


Ritual Complexes along Main Roads in Judaea Subsequent to the Bar Kokhba Revolt: A Means for Demonstrating New Roman Control?
Horvat Midras as a Test Case
Orit Peleg-Barkat (Hebrew University) and Eitan Klein (Israel Antiquities Authority)

Introduction
Horvat Midras lies within the boundaries of the Adulam Nature Reserve in the Judaean foothills, c. 15 km southwest of Beit Shemesh and c. 8 km northeast of  Bet Guvrin (map ref. 618095/194400; Fig. 1). Since the summer of 2016, ongoing archaeological excavations have been conducted at the site by the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.[endnoteRef:1] The excavations unearthed a large podium on the site’s western edge at a point overlooking Road 38, which follows the route of the Roman imperial road that ran between Jerusalem/Aelia Capitolina and Bet Guvrin/Eleutheropolis. The ashlar podium is founded on the bedrock and a monumental staircase climbs up to it from the west. On the west side of the podium is a paved courtyard and in the east section is a structure of which a substantial stone vault is preserved that supported the floor of a rectangular room. Finds from the bedding of the stone paving in the courtyard at the top of the podium and from the staircase’s core fill, like the architectural elements that adorned the complex, date the building to the Roman period, subsequent to the Bar Kokhba Revolt, when the site’s previously existing Jewish settlement was evidently destroyed.  [1:  The excavations are directed by Dr Orit Peleg-Barkat from the Institute of Ancient Near Eastern Archaeology at the Hebrew University and they are the focus of a research project on continuity and change in rural Judea in the Roman period, funded by a research grant from the National Science Foundation. The excavations in Area A, which unearthed the structure under discussion, lasted for three seasons (2016: License No. G-85, Permit No. A-032-16; 2017: License No. G-65, Permit No. A-046-17; 2018: License No. G-48, Permit No. A-038-18). The area supervisors were A. Cohen-Klonymus and A. Ben Haim (2016), A. Ben Haim and M. Tchernin (2017) and A. Ben Haim and M. Hussein (2018). Administration and logistics: Y. Tsabari and O. Gutfeld (Israel Archaeological Services). Students from the University of Munster in Germany participated in the summer 2017 excavation season and students from the University of British Columbia in Vancouver, Canada took part in the 2018 season together with students from the Institute of Archeology at the Hebrew University. We are extremely grateful to the Israel Parks and Nature Authority for the support and assistance provided to the excavations in this area, and particularly to Dr. T. Tsuk, Dr. Y. Farhi. L. Cohen, S. Cohen and A. Shifman.] 

In this article, we will describe the plan of the building, which we propose identifying by its architectural features as a roadside temple constructed prior to the renewal of settlement at Horvat Midras, after the site’s Jewish settlement was destroyed and abandoned. As we understand it, the building’s construction was initiated by the Roman administration in order to demonstrate its subjugation of the Judaean foothills following the suppression of the Bar Kokhba Revolt, thus emphasizing the new cultural-ethnic-religious character of the non-Jewish, Roman landscape. The practice of erecting cultic structures along roads and at prominent points in the landscape to emphasize the ruling authorities’ increasing hold over the land is well-known in our region in other periods as well. It is characteristic of periods of transition between rulers and changes in the cultural-ethnic composition of the population.

Population changes in the Bet Natif region: Bet Guvrin in the wake of the Bar Kokhba Revolt
Horvat Midras[endnoteRef:2] is located on an eastern spur of the Judaean foothills, on the edge of the highlands. The region was densely populated by Jewish settlements in the late Second Temple period and up to the Bar Kokhba Revolt, as is evident from surveys and excavations conducted in the area in recent years. The region was also one of the focal points of the Bar Kokhba Revolt (Zissu 2001). Large rural settlements that are particularly worthy of note nearby include Horbat ‘Etri (Zissu and Ganor 2009:100) and Horvat Burgin (Zissu et al. 2013a:50), which lie a few kilometers southeast of Horvat Midras. At both sites, hiding complexes dating from the Bar Kokhba Revolt have been discovered together with evidence of the settlement’s devastation as a result of the revolt. It is interesting to note that both Horvat ‘Etri and Horvat Burgin were resettled by a non-Jewish population not long after the destruction of the Jewish settlement. At Horvat Burgin, this probably occurred in the latter half of the second century CE and at Horvat ‘Etri it was probably only early in the third century CE (Zissu and Ganor 2009: 103104; Zissu et al. 2013a:3334, 50; Zissu et al. 2013b:121123; Zissu et al. 2015a).  [2:  Horvat Midras (Kh. Durusiya) was first documented by Guérin (1869:370) and surveyors from the Palestine Exploration Fund (Conder and Kitchener 1883:280). In the twentieth century, the site was explored in a field survey (Rahmani 1964), a survey of the underground installations (Kloner 1982) and, following antiquities plundering, the excavation of four Second Temple-period burial caves (Kloner 1978; 1991; Dahari and Avni 1986; Dahari 1990). Several years ago, a Byzantine church paved with magnificent mosaics was excavated in the north of the site (Ganor et al. 2012; 2013a; 2013b). These surveys and limited excavations yielded finds whose dates range from the Persian to the Ottoman periods, although the most prominent remains date from the late Second Temple period to the Bar Kokhba Revolt and to the Byzantine period. For an updated review of the site’s research history, surveys and excavations prior to the Hebrew University expedition’s work at the site, see Zissu et al. 2016.] 

