HPRS6008 Take Home Exam: Critically outline the main historical, political, and religious events that occurred in Jerusalem and Masada between 66-73 CE.

Introduction:
The main historical, political, and religious events that occurred in Jerusalem and Masada between 66-73 CE can be described as years of Roman oppression which culminated in the siege and destruction of Jerusalem, Masada, and many other fortified towns within the province of Judaea. Roman intervention into Judaea began in c.63 BCE with Pompey’s intervention into a Jewish civil war and subsequently, the capture of Jerusalem, and Judaea becoming a client-kingdom. Intervention into Judaea continued until the end of the Republic, with Crassus looting the money that Pompey had left in the temple whilst on the Parthian expedition. The Parthian Empire also was fighting for control of the province at this time to repel the Romans from the surrounding area.[footnoteRef:2] Judaea was incorporated into the Roman Empire in c.6 CE, and Josephus writes how this followed the deposition of Herod Archelaus. Judaea then began to be governed by a Roman Prefect or Procurator with the help of the local elite and therefore was taxed by Rome which created many issues and revolts by the Jewish people.[footnoteRef:3] Judaea’s demographic was incredibly diverse and divided by class, ethnicity, and religion which made the region highly unstable and prone to civil unrest. The height of Roman intolerance towards Judaism could be argued as Jesus’ crucifixion with the charge against him as “The King of the Jews”, and this theme of intolerance can be found throughout Jewish history by everyone who oppressed them.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Josephus. Ant. 14.3-4, 14.7.1; Wars. 1.6-7; Hutchison, D. R. 2015: 91.]  [3:  Josephus. Wars. 2.8.1.]  [4:  MK. 15.25.] 

The ancient literary scholarship on the topic of the Siege of Jerusalem, Masada, and their causes are limited to Josephus. Therefore, a completely accurate account cannot be established just through Josephus’ works, as he was prone to imperial bias and generalising judgements. Josephus also invented events as a literary device so to make his accounts more ‘entertaining’ rather than informative, such as the several mass suicides that are found throughout his work for example.[footnoteRef:5] Ferda writes that Jeremiah influenced Josephus’ writing on the First Jewish War: the date for the fall of Jerusalem cohere with Jeremiah’s writings and a theme of lamentation is found throughout Josephus’ account. Furthermore, it is clear Jeremiah influenced Josephus’ writing of the Second Temple’s destruction and the presentation of his own feelings about the events.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Simkovich, M. Z. 2018: 189; Botha, P. J. J. 1997: 6.]  [6:  Ferda, T. S. 2013: 167.] 

However, this can be said of the majority of our ancient sources as we expect objectivity from ancient Roman and Greek authors which they themselves did not expect as “Romans read history to be entertained”.[footnoteRef:7] The surviving archaeological evidence we have for Masada is also tricky to assess in either corroborating or rejecting Josephus’ claims as it can be interpreted as the survivors at Masada were in fact killed by the Romans or they did commit suicide. [7:  Magness, J. The Siege and Fall of Masada lecture.] 

The First Jewish War was a culmination of sixty years of harsh taxation by Roman governors including Florus’ demands of the Second Temple’s gold and silver; long lasting conflict between groups of Jews and the Romans due to their religious differences; an increasing unemployment rate; and a banned sacrifice by Greek merchants in front of their synagogue in Caesarea.[footnoteRef:8] The conflict lasted seven years, five emperors, the destruction of the Second Temple, and cost the lives of over one million Jews and Romans if Josephus’ number is to be believed but this did not stop the desire for Jewish independence with the Bar Kokhba revolt in c.132-136 CE.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Josephus. Wars. 2.14.5]  [9:  Josephus. Wars. 6.9.3; Schiffman, L. 1991: 161-2. MK. 13.1-2.] 


