah is the Wady ec-Surar, the Valley of Soreq, which follows a 

tortuous course from the coastal plain, past the town of Beth-Shemesh and into the Judaean 

Hills towards a plateau southwest of Jerusalem.  In the rock strata of the incline where the 

valley moves into the Judaean Hills the opening to a substantial limestone (karstic) cave was 

discovered by accident in 1968.  The Soreq Cave has been millions of years in the making, a 

huge bell-shaped structure, filled with stalactites and stalagmites, and it has become a focus 

for researchers looking for evidence of climate change in the region over time.  Palaeoclimatic 

studies using data retrieved from karstic caves such as Soreq Cave, and others in the close 

vicinity near to the Dead Sea, plus botanical studies of ancient shorelines near the Dead Sea 

are used to support the various conclusions made by researchers.   

A resolution of the questions posed by the data so far collected would be instrumental in 

providing a true picture of life in the Shephelah and whether the historical, political and 

economic factors of that life could have been affected by changes in climate. 

Hirschfeld (2004) uses archaeological evidence to support a thesis of a climatic change in this 

area beginning around 300 CE and lasting for some three centuries.  He suggests that it was a 

catalyst for the expansion of settlement and economic prosperity, although conceding that the 

organisational abilities of the Romans helped to derive the maximum benefit from the 

situation.  However, a climatic change of three centuries would surely fall within Huntington’s 

description of uniformity if the climate then returned to what it had formerly been.  

Hirschfeld’s evidence relates to a seeming abundance of available water within the areas 

around the Dead Sea and west into the Judaean Shephelah from a period early in the 4th 

century CE.  Archaeological remains of terraced farms and gardens in what today are arid, 

desertified areas and early 4th century additions to existing aqueducts in the Shephelah to 

double their capacity are among examples cited to indicate that springs were flowing freely 

and water in plenty was available in areas which today are near dry.  There is also evidence of 

the establishment of rural estates and farmhouse complexes in remote and previously 

unsettled areas, including in the Shephelah, which date to the 4th and 5th centuries CE.  

However there is no evidence that these areas were previously unable to be settled.  The 
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remains of rural estates dating to the 2nd century CE have previously been identified and 

factors such as security must come into play in the decision to establish communities in 

remote areas.  Also, laws enacted in the early 4th century gave ownership of the land in 

perpetuity to anyone who “cultivated an abandoned tract of land and rendered it fertile and 

valuable”.  Large tracts of abandoned land would have been in remote areas  (Hirschfeld 2004: 

145). 

Daniel Sperber (1978 Chapt. 1) using Rabbic sources to support his arguments, writes of an 

“agricultural recession which became markedly apparent around the middle of the 3rd century 

CE”, and explores a variety of reasons why it may have occurred, including- 

 Exhaustion of the soil due to overcropping 

 The effects of denudation of the land 

 Lack of labour – and the reasons for this 

 The heavy and increasing load of taxation on landlords causing progressive 

abandonment of the land 

 Climatic causes 

According to his sources, during the first two centuries of the common era the population was 

large and the area in which it resided relatively small and so in order for each family to own a 

plot of land the average plot was small, but its cultivation was intense and its yield very high.  

From the early 3rd c CE crop yields steadily fell and parcels of ownerless land, often deserted, 

became evident.  Instead of “a tenacious attachment to ancestral plots there was much selling 

of them and large areas of land passed into the hands of small group of powerful individuals,  

usually non-Jewish”.  Farmers who had previously been landholders were now tenants on large 

estates owned by someone else and subject to heavy payments to the overlord.  Some of the 

reasons Sperber gives for the agricultural decline are expanded on in Chapter 4, The 

Hinterland, but whatever the reason he feels that the rural lifestyle and the social structure of 

the rural population underwent significant change during the 3rd and early 4th c CE.  However 

Sartre (2001: 220-221) is somewhat dismissive of Sperber’s theories and sources and suggests 

that most of the region enjoyed sustained growth in agriculture in the 2nd to 6th centuries CE. 

Enzel et al. (2003) compared data on lake-level variations in the Dead Sea and matched them 

with information obtained within the Soreq Cave in their efforts to understand the possibility 

of climate changes in the late Holocene, and the cultural responses to those changes.  They 

contend that their results, in part, show a dramatic fall in the lake-level of the Dead Sea 

between the late 5th century CE and the late 8th century CE producing a prolonged and 

devastating drought which coincided with the Arab expansion into the area and the 
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subsequent collapse of agriculture and water harvesting.  Their findings for the region during 

the middle to late Holocene reveal a pattern of multiyear increase/decrease in rainfall causing 

periods of excessively wet seasons and extreme, prolonged droughts and they cite this as a 

cause for cultural shifts observed from historical and archaeological records. 

Orland et al. (2009) studied the dripwater patterns of stalagmites within the Soreq Cave using 

confocal laser fluorescent microscopy8.  From an analysis of their findings they presented new 

data which suggested a decreasing rainfall, and therefore climate deterioration, from 100-700 

CE in the region.  Independent evidence taken from the lake levels in the Dead Sea confirm 

that these levels dropped by at least 10-15 m between 100 BCE and 700 CE and confirm 

desiccation of the regional climate between 100-700 CE.  They further suggest that the inability 

of the agricultural economy to fully adapt to the drier climate was instrumental in weakening 

the Roman economy in the region during this time.  This factor, coupled with attacks being 

suffered by the Roman Empire in other areas, may have hastened the demise of Roman rule. 

Final resolution of the climate debate would seem to be still somewhat distant but Kennedy 

(2007: 78) observes that following latter day research there is “a willingness to see detectable 

major fluctuations as affecting human societies significantly” and that the recent survey by 

Issar and Zohar (2004: Ch. 2) would seem to indicate that climatic change is the dominant 

force among the factors driving the development or collapse of cultures. 

Enzel et al. (2003: 272) conclude that their research shows there is potential to reconstruct 

past climates using the combined expertise from the various earth sciences and the analysis 

and understanding of the hydrology and climatology of a specific region. 

Land Use: 

As in most of the ancient world agriculture was the main sphere of production in Judaea.  

Cultivated crops, fruit, vegetables and spices were all in abundance with the three major crops 

overall being wheat, olives and grapes.  The fertile, agricultural land was in the rural areas with 

the farmers supplying the needs of their own family plus the towns, villages and cities around 

them.  Different regions are known to have specialised in the production of specific crops, 

creating opportunities for trade between the regions.  However, material culture has not 

always been able to verify which regions produced which goods.  Talmudic sources describe 

the Galilee as the olive-producing region and Judaea as the grape producing region.  Strangely 

therefore, while a large number of olive presses have been discovered both at Maresha and 

Eleutheropolis, there have been no discoveries of wine presses there (Safrai 1994: 133) 

                                                           
8
 An optical imaging technique, using point illumination, which enables the reconstruction of three-

dimensional structures from the obtained images. 
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although there is evidence of grape growing on the shephelah plain and wine presses have 

been found cut into the rocks on the eastern side of the hills. 

 

From the 1st century CE rice, as well as wheat and barley, was grown in Judaea.  There were 

also crops of oats, spelt and rye and pulses such as lentils.  Figs, dates, peaches, carob and 

pomegranate were plentiful, although pears, apples and nuts were among fruits which 

required the colder temperatures of higher elevations.  Vegetable were generally grown for 

private use and because of the necessity for them to be irrigated the extent of the cultivated 

areas for this was limited.  Many of the types of vegetable eaten at that time are no longer 

cultivated (and many of those common today, such as tomatoes, cucumbers and capsicum 

were unknown then).  Legumes were a regular part of the diet and there were many varieties 

of them.  Herbs and spices were grown as supplementary crops. 

 

Balsam groves were established in a number of areas.  This was a major and very profitable 

crop, used for perfume.  Flax was cultivated for cloth and rope and was one of the main export 

crops, achieving a high rate of profit.  Hemp, cotton and silk were also used in Judaea but very 

little was produced locally, most being imported.  A large number of sheep were grazed in 

Judaea, serving as a basis for an extensive industry in woven goods. 

 

The raising of doves (pigeons) was widespread in the Shephelah of Judaea with Maresha 

having the largest number of columbaria so far discovered.  This industry declined around the 

time of the destruction of the Temple.  Other fowl and poultry were not raised domestically 

until the end of the 1st century BCE.  Talmudic sources also mention quail, geese, peacocks and 

pheasants but in a manner which suggests they were somewhat rare. 

 

One of the major sources of sugars for the sweetening of food was honey, either from plant 

sources such as dates, grapes, figs or carobs, or from bees.  Little is known about the 

production of bee honey although it was said to have fetched a rather high price which 

indicates that its trade would have been of some economic importance (Safrai 1994: 104-184). 

 

Salt was an extremely important mineral.  Much of it was mined from salt mountains around 

the Dead Sea area, a process described in the writings of Galen.  Salt was a necessary part of 

everyone’s diet but was expensive.  In many provinces the production of and trade in salt was 

a Roman monopoly but there is little information as to whether this was the situation in 

Judaea.  Asphalt and bitumen were used in the embalming process and in the preparation of 

medicines.  Many Greek and Roman sources mention their recovery from the waters of the 
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Dead Sea.  There were few other mineral quarries in the whole of Palestine and even those 

were no longer operational by the Hellenistic period (Safrai 1994: 184-188). 

 

INFRASTRUCTURE: 

Roads: 

Seven major roads met at Eleutheropolis.  Five of these were marked by milestones.  The 

milestoned roads led to Hierosolyma (Aelia Capitolina)-Jerusalem to the north-east, to the 

Hebron mountains (south-east), west to Ascalon on the coast, south-west to Gaza, and north 

to Lod-Diospolis and Emmaus-Nicopolis.  (See map Fig. 4). 

 

The other two roads led to the town of Hebron (east) and to the larger villages of the southern 

Shephela: Kislor, Thella and Rimmon to the south (Kloner 1999).     

 

 

Figure 3: Road System in the area of Eleutheropolis (from Isaac & Roll 1982) 
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Roman roads are built with a constructed all-weather surface, kerbs on either side and a 

central spine, culverts and bridges at water courses, road-stations and watch towers and, most 

importantly for researchers, milestones (Kennedy 2007: 88).  When the Roman road network 

was constructed Judaea was heavily garrisoned and army units appear to have been based 

mostly in or near cities.  At least a dozen routes in the province were marked between 120 and 

129 during Hadrian’s reign.  This was considered an exceptional effort in the region and 

thought to indicate an effort to substantially increase the province’s permanent garrison, for 

fear of a new revolt by the Jews (Sartre 2001: 128).  There is evidence for an army unit based 

in or near Jerusalem, Beth Guvrin (Eleutheropolis), and Scythopolis in Samaria.  At these sites 

inscriptions of legionary vexillations have been found and, at or near the same sites, statues of 

emperors in armour were discovered (Isaac and Roll 1982: 97).    Milestones and inscriptions 

found from the years 129 and 130 CE are contemporary with Hadrian’s visit to the region and 

probably indicate the road construction related to that visit (Roll 1999: 110).  An intensive 

programme of road-building continued during those years, in the period when the provincial 

garrison reached its greatest strength, just before the Second Jewish Revolt (132-135 CE).  This 

was partly to facilitate the Emperor Hadrian’s journey but mainly as a military project to 

enhance the security of the province, as in that period the Roman government faced security 

problems in the populated part of Judaea (Isaac and Roll 1982: 67-92).  A road system of sorts 

had existed prior to the arrival of the Romans.  Many of these arteries followed routes used 

since the emergence of urbanisation in the Early Bronze Age.  They were traversed by the 

armies of Persia, Egypt, Alexander and others.  Alexander had followed the coastal road and 

Pompey had obviously been able to use an existing road-system.  In 4 BCE Varus used existing 

roads in his march through the countryside to Jerusalem with two legions and auxiliary troops 

(Isaac 1990: 109).  Roman roads often followed routes used in those earlier periods, 

transforming them into engineered highways which became part of a larger communication 

network.  The Romans considered a well organized road network and an efficient traffic 

system as basic elements for proper imperial administration and they were prepared to invest 

heavily in the form of resources, planning, labour and technological skill to ensure that this was 

achieved (Roll 1999: 109-113).  These roads were in fact highways, with the legal status viae 

publicae, an official line of communication, fulfilling the traffic needs of the military and the 

administration (Roll 1999: 109-113). 

 

Inscribed milestones were erected along these Roman roads at fixed intervals of one Roman 

mile (c. 1.5 km), and indicated the name and titles of the Emperor during who’s rule the road 

was constructed – or repaired.  Of all the milestones found so far in Israel only around 120 

bear inscriptions, and these are not always legible.  More than 25% of those inscribed 
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milestones were discovered on the Scythopolis – Legio road to the north, part of a major trade 

route from Arabia.  The Eleutheropolis – Aelia road is known to have been built in 130 CE.  A 

milestone discovered along this road describes Caracalla as both Aug. and Aug.n.fil., and is 

dated 199 CE, probably indicating that repair work had been undertaken on the road at this 

time.  Also on this road a group of milestones marked the second mile, exactly two Roman 

miles from the town centre of Eleutheropolis (Isaac and Roll 1982: 84).  A milestone found on 

the Eleutheropolis – Ascalon road is one of only two in Judaea bearing the formula vias et 

pontes restituit and has been identified as almost certainly a milestone of Severus Alexander 

and recording road repair associated with the Parthian campaign of 231–3 CE.  The importance 

of the milestones lies not only in their indication of the distance from the official destination of 

the road but that they give an exact location to road users of where in the country they were 

and therefore were a useful guide (Roll 1999: 109-113) although Isaac (1992: 108-9) questions 

whether the milestones discovered actually mark the date of construction of the road or were 

set up some time later. 

 

It appears that during the Severan dynasty the road system in Palestine reached its highest 

stage of development.  At this time it included four main longitudinal highways extending 

north-south, the coastal highway which extended along the Mediterranean coastal plain; a 

highway along the western mountain range of Samaria and Judaea; a highway along the Jordan 

valley and finally a highway along the eastern plateau, beyond the Jordan River.  These 

highways were intersected by a series of transversal roads, the alignment of which was largely 

imposed by the terrain.  This resulted in an integrated regional, all-weather, communication 

network, with the main urban centres at its intersection points (Roll 1999: 110). 

 

Research into the building of the roads and their location has been assisted by the information 

in a number of written sources of the time.  The Itineraria, the road-diary of the travels of the 

Egyptian Theophanes in the early 4th c CE provides accurate information on the coastal 

highway and areas of settlement along its path, including Eleutheropolis.  The Onomasticon, or 

list of place-names, compiled by 4th c CE Bishop of Caesarea, Eusebius, devised a type of grid 

reference system based on mile-stations to locate settlements and sites covering the country 

(See Appendices I and II).  Many of the distances measured within Judaea were indicated as 

‘distance from Eleutheropolis’.   There are notations within the Madaba Map which indicate 

that its makers used data drawn from sources such as these (Roll 1999: 111). 

 

Stretches of well-preserved secondary roads have been discovered in the Shephelah.  These 

roads were normally used by the local population and served the needs of local traffic 
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although some of them are similar in layout and construction to the Roman roads and 

probably date to the Roman period.  Traditionally, pack animals – donkeys, mules, horses and 

camels – handled almost all traffic.  Wheel ruts from carts have been found on ancient paved 

roads.  Those secondary roads so far discovered extend mainly along the east-west river 

valleys of the foothills – none have been preserved on the coastal plains.   Among these are 

roads, presumed to have been ancient highways, which lead to Maresha and date to the 

Persian and Hellenistic periods and to Beit Guvrin from the Herodian period.  Secondary roads 

to Eleutheropolis and beyond, from the Roman period have also been confirmed, in addition to 

the milestoned Roman roads.  Construction of these secondary roads varies according to the 

period but generally consists of kerb stones along the edge and centre and a road-bed either 

paved with stones or unpaved (Fischer et al. 1996: 99-101). 

 

 

Figure 4: Remains of a secondary road discovered in Shephelah (from Fischer, Isaac, Roll 1996) 

 

Although milestone evidence ceased in the 4th c CE, the road networks continued to function 

well into the seventh century CE, used by the military and officials, travellers and for the 

transport of goods.  With the advent and growth of Christianity they saw heavy use by the 

religious pilgrims entering what had become the Holy Land as they headed towards Jerusalem 

(Roll 1999: 109-113).  While their primary function was to serve the military, these roads 

promoted the expansion of trade and commerce and allowed citizens to travel with relative 

ease and safety. 
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Roadside Inns: 

Inns or rest-houses were constructed along the roadways, serving the military when there was 

a need for hospitality as well as other travellers, usually itinerant government officials and 

important merchants: ordinary individuals did not travel long distances and consequently 

hardly needed such institutions (Rosenfeld 1998: 134).  The evidence of the existence of an inn 

commonly features on inscriptions discovered.  In May, 1980 a decorated limestone lintel with 

a Greek inscription was discovered on the borders of the ancient city of Eleutheropolis/Beit 

Guvrin.  The inscription was incised on the two fasciae of the lintel and has been translated to 

read in English:- 

 In the time of Flavius Kyntianos, the most illustrious Comes and Dux, the inn 

 was built from its foundations. 

According to a 1985 article describing the lintel “the inscription is a foundation inscription of 

an inn or ‘caravanserai’ located near the city of Eleutheropolis, on the main road between 

Aelia Capitolina (Jerusalem) and Ascalon.  The term hostel or inn, is rather rare.  The phrase 

‘from its foundations’ is common in building inscriptions, showing that the building is entirely 

new, rather than restored or rebuilt” (Dagan et al 1985).9   The inscription has been 

provisionally dated to the mid 4th c CE. 

 

One installation, discovered alongside the Gaza – Petra road measured  17 x 17 m and had 

eleven rooms round a courtyard of 8 x 7 m.  An olive press and several mills were also 

excavated at the site.  Another, on the same road, gave evidence of having been in use from 

the Hellenistic period until well into the 3rd c CE.  They were mostly wayside stations, primarily 

providing lodging for the night and facilities for changing horses, and as such were considered 

to be an essential component of the transportation system (Isaac 1992: 130). The managers of 

inns, as well as most of their clientele, came from the lower classes – the rich were able to care 

for their own needs and to find respectable accommodations – and therefore the atmosphere 

at the inns was coarse, sometimes violent.    Women who operated inns independently were 

regarded with disdain and considered as the dregs of humanity.  Initially in Palestine inns only 

existed in Hellenistic communities but became more of an institution in the area after the 

Roman occupation in 63 BCE.  They gradually became common in Jewish communities as well, 

despite the Jews’ initial reluctance to take part in a trade which they felt was disreputable and 

anathema to mainstream Judaism.  This acceptance by the Jewish communities came at a time 

when their power and status was in decline and they became increasingly dependent upon 

                                                           
9
 The Dux was the military commander of the province, as distinct from the civilian governor.  The title 

Comes (escort of the Emperor) in an honorary title, defining a distinguished personal status rather than 
an official post.  Therefore Flavius Kyntianos, in whose term of office the inn was erected, was a Comes 
and Dux of the Provincia Palaestina. 
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pagan society and the Roman administration.   The first mention of inns in rabbinic literature is 

during the Second Temple period (20-70 CE).  Josephus referred to the female innkeepers of 

this time as coarse, low class and equivalent to prostitutes because of their constant contact 

with men but the image of the innkeeping profession improved over the years as more people 

used them and they became a vital public institution (Rosenfeld 1998:  138-153).   

 

The inns also played their part in the introduction of a public postal service (cursus publicus,) 

introduced by the Romans as part of their administration of the province, which was 

dependent upon the establishment of way stations where messengers could rest and change 

horses (Rosenfeld 1998: 152). 

 

The Modern Road from Jerusalem to Bet Guvrin: 

Remains of the old Roman road survive in many places, as do remnants of Roman occupation, 

which can be viewed in relatively well-preserved condition.  The modern road follows the line 

of the Roman road. 

 

About 2.5 km to the west of En Yael on the road to Battir is a fountain, En Hanniyeh, whose 

deep niche is flanked by Corinthian pilasters.  It was constructed as a service to travellers when 

the Roman road was built by the emperor Hadrian in the 2nd c CE.  Roman kerbstones are 

clearly visible to the west of the spring (Murphy-O’Connor 1998: 396). 

At Battir are late Roman terraces which illustrate the technique by which water is transferred 

from each terrace to the one below to irrigate the soil.  On a ridge to the west of the town is 

Khirbet el-Yahud or ‘the Jewish ruins’, where Bar Kokhba was defeated by the Roman legions 

in 135 CE to end the Second Jewish Revolt.  At the vulnerable point where the saddle linked 

the hilltop to the main ridge in the south the Jews cut a ditch 5 m deep and 15 m wide through 

the rock.  After a long siege the Romans succeeded in building a siege ramp across the ditch.  

Both the ditch and the ramp are still visible but the remains of the two large legion camps to 

the south-east can only be seen from the air (Kennedy and Riley 1990: 100-103). 

Further along the road are rock-cut cisterns, late Roman churches with mosaic floors, a white 

mosaic-paved treading floor and collecting basin of a winepress and a wooden bridge with a 

carved central column. 

Closer to Bet Guvrin a dirt road leads off the main road to two monumental tombs from the 1st 

or 2nd c CE.  A circular stone moving in a built-up track seals the first tomb from its courtyard.  