Evidence of the Roman administration’s appropriation of major Jewish settlements after the suppression of the Bar-Kokhba Revolt and their transformation into Roman, non-Jewish settlement centers is familiar from two large sites, one on either side of Horvat Midras: Bet Guvrin, c. 8 km southwest of the site, and Bet Natif, c. 6 km to its northeast. Located at a major crossroads, Bet Guvrin was a large Jewish settlement from the late Second Temple period to the Bar Kokhba Revolt (Urman 1988). In 68 CE, the Jewish village was conquered by the Romans, who subsequently posted army units at the site (The Jewish War IV, 447448). A recent proposal identifies remains near Bet Guvrin as those of a Roman army camp that was established even before the outbreak of the Bar-Kokhba Revolt and that continued to be occupied until the third century CE (Ganor et al. 2010; Zissu, Ecker and Klein 2015).[endnoteRef:3] The military presence at and around Bet Guvrin after the Bar-Kokhba Revolt probably made the settlement an important regional center, as can be seen from the fact that Bet Guvrin is listed as one of the major settlements in Judaea by the second-century CE geographer, Claudius Ptolemaeus (Geographia V, 16, 8). Bet Guvrin continued to develop when the Roman city of Eleutheropolis was founded there in 199/200 CE (see Urman 1988; Avni et al. 2008).[endnoteRef:4] At present, most of the Roman city is buried under later settlement layers dating from the Byzantine period to modern times. However, the impressive remains of the second-century CE amphitheater and a bathhouse are well-known (Kloner and Hubsch 1996), as well as a cave that probably served as a mithreaum (Whetstone, Greitzer and Zissu 2016). A monumental arch preserved in situ and a large podium are also still visible on the surface; based on their architectural style, it can cautiously be proposed that they also belong to the Roman city of Beit Guvrin.[endnoteRef:5]  [3:  This proposal is compatible with a previous suggestion made by Kloner (2008), according to which a Roman military unit continued to be stationed at Bet Guvrin after the Bar Kokhba Revolt.]  [4:  Although historical sources and finds from burial caves suggest a continued Jewish presence in the city, the Jews who remained here were a minority in a town whose population was mostly pagan.]  [5:  We are grateful to the Israel Antiquities Authority’s Ashkelon District archaeologist S. Ganor for bringing these finds to our attention.] 

A similar process occurred at Bet Natif, situated in the group of hills to the north of the Ela Valley, near the Roman road. The site is generally identified with the late Second Temple Jewish settlement ‘Pella/Bethletephenen’ (Eshel and Zissu 2015:19–20), which Josephus mentions twice in his writings: First, as one of the towns in the province of Judaea in the late Second Temple period (The Jewish War 3, 55) and later while describing Vespasian’s campaign to conquer the Judaean foothills in 68 CE (The Jewish War 4, 444446). The place is also called ‘Bethletephenen’ in Pliny the Elder’s list of Second Temple provincial towns in Judaea (Natural History 5, 70). This important settlement apparently existed up to the time of the Bar Kokhba Revolt, as indicated by hiding complexes with contemporary finds that were recently discovered at the site (Tal and Kislevitz 2018; Tal et al. forthcoming). Following the suppression of the Bar Kokhba Revolt, the Jewish settlement was abandoned and its population was replaced by non-Jews loyal to the Roman authorities, including Roman legionary veterans (for a review of the finds from this period, see Zissu and Klein 2011).  
The introduction of non-Jewish inhabitants from neighboring provinces to Judaea in the wake of the Bar Kokhba Revolt is reflected in the Writings of the Sages: “Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi once visited Gabla where he saw vines laden with clusters of ripe grapes standing up like calves. . ‘Calves among the vines!’ he remarked. ‘These,’ they told him, ‘are clusters of ripe grapes’… ‘Land, O Land,’ he exclaimed, ‘withdraw thy fruit; for whom art thou yielding thy fruit? For those Arabs, who rose up against us on account of our sins?’” (Babylonian Talmud, Kethuboth 112a). Further evidence is provided in the Vita Epiphanii, which states that a Church father and his family living in a village near Bet Guvrin in the early fourth century CE were of Phoenician origin (Vita Epiphanii 6, 1–2), and by the fact that the image of the Syrian god Jupiter Heliopolitanus appears on the city coins of Eleutheropolis in the third century CE (Spijkerman 1972:371). It has been proposed that apart from the imperial desire to suppress any nationalistic feelings among the defeated Jews, the fact that the province’s name was changed from ‘Judaea’ to ‘Syria-Palaestina’ also reflects the identity of Judaea’s new settlers. According to Tsafrir, it is highly likely that the name was suggested to the emperor by the non-Jewish inhabitants, to whom the name ‘Judaea’ sounded foreign (Tsafrir 1982:352353). 
In light of the above, we shall now examine the remains from Horvat Midras that can be attributed to the first phase of settlement at the site after the abandonment of the large Jewish town that existed there from the late Second Temple period until the Bar Kokhba Revolt. A comparison of these remains with the pattern observed at other sites in the Bet Natif–Bet Guvrin region will help us understand whether the strategic location of Horvat Midras, with a commanding view of the main road, granted it a different standing. 