The Causes of the First Jewish War
Rome’s polytheistic religious practices were remarkably tolerant for the time and would often adopt deities from other cultures. However, the Romans often found problems with monotheistic cultures such as the Jews and Christians that would often cause the Romans problems and those who followed the monotheistic religions were therefore persecuted because of this.
There are several factors that contributed to the First Jewish War: heavy and long-lasting taxation by the Romans; civil and religious strife between the upper and lower classes and also against the Romans, often perpetrated by the Sicarii, a more extreme sect of Jewish zealots.[footnoteRef:10] However, it can be argued that the main factor in the rebellion was the Jewish religion, its people and Roman attitude towards them and their religion. The initial cause of the conflict began by Greek merchants performing a sacrifice of birds in front of the synagogue in Caesarea, which enraged the Jews as their laws were insulted and the place was polluted and a fight broke out between a group of young Jews and the Gentiles of Caesarea according to Josephus.[footnoteRef:11] There is no reason to doubt this account by Josephus but this was clearly pre-meditated in order to provoke conflict with the Jews. Furthermore, Florus, who had an anti-Jewish sentiment, worsened the situation by ordering seventeen talent of silver and gold out of the sacred treasure in the Second Temple with the ruse that it was an order by Nero, which the people mocked him for. This resulted in Florus marching on Jerusalem with a small army in aims of subduing the city.[footnoteRef:12] The Temple was so important to the Jews because it was the focal point of their faith and was at the centre of Jewish identity, represented a link between heaven and earth, and a place for religious festivals and sacrifices. The conflict was then elevated again by Florus by the murder of three thousand and six hundred men, women, and children as well as crucified men of the equestrian order. This had never been done to those of the equestrian order or were punishable with it according to Roman Laws.[footnoteRef:13] [10:  Morton, S. 1971: 1.]  [11:  Josephus. Wars. 2.14.5.]  [12:  Josephus. Wars. 2.14.6.]  [13:  Josephus. Wars. 2.14.9; Acts. 22: 25-29.] 

Lendering argues that the deepest cause of the First Jewish War was the impoverishment of the Jewish peasantry due to sixty years of taxation and a high rate of unemployment. This is an important factor for the causation of the war but arguably not the most important.[footnoteRef:14] Roman taxation of Judaea began in 6 CE with the Temple tax that every Jewish man above the age of twenty had to pay, but some scholars state that the Temple tax was required to be paid by all Jews. Mandell and Freyne argue that not all Jews paid the Temple tax.[footnoteRef:15] However, upon the conclusion of the Siege of Jerusalem in c.70 CE, the Romans imposed the Didrachmon tax which replaced the Temple tax and that contributed to the maintenance of the temple of Jupiter Capitolinus. There are no universal conclusions by any of the Christian sources nor modern scholarship that proves whether all Jews paid the Temple tax. However, the Roman system allowed the provincials to be taken advantage of by the Governor/Prefect/Procurator of the province as they were required to collect a set rate of tax and then could further tax in excess what they liked. This enabled Roman officials presiding over a province to take advantage of their citizens which had clearly happened to the Jews in Judaea which consequently contributed to anti-taxation protests and the First Jewish War. [14:  Lendering, J. 1998.]  [15:  Mandell, S. 1984: 223; Smallwood, E. M. 1976: 124-5; Freyne, S. 1980: 280.] 


The main outline of events:
The beginning of the First Jewish War can be pinpointed to the events that followed Florus’ massacre of Jewish citizens with Florus and his Roman garrison retreating from Jerusalem to the citadel/palace, and the Sicarii’s assault and capture of Masada signalled the start of the conflict.[footnoteRef:16] The Jewish citizens inside of Jerusalem proceeded to kill Florus’ men when a peace treaty was suggested, and separate factions proceeded to capture the fortresses of Cypros and Macharus in the area around Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:17] Meanwhile, the Greeks murdered Jews in Askalon, Caesarea, and Tyre and in turn the Jews retaliated onto the Greeks in those cities. This can all be seen as being religiously motivated as the Greeks also held an anti-Jewish sentiment.[footnoteRef:18] Attempts were made by Ananias, Jerusalem’s high priest, and Agrippa, their Jewish prince, to quell the revolt but the actions and opinion from both the Jews and the Roman officials were too enraged and war had become inevitable. [16:  Josephus. Wars. 2.17.2.]  [17:  Josephus. Wars. 2.18.6.]  [18:  Josephus. Wars. 2.18.5.] 