Its first chamber contains six slots for primary burials.  The inner chamber contains three 
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arcosolia (burial benches) in which ossuaries with the collected bones were placed.  15 m to 

the south is another, similar burial cave, also blocked by a circular rolling stone.  Linking the 

two tombs is a tunnel which was part of the underground refuge system used during the 

Second Jewish Revolt as a hiding place (Murphy-O’Connor 1998: 396-397). 
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Figure 5: Maresha and Eleutheropolis and the site of the Roman Villa.  (R. Banks) 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

URBAN DEVELOPMENT AT MARESHA 

 

 

Archaeological excavations in the middle of the year 1900 on a site known as Tel Sandahanna, 

(the Arabic name of the site), in what had been ancient Idumaea, included work on the place 

subsequently identified as the ancient city of Marisa (or Maresha), recorded in the Old 

Testament from the beginning of the 9th century BCE (2 Chron. 14:8-10).   Variously controlled, 

destroyed or rebuilt by such as the Canaanites, Assyrians, Hezekiah, Sennacherib and the 

Babylonians prior to 6th c BCE it had become, by the time of Alexander in 332 BCE, a small 

Idumaean-Sidonian town.  

 

Some initial disagreement had existed between researchers regarding the actual site of 

Maresha.   Both the mid-19th century French geographer Victor Guerin and the London-based 

Palestine Exploration Fund’s Survey of Western Palestine identified Khirbet Mar’ash (= 

‘Mar’ash Ruins), as the true site, because of the similarity of the names. The 3rd c CE church 

historian Eusebius, in his Onomasticon had, however, located it a mile to the north.  When 

British archaeologist Sir Flinders Petrie examined the surface pottery at Khirbet Mar’ash in the 

late 19th century and found nothing earlier than the Roman period it was concluded that this 

could not be the correct site and Tel Sandahanna must be Biblical and Hellenistic Maresha.  

Confirmation was later discovered in cave inscriptions (see ‘Cemeteries’ later in this chapter) 

(Kloner 1997: 24-27).  Excavation at Tel Sandahanna (located at a point of transition between 

the low and high Shephelah  at an altitude of 350 m., and some 53 km south-west of 

Jerusalem)  by Bliss and Macalister in 1900 on behalf of the Palestine Exploration Fund 

revealed the ancient layers of a city, encompassed by two fortifications.  Dated layers included  

the second phase of the Iron Age (Iron Age II) and the Persian period, with two subsequent 

phases (Ptolemaic and Seleucid) belonging to the Hellenistic period (Kloner 2001: 105-106).  A 

further excavation in 1908, and a summary in 1977 of this previous work, categorised the site 

as a self-contained unit (Kloner 2001: 106).  However, excavations begun in the 1980’s and still 

ongoing have revealed that the original find was only an Upper City, and at its foot lay a vast 

Lower City covering the southern hill and extending northwards into the valley (Kloner 2001: 

107).  Here, then, is the Hellenistic city of Marisa/Maresha, finally abandoned in the later 1st c 

BCE (see Ch. 1). 
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Figure 6: Maresha and its Connections (Photo: From Stephen Langfur) 
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Amos Kloner (2001: 103-106) comments on the excavation report of Bliss and Macalister 

(1902) and states that the Upper City was sited on the most prominent hill in the vicinity and 

excavation of its steep slopes revealed two lines of defensive walls, the upper having corner 

towers.  Some of the tower walls are more than 3 m thick and parts of the walls remain 

standing to a height of nearly 6 m.  The towers date to the Hellenistic period and were erected 

in ca. 300 BCE, but probes beneath them revealed walls from as early as the 8th c BCE and also 

from the Persian period in the 4th c BCE.   The later date suggests that this was one of the first 

defensive structures built by Ptolemy I of Egypt – probably in light of Maresha’s strategic 

location.  It would serve as a bulwark against possible Nabataean hostility from the south and 

formed the western end of a defensive line linking the coast to the Dead Sea.  Continuing east 

both Beth Zur and Arad were also sites of new defensive constructions in the 3rd century BCE 

(Berlin 1997: 8).   Other archaeological evidence, so far recovered from the Upper City 

confirms habitation of Maresha back to at least the 4th and 3rd c BCE (Iron Age II and Persian).  

Following Alexander the Great’s conquests in 332 BCE a colony of Phoenicians from Sidon, 

then allied to the Greeks, settled at Maresha alongside its Idumaean population and the city 

was said to have been rebuilt as a Hellenistic city.  In fact Maresha is often cited as evidence 

for the rapid Hellenization of Palestine but although its town planning and architecture show 

some Greek influence it had, on the whole, very few Hellenistic elements.  According to 

Horowitz (1980: 108) house plans dating to the 3rd c BCE show a continuity of eastern 

traditions and lack of Hellenistic innovation and neither are many of the typical Greek public 

buildings to be found at Maresha.  He states that such Greek features as there are in Maresha 

have been shown to be “poorly executed and obviously very provincial work” (Horowitz 1980: 

111).  Some researchers argue that rather than Hellenization sweeping the whole region in a 

uniform manner, areas of the Judaean heartland were largely unaffected initially and it would 

be almost a hundred years before they fully embraced the new influences and that the process 

of Hellenization was a complex, regionalized phenomenon (Harrison 1994: 98-108). 

 It had not been large or of great economic importance prior to Ptolemaic settlement but by 

the mid-3rd c BCE Maresha had become a thriving market town – an agricultural community 

with distribution networks through a wide area of its hinterland.  In papyri, Zenon, assistant to 

the finance minister of Ptolemy II Philadelphus, King of Egypt from 283 – 246 BCE, reported on 

a journey through Idumaea in 259 BCE, during which he bought slaves at Maresha and saw 

grain and oil bought and sold there (Langfur 2008: 6).  The nearby, former district centre of 

Lachish had been destroyed and abandoned and its mantle as the major city in the region 

passed to Maresha.  The whole region entered a stage of rapid growth from which emerged a 

new class of landlords who derived their wealth from agricultural production combined with 
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commerce, but who principally resided in the cities, and were controllers of these largely 

Greek cities (Applebaum 1989: 32).  By this time Greek had become the language of commerce 

and administration for the cities of the coast and Idumaea (Berlin 1997: 17).  Unlike most 

Palestinian cities of the period all evidence found in Maresha points to the fact that industrial 

and production activities in the city were based entirely on the household unit, rather than in 

separate industrial zones (Kloner 2001: 103). 

   

Archaeologists working in the wider area, encompassing Tel Maresha and Bet 

Guvrin/Eleutheropolis, have discovered many artefacts dating from c. 2500 BC and earlier and 

some dating to the Iron Age (including seventeen Iron Age seal impressions) and Persian 

periods.  Others finds, dating to the Hellenistic period, were stamped Rhodian amphora 

handles, inscriptions, small lead figurines (Kloner 1998: 2).   During excavations in which I have 

taken part at the same sites oil lamps, ceramic bowls of various shapes and sizes, amphorae, 

glass perfume bottles, bone hair pins, precious stones and decorative pieces of both ceramic 

and metal, all from the Hellenistic period, have been found.   

 

 

 

THE UPPER CITY: 

The ‘Upper City’ of Maresha was divided into southern and northern sectors by the main east-

west street, which varied between 2 and 6 m in width (see Fig. 8 ).  East-west and north-south 

streets formed the city into twelve insulae (blocks).  The defence walls of the Upper City 

remained in place until the Hasmonaean conquest.  Bliss and Macalister’s report (1902) does 

not mention caves or quarries in the Upper City.  Kloner notes that the accumulated remains 

of earlier periods lay up to several metres in depth under the Upper City and therefore did not 

permit the hewing of caves (Kloner 2001: 113).  

 

Excavations in 1989, 1991 and 1993 uncovered the north-western tower and sections of city 

wall, running to the east and south.  The earlier of the two walls dated, in part, to Iron Age II 

while the inner wall was built at the beginning of the 3rd c BCE.  This second wall remained in 

use for approximately 200 years.   Below these fortifications were residential houses with five 

workshops and commercial stores at the ground floor level.  The facades of these shops faced 

north towards the street (Kloner 2001: 104-107). 
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Figure 7: Bliss & Macalister's plan of the Upper City of Maresha of the Hellenistic period (Kloner 2001: 107)) 

 

Ceramic evidence dates the original construction of the Lower City to the Hellenistic period. 

(Both the Upper and the Lower Cities functioned concurrently in the Hellenistic period) (Kloner 

1998: 1).  It was also built in the Hippodamic system of insulae with streets intersecting at right 

angles to one other.  It appears that at this time the Upper City had become too small for the 

expanding population and the Lower City was created further down the slopes and 

surrounding the Upper City.  The Upper City now became the acropolis and this Lower City 

eventually became the capital of the small Idumaean state and the major urban centre on the 

southern route between the Great Trunk Road (the major coastal road from Antioch in Syria to 

Alexandria in Egypt) and the mountains.  This new status resulted directly from the site’s 

location – approximately 45 km from Gaza, a day’s journey inland – convenient for both 

traders and government officials en route to and from the major port.  It also became an 

established stop on the way to sites further east.  Archaeological finds also indicate that 

Maresha was an important link in the country’s southern defensive line (Berlin 1997: 6).  

 

 

THE LOWER CITY: 

The Lower City was most probably developed in the early 3rd c BCE.  Prior to this, Upper 

Maresha appears to have functioned as a small self-contained urban unit.  Archaeological 

excavation indicates that following the establishment of the Lower City there was a clear 

separation between the two cities and the upper operated as an acropolis.  This Lower City 

shows in its general layout that it was probably planned in advance.  From the positioning of 

the street grid, adjacent buildings and public buildings discovered it appears the town planners 
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had to take into account the limitations of the area including previous constructions, rock-

hewn caves from the Iron Age and Persian periods, and the general topography of the site.  

During excavations in 1992 a system of drainage channels was uncovered, including a large, 

well-built channel belonging to an efficient drainage and sewage system that predated 

construction in the area.  Archaeologists felt that this was a reliable indication of well-

organized city planning (Kloner 2001: 109).  So too are the street grids and the placement of 

buildings, signs that the planners had taken into account the various limitations of the overall 

topography of the site.  

Manufacturing activities such as the processing of agricultural crops, water storage and the 

keeping of livestock began in the subterranean caves bringing both a local and international 

interest in its wares and a growing economic importance.  From the beginning olive oil was an 

important product of the area, not only for local consumption but also for export, and the 

Shephelah was extensively planted with olive trees.  Following the Hasmonaean destruction of 

the city the olive industry took some time to recover and some of the olive factories, in the 

underground caves, were abandoned (Kloner 1997: 27).  Finds of luxury goods such as 

Megarian ceramic bowls (which have distinctive molded decoration and were thought to have 

been produced at Megara in Greece during the Hellenistic period) plus sculptures and statues, 

and evidence of advanced technologies and methods of production indicate that the 

inhabitants enjoyed a very high standard of living (Kloner 2001: 103-110).  A fortification wall, 

over 1m thick, with offsets and insets, was built at the end of the 3rd century BCE, and 

surrounded the Lower City.  The course of this wall indicates to researchers that it 

encompassed the subterranean complexes but the burial caves were outside.  It was Edomite 

and Sidonian custom to bury the dead in caves some distance away from their living quarters 

and so there is no evidence of burials within the city proper.   The defensive wall was built to 

protect the inhabitants of Maresha and secure their life and property.  This is perhaps 

indicative of the growing political and military tension in the region (Kloner 2001: 111).   

 

No intact buildings have been found but parts of walls of buildings which served as residences, 

commercial stores and workshops have been discovered in all the main excavation areas.  

Most were built of chalky limestone although a limited number with foundation courses of the 

harder nari stone were also uncovered. 

 

Excavation of residential houses in the Lower City suggests that large buildings occupied most 

of the area.  The majority were two-storey units ranging from 150 sq m to 400 sq m, and of 
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differing architectural styles.  It is assumed that smaller homes existed but to date evidence 

has not been forthcoming.  Houses uncovered are described as having a ground floor, 

  

“the main function of which was for day-to-day activities with an entrance hall 

or dromos; a central courtyard onto which opened surrounding rooms and 

from which the subterranean complex could be accessed; a large reception hall 

which was also used for dining purposes; a stairwell with a winding staircase 

around a square pillar – of which there were one to four depending on the size 

of the house; a  kitchen or cooking area, sometimes even two kitchens; storage 

rooms of various sorts including those for containing liquid and dry foods and 

products; the quarters for servants and slaves, and sometimes areas used for 

domestic animals and fowls.  Some of the houses had stores and workshops, 

with large openings or wide doors opening onto the streets, which appear to 

have served commercial functions” (Kloner 2001: 115). 

 

Rooms on the ground floor could be partitioned off from the rest of the house and rented out 

for various other functions.  They could even change hands through sale or lease.  It is possible 

they were used as cheap housing for single individuals or as accommodation for the large 

numbers of commercial travellers, merchants, emissaries, officials, cart drivers, caravan 

personnel, soldiers, and other transients visiting the city in the course of their business.  In a 

city of such intense commercial activity there must have also been hostelries for this purpose.  

Although the remains of upper storeys to these homes have not been discovered the evidence 

of stairwells leading up from the ground floor of almost every house excavated leads to the 

conclusion that they must have existed, and would have contained the family bedrooms and 

also guestrooms. 

 

The houses were arranged in rows of three or four with walls between them.  Exterior walls 

were windowless and rooms were built around a courtyard, open to the sky.  A feature of the 

courtyard was a small stepped plastered basin to one side.  It may have simply been a bath as 

Maresha is thought to have used simple plastered basins and individual tubs for bathing (Berlin 

1997:27) or had a ritual use.  Stucco Ionic pilasters and beaded mouldings decorated some 

courtyard walls and wine amphorae from Aegean islands were found in pantries (Berlin 1997: 

7).  More than 300 wine amphorae have been discovered within Maresha and approximately 

ten-per-cent of them are thought to have been imported.  Regardless of the fact that there 

was a wine industry established in the land, with the shephela region recognised for its wine, a 

small amount of wine was still imported.  It was possibly for the government or military 
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officials who preferred wine more familiar to their palate (Safrai 1994: 384-5).  Much of the 

household pottery found, especially tableware, was imported, probably from Alexandria, 

attesting to the city’s economic importance and use of luxury goods.  Some locally produced 

products also occurred (Berlin 1997: 7). 

From areas so far excavated the entire Lower City appears as one built-up area as no empty 

spaces or open areas have been revealed.  Apart from fragmentary Persian period remains the 

entire city dates to the Hellenistic period.  Archaeologists have assumed that most of the 

dwellings were two storeys high due to the presence of stairwells in the ruins. 

Based on the density of housing so far uncovered Kloner attempted to provide an estimate of 

the probable population in the Hellenistic period.  The known area of the city was 

approximately 40 hectares.  After deducting a quarter of this area as being used for public 

purposes, and taking into account the varied size of the houses excavated, he suggests that a 

population density of 400 people for every hectare within the city area is reasonable.  He 

therefore estimates that the population of the Lower City could have been in the vicinity of 

12,000 (Kloner 2001: 115) although Kennedy (2007: 120-121) prefers much lower population 

densities for towns. 

 

 

THE CAVES OF MARESHA: 

Many of the buildings - including the houses in the Lower City of Maresha - were constructed 

above hundreds of cave complexes hewn in the soft chalk limestone of the hillsides.  The 

subterranean city of Maresha is unique in terms of its overall size and the number of available 

spaces, compared with all other known complexes so far recorded in Israel.  Entrances to most 

of the caves are in courtyards and alleys between the buildings, and access was by way of a 

staircase cut from the rock. Beneath the buildings lies an underground labyrinth of halls, 

chambers, winding corridors and industrial installations - a virtual underground city.   Bliss and 

Macalister called these cave complexes souterrains, some containing as many as 30 separate 

rooms and caves.  Excavation of some of these has yielded significant finds of household goods 

from the Hellenistic period, suggesting to archaeologists that those leaving the city disposed of 

their possessions in the caves before departure, possibly hoping to return at a later time.  

Kloner (1998: 2) says that Macalister listed sixty-three cave complexes in his survey of the 1900 

excavations and more recent excavations have revealed ninety more complexes, giving a total 

in excess of 5000 individual cave rooms.  Almost all the Maresha caves were hewn to serve 

economic ends and the shape and size of these cave complexes are defined by their function – 
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storage, olive oil factory, pigeon house (columbarium), water cistern or other purposes.  Some 

complexes have as many as 30 separate rooms, and in one complex, archaeologists found 

clear-cut stratification showing that floors dated back to the late Iron Age (8th-7th century BCE) 

although most of the caves are clearly from the Hellenistic period.  A few of the small and 

medium sized spaces served as bathrooms, for purification purposes and for cultic functions 

rather than for economic purposes.  From the evidence of an inscription found by Bliss and 

Macalister in 1902 a few of the caves may have been used a prisons.   It was far cheaper to 

quarry out suitable workshops and space for installations in the soft chalky limestone 

underground than the construction, upkeep and maintenance costs of a building above 

ground.  The blocks of stone quarried out were then used to construct their houses on the 

surface (Kloner 1997: 24-27).  To differentiate between the complexes they have each been 

numbered by the Israel Antiquities Authority and are referred to by number in archaeological 

surveys. 

 

All evidence of production activities has been found within the subterranean complexes, 

suggesting that these means of production were owned by the householders.  Goods produced 

were also stored in these caves as were other manufactured products and trade goods prior to 

being taken to market or exported. 

 

Some subterranean complexes were constructed beneath the homes of those who made their 

living as water merchants.  Several large, interconnected cisterns were cut into the rock and 

filled with water one by one by means of the diversion of rainwater runoff via gutters or 

channels from the house roof.  The overflow from the first filling the next.  The water in excess 

of family requirements could then be sold; the sale of water was said to be a known source of 

income during the Hellenistic period.  Large double and triple interconnected cisterns are 

common in the underground caves of Maresha (Kloner 2001: 128).  

 

Quite a number of the cave complexes were found to house olive oil production plants. The 

micro-climate in the caves is comfortable and steady the year round (although humidity is 

relatively high) and thanks to these stable conditions some of the olive oil presses are 

extremely well preserved.  Typically the plant has a main chamber in which the press is 

located.  One example is a room 6 x 4 m and 3 m high with a cornice cut into the rock just 

below the ceiling, perhaps indicating some pride in workmanship by whoever made the cave.  

The olives were first crushed in a large stone crushing basin measuring 1.5 – 1.8 m; a lens-

shaped crushing stone (orbis) attached to a short wooden beam was rotated by a man or a 

donkey to pulverise the olives which were then placed in wicker baskets and stacked beneath 
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the press.  A beam with three heavy stone weights squeezed the water and oil from the olives.  

This fell into vats hewn in the rock beneath the press and special jugs were used to skim the 

floating oil from the surface of the water.  Olive oil was an important product of the area, not 

only for local consumption but also for export and the Shephelah was extensively planted with 

olive groves throughout its history.  It is estimated that the city had at least 30 olive oil 

processing plants, capable of producing at least 300 metric tonnes of olive oil each year.  

Maresha became a major supplier of olive oil to Egypt during its domination by the Ptolemies 

in the 3rd century BCE.  However this trade decline after the Hasmonaeans destroyed the city 

in 112/111 BCE and Hasmonaean Palestine became dominated by the Seleucids, enemies of 

the Ptolemies.  Some of the olive oil factories were abandoned.  During the 4th – 7th c CE olive 

oil production was renewed in the area, with improved oil-pressing equipment (Kloner 1997: 

29-30). 

 

Apart from olive oil production the most common function served by the underground caves 

at Maresha is believed to have been as pigeon houses or columbaria.  Some scholars have 

suggested an alternate explanation for the installations, as places of burial, because they 

resemble burial caves found in Rome and Ostia.  However the niches in the shephelah caves do 

not contain a depression in which the bottle containing the ashes of the deceased can be 

placed, and the openings are much higher in the walls.  Also, large concentrations of these 

caves have been found throughout the Judaean Shephelah, making it unlikely they would be 

burial sites for small towns and villages.  Maresha has the largest number of columbaria known 

from the Levant.   The columbaria were hewn out of the sides of caves in the form of niches 

measuring 20 x 20 x 20 cm.  The workmanship is of a high level and precise.  The niches form a 

checkerboard pattern across the upper walls of narrow halls; the lower third of the walls was 

left smooth to prevent predators from climbing up.  Pigeons flew in and out of the 

subterranean columbaria through vertical openings let into the cave ceiling from the 

courtyards of the houses above.  It is thought the birds were raised mainly for ritual purposes 

and Maresha supplied the needs of a wide circle of customers including the Temple in 

Jerusalem from the 3rd century BCE to the beginning of the 1st c CE, when it was common to 

offer a pair of pigeons as a sacrifice by those who were unable to afford the more expensive 

animals, such as sheep.   By the time of the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE production was 

already in decline.  A small amount of the pigeon meat was used as food – only a minimal 

amount of meat of any sort was consumed - and their dung was collected and used as 

fertiliser, which was most important to the farmers.    It is possible that as pigeon breeding had 

been common in Egypt for some considerable time it was developed as an industry here under 

Ptolemaic auspices.  Pigeon raising in this area declined after the end of Ptolemaic control at 
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the beginning of the 2nd century BCE (Berlin 1997: 8) and the Hasmonaean revolt in 167 BCE.  

By 1997 close to 100 columbaria with more than 50,000 small pigeon niches had been 

discovered in the ruins of the underground city itself and there are reports that at least 500 

such installations, containing more than 160,000 niches, existed in Judaea (Safrai 1994: 176).    

Since the birds can produce offspring at least 4 times a year it is estimated that in the 

Shephelah of Judaea as many as a staggering 800,000 pigeons were produced annually and 

approximately 120 tonnes of meat at about 150 grams per pigeon (Safrai 1994: 177). 

 

From installations so far discovered it is estimated that up to twenty-per-cent of all Maresha 

households were engaged in these two occupations of olive oil production and pigeon raising. 