The abandonment of the Jewish settlement at Horvat Midras in the wake of the Bar Kokhba Revolt
Horvat Midras covers the northern slopes of the spur that overlooks Nahal Hakhlil, which crosses a wide, fertile valley to the north of the site that is still used today as farmland by local villagers. Two wells dug on the north bank of the stream appear on maps from the British Mandate period, although today they are covered with earth and two large fig trees mark their location (Zissu and Kloner 2011:231). Near the site to the west, along the valley that separates Ramat Avishur from the higher foothills to the east, is an ancient road that connected Jerusalem with the coastal towns of Ashqelon and Gaza. The road was paved during the Roman imperial period and milestones were erected along it. The road, which passed through nearby Bet Guvrin, was one of the region’s most important roads (Roll 1976; Roll and Dagan 1988; see below).
All of these conditions—proximity to a main route, a high water table and fertile agricultural land—attracted settlers to the area, probably from as early as the Persian period, and allowed the site to flourish in the Early Roman and Byzantine periods. The most recent excavations show that the site was also inhabited in the Hellenistic and Mamluk periods.[endnoteRef:6] To the late Second Temple-period settlement layer, from the first century BCE to the Bar Kokhba Revolt, a large number of kokh-type burial caves containing ossuary fragments (Kloner 1978: 115118; 1991; Dahari and Avni 1986) can be attributed as well as hiding complexes, some of which were found to contain mikvaot (‘ritual baths’; Kloner 1982:2644; Zissu and Kloner 2011:233235; Zissu et al. 2016:1619). The remains attest both to the size of the settlement and to the Jewish identity of its inhabitants. The lavish appearance of some of the burial caves, as well as the existence of a stepped pyramidal funerary monument at the top of the site (Peleg-Barkat and Chernin 2018) indicate the existence of a high socioeconomic class who lived there in that period. [6:  Hellenistic remains were uncovered in Area C in the 2017 season. In this area, on the northwest slope of the hill, two phases of refuse dumps from the Hellenistic period were excavated. These are probably the fringes of the site, where household waste and quarrying debris were dumped in two phases throughout the third and second centuries BCE. The debris was supported by crude retaining walls that were raised as the refuse piled up on the slope. The layers of partially charred waste were extremely rich in finds and contained a very large amount of Hellenistic pottery, oil lamps, bones and small finds, including the head of a zoomorphic figurine, probably a pig. The finds are very similar in character and composition to contemporary assemblages from nearby Marisa, prompting the cautious proposal that the settlement belonged to the rural continuum of Marisa (Peleg-Barkat 2017:182184). Areas B and C yielded architectural remains and rich ceramic finds from the Mamluk period. These finds are compatible with data provided by the sixteenth-century Ottoman population censuses (15241596), which record a village called Durusiya in the sub-district of Hebron that was a large settlement with several satellite villages (hamlets) that paid a tax three to six times higher than that of the surrounding villages (see Bakhit and Sawariyyah 2005).] 

The nature of the Early Roman finds at the site is consistent with Zissu and Kloner’s proposal (Zissu and Kloner 2011:239–240) that the site was founded anew by Herod the Great, whose family originated from this region (Idumaea; Kokinos 1988:100–112).[endnoteRef:7] Their proposal follows that put forward by Abel (1938:30) who identifies Horvat Midras—whose Arabic name on the SWP map and British Mandate maps is Khirbet Drusa/Drurusiya/Drusiya—with the Durusiya mentioned by Claudius Ptolemaeus (Geographia V, 16, 6) in his second-century CE work.[endnoteRef:8] Scholars believe that the name was given when the settlement was re-established by Herod the Great in honor of Nero Claudius Drusus Germanicus, the commander, statesman and stepson of Augustus, as part of his policy of establishing cities and settlements to honor or commemorate the imperial family in order to express his subservience to Roman authorities and his allegiance to Rome (Zissu and Kloner 2011:239; Zissu et al. 2016:15–16).[endnoteRef:9]  [7:  Shatzman also suggests that the extended family originated from Midras itself (Shatzman 2013a; 2013b).]  [8:  For another proposal for the site’s name, see Stiebel 2013.]  [9:  Based on the depiction of the holy sites on the way to Bet Guvrin on the Madaba map and the discovery of a burial cave that was used as a crypt beneath the northeast part of the church at Horvat Midras, A. Dahari (pers. comm.) suggested identifying the church with Zacharias’s tomb, which appears on the map and is also mentioned by the Pilgrim Theodosius. However, this suggestion has been rejected by the excavators because of the lack of consistency between the distance of the church from Bet Guvrin and the distance given by Theodosius (Ganor et al. 2011:121).] 