 

During the Second Jewish Revolt against Rome in 132-135 CE residents of nearby Bet Guvrin – 

the successor city to Hellenistic Maresha - used some of the cave complexes as hiding and 

storage places, cutting narrow passageways between caves (Kloner 1997: 69).  A recent report 

by the Israel Antiquities Authority (Zissu and Ganor 2008: 60-64) describes the excavation of 

one such ‘Hiding Complex’  at Horbat Burgin, a few kilometres north-east of Beit Guvrin.  The 

complex consisted of two wings containing extensive chambers linked by twisting or zig-

zagging tunnels.  The original elements of the complex were able to be discerned, such as the 

chambers and the large water cistern.  These had been adapted for use in the hiding complex 

with the addition of the connecting tunnels, smaller secondary chambers, with small hollowed-

out recesses for individuals, ventilation openings, niches for oil lamps, areas for storage and 

locking or blocking installations.  One sophisticated locking installation consisted of a narrow 

channel from one of the chambers and crossing a tunnel, thus it was possible to roll a closing 

stone, parts of which were found, and block the passageway.  A second blocking mechanism 

was found in a shaft extending down below the main chamber and with two openings, each of 

which could be blocked with stone slabs.  It is thought this shaft may have served as a refuge 

of last resort during times of trouble.  The entrance to one wing was through a burrow that 

branched off from the main entrance, followed by a zig-zag tunnel leading into the hiding 

chamber, which could not be seen from the entrance.  This allowed people to remain 

concealed in the system and to access the water cistern without being detected.  The report 

describes this as typical of the hiding complexes which have been found in the Judaean 

Shephelah. 

 

A number of excavations have been carried out on selected cave complexes on behalf of the 

Israel Antiquities Authority and the published reports on these excavations depict a more 

complete picture of how they were constructed and the purposes for which they were used.  It 
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is therefore considered to be useful to include extracts from those reports on Complexes 57, 

90 and 89 where excavations have been relatively recent.  In the present day looters are active 

in these caves and  archaeologists are battling to complete their excavations before material 

culture is lost forever and damage is done to the sites. 

 

 

 

SUBTERRANEAN COMPLEX 57: (FIG. 9) 

Complex 57 comprises only four rooms.  The entrance leads to an antechamber with three 

entries: on the west, into Room 3, on the north, into Room 2 and on the east into Room 1.  The 

northern and western entrances appear to have been quarried at the same time, sharing 

similar framed lintels and door jambs.  The entrance on the eastern side was plain and may 

have been a later addition.   A fourth entrance, not excavated, also led into Room 1. 

 

Room 1, with its two entrances, showed signs of originally being two separate rooms, the 

partition later being destroyed to make one large room.  At its north it was connected to Room 

2.  Inside the entranceway of Room 2 is a curved stairway and banister.  A robber’s hole links it 

to Room 3 which showed signs of having recently been looted.  Twenty-four stairs in good 

condition led down to Room 4 which appeared to have been originally constructed as a water 

cistern although there was neither a shaft in the ceiling nor a channel to bring water inside and 

its walls had not been plastered.   It therefore seems it was not used for its originally intended 

purpose.  The complex contained some excellent finds, a collection of impressive ceramic 

vessels, a large variety of both fragmentary and complete figurines from the Persian and 

Hellenistic periods, 32 ostraca, 2 execration bowls with Aramaic text, a small domestic altar 

with a cursive inscription in Greek, 3 different broken inscriptions in Attic Greek on Hebron 

limestone and a large number of petroglyphs with floral, faunal and human depictions (Stern 

et al. 2007: 1-2). 
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Figure 8: Plan of Complex 57 (From Alpert and Stern 2007) 

 

 

SUBTERRANEAN COMPLEX 90: (FIG. 10) 

This complex was first discovered in 1991 during a survey which entailed a few probes and was 

conducted by A. Kloner, N. Sagiv and Y. Zoran.    Their findings are described in the preliminary 

report covering this subsequent excavation (Stern et al 2007).  The complex contained a total 

of 18 rooms, including a large oval cistern (L101) with a winding staircase that descended to a 

second cistern and two small filtration rooms off the staircase (L103).  A large block of clay was 

removed from a rock-cut shelf in Cistern 101 revealing an entrance into another room (L105).  

The most important area was the olive press (L107).  A probe, cut under the cultic niche 

between the two pressing installations revealed a well-preserved bronze statue of Hercules, 

holding a club in one hand and a lion’s skin in the other (L107A).  Two pieces of a marble 

libation bowl were also found, as well as a hewn stone altar carved into the corner of the olive 

press, which appeared to have been deliberately defaced.  There was also a carved stone block 

in the shape of a lion’s head, with a hole in its mouth – presumably a decorated fountain 

spout.  A coin of Alexander II Zebinas, dated to 126 BCE was discovered near the entrance to 

the cistern, as well as three Rhodian stamps, dated from 189-135 BCE.  One of the stamps was 

endorsed by the fabricant (manufacturer) Nysios with Caduceus, dated 169-135 BCE, the 

second one was endorsed by the fabricant Philainios, dated 189-184 BCE and the third had the 

eponym Philodamos, dated 183 BCE.  A large quantity of complete bowls, many in perfect 

condition, was discovered. 



52 
 

 

An excavation which was carried out in 2005 found that some areas had recently been looted.  

Archaeologists examined the olive press and found it to be one of the best preserved in the 

area, made using excellent workmanship.  It seems to have had little use, evidenced by the 

sharp edges still apparent on the stonework, hence its good state of preservation.  Different 

strata of soil levels revealed various occupational levels, some yielding many finds and others 

very few (Stern et al. 2007: 1-2). 

 

Figure 9: Plan of Complex 90 (From Stern et al 2007) 

 

SUBTERRANEAN COMPLEX 89: (FIG. 11) 

The necessity to excavate here in July, 2006 was prompted by the repeated robbing of this 

complex.  The initial stages of the excavation were devoted to removing fill created by the 

robbers’ trenching and investigations inside the complex revealed considerable activity and 

damage caused by their actions.  A survey of the complex had revealed that it had included 

over 50 rooms, although not all had been used.  Some may have been quarried in order to use 
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the stone for surface constructions.  The focus of this excavation was a number of rooms 

which had been used for cultic purposes during the 2nd century BCE – Rooms 26-29 and 31-33.  

Architectural remains in these rooms, including a large domed ceiling and a carved relief of a 

man (Room 26), other embossed and carved decorations, and what appeared to be a large 

altar (E1), made this complex unique in Maresha (Stern and Alpert 2008: 1-2). 

 

Figure 10: Plan of Complex 89 (From Stern and Alpert 2008) 

 

Excavation of the cave complexes is ongoing but there is a long way to go before significant 

numbers of them will be cleared.  In a dig being undertaken in May 2011 archaeologists found 

a new entrance to a complex they had been working on for some time.  Workers have been 

able to clear the first room, and a winding staircase leading down to what appears to have 

been a cistern.  They revealed some of the original stone work from the 2nd and 1st centuries 

BCE.  Finds have included coins and pottery but also intact stone weights and spindles from a 

weaver’s loom, suggesting that the room was at some time used for weaving. 

 

Since all the production activities at Maresha appear to have been carried out underground, 

and no evidence has been found for a separate industrial quarter, it has been assumed by 

archaeologists that the means of production were totally owned by the householders and their 

extended families.  This would have assured them maximum control over their work as the 
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finished product could also be stored on-site.  Undoubtedly some householders also operated 

shops and other retail establishments from their own premises. 

 

In May 2010 I joined a group for a week as they began to excavate one such cave.  Steps had 

been cut to reach the opening, some 2 m below normal ground level.  From the doorway a 

carved staircase led into the cave.  Only the first few steps of the staircase had yet been 

uncovered as the cave was almost full of spoil with much of the surface having hardened to 

nari.  Two of us took up positions around the staircase to begin uncovering more steps and 

within a short period were revealing intact oil lamps and drinking bowls.  Over the next few 

days members of the group found such items as bone hairpins with decorative ends carved to 

look like pinecones; parts of amphorae, including an intact handle of one with the stamp of the 

owner pressed into it; intact vases; coins; a glass bottle, colourfully decorated in blue and gold, 

which was thought to have been a perfume bottle; and of course buckets and buckets of 

broken pottery.  As part of the exercise we were required to fill a large number of buckets with 

spoil and haul it up to the surface by means of a chain gang; we then proceeded to sieve each 

bucket of spoil to see what further finds were in them.  One of the more mathematically 

minded of our group worked out that we brought 2,800 bucket loads to the surface and sieved 

them during the week – not an easy task, but the rewards were worth the effort as the spoil 

gave up such things as metallic cloak or tunic pins, items thought to be nails, quite a number of 

other metal objects which had to go back to the Antiquities Authority for cleaning and 

identification, coins, semi-precious stones, pieces of decorated pottery – one of which 

appeared to have writing on it, and a rare Sidonian glass talisman from Tyre or Sidon, in the 

form of a person’s face, with a loop at the top so that it could be put on a necklace.  It was light 

green with black glass for the eyes.  These were all from the Hellenistic period and quite 

obviously household goods, seemingly thrown into the cave, when it was empty, to dispose of 

them.  It is not hard to imagine that the pottery objects would not be easy to carry away but 

surprising that small personal items were also left.  Within the week we managed to lower the 

spoil floor of the cave considerably and to reveal the first signs of other openings going out 

from our cave to link up with others and form another complex.   Subsequent digging would 

reduce the floor to its original level and no doubt reveal many more interesting finds.  It would 

also clear the staircase at the entrance, which presumably extends down to the floor of the 

cave (See Fig. 12). 
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Figure 11: Example of a stairwell excavated in a Maresha cave (Picture: M. Browning) 

 

 

Figure 12: Interesting finds from day one of our excavations, including drinking bowls, oil lamps, hair pins and 

various metal objects  (Photo: J Swanson 2010) 
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CEMETERIES: 

The burial caves of Hellenistic Maresha were for the families of city residents and were used at 

least throughout the 3rd and 2nd c BCE.  The family caves (loculi) were large and contained 

dozens, or even hundreds, of burials over as many as six or seven generations (Kloner 2001: 

111). 

 

From the time dating to the latter part of the Second Temple period (which ended in 70 CE) 

three main types of tomb have been discovered amongst the burial caves of Maresha: 

 The ‘Judaean type’: a square chamber with a standing pit in its centre surrounded by 

benches.  This type preserves an architectural tradition that is characteristic of the Iron 

Age but continued into the Second Temple period. 

 The ‘Alexandrian type’ had extensive halls decorated with architectural elements with 

a large number of gabled or rectangular kokhim (long narrow shafts in which the 

deceased were placed, closed with a stone slab which may have had the name of the 

deceased inscribed on it) installed in their walls.  This type of tomb is rare in the land 

of Israel and most of those found have been at Maresha and a few nearby towns. 

 The ‘Jerusalem type’: chambers with kokhim, in most instances nine – three in each 

wall, sometimes with courtyards and anterooms.  These are common in cemeteries 

from the end of the Second Temple period throughout Judaea and in Jerusalem (Zissu 

and Ganor 2008: 61). 

 

The most important example of the ‘Alexandrian type’ is the beautifully decorated Sidonian 

burial cave of Apollophanes, the head of the Sidonian settlement at Maresha,10 which was in 

use from 3rd to the 1st centuries BCE (Fig. 14).  When first seen by archaeologists Peters and 

Thiersch in June 1902 the walls of the cave were decorated with brightly coloured figurative 

paintings from the Hellenistic period.  Unfortunately by this time the cave had been visited by 

tomb robbers and the looters had carried off most of the contents of the tomb.  To make 

matters worse the faces of the painted human figures had been effaced by Muslims from a 

nearby Arab village, who were following the Islamic tradition that found portraits depicting 

humans offensive.  The main chamber of the tomb is decorated to imitate a freestanding 

building.   On its walls are painted hunting scenes, animals, birds, snakes and Cerberus (the 

three-headed dog of the underworld).  The artist was no zoologist as the animals were not 

drawn in proportion and their shapes and colours are at times somewhat imaginary:  a lion 

                                                           
10

 The existence of the Sidonian settlement at Maresha is known from both archaeological and 
epigraphic material.  Much of the epigraphy is recorded from the tomb inscriptions (in Greek) which also 
contain Semitic and Idumaean names, indicating that a number of different groups co-existed in the 
area (Isaac 1998: 16-17). 
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with the head of a man, a giraffe with a long neck but a head far too large, fish with tusks and a 

trunk like an elephant.  Archaeologists suggest that the artist had never actually seen the 

animals he painted and may have been working from a book of illustrations (Kloner 1997: 32-

35).  A sculpted couch at the eastern end of the chamber is thought to have been the resting 

place of Apollophanes.    Peters and Thiersch found some 35 inscriptions, carved and painted 

and all in Greek in this tomb, including an epitaph to Apollophanes inscribed above a doorway 

in the eastern recess which translates to read,  “Apollophanes, son of Sesmaios, head of the 

Sidonians (community or colony?) at Marisa (the Greek form of Maresha) thirty-three years, 

reputed the best and most kin-loving of all those of his time; he died, having lived seventy-four 

years” (Peters and Thiersch 1905).  This inscription enabled the archaeologists to conclusively 

establish that this site was indeed Maresha of the Old Testament and Hellenistic period.  

Unfortunately the inscription was later cut out and removed by robbers (Jacobsen 2004: 24-

37).  The tomb is entered via a flight of stairs cut into the soft chalky limestone.  From here 

three burial chambers radiate.  Gabled niches line the walls of these chambers and it was into 

these that the bodies of the deceased were initially placed.  It is thought that the niches were 

sealed for about a year and then reopened and the bones of the deceased moved to a nearby 

room.  The niche could then be reused for another family member as necessary.  On their 

initial visit Peters and Thiersch spent a full day making sketches and copying inscriptions.  The 

following week they returned with Chalil Raad, one of the leading commercial photographers 

in Jerusalem, who made a series of photographic plates of the tomb paintings.  (To work in the 

dark Raad used an open-flame magnesium flash device and after every one or two shots had 

to vacate the cave and wait for hours until the clouds of dust caused by the magnesium 

settled) (Jacobsen 2004: 25). 

 

Impressive as the Apollophanes tomb may be it is not unique as there were 25 large rock-cut 

tomb caves of a similar plan and internal arrangement within the necropolis.  Dates, names 

and the style of writing on the burial epitaphs in these tombs make it clear they belonged to 

families from the Sidonian colony.  While the Maresha tombs follow the traditional pattern of 

other Phoenician burial tombs, in both Palestine and Phoenicia proper, dating to the 

Hellenistic and the preceding Persian periods, they are much larger than those found 

elsewhere and are adorned with decoration whereas others were without decoration, either 

internal or external.  They have been compared with the painted tombs of Hellenistic 

Alexandria and it has been suggested that the inspiration for the decoration came from the 

Egyptian capital (Berlin 2002: 140-41). 
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Figure 13: Inside Tomb of Apollophanes in 2010.  The decoration inside the cave has been restored using the 

photographs and paintings of the originals from 1902. (Photo J. Swanson) 

 

 

No identifiably Jewish tombs dating from this period have yet been found in Israel.  It seems 

that only after the Hasmonaean kingdom formed did Jews begin to build large tombs which, 

though highly adorned and ostentatious, were very different from Phoenician ones. (Berlin 

2002: 147). 

 

Other caves date to the Early Roman period through to the late Roman and Early Islamic (7th-

8th century CE) periods (Kloner 2001).  In a routine survey of a cemetery (thought to have 

belonged to the Greek period) on Tel Maresha in March 2000 by archaeologists led by Bernie 

Alpert and Ian Stern, a small opening was discovered.11  Once the surface stones were 

removed a peaked nari roof/ceiling was revealed in what was obviously a tomb.  A few days 

later, when the large blocking stone at the entrance was removed the archaeologists found 

themselves looking at a type of tomb they had never encountered in that area of the country 

before.  Its architecture, placement, time period and size made this tomb unique.  It measured 

                                                           
11

 Information on this discovery was gained from speaking with the archaeologists concerned and from 
the notes they had taken at the time.  I have recently been told that as yet no final report has been 
published. 
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2.6 m deep, 1.45 m wide and was oriented in an east-west direction.  The only way it could 

have been constructed was from outside and then covered with a layer of topsoil.  The ceiling 

was constructed of six large nari stones, each approximately 90 cm long and 60 cm wide, laid 

out at a 45 degree angle to form a peak.  Smaller nari stones were found between the larger 

ashlars.  The large ceiling stones rested on one course of nari ashlars which were 

approximately 30 x 60 cm long, with smaller nari stones used as a fill, above and below 

forming a crosshatch pattern.  These ashlars floated on compact, silty soil with no obvious 

foundation preparation.  The rear of the tomb was constructed of two large nari stones resting 

on a similar foundation.  Initially the tomb had a large amount of accumulated fill in it but 

subsequent removal of the fill began to reveal small bones and bone fragments.  Continued 

excavation uncovered two skulls and a large corpus of bones from two or three adult bodies 

and two or three children.  The bones were scattered, with no symmetry and the bodies were 

not laid out in a normal burial fashion and it was thought that there had been a secondary 

burial.  Two small bronze rings were discovered with the bones but not attached to any 

fragments.  Pottery fragments from the Iron Age to the Ottoman period were found outside 

the entrance, plus some small sherds from primarily the Hellenistic period and possibly washed 

down from further up the tel.  At the same level as the bones some profiles from the Persian 

and Iron Ages were found.  The feeling was that this was Persian period, the first such evidence 

so far discovered in Israel.  Above the tomb there were two semi-circles of white stones.  It 

was not known at that time if they were part of the original construction or a later addition, 

but they seemed to have been deliberately placed, although there was no obvious reason for 

this. 

 

In May 2001 I was a member of a small team assigned to excavate around the two semi-circles 

of stones in the hope of finding evidence to support the theory of the Israeli Antiquities 

Authority archaeologists that the tomb was from the late Persian period.  Before long we were 

unearthing pottery sherds, many appearing to date from earlier periods than would have 

normally been expected.  Early on the second day, with our site perimeters cleared and 

established, we began digging deeper and revealed an opening and a gabled arch of stone, 

exactly the same as in the first tomb.  One of the roof stones had dislodged in this second 

tomb, creating the opening.  To our great delight there were no signs that the entrance had 

been disturbed and therefore the contents of the tomb were intact.  Pottery sherds and other 

artefacts determined that the tomb was approximately 2400 years old, probably from the very 

late Persian period and therefore unique.  A number of skeletons, skulls and other bones from 

both adults and children were unearthed, including two finger bones on which were two 

bronze rings (a later find during sifting was of a semi-precious stone in a setting which may 
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have been inlaid in one of the rings).  There was also a thin bronze coin with engraving on it 

and a small hole near the rim, possibly so that it could be worn as a pendant on a chain.  Much 

of the pottery found proved to be from the Persian period.  A final report on these discoveries 

has yet to be published. 

 

A victim of the Hasmonaean wars, Maresha was captured and destroyed by John Hyrcanus in 

c. 112-111 BCE but was repopulated, remaining under Hasmonaean control.  In 40 BCE the 

invading Parthian army swept down into the Shephelah and totally destroyed Maresha, after 

which it was never rebuilt.   A new phase of urban occupation developed on a nearby site. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

ELEUTHEROPOLIS – ‘CITY OF THE FREE’ 

 

Following the destruction of Maresha by the Parthians in 40 BCE, its strategic location – near 

the crossroads joining Gaza, Ashkelon, Lydda, Hebron and Jerusalem – was certain to be 

repopulated.  By the 1st century CE the village of Bet Guvrin (later to become Eleutheropolis) 

less than a 2 km from the ruin of Maresha and situated right at the junction of the roads, had 

become the new centre of population in this area. 

 

In 199/200 CE the Roman Emperor Septimius Severus made a journey through the land, 

distributing gifts to his hosts in the form of new rights and privileges.  On Beit Guvrin he 

conferred the ius italicum12  renaming it Eleutheropolis, “City of the Free” (Langfur 2008: 18). 

 

Eleutheropolis is depicted in the celebrated sixth century Madaba Map mosaic, and in other 

significant mosaics such as in the mosaic pavement in the church on the acropolis at Ma’in and 

at the Church of St Stephen at Umm er-Rasas, as one of the major cities of the Near East.   It is 

interesting and significant that at least three cities in Jordan – roughly the province of Arabia, 

should include Eleutheropolis in their depictions.  The Umm er-Rasas mosaic (See p.2) bears a 

sequence of images of cities along its border together with an inscription dating the work to 

the 8th c CE, well into the Muslim Umayyad period.  The inclusion of Eleutheropolis indicates 

that the city was still well-known.  Historians believe that this mosaic was created by someone 

who knew the geography of the region well.  On the left side of the border is a succession of 

cities, all from west of the Jordan River.  They are clearly in sequence, beginning with 

Jerusalem, north-west to Neapolis, Samaria Sebaste and Caesarea on the coast, then south 

down the coastal plain to Diospolis (Lod), Eleutheropolis, Ascalon and Gaza.  As this belt of the 

mosaic is complete it would appear that these were considered the important civic and 

Christian centres in Palestine at that time.   It is also noted that although vignettes of the same 

cities appear in mosaics over several centuries, and there is a repetition of theme, the design is 

fresh every time (Bowersock 2006: 73-81).  A brief mention is made of the city and its region in 

works by historians from Josephus, in the later 1st c CE to early modern commentators, always 

with the implication that this was an area of significance in Judaean history.  Israeli 

                                                           
12

 Ius Italicum was an honour conferred on particular cities of the Roman Empire by the emperor.  It was 
granted to communities outside Rome, indicating that they were now on Roman soil and governed 
under Roman, rather than local or Hellenistic law.  Such cities had a large degree of autonomy and all 
those born in the city automatically gained Roman citizenship. 
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archaeologist Amos Kloner, who has spent many years leading excavations in this area, cites 

fourth-century Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus (Res Gestium XIV, 8:11-12) as 

identifying five “Cities of Excellence” in his description of the province of Palestine; his list 

includes Caesarea, Neapolis, Ascalon, Gaza and Eleutheropolis (Kloner 1999:244). 