The Jewish settlement that flourished at the site from the first century BCE until the Bar Kokhba Revolt is estimated to have covered c. 120 dunams (c. 30 acres; Zissu and Kloner 2011:231). Its boundaries are clearly defined by the necropolis that extends along the upper slope of the spur and surrounds the site from the east, south and west. Additional burial caves were hewn in the Giv‘at Shamma and Giv‘at Seled hills to the northwest of the site (Kloner 1978:115118; 1991; Dahari and Avni 1986; Peleg-Barkat and Chernin 2018; Rogovski et al. 2018:116118, Fig. 12). A total of 14 burial caves from the Early Roman period have been discovered to date. The tombs are hewn at the top of the slope, whereas the seven hiding complexes that have been found at the site are hewn along the northern slope of the hill, in its central part. Five of the complexes were surveyed by Kloner and Frumkin in the early 1980s, with the assistance of the CRC (Kloner 1978; Kloner 1987), while the two others were discovered in the course of excavations: One in the Israel Antiquities Authority’s excavations of the site’s Byzantine church (Ganor et al. 2011b:97; Zissu et al. 2016) and the other in the Hebrew University’s excavations beneath the dwellings on the northern slope, to the east of the church (Rogovski et al. 2018:116118, Fig. 13). The hiding complexes were generally hewn in the basements of dwelling houses, thus attesting to the extent of the settlement across the hill and to the fact that its inhabitants were making preparations for the outbreak of the rebellion. 
Although no signs of a destruction layer were discovered at the site, the excavation finds and surveys indicate a decline in pottery and numismatic finds from the second third of the second century CE to the early fourth century CE (Rogovski et al. 2018:115, Fig. 9). Based on the stratigraphic evidence from the church’s excavation, the site was re-inhabited in the fourth century CE at the latest, after which a basilica was built that was destroyed in an earthquake, probably in 749 CE (Ganor et al. 2012:121; Zissu et al. 2016:21–22). 
The ashlar building in Area A: the remains
Since the autumn of 2015, the site of Horvat Midras has been the focus of a research project on continuity and change in rural Judaea in the Roman period, under the auspices of the Hebrew University’s Institute of Archaeology and directed by O. Peleg-Barkat. In the framework of the research project, two seasons of field surveys were conducted (November–December 2015; November–December 2016; Rogovski et al. 2018) as well as three excavation seasons (September 2016; July–August 2017; July–August 2018; Peleg-Barkat 2017; Peleg-Barkat and Chernin 2018). This article is based on the finds from the excavations in Area A, in the west of the site.
At the west end of the hill on whose northern slope the houses of the earlier settlement were built, impressive remains of a large ashlar structure could already be seen prior to the excavation. Three partial courses of the building’s western wall were visible on the surface, accompanied by a few fallen ashlars and a well-dressed rounded niche head (Fig. 2).[endnoteRef:10] Part of the north wall was also visible, hidden between the trees. In his 1991 corpus of ancient synagogues in Israel, Z. Ilan proposed identifying these remains as belonging to the synagogue of the Jewish settlement at Horvat Midras, together with another synagogue that he identified at the north end of the site, where a large lintel decorated with a wreath was visible on the surface (Ilan 1991:272273). Ilan’s proposal is based on the similarity between the surface remains and those of synagogues from the Late Roman and Byzantine periods in Galilee and the Golan, which are characterized by ashlar walls and ornamental lintels (Kohl and Watzinger 1916; Amir 2007). As a result of the excavations and surveys conducted in recent decades in the Judaean foothills, it is now clear that Jewish settlement in this region’s rural areas ceased after the Bar Kokhba Revolt (see above). Hence, one can hardly expect to find synagogues dating from the Late Roman and Byzantine periods at Horvat Midras. It later emerged that the decorated lintel and entrance jambs beside it were set in the entrance to the prayer hall of a fifth-century CE basilica, after a public building in the north of the site was identified by an excavation on behalf of the Israel Antiquities Authority directed by Amir Ganor as a church and not a synagogue (Ganor et al. 2012:107). The function of the ornamental ashlar structure on the west side of the site and the date of its construction therefore remained unresolved questions. [10:  The building was first mentioned by Guérin (1869:370), who recorded a large public building surrounded by finely carved cornice fragments. No mention is made, either by Guérin or by subsequent scholars, of the niche head, which was first published by Z. Ilan (1991:273). Prior to the Hebrew University expedition work it emerged that illicit excavations had been carried out at the site using mechanical tools, signs of which were visible in the tooth marks of a backhoe on stones in the flight of steps and neat piles of fallen ashlars found to the north and west of the building. The excavation team will be very grateful to anyone who can provide information about these activities. ] 

The survey conducted in the autumn of 2015 discovered a finely dressed acroterion made of local nari that was over a half-meter wide (Fig. 3) at the foot of the ashlar structure’s north wall. The acroterion, together with the rounded niche head and carved cornice fragments described by Guérin (1986:370) that were unearthed anew in the excavation, form a rich decorative architectural assemblage attesting to the care and effort invested in the structure’s ornamentation. The impressive remains led the current expedition to choose this structure as a prime target for excavation and the letter ‘A’ marks its location (Fig. 4).
During three excavation seasons in Area A (20162018) the four outer walls of the structure were unearthed to reveal a podium that was raised above the surrounding area and was almost square in plan (exterior dimensions: 19.1 × 19.9 m; Figs. 5, 6). The paved surface at the top of the podium (to the north of the flight of steps) was more than 2.5 m higher than the rock exposed at the foot of the west wall.[endnoteRef:11] The south and west walls were preserved to between one and three courses higher than the top of the podium, showing that the podium was enclosed by a an outer wall (c. 1.2 m thick) built of two rows of large, well-dressed nari stones (average dimensions: 20 × 50 × 75 cm) laid in straight courses.[endnoteRef:12] The foundations of the west wall were placed on leveled bedrock; the same is probably true of the other walls, but the excavation did not reach bedrock throughout the entire area. A curved profile (rolka) of hydraulic plaster at the join between the wall and the leveled bedrock was intended to seal and protect the foundations from water seepage. Well-prepared light-colored plaster was also preserved along the outer surfaces of the stones in a number of places on the inner face of the west wall, showing that an effort was made to protect the structure from water damage. [11:  Unfortunately, very little of the structure was preserved above the level of the paving. Although the structure’s west wall (W008) was well preserved, the other walls had been damaged by erosion, stone robbery and secondary construction in later periods. In the southeast corner of the paved forecourt, a section of plaster floor was preserved beneath finds from the Late Byzantine period (sixth–seventh centuries CE), indicating that the structure was already in secondary use by this period, although most of the more recent remains belong to three building phases in the Mamluk and Ottoman periods. For brevity’s sake, we will not elaborate here on the nature of these stages.]  [12:  The core of the wall was filled with small fieldstones and hard, light-colored plaster. The courses vary in height. Two of the courses are c. 50 cm high, separated by a narrower course (c. 35 cm). Most of the stones were arranged lengthwise along the wall (stretchers) although a few were arranged widthwise (headers) in order to secure the two rows together and strengthen the wall. ] 

The entrance to the podium was from the west, facing the main road along the valley between the spur on which Horvat Midras lies and Ramat Avishur to the west, via a broad flight of steps built of ashlars (max. width c. 6.5 m; Fig. 7).[endnoteRef:13] The steps climb up on three sides and become narrower as they reach the highest step, which was not preserved, in front of the wide entrance (c. 2.4 m) in the center of the west wall. The threshold stone was well preserved. Two narrow channels were cut immediately to the north and south of it, one on each side. The channels were probably designed to drain rainwater, and possibly other water, running off the forecourt paving at the top of the raised podium. The north channel joined a channel made of plaster that ran down the north side of the staircase and ended in a settling pit (Fig. 8), from which another plastered channel continued to a large water cistern (6.5 m deep) situated to the north of the staircase (Fig. 9). It has not yet been ascertained how the south channel was drained. [13:  The staircase was constructed directly on top of the bedrock, which was smoothed but retained a downward south–north slope. On the south side, therefore, where the bedrock was higher, only five steps were built, whereas eight steps ascended from the south [translator’s note: I think this should be north] and the west. In all, three steps were preserved intact and three others were partially preserved (only a few stones remained from the two top steps).] 

The west section of the top of the podium served as an open forecourt (internal dimensions 10.7 × 16.5 m) that was paved with stone slabs. The stone paving was only preserved in a small section abutting the inner side of the west wall, next to the entrance (Fig. 10), but most of it had been robbed after the structure was abandoned. It was also clear that the paving had been repaired and some of the original slabs in the north part of the preserved section had been replaced at some stage. The rectangular paving stones were arranged in a line along the wall and inside this row, smaller slabs were laid around a circular feature in the center of the structure. Unfortunately, whatever had been enclosed by this circular frame (inner diam. c. 3.5 m) was not preserved. At the latest, it was dismantled prior to the construction of an east–west wall in this section during the Mamluk period. The paving was laid over a massive fill of bedding that has still not been excavated to the bottom. The bedding was composed of a layer of flat fieldstones bonded in white plaster, beneath which was a layer of crushed chalk on top of a layer of brown soil (Fig. 11). 
The east section of the raised podium was separated from the open courtyard to its west by a stylobate or step (W052). To the east of the wall, three underground cavities that were partially excavated had stone-built upper sections and rock-hewn lower sections; in this part of the compound they supported the floor above, whose bedding was only partially preserved. On the north side of the central underground cavity (c. 3.5 × 5.0 m), located opposite the west entrance, a vault was exposed; it transpired that the floor of the central underground cavity was hewn into the rock (Fig. 12). The apex of the vault was c. 2.5 m above the bedrock floor. The vault supported the bedding of the floor above it. The bedding was composed of boulders, fieldstones and a hard, concrete-like bonding material. The estimated level of the floor above the apex of the vault was at least 0.5 m higher than that of the paving in the forecourt to the west of the structure. Several steps would therefore have been required to ascend from the forecourt to the building (and possibly also steps descending to the underlying vault). The south wall at the east end of the southerly of the three underground cavities was hewn into the bedrock and was congruent to the wall, indicating that it probably had an opening to an underground cavity in its lower part, but the excavation did not reach the necessary depth required to clarify this issue.[endnoteRef:14]  [14:  Furthermore, due to the northern cavity’s poor preservation and the fact that the excavation of the southern cavity has not yet been completed, it is impossible to determine at present how the two cavities beneath these wings were covered and whether or not they supported any overlying rooms. At the foot of the building to the north, the tops of walls are visible on the surface that form a court on a similar alignment to that of the podium walls. In the coming excavation seasons, we intend to clarify whether these remains are contemporary with the raised podium and what connection there is between them.] 

The finds discovered while excavating the bedding beneath the paving in the western part of the podium, where it was not damaged by the later activity that often penetrated into the infrastructure, included pottery fragments and coins dating from no later than the second century CE.[endnoteRef:15] Excavation of the core of the staircase leading up to the forecourt from the west provided similar dating. Most of the finds are from the first century CE and from the intervening period between the revolts. Only one locus, which was not sealed, yielded pottery from the second and third centuries CE. Since it is unlikely that the structure was built prior to the Bar Kokhba Revolt, at a time when a Jewish settlement existed at the site and no such buildings are known of in Judaea’s rural communities, it was probably built and used in the period following the abandonment of the Jewish settlement in the wake of the Bar Kokhba Revolt. The fills that were brought to support the podium and form the bedding for the paved courtyard at the top came from layers of the abandoned settlement and therefore contain material that predates the building’s construction. [15:  The pottery was identified by S. Terem, the expedition’s pottery expert, and the coins were identified by the team’s numismatic expert, Y. Farchi.] 