 

Eleutheropolis and its importance were certainly not unknown in the wider world of science 

and exploration.  An article in The Literary Gazette of 1839 includes extracts from papers read 

at the Royal Geographical Society; one of these is the ”notice of a journey in Palestine and the 

adjoining regions in 1838, undertaken for the illustration of Biblical Geography by the 

Reverend E. Robinson D.D., Professor of Theology in New York, and the Reverend E. Smith, 

American Missionary in Beirut” which contains the following passage: 

“Leaving Jerusalem we took the direct ancient road to Gaza across the mountains and 

succeeded, on the way, in discovering the site of the long-lost Eleutheropolis.  This we 

were enabled to do, in consequence of finding a number of places, in respect to which 

Eusebius and Jerome have specified their distances from that city.  Following out these 

distances from different quarters they all centred on a spot now called Beit Jibrin, the 

ancient Betogabris, where are the remains of a very strong Roman fortress and traces 

of an extensive city.  These circumstances establish the identity of Eleutheropolis and 

Betogabris, the latter being the ancient name”. 

(Robinson 1839: 168) 

 

Another article in a publication of the same era expands on this discovery in its “Sketch of 

Professor Robinson’s Travels in Palestine”; 

“The next day was devoted to a visit to Beit Jibrin, the ancient Betogabris of Greek and 

Roman writers, of which and its fortress we had heard much from the Arabs: and to 

search for the site of the ancient Eleutheropolis. 

We came directly upon Beit Jibrin which lies among hills between the mountains and 

the plain.  Here are the remains of a large Roman fortress of immense strength; which 

was built up again in the time of the Crusaders.  Around it are the traces of an 

extensive city. 

We had received the impression that we must look for Eleutheropolis further west on 

the plain, and accordingly turned our course that way to Safiyeh, a conspicuous village 

lying on an isolated hill.  Here however we found no trace of any ancient site.  We 

proceeded to Gaza and after two days returned, by another route, searching diligently 

for signs of ancient Lachish, Gath and other cities, but found none.  Arriving back at 

Beit Jibrin we visited several very singular excavated caverns in the vicinity.  Eusebius 
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Figure 14:  An Aerial Photograph of Beit Guvrin (German = Bet Dschibrin) taken in 1918 

(From Haifa University Archive) 
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 and Jerome mention also Jedna and Nazib as being distant from Eleutheropolis one six 

and the other seven miles, on the way to Hebron.  These names still exist, and so, 

taking the Hebron route we found Jedna to be just six miles from Beit Jibrin.  Nazib lies 

yet a little further, on a parallel road.  This circumstance seems to decide the identity of 

Beit Jibrin with Eleutheropolis.  The former was the ancient name; the latter was 

imposed by the Romans and has since been forgotten.  It is also remarkable that those 

ancient writers, who speak of Eleutheropolis, do not mention Betogabris, while those 

who speak of the latter are silent as to the former”. 

(Robinson 1839:630). 

These two accounts are amplified in an extract from the journal of Reverend S.H. Calhoun, 

Agent of the American Bible Society in Palestine; the extract details his journey from Egypt and 

through Palestine in late 1838 to early 1839.  It was written in December, 1839 and published 

in the Annual Report of the American Bible Society of that year, Volume 2. 

“A few miles on our way this morning we passed what seems to have been a city under 

the ground.  It certainly is a most remarkable place.  There is a series of immense 

vaults, in shape resembling beehives, cut into the rock below the surface of the earth.13  

The entrance was by a small hole at the apex, having from without the appearance of a 

well (Fig 8).  It may be that these holes were only for the admittance of light and that 

there was an entrance in some other direction.  There were passages from one to 

another below ground.  Many of them have been broken in so we made our way 

among them without difficulty.  When were they excavated?  Perhaps in the time of the 

Canaanites, previous to the conquest of Joshua, and they may have served as a place of 

refuge from the warlike Philistines.  Or they may have belonged to the Philistines 

themselves.  They are in the neighbourhood of Eleutheropolis and ancient Betogabris, 

and therefore, according to Jerome, were near the borders of the Philistines.  We found 

an Arab at these excavations who told us that some Franks had, a year or two ago, 

come over from Beit Jibrin (Betogabris) to visit them.  The Franks, I think, must have 

been Professor Robinson and Mr. Smith.  I hope they will give us some light in relation 

to them”. 

(Calhoun 1839:89). 

From these early reports it is obvious that the Reverend Calhoun was very aware of the 

discoveries of Robinson and Smith the year before his journey.  It also seems obvious that 

Eleutheropolis was well-known, at least amongst the archaeological community of the time, as  

                                                           
13

 From Calhoun’s description these could only be what are now known as the Bell Caves, adjacent to 
Maresha.  They were opened through a one metre hole in the hard surface above and then widened out 
in the shape of a bell – or indeed a beehive – as the stone was quarried for use in building.  Modern day 
archaeologists have dated their origin to the 4

th
 – 9

th
 centuries CE – Late Roman and Early Islamic eras. 
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Figure 15:  An example of a Bell Cave - note opening in roof (Photo: J. Swanson 2010) 
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its history is hardly mentioned in any of the reports.  The impression is that anyone reading the 

reports would be aware of its significance.  There is also a sense that others had been looking 

for the site of the city and Robinson and Smith’s discovery would be of some considerable 

importance. 

 

The number of significant structural finds, typical of the monumental public architecture of the 

Roman Imperial period, is also indicative of the city’s importance.  The original city consisted of 

its large southern hill area and a much smaller northern area.  The city had then expanded 

northwards during the second century CE and after the Second Jewish Revolt (CE 132-135) 

large public buildings for the administration of the city were constructed (Kloner 1999:245).   

Among the public buildings so far discovered are an amphitheatre, which was used for animal 

and gladiator fights, two aqueducts, a bath house and numerous civic buildings.  From the late 

Roman period there is evidence of Christian churches.  (From later still are the ruins of a 

Crusader fort). 

 

Indirect evidence suggests that following Hadrian’s quelling of the Second Jewish Revolt of 

132-5 CE he stationed a legion at Bet Guvrin.  In the eastern Roman provinces amphitheatres 

are rare and usually only found at locations where the army was stationed.  Following revolts 

in Israel against Rome, amphitheatres were constructed at Scythopolis, Neapolis, Caesarea 

Maritima and Bet Guvrin.  However the first three were adapted from hippodromes; only the 

one at Bet Guvrin was built originally as an amphitheatre.  It was first discovered in 1981 when 

Amos Kloner and his team inserted a probe into a hole they had found on the site and saw 

below them what appeared to be a section of a circular corridor.  Excavation took between five 

and six years and involved the removal of at least 6 m of debris from the site before the 

amphitheatre was revealed.  Kloner (1999: 245-247) describes the Bet Guvrin amphitheatre as 

“being built on flat land on the northwest outskirts of the city.  Its elliptical structure has 

maximum dimensions of 71 x 56 m., with a total area of 300 sq m (Fig 17-18) and was capable 

of accommodating some 3,500 spectators.   The amphitheatre consisted of a walled arena with 

subterranean galleries, girded by a rather small cavea resting on a series of connected barrel 

vaults which form a large ambulatorium, used as a service corridor.   The round ambulatorium 

is interrupted at both ends of the major (north-south) axis by two large access galleries, 

leading to the arena.  These were used by the participants to gain access to the arena on days 

when large parades took place; they were not used for normal public access.   Ten rectangular 

doorways lead from the ambulatorium to the arena, three arched openings to the outside, and 

two low openings connect the service corridor with  each end of the minor (east-west) axis of 

the arena.  Four vaulted vomitoria admitted the public to the cavea.  The outer wall of the 
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amphitheatre presents the unusual phenomenon of large roughly cut limestone blocks 

protruding from the façade.  These are arranged in groups of two or three, at intervals of 

about 4 m, and are irregularly and asymmetrically spaced, possibly intended to break the 

monotony of the façade.  Eleven columns 0.48 m in diameter were found, broken but still in 

situ 3.3 m from the arena wall.  A pavement of square and rectangular limestone slabs 

between the arena wall and the columns was found, with evidence that it had been repaired at 

least twice”.  In the centre of the arena is an opening leading up from below which is thought 

to have been the accessway for animals to enter the arena.  In 1993 excavations 650 bronze 

coins were found in this underground system, possibly buried there during the 4th c 

earthquake.  Kloner’s excavation results suggested to him that the structure was erected 

during the second half of the second century CE and served its original function for about 200 

years, until the late fourth century CE.  He presumes it fell into disuse in the wake of the severe 

earthquake experienced in May 363 CE.  In 1994 a room was excavated on the western side of 

the complex and identified as a chapel for contenders to petition the gods for victory in their 

combats.  It contained two Roman altars and 100 complete oil lamps, probably devoted to the 

gods to guarantee success.  Most of them were painted red.  On one of the altars was an 

inscription saying, “With good luck for the salvation of Commodus the lord, to the god 

Heliopolites”.    Another find was of three rolled lead tablets.  Such tablets have been found in 

other amphitheatres.  On them were inscribed signs and magical formulas, presumably to call 

down curses on an opponent.  The columns and pavement and some associated ceramic 

material found are dated to the later Roman period and indicate the possibility that the 

structure was adapted to serve a new public function, possibly a marketplace, with the arena 

circled by a roofed gallery and the service corridor housing shops or storerooms.  The 

depiction of Eleutheropolis in the sixth century CE Madaba mosaic map shows a domed and 

colonnaded circular building and it is at least possible that this is intended to represent the 

amphitheatre, transformed into a public building. 

 

During the past few years modern seating has been installed on one side of the arena and 

public concerts are held there. 

 

Three other large structures have been revealed by Kloner’s excavations.  These include a 

building from the late Roman period, made of large ashlar blocks, which was found adjacent to 

the modern road.  A wide double arch, typical of architectural innovation from the late second 

and third centuries CE and is thought to be part of a structure with some civil or religious 

function. 
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Figure 16: The amphitheatre at Eleutheropolis (Photo: J. Swanson 2010) 

 

 

 

Figure 17: Part of the perimeter wall and passageway of the amphitheatre (Picture J. Swanson 2010) 
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West of this building is another large structure carrying an inscription on its architrave block 

and a frieze, which is dated to the second half of the fourth century CE and is thought to 

possibly have been an inn, probably square in plan with a portico of columns crowned with 

Corinthian capitals. 

 

Further west is a 2200 sq m late Roman bathhouse built of large ashlar stones with doubled 

arches over the central openings and which reveals three phases of use;  firstly its original 

builders, then a late Roman phase, and then a phase from the fifth century CE.  From this last 

phase a well-preserved heating system (hypocaust) was found, as well as sections of the 

mosaic floor still in situ.  The frigidarium of the bathhouse consisted of a pool surrounded by 

mosaics.  An extensive sewerage system was also revealed below the floors.  Excavation of 

these drains in 1999 revealed an amazing assortment of finds including many delicate glass 

goblets made of thin, translucent blue glass, several very nice lamps in perfect condition, 

including one which had a menorah moulded into its top surface and a number of ivory dice 

with inlaid mother-of-pearl spots. There were also a large number of coloured tesserae found.   

One can only speculate as to why these items ended up in an ancient sewerage drain.  In a final 

phase in seventh century CE changes were made which indicate that only a limited section of 

the bath still functioned (Kloner 1999: 244-246).  

 

Following the conferring of ius italicum on Bet Guvrin by the Emperor Septimius Severus and 

its renaming as Eleutheropolis the city is said to have had more territory under its jurisdiction 

than any other city in the land and to be bigger than Jerusalem (Langfur 2008: 18). 

 

The built-up urban area amounted to 66 hectares.  Such a large town also required a great deal 

of water.  The Shephelah averages 43 cm of rain per year but the rock surface (nari) prevents 

penetration and therefore springs are scarce.  Although some of the Hellenistic cisterns would 

still have been in use the Roman solution was to build aqueducts and Eleutheropolis had at 

least two.  One, which was over 24 km in length, came from the vicinity of Hebron.  A second, 

just over 3 km in length, came from the nearby Tel Goded.  Also a tunnel was cut underground 

into the rock to bring water to the city from the east. 

 

A typical Greco-Roman city, as Eleutheropolis became, contained certain essential elements: a 

central forum, streets laid out on a grid pattern, a major street running straight through the 

town, and the public buildings considered necessary to civilized life such as monumental 

arches, theatres, public baths, gymnasiums, arcades, temples, fountains and colonnades.  A 

Roman forum usually contained a temple to Jupiter and a curia building where the town 
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council met.  It probably also contained a basilica for law cases to be heard and business deals 

conducted, smaller temples and statues of the emperor and his family and other prominent 

citizens.  In wealthy cities the main streets were colonnaded.  Shops selling the necessities of 

life, such as food, were found throughout the city while merchants and artisans usually 

gathered in areas together with others of the same trade or craft.  Thus goldsmiths, jewellers, 

tailors and clothing sellers would be found near the city centre while those in occupations 

requiring transport of large items were situated nearer the city gates.  In general the closer to 

the city centre the business was located the more respectable it would be. 

 

The streets of the city would be lined with, private homes made of plastered adobe – usually 

single-storey although the larger cities had multiple-storey homes – oriented around a central 

garden or courtyard.  Those wealthy enough to afford to connect to the public aqueduct might 

install a well or a fountain in the courtyard; others had to send a servant to collect water from 

a public well or fountain. 

 

Cemeteries were found all around the city.  They consisted of clusters of rock-cut burial caves 

and dated from the early Roman period through to the late Roman and Early Islamic (8th c CE) 

periods.  The cemeteries for each period encircled the area of the then-contemporary city 

(Kloner 1999: 4). 

 

 

 

 

COINAGE: 

Eleutheropolis minted its own currency following its elevation by Severus to city status (Safrai 

1994: 302-303).  Examples discovered are of small coins of copper or bronze.  Early coins 

depict an obverse of Septimius Severus’ laureate, draped and cuirassed bust shown from the 

right and behind and a reverse of Tyche, standing to the left on a river god and holding a small 

bust and cornucopiae, surrounded with a tetrastyle temple with a central arch.   The legend is 

Judaea, Eleutheropolis, Septimius Severus and various finds date to 201/2, 203 and 206/7 CE. 
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Figure 18: Coinage from Eleutheropolis - Septimius Severus 

 

 

 

A further example portrays Elagabalus.  The obverse shows a radiate, draped and cuirassed 

bust, right, seen from behind and the reverse shows Elagabalus on horseback.  This dates to 

218-222 CE and has the legend Elagabalus, Eleutheropolis, Palestine. 

 

 

 

Figure 19: Coinage from Eleutheropolis - Elagabalus 

 

*** 

 

 

By 325 CE Christianity had been legalised and Eleutheropolis became a bishopric, represented 

at the Council of Nicaea.  The Talmud records that a Jewish community also remained there.  
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Its strategic location on the Gaza-Jerusalem road helped ensure the city’s continued survival 

and importance.  In 634 CE the Roman forces suffered a major defeat at Ajnadayn, near 

Eleutheropolis, against the Muslim forces (Butcher 2003: 422) and after the Arab conquest 

(636-640 CE) the name Eleutheropolis reverted to an Arab version of its original name – Beit 

Jibrin.  It is said that the head of the conquering Rashid army chose to live in the city.  A strong 

Christian influence must have remained as in 796 CE the city was destroyed by an anti-

Christian Bedouin group.  However it recovered and from two centuries later there is a 

description by Muslim geographer, al-Muqaddasi – 

Beit Jibrin is a city partly in the hill country, partly in the plain……  The district sends its 

produce to the capital (Ramla).  It is an emporium for the neighbouring country, and a 

land of riches and plenty, possessing fine domains.  The population, however, is now on 

the decrease…….. 

(Langfur 2008: 19). 

 

The Crusaders conquered the city in 1099, dug a moat which effectively destroyed the Roman 

decumanis (the main east-west street) and built a fort.  A Crusader church was built up against 

the fort.  These were built in an area adjacent to the site of the amphitheatre and today it is 

possible to climb down into the remains of the fort.  There are also three restored arches of 

the church’s north end remaining on the site. 

 

To date only a small northern extension of the city of Beit Guvrin/Eleutheropolis has been 

excavated.  The much larger area of the city, to the south, has yet to be revealed. 
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Figure 20: The Restored Crusader Church Arches at Eleutheropolis  (Photo: J Swanson 2010) 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

THE HINTERLAND 

 

The Graeco-Roman world was largely divided into cities.  Each of these consisted of the urban 

centre itself plus a territory.  In the ancient world the vast majority of the population was rural 

– cities, at best, might have c. 10% of the total population of urban centre and territory (cf. 

Kennedy 2007: 108-112).  As for where and how the population lived, there are several 

possible patterns.  Some of the population would have lived in the urban centre itself and gone 

out daily to farm the immediate hinterland.  Further afield – too far to be reached daily, one 

would expect permanent settlements.  The bigger cities might have rural places large enough 

to be categorized as towns.  Most, however, would expect their rural population to be grouped 

in villages or scattered in isolated farmsteads.  Some of the population in the East in particular 

may have been nomadic, moving in and out of a territory seasonally, or even moving within 

the territory between summer and winter pasturage.  It is important to have these features in 

mind when exploring the territory/hinterland of Marisa/Eleutheropolis.  A second feature to 

have in mind is the variety of types of land-use one may encounter. 

 

Yizhar Hirschfeld (1997: 34) wrote that no comprehensive archaeological study of the 

Palestinian farms and villages has been undertaken.  Safrai (1994: 3, 9, 24) had already pointed 

to the fact that not only have the studies not been done but too little of the necessary 

excavation had been carried out to enable the studies to be done.  Additionally there are few 

detailed reports available covering excavations completed (Hirschfeld 1997: 34).  There will 

therefore be some challenge in bringing together such information as is available, in order to 

present a picture of this area of Israel.14   

 

                                                           
14

 As previously suggested much of the information that is available comes from Talmudic sources, 
which reflect the daily life of the people in the rural sector.  A more extensive overview of those sources 
is included in the introduction to this thesis.  In my research I have read the work of Ze’ev Safrai in his 
book, The Economy of Roman Palestin.  Ze’ev Safrai had been part of a group which carefully studied, 
analysed and checked these sources in order to establish their authenticity but this work was published 
in 1994 and I hoped to find more up to date analysis.  However almost all latter day authors I have 
researched have quoted the work of Safrai as an undisputed source in this context.  I have therefore 
assumed that no research in this area has superseded that of Safrai in the past 18 years and also made 
liberal use of his research, as will be seen in this chapter. 
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There are approximately 30,000 known antiquity sites in Israel.  They conceal thousands of 

years of human development and creativity.  Most of the sites are located in open, unguarded 

areas, exposed to all.  While most people regard these sites and the antiquities within them as 

a valuable cultural resource, every year hundreds of sites are damaged by robbers, illegally 

searching for valuable artefacts to sell or keep for personal collections.  There have always 

been opportunistic robbers who plundered sites and today a well established system of 

antiquities trade operates in Israel.  There are “diggers”, organized teams of workers drawn 

from the local villages and using excavation tools and metal detectors who work at night on 

archaeological sites to find such prizes as rare Roman period coins, which are highly valued in 

the international antiquities market.    The diggers are financed and equipped by middlemen 

who resell the stolen goods to merchants and collectors at a profit.  Sadly, in the process many 

sites and artefacts are damaged or destroyed and irreplaceable material culture is lost.  Worse 

still, the context of finds is lost.   In Israel archaeologists also have to contend with threats of 

physical hostility from Orthodox Jews who hold a fervent respect for the bones of the dead.  If 

it is rumoured that human bones are being disturbed on a site they will descend in force and in 

some cases threaten violence but more often than not will have the excavation closed down.  

For this reason we were warned during our 2001 excavations (see Chapter Three – 

Cemeteries) not to discuss in public that human skeletons had been found.  In 

Maresha/Eleutheropolis only a very small proportion of the area has so far been excavated 

officially, but it is unfortunately true that many potential sites will in future be found to have 

been raided. 

 

In antiquity several different categories of landholder of varied status existed: the landlord, 

who owned the property and leased out two and four hectare lots to tenant farmers; tenant 

farmers, who owed a portion of their harvest – usually half – to the landlord; a second type of 

tenant farmer who paid a fixed rate to the landlord rather than a percentage of the harvest; 

the sokher who rented property short-term, paying a fixed price; the shattal, who was hired 

specifically to prepare abandoned land for cultivation, giving the landlord half the harvest, and 

on leaving recovering half the value added to the land by his labour; the sakhir, a hired hand 

who received room and board but was only paid when he left his employer, and the po’el, a 

common day labourer, hired for a specific job (Satre 2005).  Although the tenant farms may 

seem small, vegetables and grains could be profitably grown on them.  In busy seasons the 

farmers would help each other, or hire day labourers who waited in a public place each 

morning to be hired and were paid at the end of the day (Mt. 20:1-16). 
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At the beginning of the Common Era the majority of the agrarian population owned its own 

land – Jewish land in Jewish hands (Sperber 1978: 6).  Small, private farms were tended by the 

owning family, with perhaps some help from a couple of wage labourers or slaves.  These 

independent farmers generally worked about 100 days a year (Jeffers 1999: 20). 