On excavating the staircase to the west of the building and the nearby cistern to the north it transpired that the steps, which were already partially destroyed, were covered with a layer containing chalk stones, jar fragments (some of which were production debris) and coins from the fourth and fifth centuries CE. These finds indicate when the structure was abandoned, possibly at the same time that the basilica structure beneath the church in the site’s northern area was built (Ganor et al. 2012:110111).

Parallels with the ashlar structure in Area A
The location of the ashlar structure in Area A at a spot that was highly visible from the road coming from the west—together with its impressive dimensions and architectural style and the visible investment in its ornamentation and careful construction—all indicate the structure’s importance. Unfortunately, later building on top of the podium and plundering of the stones have left scant remains of the structure that stood on the podium, making its identification difficult. Furthermore, no artifacts such as inscriptions, altars or statues have yet been discovered that could help determine the building’s function beyond any doubt. Nevertheless, some of its features indicate that it can fairly confidently be identified as a Roman temple or ritual complex. 
The building has several prominent features: (1) it was built on a square podium in a prominent topographic location; (2) it has a paved forecourt and a rectangular chamber (of which the subterranean vault that supported the floor was preserved) and possibly three chambers on the side farthest from the entrance; (3) the area of the podium, which included both the court and the building to its east, was surrounded by an ashlar-built wall; (4) the top of the ashlar wall was ornamented with a carved cornice, as is evident from fragments found scattered throughout at the foot of the structure, including the corner fragment of a cornice at the base of the southeast corner. Additional finds include cornices of a different type, an acroterion and a rounded niche head, attesting to the ornamentation of the original building and its grandeur; (5) the plan of the compound is axial and symmetrical and its principal elements—the flight of steps, wide entrance, installation surrounded by a carved circular border in the center of the west section of the courtyard, and the chamber on the east side—are built on a fixed, approximately east–west alignment (deviating slightly to the southwest); (6) the building has a single main façade and is accessed from only one direction, via an impressive staircase. At the time of writing, no column drums or capitals have been discovered, although they may have been removed in later periods for secondary use in nearby buildings (particularly sheep pens), as is evident from the nari column drums detected in such structures during the survey.
These six features are particularly common in the Roman period in temples and ritual compounds and they are rarely found together in other buildings (Barton 1996:7678). The poor preservation of the building in the section to the east of the podium, together with the fact that unlike urban temples, those in the rural context exhibit a wide variety of forms and designs and many of them are irregularly shaped (Segal 2013:60; Steinsapir 2005:87), makes it difficult to classify and propose a reconstruction for the temple. 
The unusual direction of the building, whose façade faces west instead of east as was usual in many of the temples, probably derives from the desire to align the front of the structure toward the road coming from the west. There are many parallels that also divert from the eastward-facing norm of temples during the Roman period, especially in locations where this was dictated by the topography or by an urban street network. Examples include the Augusteum at Samaria, the temple on Mount Gerizim, Temple III at Si‘a in the Hauran and the temple of Qasr al-Bint at Petra, all of which face north, whereas the temple at the junction of the main streets in Bet She’an (near the nympheon) and the temple at Dhiban in Jordan face northwest (Segal 2013:222224, 252258, 278, 300306; Mazzilli 2018: Fig. 4). Although west-facing temples are rarer, they do exist. One prominent example is the temple at Deir el-Kalaa near Beirut (Ronzevalle 1900). Another feature of the structure at Horvat Midras that is also slightly unusual is the flight of steps leading up to the west entrance from three directions rather than from just one direction, as is common in most Roman temples. Here, too, parallels can be found mainly in the region of Syria, for example the famous temple of Bel at Palmyra and the Kalybe Temple at Il Haiat (Il Haiyat; Segal 2013:100109, 182184).
The dimensions of the Horvat Midras compound identify it as belonging to a group of small rural compounds. In comparison, the dimensions of the ritual compound at Mamre are 49 × 65 m (Magen 2008:95), the compound at Kedesh in Upper Galilee is 55 × 95 m (Segal 2013:61, and the largest rural ritual compound in our region, at Hössen-Soleiman in Syria, measures 80 × 133 m (Segal 2013:60). However, temples also exist in the rural context that had no surrounding compounds (or they have not been preserved), as at Niha in Lebanon (Segal 2013:142).[endnoteRef:16] [16:  The courtyard on the west side of the building, where worshipers would have gathered, may be assumed to have had one or more altars. The circular border preserved in the courtyard paving may have framed one of these altars, which has not been preserved. The rounded niche head discovered at the foot of the west wall suggests that the façade was ornamented with niches, which may have contained statues. There are many examples of this kind of façade in the region (e.g., Mazzilli 2018: Fig. 43; Segal 2013:179, 180, 182).] 

The large water cistern to the north of the staircase and the drainage channel leading to it attest to the importance the builders attributed to water collection and storage. Water cisterns are often found in or near ritual compounds for various purposes, one of these being the cleaning of the altar (as in the temple in Jerusalem; see Patrich 2008). Water was also important in rituals associated with purification, such as the washing of cultic statues during religious celebrations, bathing the faithful as part of a vow, in offerings and dedications, and therefore cisterns and pools are common features in or near temples throughout the region (Mazzilli 2018:123).[endnoteRef:17] [17:  Examples of pools and cisterns in or near rural cultic compounds are found at many of the sites in the Hauran, as at Al-Mushennef, Khirbet Massekab and Shā'rah. See Mazzilli 2018:122123.] 

As described above, three cavities discovered in the eastern part of the podium at Horvat Midras had floors that dropped beneath the level of the paved yard at the top of the podium. The middle cavity was well-preserved and had a vaulted stone-built roof. The decision to found this part of the building on top of vaults and not on a layered fill, as was done in the paved west courtyard, must have been prompted by engineering considerations and the need to support the weight of the superstructure, although the underground cavities may also have been used for ritual purposes. A striking example of a series of underground vaults interpreted by scholars as having been used in mystery cults is located beneath the temple in the lower city of Bet She’an (Ovadiah and Turnheim 2011:38). Similar chambers also exist at the temple of Shaqqa in Trachonitis (Segal 2013: Fig. 182). The crypt beneath the aditon in Temple A at Hössen Sfiri was also covered with a stone-built vault (Segal 2013:109112, Fig. 64). 
The entrance to the rock-hewn cave at the base of the south wall, near the southeast corner of the podium reached in the 2018 excavation season, also hints at the kind of worship that took place in the compound. On the one hand, it may well be that the underground complex was quarried out before the building’s construction, during the Early Roman period, since the survey discovered a number of caves in the vicinity, including a hiding complex (Rogovski et al. 2018:109, Figs. 3, 13) belonging to the Jewish settlement that existed at the site up to the Bar Kokhba Revolt. On the other hand, the fact that the cave entrance in the underground cavity was incorporated in the corner of the building indicates that the podium builders were aware of the cave and incorporated it in the architectural plan. Similar examples of the incorporation of caves within ritual compounds in the region are found in the Temple of Pan at Banias (Maoz 2009:4056), and at the Shā’rah mithreum in the Hauran (Mazzilli 2018:97, Fig. 23).
In conclusion, despite its poor preservation and a number of unusual features, all the elements of the raised ashlar compound in Area A at Horvat Midras indicate that it should be identified as a ritual compound. Parallels for this kind of compound and the way in which it is integrated into the landscape come mainly from Lebanon and Syria, where the phenomenon of non-urban temples is particularly common and is often linked to specific natural conditions, such as a prominent location and panoramic vista, cliffs and springs (Steinsapir 2005:12).

The establishment of ritual structures near roads by order of the Roman administration
Having outlined our proposal to identify the ashlar structure at Horvat Midras as a sacred complex that was established there after the Bar Kokhba Revolt, the question remains as to who erected the ritual compound in this location and for what purpose. Since the structure was built before the growth of a sizable settlement here (as is obvious from the paucity of contemporary finds recovered from all the other excavations and from the survey), one can only assume that the Roman authorities were behind the building’s establishment. The following reasons set out the rationale for our proposal, as well as the considerations that led the Roman administration to erect the building precisely at this location. In our opinion, the authorities’ decision to erect a Roman temple at the site was made in the context of the conquest of the Judaean foothills by the Roman army after its suppression of the Bar Kokhba Revolt. As described in the introduction, the rebellion’s defeat led to the annihilation and abandonment of the Jewish settlement that had previously flourished in the region. Following the revolt, the authorities were eager to revive the region, while stressing that its new cultural-religious-ethnic identity was Roman, not Jewish (Eck 1999; Klein 2012).
Many studies into the sanctification of places show that the central government’s decision to establish a ritual site is often prompted by political considerations, along with social and economic concerns (Chidester and Linenthal 1995:15). It is hardly surprising, therefore, that one of the means taken by the Roman administration to demonstrate its power and impose its authority on the region after the Jewish population fled was to erect ritual structures beyond the major cities and towns and at strategic points along main roads. The decision to establish cultic sites outside cities would not have been taken lightly, since the urban elite would naturally have preferred cults to be concentrated in the cities as a means of encouraging economic growth and social cohesion. In light of the above, it appears that the Roman administration—aware of the inherent advantages of these cultic sites—was the decisive factor in positioning them in rural areas as a propaganda tool. The Roman temple at Horvat Midras was apparently one of the outcomes of this drive. The importance of Horvat Midras derives from its location near the Roman highway that linked Jerusalem/Aelia Capitolina via the Ela Valley to Bet Guvrin/Eleutheropolis. The road probably followed the route of a more ancient road from the Second Temple period that, according to a recent proposal, included a series of stepped ascents (Tepper and Tepper 2013a; 2013b). Based on inscriptions on the milestones found along it, the road was paved in 130 CE at the latest, probably prior to the emperor Hadrian’s visit to Judaea in that year (Thomsen 1917:80, No. 282; Landau 1964; Roll 1976:41; Roll and Dagan 1988:175176; Ben-David 2013; Stiebel et al. 2017; Rubin 2018:6366).[endnoteRef:18] Prior to the Bar Kokhba Revolt and at the time of the rebellion, the road was used for military purposes by the Roman administration to control the Jewish population centers and for the rapid deployment of large army contingents from one region to another. At the same time, particularly after the suppression of the rebellion and its devastating consequences for Jewish settlement in the region (Klein 2012), the road also fulfilled civilian needs and was used to revive the economy and renew settlement in this part of the country. The road was obviously an administrative tool of prime importance that enabled the Roman authorities to maintain absolute control over the region.[endnoteRef:19]    [18:  The eighth milestone from this road was discovered by Germer-Durand near Bethar. The inscription bears the name of the emperor Hadrian and states that he was tribune for the fourteenth time, i.e. in 130 CE (Durand 1894:613614).]  [19:  For a comprehensive updated review of the routes of Roman roads in Judaea and Samaria, see: Rubin 2018:5166.] 