 

There were three levels of settlement.  The first level was the independent polis (city) with its 

municipal activities, government functions around which the economic, cultural and 

intellectual life of the province revolved, and which also ruled the rural population (Safrai 

1994: 19).   The second level was the town or the agricultural village.  The village consisted of a 

number of buildings or a small settlement without public or communal institutions while the 

town was a larger settlement.  Both could be of varying sizes (Safrai 1994: 17-18).   The third 

level was the villa or rural farmstead.  Most of the Jewish population of Palestine resided in 

villages of various sizes (small, medium, large) but there seems to be a deal of confusion 

between what is described in sources as a large village, a town, a large town and a city 

(Hirschfeld 1997: 39).  Likewise the population of towns was not fixed and appears to have 

been anything from a few hundred to several thousand (Safrai 1994: 40).  In short, we have 

terminology, but not agreement, on its meaning in many cases, and even if we had agreement 

on what is meant by – for example, a ‘large village’, we often do not know the full extent of 

many ancient settlements.  

 

Prior to Hellenistic times private houses in Palestine commonly had one or two stories with 

small rooms and little ventilation.  Most had flat roofs and stairs leading up to the roof.  Only 

the wealthy could afford glass for their windows, the poor made do with wooden shutters, 

which eliminated natural light when closed.  The poor slept on reed mats and had few 

possessions and their homes had floors of beaten clay or basalt block; those who could afford 

it had beds, chairs and benches and floors of stone or plaster (sometimes covered in mosaic 

tiles).  Storage pits were dug in the floor of the home to hold grain and the large jars of oil and 

wine.  Fire pits were also dug in the floor and surrounded by a low wall to contain the flames; 

the smoke had to find its own way out through doors or other openings as there were no 

chimneys.  This fire was used for cooking and heating although when weather permitted some 

cooking was done outside due to the poor ventilation in the house.  Bread ovens have been 

found both inside and outside houses.  Often there would be a cistern in an open courtyard for 

the storage of water.  With the Hellenistic era architectural changes  appeared in the 

construction of houses, including more regular shapes such as rectangular or square.  The 

wealthy added plumbing and bathing rooms.  In Roman times many of the houses of the 

wealthy were similar to private homes in Rome itself with covered atriums and walled 
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courtyards affording the occupants privacy from their neighbours (Jeffers 1999: 65-69).  Some 

predominantly Jewish towns refused to Hellenize and stayed as they were, realising that their 

very identity depended upon maintaining some separation.  Nevertheless many prominent 

Jewish families adopted Greco-Roman ways (Jeffers 1999: 215-6). 

 

A new type of farmhouse, previously unknown, has been discovered at Horvat Hazzan, 

approximately 10 km south of Bet Guvrin.  The remains have been dated to the second half of 

the 4th c CE.  It is described as having “two wings standing perpendicular to each other: a 

northern one (290 sq m), with several rooms and a small bathhouse, and a larger western one 

(340 sq m) containing service rooms.  A massive tower (8.8 x 7.6 m) with thick walls was found 

attached to the southern wall of the western wing and surrounded by a well-built talus (or 

sloped retaining wall) of medium-sized, roughly hewn stones.  The interior of the tower is 

divided into three rooms; judging from the thickness of the walls, the tower probably stood 

three to four stories high.   This new type of farmhouse is in contrast to the usual introverted 

complex whose wings surround an enclosed courtyard.  The tower probably served as the 

living quarters of the estate owner as its thick walls and talus offered security to its inhabitants 

(Hirschfeld 1997: 48-49). 

 

DECLINE IN PRODUCTION: 

Literary and archaeological evidence points to a small farm and village based economy in rural 

Palestine (Hirschfeld 1997: 33).  The economic prosperity of these villages began during the 

Hellenistic period and continued throughout the Roman and Byzantine periods to the 7th c CE 

(Hirschfeld 1997: 33) with the exception of a period from the early 3rd c CE until the mid 4th c 

CE during which, many scholars contend, a period of serious agricultural decline took place.  

Reference has already been made in Chapter 2 to arguments between experts as to whether 

such a decline did in fact occur, and if it did, the reasons for it, with climate change proposed 

as a possible major factor. Only from the early 3rd c CE until the mid 4th c CE do there seem to 

be reports of an agricultural decline in the hinterland – and indeed in other areas of Palestine.  

The theory of climate causes has been fairly thoroughly discussed in Chapter 2, although there 

is still no consensus amongst modern scholars as to whether in fact such climate changes 

occurred.  Several other reasons have been put forward by Daniel Sperber (1978) which reflect 

on possible changes in the lifestyle and social structure of the rural communities which could 

have caused such a decline.  Sperber uses Rabbinic sources to establish his theories and while 

other eminent historians have cast doubts on the validity of both the theories and the sources 

they would seem to me to be as valid as others put forward.   I feel it would be of interest to 
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expand on some of Sperber’s theories in order to illustrate the ways in which life in the rural 

communities is believed to have changed through this period. 

 

From the early 3rd c CE, and becoming markedly evident around the middle of that century, 

there was a considerable reduction in crop yields.  In Jewish history this period is called the 

Amoraic period.  Possible reasons, given by experts, for this decline,  included climate changes, 

denudation, deforestation and to these have been added, by various researchers, flight from 

the land, taxes, marauders, plague, and  famine (Sperber 1978 61-64).    

 

In his description of Galilee, Samaria and Judaea in the late 1st c CE Josephus (War 3.3.2) writes 

in glowing terms – 

For the land is everywhere so rich in soil and pasturage and produces such variety of 

trees, that even the most indolent are tempted by these facilities to devote themselves 

to agriculture.  In fact, every inch of the soil has been cultivated by the inhabitants; 

there is not a parcel of waste land.  The towns too are thickly distributed, and even 

villages, thanks to the fertility of the soil……… 

 

It is generally agreed that there is some degree of exaggeration in this description but 

nevertheless Josephus must have been impressed by what he saw and the points that he 

makes regarding the fertility of the land are reiterated in the Talmudic sources.  Evidence, 

particularly from those Talmudic sources, shows that during the first two centuries of the 

Common Era the crop yields in Palestine were very high, due in large part to the small area of 

the average land holding and the intensity of its cultivation.  Every inch of the land was 

utilized; the hills were terraced and where the incline was too steep for terracing, instead of 

ploughs, mattocks were used to till the soil.  While most people only owned a small plot of 

land they had a great attachment to it and treated it well.15   

 

However, from the Amoraic period (early 3rd c CE) onwards the picture changes markedly.  

Rabbinic literature carries evidence of a marked reduction in crop-yields, including many 

Mishnas comparing the significant difference in yields of the day with those which had 

previously been obtained.  They indicate that although the situation continued throughout the 

                                                           
15   Sperber notes that such a large proportion of the population owned land in the first two centuries of the 

common era, under the Tannaitic law of loan when one person borrowed money it was assumed that his land was 

collateral for the loan, even if that was not written into the contract.  In the 3
rd

 c CE there was such a decline in the 

number of people owning land that changes were necessary in the law of loan and collateral (Sperber 1978: 5-6). 
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3rd and early 4th centuries.  There were more and more parcels of ownerless land and much 

selling of patrimonial land, often to non-Jewish owners.  Farmers who were once landowners 

now became tenants on the estate of a wealthy overlord (Sperber 1978: 5-6). 

 

 

Some of the alternate factors put forward as possible reasons for this situation include:- 

 

Soil Exhaustion: 

Due to ever increasing taxes on agricultural produce a large proportion of the land began to be 

given over to the grazing of cattle, goats, sheep and other animals, which was more profitable.  

This had the effect of overcropping in the areas still devoted to agrarian pursuits (Sperber 

1978: 45-46).   

 

Denudation: 

Overcropping itself can be a cause of denudation of the land but in the Judaean regions at this 

time large parts of the land were devastated following the Second Jewish Revolt and this 

situation continued as a result of other military engagements.  Large areas of trees were cut 

down for military purposes and never replanted.  This left the land at the mercy of erosion and 

floods which washed away the fertile top-soils (Sperber 1978: 46-48). 

 

Brigandage: 

Bandits and marauding bands plundered villages and robbed travellers.  Many villagers began 

to feel so unprotected and vulnerable that they left the land and moved into the towns and 

cities where they felt safer.  This resulted in overcrowding in the cities and such a shortage of 

food that by the end of the 3rd c CE the Rabbis were encouraging people to move back to the 

land and become more self-sufficient in the production of their own food (Sperber 1978: 57). 

 

Taxes: 

Most rural families were far from wealthy.  The Romans imposed direct taxes on the land 

owned and a head tax, depending on the number of people who lived there, as well as the 

military subsistence allowance – the annona militaris – which was levied during the period of 

crisis in the 3rd c CE.  The Romans demanded the best of everything including animals, crops, 

foodstuffs, wine and clothing.  Initially all requisitioned supplies were supposed to be paid for 

but Diocletian converted the requisition into a ‘tax in kind’ with no pretence of payment (Isaac 

1990: 286-287).  There were also duties, sales taxes and extra taxes on items such as salt, 

additional to the ‘tax in kind’ on the harvest from the land.  Added to this there were various 
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religious taxes and tithes.  It has been estimated that the tax burden on the common man in 

these times could have been 30% or more and following the decrease in production many 

farmers were forced to sell their land to pay their tax debts. 

 

It becomes fairly obvious that a multitude of factors combined during this period to bring 

about such a serious decline in agricultural production throughout the region.  Although 

productivity once again improved in the latter part of the 4th c CE the land never again reached 

the level of productivity it had previously enjoyed.   The improvement in prosperity is reflected 

in the writings of 4th c CE historian Ammianus Marcellinus (14.8.11) who wrote:- 

The last region of the Syrias is Palestine, extending over a great extent of territory and 

abounding in cultivated and well kept lands……………   

 

AGRICULTURE: 

The hinterland of Eleutheropolis typified the small holding type of rural settlement, as 

evidenced by the material culture excavated within the area.  Much of the land around 

Maresha/Eleutheropolis is made up of a bedrock of soft, chalky limestone called qirton that is 

easily quarried, covered with a layer of hard nari.  Overwhelmingly the main use of the land 

was for agricultural production and Talmudic literature mentions over 500 types of produce in 

rural Palestine as a whole – 150 types of cultivated crops, 8 types of grain, 20 types of legumes, 

24 types of vegetables, 30 types of fruit and about 20 types of spice plants have been 

identified; however the major crops – as throughout the Mediterranean - were the 

Mediterranean Triad: wheat, olives and grapes.  Unfortunately it is not always easy to 

determine the main growing areas of specific crops and to some degree it is necessary to the 

investigate the terrain of an area, the likely climate of the time in that area and the preferred 

growing conditions of a crop, to ascertain whether that crop is likely to have been produced in 

that area.  For example, one report from the southern Hebron mountains notes barley as a 

staple crop although barley was thought to be a far less important crop than wheat because 

according to the mishnah it was ‘fit only as feed for animals’.  However this is a comparatively 

dry area with inconsistent rainfall and hilly terrain which are not conditions conducive to the 

cultivation of wheat.  Interestingly barley is still a staple crop in this region in modern times, 

for exactly the same reasons.  The value of barley was about half that of wheat – as was its 

nutritive value – but it was considered to deplete the soil less than the cultivation of wheat 

(Safrai 1994: 108-9).  Most of Judaea was excellent wheat growing country but in southern 

Judaea, where the land was drier, barley was more prevalent (Safrai 1994: 115).  Although a 

large proportion of the arable land was devoted to such grains the ideal of self-sufficiency was 

never completely achieved.  Satre (2005: 220-221) suggests that this is due in part to an 
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irregular climate and also to the development of the more speculative crops such as grapes 

and olives.  Talmudic sources mention shortages and to the purchase of wheat from Egypt 

during a period of scarcity.  It seems that the production of wheat must have barely surpassed 

needs and there is no mention of wheat being exported to other provinces, although it is 

probable that it was bought and sold within the Judaean region. 

 

Most regions of Palestine had a heavy cultivation of olives.  Olives were of great economic 

importance and were cultivated primarily for the production of oil; they were not normally 

intended for eating in their natural form.  Large numbers of olive presses have been found 

throughout the rural areas around Maresha and Eleutheropolis, including twenty-three within 

the cave complexes.  It is believed that a total number of about thirty may have existed in 

Maresha itself (Kloner 2001: 120).  The main use for oil was for the dipping of bread and it was 

a major source of dietary fats, since animal fats were hard to preserve in the warm climate 

(Safrai 1994: 118-126).  Small amounts of the oil were used for cooking, and even less for 

lighting as most people went to sleep early, except on the Sabbath eve when the festive 

Sabbath meal was held (Safrai 1994: 118-126). 

 

Other researchers have concluded that the olive oil produced would have been far in excess of 

that required and therefore most would have been intended for sale, or even export, to 

provide a reliable source of income for the population.  Given the number of olive presses so 

far discovered this is entirely possible.  The yield of an olive tree and the productive capacity of 

an olive press can only be estimated at this time but according to the Tosefta the average yield 

per tree was between 12 – 20 kg, with the amount of oil obtained around 20% of the olive.  In 

Palestine 11 – 12 trees were planted per dunam16  and thus each dunam would have a yield of 

132 – 220 kg of fruit.  Comparisons with modern crops suggest that the lower figure is more 

probable and therefore the yield would have been 132 kg of olives and 26.4 litres of oil per 

dunam.  As a crop is only produced every second year an average figure of 13.2 litres per 

dunam per year would result (Safrai 1994: 118-126). 

 

Both grapes and olives were more profitable than wheat with grapes 1.5 times more profitable 

than olives.  However grapes are a sensitive crop, influenced by local soil and climatic 

conditions which determine the extent that crops can be cultivated in specific areas and the 

different varieties which can be developed.  In addition to this the population was dependent 

                                                           
16

 A dunam was a measure of land area, representing the amount of land that could be ploughed in a 
day or ‘forty standard paces in length and breadth’, but varied widely between 900 – 2500 sq. m.  It has 
now been standardised to exactly 1000 sq. m. or one decare. 
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on grain as bread was the staple food, and widespread cultivation of grapes would utilise land, 

labour and resources which were needed to grow grain.  There was also a basic need for the 

production of olive oil, rendering grapes of secondary importance only (Safrai 1994: 126-136).  

The grape harvest was intended for the production of wine and there was little demand for 

fresh grapes, although some were dried to make raisins.  At festive meals, including Passover, 

wine was a major component of the meal, but it played a very small part in the everyday life of 

the common people (Safrai 1994: 126-136).  The cultivation of grapes was widespread in 

Judaea in general, however the Shephelah region of Beth Guvrin (Eleutheropolis) is one area in 

which no wine presses have been discovered to date and therefore the possibility that this was 

a grape growing region is unproven. 

 

Thanks to Talmudic sources we know that a typical diet included fruits such as dates (and date 

honey), figs, carobs, nuts, peaches, pomegranates and pears, although not all fruits could be 

grown in all regions.  Few of the vegetables we eat today were known at this time although 

there were a large number of vegetables consumed, including a type of sweet potato and 

legumes and various herbs and spices to flavour the food.  People ate two daily meals during 

the week and three on the Sabbath.  Breakfast was eaten in the third or fourth hour of the day 

and consisted of bread dipped in olive oil or bread with some type of vegetable.  The poor 

made do with bread and garlic, while the wretchedly poverty-stricken ate ‘dry bread’ which 

they dipped in salt.  Supper, eaten during the twilight, was the main meal of the day.  This 

included bread and some cooked food such as an egg, or some type of cooked legume flour or 

paste.  The Sabbath meal, according to Jewish law, had to be festive.  The rabbis, therefore, 

required that it include two cooked foods.  This may have included eggs, fish, legume flour or 

paste, vegetables and on rare occasions meat.  The rich enjoyed such festive meals more 

frequently, and their diet was much more varied (Safrai 1994: 105). 

 

From the second century CE flax become a major crop in Palestine.  Most cultivation was in the 

Galilee with little taking place in Judaea where the production of wool became of major 

importance as the basis for the extensive woven goods industry. 

 

Agricultural produce was handed over either to the town or regional leadership and they 

organised and controlled its distribution and the sale of any surplus.  The olive presses, mills 

and similar installations are thought to have been privately owned and no indication has been 

found that the town dealt with their operation.  It would therefore seem that all processing 

was carried out on the farm prior to handing over. E.g. olive oil rather than olives, wine rather 

than grapes and fabric rather than flax or wool. 
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The polis owned lands in the agricultural hinterland as well as in the city.  Residences or stores 

were often built on the municipal lands and the rents for these plots were an important source 

of income for the city (Safrai 1994: 34). 

 

ANIMALS: 

The running of a farm required animals for ploughing and transport.  A cow and an ox, or a pair 

of oxen, could plough the fields.  Not every farmer owned such animals and therefore rabbinic 

literature records many instances of borrowing or renting animals for the purpose.   McCown 

(1927: 64) records the fact that only marginal profits were made from the land and these could 

be absorbed by taxation whereas profits made by renting out an oxen would, in all probability, 

go unnoticed by the tax assessors.  Donkeys were used as transport between fields and farm 

house and sometimes over longer distances such as to market in the city.  There were few 

horses or mules and these were used only for transport, never to work on the farm (Safrai 

1994: 173). 

 

CLOTHING: 

Men and women wore the same basic articles of clothing in Palestine, different only in colour 

and detail.  The principal garment was a long, fitting shirt made of two pieces of cloth sewn 

together – usually wool, linen or leather – and the quality of the fabric indicated the wealth of 

the wearer.  The usual colour was the natural white of the material or the white resulting from 

the bleaching process of the fullers, although colour dyeing became increasingly popular.  If 

you could afford it you added a cape, fastened at the neck, which wrapped around the body in 

cold weather.  Travellers would add a sash or belt made of a long strip of cloth, folded and 

wound around the waist over the tunic to bind it and allow one to walk more freely.  This was 

often used as a money belt.  Slaves and labourers wore a simple loincloth of fabric or leather 

about the hips like an apron.  Typical footwear was sandals, mostly of leather (Jeffers 1999: 43-

44). 

 

TANNING: 

Tanning leather was not a trade held in favour among the Jews of the time because the work 

with dead animals was ceremonially defiling.  Tanning was complicated and smelly.  The hides 

of the animals were tanned using tannic acid, which was extracted from lime, from the juice of 

certain plants, or from the bark of trees.  Because of the very unpleasant odours generated by 

this work tanning was not allowed to be done in the cities and many tanners worked by the 

seashore because they used salt water in the tanning process, and also they were able to 
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dispose of chemicals into the ocean.  Leatherworkers purchased leather either from the 

tanners or from traders to make goods such as tents, clothing, sandals and belts. 

 

To learn their trade a tanner  would have been apprenticed at around 13 years of age and 

spent two or three years in demanding training before becoming skilled in the use of the 

various tools and techniques for cutting and working leather.  The tools required were small 

and few so the worker’s trade was a portable one.  A tentmaker’s shop would have required a 

stool, a table, a sharpening stone for the tools, oil and blacking for treating the leather, and 

places to store both the leather material and the finished goods (Jeffers 1999: 28).          

 

TOWNS: 

Most Palestinian towns existing during the Roman period were previously established 

settlements from the Hellenistic period (Safrai 1994: 39).  Archaeological investigation has 

established that in some cases new settlements were located on the remains of an older site 

and often the ancient name was preserved in one form or other (Safrai 1994: 39). 

 

Such settlements were usually located at the top of a hill or the edge of a slope as the 

residents of the ancient settlements traditionally sought out the most fortified point in the 

area.  Prior to the Roman period each individual settlement was responsible for its own 

defence (Safrai 1994: 40).  After the Second Temple period military defence became a function 

of the state and the Roman army was responsible for dealing with the threat of invasion (Safrai 

1994: 40).  The settlers then began to abandon the fortified peaks, preferring the more level 

areas below and no new settlements were built on the fortified areas (Safrai 1994: 39).  The 

earliest dated pottery sherds are from the most ancient settlements in the high fortified areas 

while those from later periods are only in the newer settlements below. 

 

Until the Second Jewish Revolt (132-135 BCE) all Palestinian towns were Jewish; there were no 

mixed or non-Jewish towns.  Mixed settlements were either on the periphery or in those 

regions which were not completely part of Palestine.  Following the Second Jewish Revolt non-

Jews began to settle in many towns and Talmudic literature mentions the ‘new reality’ of 

mixed population towns.  However in most towns Jews remained in the majority (Safrai 1994: 

40). 

 

A complete settlement has yet to be totally excavated and therefore no definitive picture can 

yet be given of how they were set up.  Safrai says that Jewish towns and cities were not 

planned and therefore their streets and thoroughfares often meandered with no clear purpose 
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(Safrai 1994: 46).   However  Kloner, in discussing the ‘Lower City’ of Maresha, says that it was 

almost certainly planned in advance, with indications of a street grid and a large, well-built 

drainage and sewerage system that predated construction (Kloner 2001: 109).  Perhaps the 

most Jewish towns, with no professional form of government, were allowed to simply grow 

organically as their populations increased, without thought being given to overall design. 

 

From literary sources we know a council of seven town elders controlled the financial aspects 

of the town and made most of the necessary municipal decisions.  Together with a smaller 

group of 3 ‘archons’ they ran most of the municipal affairs.  It appears that residents could 

vote or be elected regardless of social or economic position (the actual mechanics of this are 

unknown), but in reality most of the offices were held by the well-to-do, as they were the only 

people who had the free time to spend on municipal affairs (Safrai 1994: 46-8).  The Romans 

granted the Jewish towns a considerable degree of autonomy.  The Romans were unable to 

supervise every aspect of day-to-day life and they also recognised Judaism as a legitimate 

religion so rarely got involved in the everyday life of a Jewish town, however the city 

authorities had overall authority over and responsibility for the towns in their region.  The city 

was also the trading centre for the produce from the towns.    Every citizen had an equal share 

of the common town property (Safrai 1994: 46-8). 