There were several advantages to the site’s choice, namely its location beside one of the main Roman roads in Judaea, at a topographically advantageous point overlooking the road in the west of a region formerly settled extensively by Jews and now abandoned. Firstly, anyone traveling along the road could see the structure and visit it for ritual purposes. Secondly, the monumental building, as seen by passersby, symbolized the supremacy of Rome and its authority in the region after it had subdued the rebellious population of this part of the country. 
Prime examples of the construction of religious buildings along major roads in Judaea as part of a demonstrative process of cultural and religious change can be found in later periods. In the Byzantine period, when the country became the Christian Holy Land, many churches were built throughout the land, including in Judaea. In addition to the establishment of churches in the towns, the phenomenon of building churches along the roads in Judaea is a prominent feature of the Christianization of the region and the landscape (Rubin 1990:66). In a similar manner, one can recall the Islamification of the regional landscape in the Mamluk period by means of locating dozens of Sheikhs’ tombs in prominent places, sometimes on top of Crusader farmsteads (Rubin 1990:107133).
Although this phenomenon is less pronounced in Judaea in the Roman period, its existence is irrefutable. The temple at Horvat Midras joins two other sites interpreted as ritual complexes established by the Roman administration near Roman roads in Judaea in the wake of the Bar Kokhba Revolt (Klein 2011a): ‘Ainan, near Tel Timna, was constructed near the Roman road from Lod to Jerusalem and ‘Ein el-Hanniya was built on the Roman highway from Jerusalem/Aelia Capitolina to Bet Guvrin/Eleutheropolis.[endnoteRef:20] The two sites are located beside natural springs and were most probably well-known wayside stations. The large water cistern north of the staircase leading up from the west to the temple podium at Horvat Midras may also indicate the central importance of water in this structure. As well as the ritual-religious aspect, the incorporation of water installations in ritual buildings near roads naturally also has a functional purpose, since the presence of a water source helps attract passersby to the site.  [20:  For a recent description of the remains at ‘Ein el-Hanniya, see Baruch and Zilberbod 2015.] 

That the Roman administration was the driving force behind the establishment of ritual sites and structures and the choice of their locations in the Roman period is also shown by the fact that they are built on top of the remains of earlier religious sites, whether Jewish or Christian. This was apparently done in order to discourage any followers of these religions from gathering at places where fresh disturbances might flare up after the Bar Kokhba Revolt (Klein 2012:303304). One example of this is the Temple Mount in Jerusalem where, according to various scholars and based on Cassius Dio’s account, Hadrian initiated the construction of a temple to the Capitoline Jupiter (Weksler-Bdolah 2015:126137). Another is the cultic compound at Mamre, which was also rebuilt in the Hadrianic era (Mader 1957:81).[endnoteRef:21] This phenomenon reflects one of the most important principles in a central government’s considerations when erecting religious buildings, the ‘politics of location’ principle. According to this principle, the establishment of a sacred location is an act of occupation and domination of the surrounding topography (van der Leeuw 1986). An interesting example of this principle is the founding of four churches—the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, the Church of Eleona on the Mount of Olives, the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem and the Church at Ramat Mamre (Tsafrir 1988:235236)—during the rule of the emperor Constantine, encouraged mainly by his mother, Helena, in 326335 CE, after Constantine’s victory over Licinius in the struggle for control over the empire. Markus interprets Constantine’s building activities and those initiated by other Christians in the early fourth century CE as part of the campaign to counter paganism and Judaism and the assertion of a Christian presence in those regions under their control (Markus 1994:262263). Constantine did not invent the idea of establishing sacred sites as a means of regional control, but used a political tool that was customary in the Roman imperial administrative system.  [21:  Although A. Madar’s dating of the rebuilding of the Mamre ritual complex to Hadrian’s rule is based mainly on the emperor’s reputation as a builder and his anti-Jewish policies, it is entirely consistent with the archaeological finds (Pringle 1998:202). Another example of the rebuilding of a wayside temple initiated by the Roman authorities is at Horvat Omrit, on the Damascus road. According to its excavators, this temple was rebuilt during the Flavian dynasty (Mazor 2013:294, 310314).] 


Summary
The Roman authorities established the cultic site at Horvat Midras as part of the settlement drive in Judaea following the Bar Kokhba Revolt, when the region was colonized by a pagan population, and as a further means of asserting control over a region that was cleared of Jews. The temple’s construction in this location, in the heart of the cluster of hills to the northeast of Bet Guvrin/Eleutheropolis, was intended to signal to Jewish residents living at the time in the hinterland to the south of the Hebron–Bet Guvrin line that they would not be permitted to renew settlement in the region to the north of this line, since it was now inhabited by pagans and its sacred sites were intended for their use. If the building here can indeed be identified as a temple whose architectural features resemble those of rural temples in the region of Syria, this will add further support to our proposal that many of the settlers brought to Judaea during this period came from neighboring provinces in the region of Arabia-Syria-Phoenicia (Klein 2011b). 
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