 

The Jewish town had an obligation to provide education and after the destruction of the 

Temple parents were required to send their male children to school, or could be sanctioned for 

not doing so: although there is no evidence for such sanctions being carried out.  However, 

obligatory study was at an elementary level – more advanced study was available but on a 

voluntary basis.  There were laws covering times of study, vacations, duration of study and 

manner of instruction.   Because of this system of education most male Jews were able to read 

the Torah, pray and understand and observe the commandments – but not write as writing 

was not stressed in school (Safrai 1994: 46-49). 

 

The Jewish community had a high degree of social awareness and responsibility and many 

private individuals actively participated in charitable affairs.  Poverty was widespread because 

farmers were utterly dependent on the vagaries of nature.  The town would set up charitable 

institutions to provide financial support, food and even a place to sleep if necessary.  It also 

provided burial services and widows and orphans were exempted from many of the municipal 

taxes and were given special legal protection.  The court could appoint a guardian until they 

could take care of their own affairs (Safrai 1994: 50). 
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Some towns provided basic services such as bathhouses and lavatories and were required to 

deal with transportation and constructed roads within the settlement as well as in the 

agricultural fields.  The roads were well built and 2-4 m wide to allow beasts of burden to pass 

through.  The roads between the various settlements were the responsibility of the regional or 

national leadership.  The town also provided the elements necessary to service the road and 

those who used it such as cisterns, inns – both within the town and outside it; in some cases 

even planting fruit trees alongside the road.  A few of the larger settlements provided lighting 

for public buildings, or for dark streets (Safrai 1994: 53). 

 

VILLAGES: 

In an attempt to identify and locate both towns and villages of the region the researcher is 

again frustrated by the dearth of informative sources.  The books of the Old Testament of the 

Bible name various towns and villages in their stories but the locations of these are difficult to 

pinpoint in most cases.  In his Onomasticon of Biblical Place Names, written in the late 3rd or 

early 4th c CE,  Eusebius, Bishop of Caesarea aims to clarify this Biblical topography in 

geographical terms that could be understood in his own times (Isaac 1998: 288).  He essentially 

takes a list of Biblical place names and identifies them with known locations in the late 3rd c CE 

using points of reference which would be obvious to the contemporary public, such as the 

distance and direction from cities of the region and, in many cases, the city territory to which 

the town or village belongs.  Whilst no actual map was provided with the text, and some of the 

directions given are more general than specific, this has proven to be a valuable too for the 

study of the division of Palaestina at this period (Isaac 1998: 296).  Of most interest to this 

thesis is that “the Onomasticon contains more information about the territory of 

Eleutheropolis and its vicinity than about any other city west or east of the Jordan” (Isaac 

1998: 297).  Using this information a significant number of the towns and villages mentioned 

by Eusebius have been able to be identified and are depicted in map form in Appendix I, 

followed by a review of all the locations mentioned by Eusebius which have a connection to 

Eleutheropolis in Appendix II (Freeman-Grenville et al 2003).  The fact that Eusebius attests 

more villages around Eleutheropolis than anywhere else does not mean there were more 

there than in any other territory but it is significant as revealing a fairly thick network around 

the city, and giving a clue to the boundaries of its territory.  Of note is his reference to at least 

one town ‘composed entirely of Christians’. 

    

The Talmudic literature defines the village as a small settlement without municipal institutions, 

as opposed to the Jewish town which provided a considerable number of services.  However 

the remains of ancient villages in the area reveal there was a miqveh or ritual bath and in 
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many, pools and public water cisterns were found (Safrai 1994: 67).  There were often also 

satellite settlements or ‘offshoot villages’ around a mother village.  These can be identified in a 

number of cases from the road networks which have been preserved in which secondary roads 

radiated out from the mother village and came to an end at the agricultural area of a satellite 

settlement.  In some cases these ‘offshoot villages’ began when a branch of a family in the 

mother settlement wished to establish an independent home but still be able to rely on the 

mother settlement for their economic needs.  Difficult defence conditions at the mother 

settlement could be alleviated by the building of satellite settlements with fortifications.  In 

time many of these ‘offshoot villages’ grew and developed into independent villages (Safrai 

1994: 64-82). 

 

Residential quarters were built around inner courtyards, closed to the outside.  Construction 

was modest, based on local materials, particularly unhewn stones.  Floors were of compressed 

earth or dressed stones.  Burials took place outside the village in a family cave (Rocca 2008: 

218). 

 

A village was dependent upon its nearest town to provide the services needed which were not 

available in the village.  No stores have been identified in the villages so far excavated; 

therefore the services probably included those relating to trade and commerce.  Farmers did 

not usually market fresh produce, but rather preserved and processed; grapes as wine or 

raisins, olives as olive oil, figs and dates were dried and wheat was sold in seed form.  The 

residents of the villages undertook these processes themselves and equipment such as wine 

presses and olive presses have been discovered in or near small villages.  Commercial ties 

between satellite village, mother settlement and town were based on the market-days which 

took place in the central town on a regular basis.  Roman administrative policy recognised the 

town as a tax unit which included the village and offshoot settlements.  Therefore the villagers 

paid their taxes through the town, and their tax assessment was determined by the town 

(Safrai 1994: 75-77). 

 

In an archaeological survey undertaken in 200117 it was noted that “many of the villages were 

founded in the Late Achaemenid/Early Hellenistic, Ptolemaic period and showed energetic 

construction, a good indicator of economic growth, during the Hasmonaean period, followed 

by stagnation during the years of civil war and early Herodian period.  This was followed by a 

                                                           
17

 Zissu, B. (2001) Rural Settlements in the Judaean Hills and Foothills from the Late Second Temple 
Period to the Bar Kochba Revolt, Thesis submitted for the Degree “Doctor of Philosophy”, at The Hebrew 
University, Jerusalem. 
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marked increase in the size of the villages, a sign of prosperity during the last years of Herod’s 

rule and the early years of Roman rule”.  Many villages were then damaged in the First Jewish 

Revolt and destroyed during the Second Jewish Revolt (Rocca 2008: 218). 

 

After the end of the second Jewish Revolt in 135 CE there were two types of villages.  The first 

group was composed of a small group of private houses and characterised by the presence of a 

synagogue and the second group included a “Roman villa” and was usually composed of a 

number of houses belonging to a wealthy landowner (Safrai 1994: 64-66). 

 

VILLAS: 

Outside the towns were country houses belonging to farmers, both rich and poor, who chose 

to build their houses close to their fields, but they spent most of their time in the city and 

utilised the network of social and economic services of the city, while others worked their 

farms (Safrai 1994: 46).  Many of those discovered were villas and dated to the Persian period, 

or even earlier.  Some   continued to function into the Hellenistic and Roman periods (Safrai 

1994: 85). 

 

In 2006-7, following damage and theft by antiquities robbers, a salvage excavation was 

conducted on the site of such a villa on behalf of the Israel Antiquities Authority, by a team 

lead by Amir Ganor (Ganor et al 2010).  The site of the excavation – Beth Guvrin (North) or 

Khirbat ‘Urgan el Khala’ -  was at the top of a gentle spur, at an elevation of 276 m above sea 

level, c. 1.5 km northwest of the city of Eleutheropolis and east of the Roman road that linked 

it with Diospolis (Lod).18  A villa from the Roman period that had two main construction phases 

was exposed.  A plain residential complex and a non-paved kitchen, which was installed in the 

courtyard to its north, had been built in the first phase (in first and second centuries CE: Fig 

22).  Changes were made to the residential complex in the second phase (second and 

beginning of the third centuries CE: Fig 24) and a service wing that included a paved kitchen 

and plastered pools, possibly part of a bathhouse, was added to its north side.  The 

construction of the first phase, residential wing followed a simple plan from the first century 

CE and known from other sites in Israel; however it was noted that no stone vessels, 

characteristic of Jewish sites from that period, were found.  Little change had been made to 

the original plan of this residential wing; indications were that it was abandoned during the 

Second Jewish Revolt but was not destroyed.  It was later renovated and Roman style features 

were added to it, such as a magnificent mosaic, a water basin and fountain, an apse and a 
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 See photograph on P. 35 which shows location of the villa in relation to Maresha and 
Eleutheropolis/Beit Guvrin. 
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latrine alongside a service wing consisting of a paved kitchen and a bathhouse.  This second 

phase was dated to the end of the second and beginning of the third centuries CE based on the 

artefacts found, including ceramic lamps, a roof tile bearing the stamp of the Tenth Legion 

(based at Jerusalem after 70 CE) and coins.  These finds have suggested that the building 

became the estate house or villa of a Roman nobleman, possibly one of the veterans of the 

Tenth Legion, and is thought to be an indication of a Romanization process taking place in the 

rural area around Eleutheropolis (Bet Guvrin) in the Middle Roman period.  However, when 

Vespasian confiscated Judaea after the revolt of 70 CE he is known to have settled veterans 

there and resold land to private interests (Sartre 2007: 211) so the villa could have been in 

Roman hands much earlier than this.    

 

The description of the villa contained within the report offers an interesting insight into the 

lifestyle enjoyed by those fortunate enough to reside within it.  The residential complex 

consisted of a central rectangular courtyard (C1: 5.1 x 6.3 m) that was bounded on the east 

and north by a series of rooms (A1-9).  Worked bedrock created a levelled surface and a hewn 

channel (4.5 m long x 0.6 m wide) and covered with fieldstones crossed the courtyard to a 

cistern located outside the building. 

 

Figure 21:  Residential Complex Phase I (Ganor et al. 2010) 

Room A3 was considered the most magnificent room in the building and was possibly used as 

a salon.  Oriented east-west its doorway faced the courtyard and the direction of the wind that 

blows from the west.  Built column bases were installed in the four corners of the room plus 

two near the northern and two near the southern walls.  The column bases were set opposite 
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each other, suggesting the room was covered with arches.   The floor of the room was 

decorated with a mosaic of white tesserae.  The centre of the mosaic was a rectangular carpet, 

enclosed within a double frame; the tesserae outside the frame were placed diagonally and 

those in the centre carpet were set in straight lines.  The inner frame was adorned with 14 

decorations (Fig. 23) simulating a small oval warrior’s shield that was common in the Roman 

Army or an axe head. 

 

Figure 22: Plan of the Mosaic in Room A3 of the Residential Complex  (Ganor et al. 2010) 

 

Rooms A1 and A6 lead off the courtyard.  In the centre of room A1 was a basin coated with 

pale grey plaster, remains of lead and ceramic plumbing pipes and evidence that water was fed 

at high pressure to a central, vertical pipe forming a fountain.  Room A5 was located east of 

Room A1.  The two rooms had been separate in the first phase but in the second phase the 

wall dividing them had been removed, as had that dividing off Room A9, and a plaster floor 

installed.  The northern wall of Room A9 had been redesigned in the shape of an apse, perhaps 

as a place for a statue. 

 

Room A4 contained a plaster floor and the remains of stone-built pillars which formed part of 

the roofing system and narrowed the span of the room.  Pottery vessels, characteristic of the 

second and third centuries CE were found on the floor of this room.  A doorway from Room A4 

formed the passageway from the residential to the service complexes. 
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In Room A8 a thick layer of plaster covered its floor and scaled the bases of the walls.  Two 

channels covered with stone slabs crossed the room to a plastered installation.  A channel 

covered with stone slabs that contained a lead pipe was embedded in the installation.  A 

circular shallow plastered depression was installed at the end of the channel and a terracotta 

pipe was discovered in situ.  It was thought that the installation and the channel may have 

been used as a latrine which had a drainage channel attached to it. 

In the service complex a peripheral wall which adjoined the wall of the residential complex was 

exposed.  The architectural seam between them is evidenced by the different direction of the 

stone laying. The courtyard area B2 is wide enough to have been a passage or a street and the 

remains of round columns and ceramic roof tiles between the residential and kitchen areas 

hint that this may have been a stoa with a tiled roof.  The stamp of the Tenth Legion was 

identified on one of the roof tiles; the southernmost example of such a stamped tile ever 

discovered in Israel. 

 

The walls of Room B3 were built of roughly-hewn qirton (a soft stone quarried in the area).  A 

clay oven in the centre of the room was lined with small stones for support and a wide 

terracotta pipe in its western side was used to decrease the amount of air entering the 

installation.  The room was paved with qirton flagstones and a round stone basin was placed 

on the top of the floor.  Fragments of ceramic cooking pots and layers of ash confirmed that 

this was the kitchen. 

 

Part of a wing with pools and consisting of two rooms (D1, D2) was exposed north of the 

kitchen.  The plaster walls of the pools were preserved together with terracotta piping that 

was thought to be used for filling the pools.  On the floor of D2 were three round clay drums, 

used as part of the hypocaust tubulae in bathhouses, pottery vessels and other fragments 

characteristic of the 2nd – 3rd c CE. 
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Figure 23: Villa Complex Phase II (Ganor et al. 2010) 

Sixty coins were discovered in the excavation.  Fifty-three were identified and ranged in date 

from the first century BCE to the beginning of the third century CE.  They included 

Hasmonaean and Herodian coins, provincial Roman coins and Nabataean coins but the most 

interesting were mainly from the second century CE.  These included Roman denarii 

(Vespasian: 69-70 CE) and a tetradrachm from Tyre (Trajan: 100 CE), and relatively rare bronze 

provincial coins from Dor (Trajan: 111/112 CE) from Egypt, and even from Apamea in Phyrgia, 

Asia Minor (Antoninus Pius; 138-161 CE). 

 

Following the quelling of the Second Jewish Revolt and establishment of Roman authority in 

Judaea there was a vigorous programme of building roads, camps and settlements.  The 

Romans brought their technology, including irrigation systems, to establish and stimulate 

agricultural development in the area.  Title to formerly Jewish lands was transferred to Roman 

officers and government officials who began the construction of extravagant villas on rural, 

agricultural properties.   These properties were usually situated along established highways, 

presumably to facilitate the supply of produce from the farms to Jerusalem and to the Roman 

military, which used the roads.  The remains of another Roman villa, discovered at Ein Yael, 

outside Jerusalem, in 1980 illustrated the use of this technology to establish a residence and 

farm. 
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Ein Yael was situated beside an old Roman road which linked Jerusalem to the coast via 

Eleutheropolis (Edelstein 1990: 32-40).  Surrounding the villa was the remains of a walled and 

terraced farm which appeared to have been a permanent settlement, farmed all year round.  

Adjacent to each of the terraces were water channels, each forming part of an irrigation 

system, which included stone valves used to direct the water flow and irrigate the crops.  

There was evidence that a water collection system may have existed on the site from as early 

as the Iron II period, suggesting that the area had formed an agricultural unit from at least that 

time.  The Ein Yael farm had 8 terraces and the uppermost level yielded archaeological 

evidence of occupation from all ages back to the 7th c BCE.  The Roman villa had been cut into 

the cliff face of this uppermost, bedrock terrace, and then built to cascade over several 

terraces below.  Fragments of fresco were discovered, adhering to the remains of walls, and 

beautiful mosaics covered the floors.  A bathhouse for family use, built on a smaller scale than 

a classic Roman public bath, but with many of the same features, was also part of the building.  

This Roman villa was built at approximately the end of the 2nd c CE and remained in use until 

the middle of the 3rd century CE, as evidenced by the dating of various finds. 

 

The importance of the rural hinterland during the various periods of history is evident.  In the 

Canaanite era, the sparse population was scattered over an extended area.  The Israelite 

period brought the beginning of terrace construction and planned family farms.  The Romans 

brought improved agricultural technology including for wine and olive installations.  The 

Roman installations continued to be used by the later Byzantines and Arabs and in a small 

number of instances the ancient terraces continued to be maintained and cultivated, right up 

to the present day (Edelstein 1990: 32-40).   
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

ROMANIZATION IN JUDAEA 

Life under Roman Rule and the Rise of the Early Christian Church 

 

There are few direct sources specific to Eleutheropolis/Beit Guvrin, which give a clear picture 

of the changes to the way of life of the inhabitants of this area following the arrival of Roman 

troops.  In this chapter I have used the specific information which is available and linked it with 

the known history of Judaea, its administration, garrisoning, and transformation from client 

state to equestrian province, to fully-formed senatorial province and beyond, to sketch a 

probable account of life in both the urban and rural regions during this period.  Also discussed 

is the effect of the growth of Christianity in Judaea. 

It was a fairly Hellenized population, both Jewish and Gentile, that Rome found in Judaea.  The 

province had been largely Hellenistic for over two centuries when Roman influence first came 

with Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus (Pompey the Great) in 63 BCE (Applebaum 1989: 159).  The 

Greek cities were mostly pro-Roman, but they remained Greek in many respects and city 

administration remained Greek initially, on the whole. The Roman government naturally 

introduced Roman law into Judaea and the governor could order what cases he chose before 

his own court.  Greek city law was nevertheless tolerated as part of the cities’ internal 

autonomy, although increasingly the Greeks themselves gave preference to using the Roman 

courts (Applebaum 1989: 155-163).  The death of King Alexander Jannaeus, son of John 

Hyrcanus, in 76 BCE, and the subsequent succession issues with regard to his sons Hyrcanus II 

and Aristobulus II, threatened the stability of Judaea.  Eventually mediation was sought from 

Pompey who endorsed Hyrcanus.  Aristobulus awaited his opportunity and seized Jerusalem, 

forcing Rome to act.  Within three months Pompey had besieged Jerusalem, officially made 

Hyrcanus the high priest and established Judaea as a client state of Rome, with the proviso 

that it remained independent, provided it obeyed the rules of its status.  After securing 

Jerusalem, Pompey removed non-Jewish territory from Jerusalem’s control and, according to 

Josephus he “restored it to its own inhabitants”.  Josephus  (Antiq. 14.4.75) names Marissa 

(Maresha) as one of those towns restored (Chancey and Porter 2001: 164). 

When Julius Caesar arrived in Judaea while on campaign in the east in 47 BCE he granted the 

Jews a number of benefits; Hyrcanus was officially made the Ethnarch or leader and he was 
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succeeded by Antipater the Idumaean – also known as Antipas – as the first Roman Procurator.   

It was to be his responsibility to oversee the day to day management of Roman interests.  

However Antipater was soon assassinated and his place was taken by his son, Herod.  Parthian 

invaders entering from Syria set up Aristobulus II on the throne but Herod secured the 

intervention of the Roman Senate and was confirmed as Ethnarch in 37 BCE. 

Marcus Antonius was given command of the entire eastern empire and bequeathed the 

province of Judaea, along with other possessions, to Cleopatra of Egypt, with Herod remaining 

in a position of authority and offering support to Antonius and Cleopatra.  But with Octavian’s 

victory over Antonius at Actium the whole situation changed.  Herod went to Rhodes to meet 

with the victorious Octavian and through use of his political acumen managed to be confirmed 

as ruler of Judaea.  Herod was a brutal ruler but despite some unrest he was able to administer 

the force necessary to suppress open opposition.  The Sanhedrin was established under Herod 

to oversee the affairs of faith and religious law.  It was the supreme council with authority over 

Judaea and composed of 70 men from among the chief priests, scribes and elders, with the 

High Priest as its president.  The Sanhedrin heard both civil and criminal cases and could pass a 

sentence of death but was not empowered to carry out that sentence.  Only the Roman 

authorities could do this. 

When Herod died in 4 BCE his will divided his kingdom among three of his sons, all of whom 

had been raised in the city of Rome and so were immersed in Roman culture and ways of 

thinking (Jeffers 1999:124).  Octavian – now the Emperor, Augustus, largely ratified Herod’s 

will which gave almost half the kingdom to Herod Archelaus when he was named ethnarch of 

Judaea, Samaria and Idumaea.   This arrangement caused considerable instability in the region 

amongst dissatisfied relatives of Herod and a Jewish embassy to Rome which had sought 

dissolution of Herod’s dynasty.  Augustus sent the governor of Syria, Publius Qunctilius Varus, 

to restore order, for which he needed three legions.  Judaea was an unimportant region to 

Rome in terms of revenue, however its position on the eastern Mediterranean, placed 

between the Roman provinces of Aegyptus and Syria and bordering the Nabataean territory of 

Arabia, necessitated firm Roman control in order to keep the region secure.   Archelaus’ rule is 

reported to have been a brutal one and in 6 CE Augustus deposed him and exiled him to the 

Rhone Valley in Gaul (Jeffers 1999: 127).  At this time Judaea was somewhat unimportant in 

terms of size as well, measuring only 150 km from north to south and 70 km east to west.  It 

was populated by monotheistic Jews, Samaritans and Idumaeans, but also by Greeks and 

Romans who believed in many gods.  Judaea was always under imperial control, whether 

under a client king or a Roman governor.  The governors of Judaea were from a group of 
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imperial administrators named Prefects, used to govern relatively small areas that required 

special treatment (Jeffers 1999: 113). 

In 41 CE, after the Romans had governed the province directly for thirty-five years, Claudius 

made Herod’s grandson, Herod Agrippa, king of Judaea.  But regardless of heritage Agrippa 

was Rome’s man – brought up in Rome and establishing strong relationships with the children 

of the imperial family from an early age.  Claudius possibly hoped that this sense of self-rule 

would help to restore order in the region; at least Agrippa seems to have been the least 

disliked of the Herodians and spoke in favour of Jewish rights, easing some of the previous 

tension.  Agrippa’s royal army was in part composed of Roman-trained auxiliary troops, 

perhaps a measure of Claudius’ faith in him (Jeffers 1999: 133).  Following Agrippa’s death in 

44 CE Judaea reverted to a Roman province, governed directly by a Roman of equestrian rank, 

now called a Procurator, for another twenty years, causing dissatisfaction to grow alarmingly. 

During the First Jewish Revolt Idumaea suffered severely from Vespasian’s ravages and 

became a fortified barrier between Judaea and Nabataea.  Josephus relates that in 68 CE 

Vespasian ravaged with fire the neighbourhood of Bethleptepha in Idumaea, built forts in 

advantageous places and captured two villages in the centre of Idumaea – Betabris (Beit 

Guvrin) and Kefar Tov.  He killed more than 10,000 people, took a thousand prisoners and 

expelled the remainder, stationing his own forces in those districts (Applebaum 1989: 141). 

The Romans were tolerant of different cultures and religions, and Judaism was an ancient and 

respected cult.  As long as the Jews paid their taxes, the Romans did not really care about their 

beliefs; with the occasional difference of opinion.  For example the Romans demanded their 

taxes be paid in money, but Mosaic law forbade the use of coins with the image of an emperor 

or a pagan god; the Jews were therefore permitted to use coins without the emperor’s head 

when they were in Jerusalem (Chancey and Porter 2001:178).  The money-changers at the 

Temple in Jerusalem changed foreign money for the half shekels required of each Jew for the 

temple tax on the Day of Atonement.  Jewish coins were seen as the only ones fit to be 

presented as an offering to God; Roman coins bearing the images of divine emperors were 

considered idolatrous (Jeffers 1999:24). Under Augustus the Roman military standards, which 

bore the image of the emperor, were not brought into Jerusalem out of deference to Judaism’s 

opposition to graven images. The Romans, in turn considered that some aspects of Judaism 

were barbarous; especially the circumcision of small children (Chancey and Porter 2001: 178). 

The Jews were not sure what to think of the Romans but their leaders tried to co-operate.  

They had to accept the existence of large pagan cities in their country, where temples were 

erected for the worship of the emperor.  There were inevitable misunderstandings and 
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troubles and the Prefect commanded some troops in case of necessity.  Following 6 CE when 

Judaea became an autonomous part of the Roman province of Syria and in the following 60 

years until the First Jewish Revolt there were two cohorts of auxiliaries in Jerusalem, one at the 

old Herodian palace and one at the Antonia fortress at the northwest corner of the Temple 

Mount, comprising about one thousand men.  A third cohort guarded the capital at Caesarea 

and two cohorts of infantry and one squadron of cavalry served throughout the province, in 

smaller forts at strategic sites which were also used as treasuries and armouries and therefore 

targets in periods of unrest.  The squadron was the Ala I Sebastenorum and consisted of 

Samarians.  There was also a Cohors I Sebastenorum.  It is thought that these two units may 

have been created by King Herod the Great who chose Samarians, who often adhered to the 

Samaritan faith, to police the Jewish population of Judaea.  Other known unit names are 

Cohors Prima Italica Civium Romanorum, Cohors Secunda Italica Civium Romanorum and 

Cohors Prima Augusta.  One unit name is unknown.  This was quite a large force and it was 

only in the case of serious trouble that it would be necessary to send to the governor of Syria 

for a legion.  Tacitus (Histories 5.9-10) says that this only occurred on one occasion, in 41 CE, 

ending a period of resistance to Roman rule which had become close to open revolt (Lendering 

2000: 1-4).  The troops in Jerusalem were used in the town as a police force and for riot control 

in times of unrest. 

The army was of course one of the primary instruments of romanization in Judaea.  Roman 

control of the region lasted for 7 centuries and was largely founded on the forces it established 

here (Kennedy 1992: 789).  Some of the cities, including Caesarea, Sebaste and Ascalon, 

furnished auxiliary units to the Roman army and after the 2nd c CE large numbers of auxiliary 

troops served permanently alongside the legions and paid by the Romans (Kennedy 1992: 789-

790).  Only two units are known to have been furnished by the Jews – the I Ala Augusta 

Gemina Colonorum which was partly composed of Babylonian Jewish troopers and, in the 4th c 

CE the Numerus regiorum(nis) Iudaeorum of Emesa (Applebaum 1989: 162).   Few individual 

Jews enlisted.  There were no longer any community based forces and so the Roman army was 

used to maintain law and order but their actions were often heavy-handed and bloody and the 

soldiers were treated with fear, distrust and dislike by the people (Kennedy 1992: 789-798).  

Rome had concentrated the forces of four legions in Syria and held them there to counter the 

supposed threat posed by Armenia and Parthia to the east, with the Syrian governor delaying 

sending his forces to deal with the increasing unrest in Judaea.  When they did move south it 

was along a coastal route on which most of the cities had been established as Roman colonies, 

to afford outposts of Roman support in the region.  Security of  troop movement  was of major 

concern  and therefore not only were new roads built but special roadbuilding units were 
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included within the Roman army whose task it was to straighten, to level and to broaden 

existing roads (Isaac 1998: 39)  

The First Jewish Revolt against Rome began in 66 CE and was mainly concluded in 70 CE when 

Jerusalem fell to the Romans and the Jewish Temple was destroyed.  Some sporadic fighting 

continued until 73 CE when Rome captured Masada.  Josephus noted Roman campaigns 

against the coastal plain and Idumaea (War 4.444-448) but little archaeological evidence has 

so far been found to corroborate his claims.  The end of the ‘Great Revolt’ marked a turning 

point in the history of Roman Palestine as for the first time Rome permanently stationed 

significant forces in the region.  Josephus is quoted as stating on a number of occasions that 

Legio X Fretensis was garrisoned initially at Jerusalem, and inscriptions subsequently 

discovered would seem to support this; however surveys in the mid-1980s of the results of 

excavations carried out in Jerusalem stated that no remains of a military base from the second 

century had been found (Isaac 1990: 427).    The more recent discovery of a Roman bath house 

in the Jewish quarter indicates there must have been soldiers living within the city, and the 

discovery of tiles bearing the stamp of Rome’s Tenth Legion at this site has caused further 

speculation (Down 2011: 17).  The stationing of a legion within a region meant that the 

region’s governor would be a Senator rather than an equestrian Procurator – an upgrading of 

status.  Rome initiated resettlement in the Judaean region and encouraged economic 

development.  The region flourished and populations grew; as did the Roman military 

presence.  The Legio X Fretensis was joined in 120 CE by the Legio VI Ferrata.  A monumental 

inscription said to have been found at the site of Eleutheropolis reads Vexillatio leg(ionis) VI 

Ferr(atae)  (Isaac 1990: 432), which may indicate that at some time the Legion, or part of it, 

was stationed there, although its base was near the site of Megiddo, to the north.  Judaea had 

no frontier and was therefore unique in that it had a huge garrison of troops, in striking 

exception to normal procedure (Kennedy 1992: 789-798).  

From 70 CE onwards the Roman administration encouraged the formation of Jewish courts 

conducted by secular judges of the Jewish aristocracy and even Roman courts were prepared 

to decide Jewish cases according to rabbinical law.  Although there are parallels between 

Roman and Jewish laws of the time it is unlikely that one influenced the other but that reaction 

to common circumstances is a more likely explanation (Applebaum 1989: 164). 

Despite economic prosperity in some communities a second revolt against Rome – The Second 

Jewish Revolt – occurred in 132-135 CE.  Again the result was disaster for the Jews.  Ancient 

writers were divided on the reasons for this second revolt and detail is meagre.  Modern 

scholars are reliant on archaeological and numismatic material culture in attempting to 
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understand it and consider that at best the rebels held a relatively small region south of 

Jerusalem and west of the Dead Sea.  There is evidence that they utilized cave and tunnel 

complexes to store supplies and weapons and to conceal themselves in, similar to those 

discovered at Maresha.  The Romans were forced to deploy the Legio III Cyrenaica, the Legio III 

Gallica and auxiliary units in addition to the two legions and auxiliaries already stationed in 

Palestine.  Jewish losses were said to have been extremely high with parts of Judaea ravaged 

by the Romans under Emperor Hadrian (Satre 2005: 128-131). 

Following the Second Jewish Revolt Hadrian rebuilt Jerusalem as ‘Aelia Capitolina’; initially it 

was exclusively pagan with Jews forbidden to enter, on pain of death, although this prohibition 

does not seem to have lasted long.  The discovery of inscriptions referring to Roman military 

units at several sites in Judaea indicates that the Roman military presence grew, although the 

general population seems to have stabilized after a period of growth, perhaps reflecting the 

casualties suffered during conflict.  This was also the period in which Roman roads were built 

to facilitate troop movements and a system of paved roads criss-crossed Palestine.   

At the end of the 2nd century CE the status of some cities was changed during the visit of the 

Emperor Septimius Severus.  As previously indicated, this included Beit Guvrin, which was 

granted the status of polis and renamed Eleutheropolis (Chancey and Porter 2001: 190). 

Literary sources appear to indicate that the relationship between the Roman authorities and 

the Jews in Judaea improved somewhat following the Second Jewish Revolt and to a large 

extent there was no open rebellion in the province, although they comment that the Roman 

army undertook a significant amount of interference in the lives of the Judaeans, sometimes to 

the extent of brutality against them.  Talmudic sources refer repeatedly to the activities of the 

army in towns.  Army units were permanently stationed in many urban centres, including, it is 

thought, Eleutheropolis (Isaac 1990: 117-118).   

Throughout Roman times groups of bandits are known to have destroyed and plundered 

property.  In Herod’s time as Client King it was his responsibility to suppress the robber bands 

but he seems to have largely failed in this (Isaac 1984: 178-9).  After Herod’s death many royal 

residences and houses of wealthy people were destroyed in Judaea by an assortment of 

people who were said to have been driven by poverty and with only underground shelters and 

caves to live in (Isaac 1984: 179).  In 39/40 CE the message of the Jewish leaders to Emperor 

Caligula was that the only harvest would be banditry because the land was unsown and they 

could not meet the requirements of tribute (Isaac 1984: 179). 
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When the Roman army itself was attacked they would attempt to capture the bandit leaders, 

not always successfully, but they would also hold responsible the towns and villages near the 

spot where the attack occurred.  Following an attack on a Roman company conveying corn and 

arms to troops in Jerusalem, which took place along the road from Emmaus to Jerusalem, the 

town of Emmaus was burned at the order of Varus.  When the arsenal at Sepphoris was 

attacked Varus burned the city and reduced its inhabitants to slavery (Isaac 1984: 179). 

There are many references to bandits or listim in the rabbinical sources (including references 

which brand Roman soldiers as listim) which clearly indicate that brigandage was endemic in 

Judaea at least until well into the third century CE.  Further rebellions by the Jews and later the 

Samaritans against the Romans continued to be suppressed by the army into the sixth century 

CE, suggesting that Judaea remained a somewhat unstable province.  The army also provided 

intensive security arrangements on the main public roads throughout the area as banditry was 

a problem for travellers, including pilgrims and traders.  Isaac (1984: 172) questions the army’s 

function, particularly in the early period under Roman rule.  While it is normally accepted as 

frontier defence, suggesting hostile incursions by invading nomads he states that there is not a 

single literary source which mentions major difficulties caused by nomadic tribes before the 

late Roman period.  He seems to suggest that rather than undertaking a purely military role 

the army was forced to spend most of its time in southern Judaea, undertaking ‘protective’ 

activities, given the overwhelming evidence of banditry in the region (Isaac 1984: 171-201). 

Direct government in provinces such as Judaea was normally left to provincials whom Rome 

had co-opted into its system, and thus could be trusted to do Rome’s bidding.  Most were from 

local aristocracies in the towns of the province.  Rome expected their support and in return 

granted them Roman citizenship and supported them in conflicts with political opponents 

unfriendly to Rome.  However the Jewish revolutionaries believed that the priestly class in 

Judaea had sold out to the Romans and put many to death as traitors in the revolt of 66-73 CE. 

Roman citizenship was prized in many quarters.  Those possessing it were entitled to special 

protection from the Roman authorities and received benefits, including the non-payment of 

certain taxes, such as those land taxes levied on the provinces and sent as tribute to Rome.  

Few Jews possessed Roman citizenship and fewer still were citizens from birth.  Of those who 

were the most notable were the descendants of Herod the Great. 

Those with money sought to protect it, some by depositing it with a temple, others by burying 

it in a box in their fields or under their house.  Others used the professional bankers who 

operated during Roman times.  These included such individuals as the money-changers at the 

temple, who also functioned as bankers, receiving money at fixed rates of interest and lending 
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it out to other borrowers.  Further up the scale were tax farmers or publicani who counted 

provincial government officials, cashing government bills of exchange, amongst their 

customers.  Lenders did not always charge interest, however they could demand the 

repayment of a loan at any time and could bind into permanent slavery or temporary debt 

bondage those debtors who did not, or could not pay up. 

From its earliest times Rome had amassed great wealth from the booty of its wars of conquest 

but by the first century CE taxes had become its principal source of income.  The expenses of 

the imperial provinces, such as Judaea, were paid out of the fiscus, the personal treasury of the 

emperor.  Because of the armies stationed in them imperial provinces were expensive to 

govern.  The emperor paid the expenses of the governors of imperial provinces, the salaries of 

soldiers – including the special fund which provided separation pay when a soldier was 

honourably discharged, the maintenance of his own household slaves and freedmen who 

looked out for his interests in the province.  Special projects such as harbour works, roads and 

military camps were paid for by the imperial treasury. 

Taxes were not levied on Roman citizens but on noncitizen provincials.  During the early 

Empire two types of direct taxes existed; tributum soli, a fixed-rate property tax assessed on 

land, houses, slaves and ships within the province and tributum capitis, a head tax levied on 

men aged fourteen to sixty-five and on women twelve to sixty-five of one denarius per person.  

Rome also imposed some indirect taxes on the province such as customs or tolls on imports 

and exports and on goods passing through the province, road money, bridge tolls and harbour 

dues.  During the reign of Augustus a 1 percent sales tax, a 4 percent tax on the sale of slaves 

and a 5 percent tax on certain inheritances were introduced.  Jews also had to pay religious 

taxes, not only the temple tax but tithes to support the priests in Jerusalem and, after the 

destruction of the Temple in 70 CE they were required to pay and extra poll tax of two denarii 

each year to Rome – equal to the half-shekel temple tax – to maintain the temple of Jupiter 

which had been built on the Temple site. 

Initially Rome had used private enterprise to handle the tax collection.  Companies formed by 

members of the equestrian order bid for the right to collect taxes within the province.  The 

highest bidder then sent out his agents, publicani – or tax farmers, because they raised tax 

revenue for Rome like a farmer raises crops – to make the collections.  They had to collect 

enough money to cover their bid and then they could begin to make a profit.  Rome did not 

place a limit on the amount they could collect over their bid and therefore the system allowed 

an enormous amount of graft and corruption.  Collectors could use the threat of the Roman 

army to force payment.  When Julius Caesar came to power, he eliminated the Roman tax-
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farming system and in Judaea he gave the ethnarch and high priest Hyrcanus responsibility for 

tax collection. 

From 6 CE onwards each Jew in Judaea had to pay a property tax to Rome and a tax for the 

Jewish Temple – an extremely severe impost on them.  Tacitus (Annals 2.42.7) refers to 

Judaea, together with Syria, petitioning for a reduction in direct taxation in 17 CE saying that 

they were finding their financial burdens oppressive. 

It is likely that due to the heavy military presence which came to be stationed in Judaea, the 

tax contribution from the province did little more than cover the expenses incurred by Rome.  

A Roman foot soldier in the regular army received 225 denarii per year.  Auxiliary infantry 

soldiers such as those stationed in Judaea received 100 denarii per year (Jeffers 1999: 176) but 

there is no evidence that the auxiliaries received the increases and bonuses regularly paid to 

the legionaries. 

With the exception of a small number of free cities the Hellenistic law of the region was 

eventually superseded by Roman law.  Even those free cities had to be careful not to offend 

Rome in the exercise of their laws and had to treat Roman citizens according to Roman law.  

The legal statutes covering major offences against persons, society and the government were 

defined under Roman law, dealing for the most part with offences by the upper classes and 

government officials.  Lesser crimes and those committed by common persons (these crimes 

were known as cognitio extra ordinaria) were judged by a magistrate.  In Judaea this function 

would be performed by the governor who would determine whether the conduct under 

complaint was in fact a crime and, if so, would decide the appropriate punishment.  Minor 

legal matters were handled by local officials.  The Bible speaks of city magistrates, the annually 

elected leaders of Hellenistic and Roman cities, and it is presumed that Eleutheropolis would 

have had its own magistrates.  In Judaea the Sanhedrin and the high priest continued to 

enforce the laws of Moses and it seems the Roman authorities recognised their right to do so.  

The Roman governor enforced public order through the troops under his command.  The 

Romans did not punish with imprisonment; they used prisons as a place of detention while 

awaiting trial and punishment but punished by exiling a convicted person to an island or a 

remote city for an indefinite period (or for life), or for lesser crimes by imposing a fine.  Such 

punishments were usually reserved for the upper classes.  If the convicted person was of lower 

status he might be sold into slavery or condemned to lifelong toil in the mines or the 

gladiatorial arena.  The Sanhedrin had authority to administer thirty-nine lashes in punishment 

for crimes.  Their capital punishment was by stoning, prescribed for idolatry, sorcery and 

adultery (Jeffers 1999: 157-159). 
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Applebaum (1989: 165) suggests that Roman influence was chiefly seen in regard to the 

organization and conduct of material life in Judaea, and that culturally the non-Jews remained 

largely Semitic and Greek.  The Jews were little influenced by Rome and remained essentially 

unchanged.  A third group which arose in Palestinian from the second half of the 1st c CE were 

the Christians.  

A significant, and increasingly important influence on the lives of the people from the early 

part of the Common Era was the founding and growth of the early Christian Church. 

The Christian Church was born following the execution by crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth in 33 

CE, a generation before the First Jewish Revolt.  Its followers were not at first called Christians 

– that name was given to them after the Church was established in Antioch.  Led by the 

Apostles and Disciples of Jesus, and based on His teaching, the early Church began in 

Jerusalem and spread through the region.  The network of Roman roads, which enabled 

freedom of movement were an invaluable tool for the growth of the early church as its 

adherents sought to spread their message.  Most of the early members were Jews by birth 

and, following the failure of the First Jewish Revolt and the subsequent anti-Jewish repression, 

groups of Judeo-Christians fled to areas such as Transjordan, although communities remained 

in Palestine.  Christians came under attack from the State, which began to see the new religion 

as a threat.  In 202 CE the Emperor Septimius Severus, worried at the growth of the Church, 

prohibited conversion to the Christian faith and many followers of the faith were faced with a 

violent death for their beliefs.  In spite of this persecution, the Church spread rapidly.  Because 

of its illegality there were no purpose-built places of worship and followers were forced to 

gather together in private homes.  Due to its location on the route between Jerusalem and 

Gaza, Beit Guvrin soon had a number of Christians in its population.  It is probable that there 

was a significant Christian population in the city from an early stage in the growth of the new 

religion (Groh 1988: 85).  There are stories of Christian martyrs disobeying the orders of the 

Romans and a number of the early Church hierarchy are named as having been born in Beit 

Guvrin or served there.   Later, as Eleutheropolis, it became a separate diocese of the Catholic 

Church and remains as such today on Catholic Church records. 

The first bishop of Beit Guvrin was Justus, one of the original 70 Disciples of Jesus and, in the 

4th c CE, the city, now Eleutheropolis, became the seat of Bishop Macrinus, who was present at 

the First Council of Nicaea, (modern day Iznik in Turkey) convened by Constantine, in 325 CE.  

St. Epiphanius, an early Bishop of Salamis in Cyprus, was born in Eleutheropolis.  The city 

remained an important monastic centre until the coming of the Arabs in 7th c CE.  South of the 

city lies the remains of a late Roman period church dedicated to St. Anne – mother of the 
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Virgin Mary.  Eleutheropolis/Beit Guvrin was said to be the birthplace of St. Anne.  Some of the 

underground caverns in the area are believed to have been used as places of worship during 

times of persecution.  In the 8th book of his Church History, Eusebius records the names of 

Christian martyrs, including three from the Shephelah.  One was Zebinas of Eleutheropolis.  

Around 310 CE, when Emperor Maximinus renewed the decrees against Christians, Zebinas 

stepped forward with two co-believers and preached to the Roman governor of Palaestina, 

who was in the act of making a pagan sacrifice.  The governor had all three executed (Langfur 

2008: 4) 

After almost 2 ½ centuries, including periods of persecution by Roman emperors, Christians 

were given permission to worship in public for the first time in 311 CE by Constantine, the first 

Christian Emperor.   
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

 

This thesis originated from the desire to apply form and substance to the history of a small 

area of Israel, which included the sites of ancient Maresha and Beit Guvrin/Eleutheropolis, and 

which had become a focus of interest to me over the past 10 – 12 years.  The intent was not to 

write a ‘history of Israel’ but to define this specific area, and the lives of its inhabitants, during 

a specific period of time and using the research tools available to me.  My sense was that this 

area had been an important one, particularly during the Hellenistic and Roman periods, but 

only a small percentage of the site has been excavated to date.  While many exciting finds have 

been made they as yet provide only a disconnected view of the region and archaeologists 

working there have high hopes of one day having the material culture necessary to draw all 

the pieces of information together.  To what extent then have I been able to achieve my 

original aim? 

That Maresha was a well-known city (perhaps the only one in its region) for many centuries, 

and a major centre of trade, commerce and production, is evidenced by the many references 

in the Old Testament of the Bible (e.g. Mic. 1:15, 1 Macc. 5:66-67, 2 Macc 12:35) and in ancient 

literary sources such as the Zenon papyri.  Following the total destruction of the city by the 

Parthian invaders in the early Roman period all the remaining citizens moved away and began 

again – most in the nearby village of Beit Guvrin, approximately 2 km from Maresha.   

Literary sources appear to indicate that Beit Guvrin was at that time a small village.  It 

obviously existed prior to the final demise of Maresha and therefore may have originally been 

a ‘satellite village’ begun by a breakaway group.  As it was located at a major road junction 

perhaps it began life as a way station or roadhouse for travellers.  Beit Guvrin was destroyed 

by Vespasian’s troops in 68 CE then rebuilt but damaged again during the Second Jewish 

Revolt of 132 – 135 CE.  There is strong evidence to suggest that Hadrian stationed at least part 

of a legion of Roman troops at Beit Guvrin following the Second Jewish Revolt and the 

increasingly heavy Roman military presence in the region was unique for a province that was 

not on a frontier.  The military presence would almost certainly have been a catalyst for 

growth within Beit Guvrin including the provision of facilities to cater for the needs of the 

soldiers and the population in general.  Kloner says that the amphitheatre was built during the 

latter part of the 2nd c CE which suggests a growing population and an increase in major 

construction works and therefore it could have been a substantial urban centre prior to its 

elevation to city status.  
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Beit Guvrin’s/Eleutheropolis’ location at the junction of a number of major roads and trade 

routes would have made it a familiar city to the many travellers and traders who were moving 

through the land in increasing numbers.  Many of the buildings so far excavated, plus additions 

to the previously existing buildings, seem to date to the 3rd and 4th c. CE which indicates that 

the city growth rate continued to be substantial throughout that period.  As this was also the 

period of economic crisis on the land, a time when many left the land to live in the cities it is 

significant that it was also a time that extensive building work was carried out, although a 

severe earthquake experienced in May, 363 CE may have been the cause of some rebuilding 

work. 

Butcher (2003) suggests a Roman policy of urbanization which brought about the declaration 

of new cities such as Eleutheropolis, but no proof of this, or alternative theories, has been 

forthcoming.  That they were accorded this new status meant a change in the structure of local 

government and the office holders within it.  The surrounding villages became dependencies, 

with  the hinterland becoming a city territory (Butcher 2003: 119), and from these it collected 

agricultural produce and taxation payments – particularly tax in kind – which were taken to the 

city and prepared for either export or redistribution.  A city could therefore be expected to be 

located on or near important trade routes, as Eleutheropolis was (as well as it sitting 

conveniently at approximately half-way between Jerusalem and the important port of Gaza). 

Eleutheropolis’ initial importance, and perhaps the reason for its choice as a city, therefore lay 

in its location; a convenient stopping place or a meeting point.  Travellers heading east could 

have included the mosaic makers who journeyed to Arabia in the 5th and 6th c. CE and 

produced the beautiful church mosaics there, including those of Eleutheropolis.  They depicted 

the amphitheatre of Eleutheropolis as the covered market it became in the late Roman period 

so it is probable that at least some of them would have actually seen it.  Indeed, there have 

been quite a number of mosaics discovered in the vicinity of Eleutheropolis – including some 

fine examples now in the Rockefeller Archaeological Museum in Jerusalem – which may have 

been completed by the same artists.     

Judaea was predominantly Jewish and certainly Jewish farmers formed the bulk of the rural 

population, although there were Jewish communities within the cities and gentile areas in the 

hinterland.  In the main both groups had coexisted peacefully.  The Hasmonaean conquests in 

the late Hellenistic periods had resulted in the forced conversion of the Idumaeans and 

therefore an expanded Jewish population in Judaea (Butcher 2003: 371).  The predominant 

groups overall were the Greeks and the Jews.  In the rural areas the Jewish towns and villages 

lived by the rules set out in the Torah, defining all aspects of their daily lives.  They had their 
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own education system, a Council of Elders who oversaw the administration of the towns and 

villages and under the Jewish law of the Torah legal disputes were settled within Jewish 

jurisdiction.  From 70 CE Roman administration encouraged the formation of Jewish courts, 

and even the Roman courts were prepared to decide Jewish cases according to rabbinical law 

(Applebaum 1989: 164).  The redaction of the Talmud was to encompass the changing 

circumstances in the contemporary economy and to respond to the changes brought about 

with the introduction of Roman law.  By the 3rd and 4th c CE, as noted by Eusebius, there were 

also large villages ‘entirely composed of Christians’.   

The cities were Greek and city administration on the whole remained Greek at first.  Initially 

the Romans took measures to accommodate Judaism and recognise the rights of Jews by 

exempting them from military service, and from their payment of the Temple tax.  They had 

the right not to appear in court on the Sabbath and did not have to worship the emperor or 

swear oaths in the emperor’s name (Butcher 2003: 372).  Archaeological evidence identifies 

the Roman presence in the cities in military inscriptions, amphitheatres, roads, baths, temples 

and aqueducts, although in a sign of possible resistance to aspects of Roman culture Latin was 

limited to government and military circles (Applebaum 1989: 155-156).  Most inscriptions 

found at village sites are in Greek.  Cities such as Eleutheropolis had their own magistrates and 

courts and there is no mention of assize circuit courts as occurred in other regions. 

The destruction of the Temple by Pompey and the heavy taxation burden imposed on the Jews 

led eventually to the First Jewish Rebellion, in the main a rising against Roman domination and 

injustice but with overtones of dissatisfaction against the Greeks also.  The failure of this 

Rebellion brought about something of a revolution within Judaism in Judaea whereby the 

Jewish scholars, now without the Temple, redeveloped their society and Law.  What had been 

a sacrificial religion based around a temple was replaced with a tradition of studying and 

learning, centred in local synagogues.  However continued clashes with Rome saw the rising of 

Ben Kosiba and the Second Jewish Revolt, which ended with the annihilation of two thirds of 

the Jewish population of Judaea (Applebaum 1989: 157).  Some reconciliation between Judaea 

and Rome occurred during the Severan period.       

The late 3rd c. CE economic crisis affected much of the hinterland population particularly. Many 

land-owning farmers were reduced to being tenant farmers.  They were forced to sell their 

land to wealthy estate owners, for whom they then worked, despite moves to protect them 

against forced land sales.  Many others had to leave the land altogether and moved to the city 

to begin new lives.  The urban populations increased markedly, causing problems within the 

cities due to shortages of food, increasing unemployment and a growing inability to cater for 
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the needs of the people.  There was a significant growth in the number of Christians, for whom 

Roman persecution was a constant threat.  The Jews were largely exempt from this.  The two 

faiths had by now separated from each other, and were seen to be so in the eyes of the 

authorities.  Christianity eventually became the universal religion and its gentile converts came 

to outnumber Jewish ones. 

Culturally the people of Judaea appear to have been more influenced by the Greeks rather 

than the Romans.  During the Roman period the non-Jews are said to have remained largely 

Semitic and Greek while the Jews mostly adhered to their traditional beliefs, with something of 

a Hellenistic flavour.  But politically, in business and in their material lives the Roman period 

brought radical changes.  Politically the Roman government brought new laws and taxes and 

the Jews in particular suffered greatly until the advent of the Severan dynasty (193 -235 CE) 

brought more favour to them.   

The Romans brought new and better methods of production.  The use of terracing on 

previously unworkable land to enable it to be irrigated and made fertile; new and better 

adaptations of machinery – olive oil presses discovered which date to the Roman period are 

considerably superior in operation to those of pre-Roman times: and above all they brought 

water with the building of aqueducts – in a region where rain falls during less than half of the 

year water was the lifeblood.  Roman political and financial systems certainly changed lives, 

not necessarily in favour of the indigent people.  The new taxes brought ruin and loss of land 

ownership to large numbers of farmers.  So much land became abandoned and reverted to 

fallow during the 3rd – 4th c CE economic crisis that the government offered lease terms, almost 

amounting to ownership of the land, to those inhabitants who would undertake to renew 

cultivation (Applebaum 1989: 152-153).  Evidence has been found in some areas of Judaea, 

including Tel Lachish – a short distance from Eleutheropolis - of the characteristically Roman 

method of field division, centuriation, in which land was surveyed and divided into plots along 

a grid system (Applebaum 1989: 163).  From 4th c CE the Romans used this method when 

establishing new colonies, particularly those for the settlement of army veterans.  Evidence of 

centuriation in Judaea would assist in the identification of ancient settlements.   The use by the 

legions of Roman pottery helped encourage local producers to raise the quality of their goods 

and residents to use them (Safrai 1994: 346). 

Between the 4th and 7th c CE Palestine underwent a period of high population growth and 

settlement density.  Many scholars have, in the past, attributed this to the religious changes 

from the 4th c CE following Constantine’s decision to legitimize Christianity.  However, more 

modern analysis of archaeological data and material culture from this period is tending 
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towards the realization that this was not the case.  There is evidence that following an era of 

decline, particularly economically, during the 2nd to 4th c the Late Roman period ushered in one 

of marked prosperity, most particularly in the rural areas.  Not only did the number of 

settlements increase during this time but many experienced considerable expansion as farms 

became villages and villages became small towns.  Even in the inner coastal area of the 

Shephelah which had previously been fairly sparsely populated, there was a dramatic 

expansion of settlement.  Evidence found points to the process being driven by the small scale 

farmers, motivated by the growing demand for food and other goods who cultivated areas of 

previously fallow land for the purpose.  Rather than the argument that this expansion should 

be connected to the Christianization of Palestine in fact the whole Palestinian population – 

Jews, Samaritans, pagans, and Christians took part in this economic development.  The 

expansion seems to owe more to the lack of military upheaval over a long period and the 

presence of a huge commercial network within the Roman Empire.  The main period of 

influence and achievement for the Christian church in Palestine was the 6th c CE when the 

majority of the community churches in areas such as Judaea were built and most of the local 

pagans embraced Christianity (Bar 2004: 307-320, Groh 1988: 80-96). 

There is little direct information regarding the influence of the Roman army on the residents of 

Judaea other than that contained in the Torah.  However the collection of taxes, the protection 

of its troops and the upholding of Roman law were primary considerations and the local 

population collectively was held responsible when actions such as guerrilla attacks on Roman 

troops in the countryside occurred.  There were regions where resistance to the Roman 

authorities was endemic for considerable periods and even Talmudic sources regularly 

described Roman government representatives as bandits (Isaac 1990: 82).  Evidence of 

disturbances and unrest between the army and the people dates well into the late Roman 

period (Isaac 1990: 89-90).  Isaac also discusses the milestones which were used by the 

Romans to mark their roads and states that “Milestones in Judaea are found almost exclusively 

in the heavily populated parts of the country which rebelled against Roman rule and had to be 

kept in check by the local garrison” (Isaac 1990: 111-112).  It is interesting to note that quite a 

large number of milestones have been found on the roads in the vicinity of Eleutheropolis. 

Thankfully the Talmudic sources which are available have been able to portray much of the 

way of life of rural Jews, particularly from the beginning of the Common Era.  Extensive future 

archaeological investigation will be needed to reveal the full story of cities such as 

Eleutheropolis, the towns and villages of its territory and the people who lived there.  Just as 

has happened on other major sites it is probable that such investigation will change aspects of 
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the city’s history as we know it today, but hopefully will answer some of the questions raised 

during the identification of material culture already discovered. 

Many of my initial questions have been answered, a least in part, but frustratingly those 

answers have often thrown up more questions, not initially envisaged and too often less 

satisfactorily answered.  Many times we have the ‘when’ and ‘where’ but the historical and 

archaeological record cannot give us the ‘how’ and ‘why’.  As far as is possible at the present 

time the original aim has been achieved.  It is to be profoundly hoped that it is not too long 

before future excavations will reveal some more of the answers. 
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APPENDIX I 

TOWNS AND VILLAGES IN THE HINTERLAND OF MARESHA-ELEUTHEROPOLIS 

IDENTIFIED FROM THE ONOMASTICON OF EUSEBIUS OF CAESAREA 

 

 NB.  Those locations marked ? were identified by Eusebius but have been questioned by archaeologists. 

(Freeman-Grenville et al 2003)  
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APPENDIX II 

 

A LISTING OF THE VILLAGES IN THE TERRITORY OF ELEUTHEROPOLIS 

AS IDENTIFIED BY EUSEBIUS IN HIS ONOMASTICON 

 

AZEKA (Josh. 10:10) City of the Canaanites from which Joshua expelled the 5 kings.  

It fell to the tribe of Judah.  It is still called Azeka, a village 

between Eleutheropolis and Ailia. 

ADOLAM (Josh. 15:35) Tribe of Judah.  Now it is a very large village about 10 

milestones to the east of Eleutheropolis. 

ANAB (Josh. 15:50) Tribe of Judah.  It is now within the borders of Eleutheropolis.  

Anaia (1) is also a very large village of Jews in Daroma, 9 

milestones south of Chebron. 

BETHAGLA (Josh. 15:6) Of the tribe of Judah.  A village 10 milestones from 

Eleutheropolis on the way to Gaza, called Agla.  There is 

another Bethaglaim 8 milestones away, by the sea. 

BETHSOUR (1)(Josh. 15:58) Of the tribe of Judah or Benjamin.  It is now the village of 

Bethsoro, 20 milestones from Ailia on the way to Chebron.  A 

spring is also shown there beside the mountain where, it is 

said, the eunuch Kandake was baptised by Philip.  There is also 

another Bethsour (11) in the tribe of Judah, one milestone 

from Eleutheropolis. 

BETHSAMES (1)(Judg. 1:33) A priestly city of the tribe of Benjamin, 10 milestones from 

Eleutheropolis, eastwards to Nikopolis. 

BERA (1)(Judg. 9:21) Here Jotham dwelt when he fled from Abimelech.  The village 

Bera (11) is 8 milestones from Eleutheropolis in the northern 

parts. 

BETHMACHA (2 Sam. 20:14) As far as here Joab was followed by the traitor Sheba, and 

afterwards we read that he was taken prisoner by the King of 

the Assyrians.  It is 8 milestones from Eleutheropolis on the 

way to Ailia, a village now called Machamim. 



119 
 

CHASBI (Gen. 38:5) Here children were born to Judah.  It is now pointed out as a 

deserted place in the borders of Eleutheropolis, near Odollam. 

DOUMA (DUMA)(Josh. 15:52) Tribe of Judah, a very large village now in Daroma, in the 

borders of Eleutheropolis, about 17 milestones away. 

EGLOM (Josh. 10:3, 12:12) Also Odollam.  Joshua attacked its King Dabir.  Tribe of Judah.  

Now it is a very large village 10 milestones east of 

Eleutheropolis. 

ESTHAOL (Josh. 19:41) The lot of Dan, where Samson died.  Even now it is 10 

milestones from Eleutheropolis northwards on the way to 

Nikopolis. 

EREMMON (Josh. 19:7) A very large village of Jews 16 miles from Eleutheropolis, 

southwards in the Daroma. 

ECHELA (1 Sam. 23.19) There David hid.  It is now called Enkela, 7 milestones from 

Eleutheropolis.  The Prophet Habakkuk’s tomb is pointed out 

nearby. 

ENADA (Josh. 19:21) Tribe of Issachar.  It is now another village called Henadab 

near the 10th milestone along the way from Eleutheropolis to 

Ailia. 

EUKELA Unidentified village 7 milestones in unstated direction from 

Eleutheropolis. 

GERARA (Gen. 20:1) From it the Geraritic region takes its name.  It lies beyond 

Daroma, 25 milestones from Eleutheropolis which is to the 

north.  Formerly it was the southern boundary of the 

Canaanites and a royal city of the Philistines.  It lies, as 

scripture says, between Kades and Sour, two deserts, one 

adjoining Egypt.  To this people came when they passed 

through the Red Sea.  That of Kades (1) stretches to the desert 

of the Saracens. 

GETH (Josh. 11:22) In this were left behind the foreign Enakim and the Philistines 

who were not utterly destroyed.  Even today it is a village not 
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far from Eleutheropolis, near Diospolis (1) near the 5th 

milestone from Eleutheropolis. 

GEDOUR (Josh. 15:58) Tribe of Judah.  Now it is Gedrous, a very large village 10 

milestones away from Diospolis (1) on the way to 

Eleutheropolis. 

GETHREMMON (11)(Josh. 19:45) 

 The lot of Dan, set apart for Levites.  Now it is a very large 

village 12 milestones from Diospolis on the way to 

Eleutheropolis. 

GABAAS (Josh. 24:33) A mountain of Ephraim, the city of Phineas, son of Eleazar, 

where they buried Eleazar.  Even until today it is the village of 

Gabatha (11) about 12 milestones from Eleutheropolis, where 

also the tomb of the Prophet Habakkuk is shown.  It was of the 

tribe of Benjamin. 

 *NB.  Identification of this site by Eusebius is now said to be 

in error – the matter is still unresolved. 

IEDNA (Josh. 15:23) About 6 milestones from Eleutheropolis on the way to 

Chebron. 

IERIMOUTH (Josh. 12:11) A city Joshua took.  Of the tribe of Judah, some 4 milestones 

away from Eleutheropolis, near the village of Esthaol. 

IETHER (Josh. 15:48) Tribe of Judah.  A priestly city.  It is now the very large village 

of IETHEIRA about 20 milestones from Eleutheropolis, wholly 

composed of Christians, in Daroma, near Malatha. 

IETTAN (Josh. 15:55) Tribe of Judah.  A priestly city.  It is now a very large village of 

Jews, about 18 milestones south of Eleutheropolis in Daroma. 

IERMOUS (Josh. 15:35) Tribe of Judah.  It is now the village of Hiermochos, 10 

milestones from Eleutheropolis on the way to Ailia. 

KEEILA(CEILA)(Josh. 15:44) Tribe of Judah.  There David dwelt.  Even unto today a village 

of Kela or Cela is pointed out east of Eleutheropolis on the way 

to Chebron, about 8 milestones away, and the tomb of the 

Prophet Habakkuk is pointed out in the same place. 
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LACHEIS or LACHIS(Josh. 10:3 Joshua took it, killing its king.  Isaiah also mentions it.  And 

even up to now it is a village, 7 milestones south of 

Eleutheropolis on the way to Daroma.  It is also in Jeremiah.  

Tribe of Judah. 

LEBNA (Josh. 10:20) This Joshua took, killing its king.  It fell to the tribe of Judah.  A 

priestly city.  Now it is a village in Eleutheropolis called Lobana 

(or Lobna).  It is also in Isaiah. 

MAKEDA (Josh. 10:10) Here Joshua shut 5 kings up in a cave, when he had killed the 

king of Makeda.  It fell to the tribe of Judah.  Now it is 8 

milestones east of Eleutheropolis. 

MASPHA (1)(Josh. 13:26) Tribe of Gad, separated for Levites.  There is another (Maspha 

11) near Masseba (Josh. 15:38) within the borders of 

Eleutheropolis in the north.  There is also another (Maspha 

111) in the tribe of Judah, on the way to Ailia. 

MARESA A deserted site about 2 milestones from Eleutheropolis. 

MORATHEI (Micah 1:1) Where Micah the Prophet came, to the east of Eleutheropolis. 

NESIB (NEESIB) (Josh. 15:43) Tribe of Judah.  Nesib is 9 milestones from Eleutheropolis 

towards Chebron. 

PHATHOURA 1 (FATHURA) (Numb. 22:5) 

 A city on the other side of Mesopotamia, where Balaam was.  

Also Phathoura 11 exists near Eleutheropolis, on the way to 

Gaza. 

RABBOTH (Josh. 19:20) The lot of Issacher.  Even today there is another village of 

Robbo (Rebbo) within the borders of Eleutheropolis, towards 

the east. 

SIOR (1) (Josh. 15:54 Opposite Egypt.  There is also another village of Siro (11) 

between Ailia and Eleutheropolis.  Tribe of Judah. 

SARAA (Josh. 15:33) A village within the borders of Eleutheropolis, towards the 

north, about 10 milestones away on the way to Nikopolis.  

Tribe of Dan and also of Judah. 
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SOKCHO (1 & 11)(Josh. 15:35) There are 2 villages on the way from Eleutheropolis to Ailia at 

the 9th milestone, one above and one below (i.e. one situated 

on the mountain and the other on the plain) both called 

Sokchoth (11).  Tribe of Judah. 

SAPHEIR (1 & 11) (Josh. 15:48) It is a village, Sapheir 11, between Eleutheropolis and Askalon.  

Tribe of Judah. 

SORECH (1) (Judg. 16:4) A torrent, which Delilah, Samson’s wife, came from.  It is also a 

village north of Eleutheropolis called Sorech (11).  It is near 

Saraa, from which Samson came. 

SAALEIM (1) (Sam. 9:4) Saul passed through it.  It is a village (Saaleim 11) within the 

borders of Eleutheropolis in the west, about 7 milestones 

away. 

SEPHELA (Isa. 32:19) In Isaiah. A: Plain. S: Valley.  Even today it is called Sephela.  

The same is all the flat country around Eleutheropolis to the 

north and west. 

THALCHA (Josh. 19:7) Tribe of Simeon.  Now called Thala.  It is a very large village of 

Jews about 16 miles from Eleutheropolis in the Daroma. 

ZIPH (Josh. 15:55) Tribe of Judah.  Now it is a village in the Daroma within the 

borders of Eleutheropolis, near Chebron, about 8 milestones 

to the east, where David hid. 

ZANAOUA (Josh. 15:56) Tribe of Judah.  Now there is a village called Zanoua within the 

borders of Eleutheropolis, on the way to Ailia. 

 

(From: Freeman-Grenville et al 2003) 

 

 

 