The Procurator of Syria, Cestius Gallus, had the power to control an army because of his office was sent to squash this rebellion with 30,000 troops and attempted to siege Jerusalem. However, they failed to do so and were attacked by Jewish soldiers lightly armed with bows, javelins, and slings at the battle of the Beth Horon pass and subsequently retreated to the coast.[footnoteRef:19] This failure would indicate that Gallus was an inexperienced general in this terrain, underestimated the Jewish forces and their resolve to resist Roman rule. The defeat also resulted in the loss of over five thousand men, an eagle standard from a legion, and the army’s siege weapons.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Josephus. Wars. 2.19.8.]  [20:  Josephus. Wars. 2.19.9.] 

Following Gallus’ defeat, Nero appointed Vespasian, future emperor and veterans of many campaigns, to take control of the army of Judaea and take back Jerusalem whilst the Jewish force returned to Jerusalem to prepare for the upcoming conflict with the Romans.[footnoteRef:21] In a strategic plan, Vespasian marched south from Antioch towards Jerusalem whilst Titus marched north from Alexandria to gather the fifth and tenth legions and ensuring the rebels in Jerusalem could not easily escape.[footnoteRef:22] Furthermore, unlike Gallus, Vespasian and Titus supressed the other revolting towns in upper and lower Galilee such as Gadara, Japha, and Jotapata which was sieged by the Romans, with Josephus, one of the generals, in charge of its defence who was subsequently defeated and captured.[footnoteRef:23] This strategy meant that Jerusalem would have no reinforcements when Vespasian and Titus would come to besiege it from the surrounding towns and that those who were not killed or captured would flee to Jerusalem swelling its population to cause problems with the amount of supplies to endure a siege. The Fall of Galilee also led to internal strife between Jewish factions in Jerusalem as the Jewish leaders wanted to surrender but the zealots were opposed to this and killed the Jewish leaders to prevent an insurrection amongst the people.[footnoteRef:24] This civil conflict within Jerusalem strengthened the Roman position with the deaths of those within Jerusalem without any casualties of Vespasian’s forces, whilst also further exacerbating the limited resources within the city. These historical and religious events were important in the lead up to the Siege of Jerusalem and the Jewish defeat but arguably not critical events in the war. [21:  Suet. Vesp. 4.1-5. Josephus. Wars. 3.1.2-3.]  [22:  Josephus. Wars. 3.1.3.]  [23:  Josephus. Wars. 3.7.1, 3.31, 3.36.]  [24:  Oates, H. 2015.] 

A section of Vespasian’s force marched on Jerusalem in c.68-9 CE whilst securing a supply line to the coast as well as destroying any remaining Jewish resistance outside of Jerusalem. Nero’s death and the year of the four emperors delayed Vespasian’s attack on Jerusalem whilst Vespasian was declared Caesar.[footnoteRef:25] Titus resumed the campaign in 70 CE with an army larger than Vespasian had controlled, with assistance from client kings of the surrounding areas with rough estimates being around 70,000 men.[footnoteRef:26] Upon Titus’ approach to Jerusalem to assess the strength of the Jewish defence, he was ambushed. Josephus’ account of this speaks of the naivety of Titus and the strategic defence built by the Jews, although if Titus had been killed, it is likely that Vespasian would have destroyed Jerusalem quicker than it was.[footnoteRef:27]  [25:  Suet. Vesp. 6-8; Josephus. Wars. 4.10; Dio. 66.1.]  [26:  Josephus. Wars. 4.11.5.]  [27:  Josephus. Wars. 5.2.1-2.] 

The Siege of Jerusalem is arguably the most important historical, political, and religious event to happen within the region with the fall of Jerusalem, the destruction of the Second Temple and the large displacement of the Jews that followed. The Roman encampment and Jewish defence of Jerusalem were both strategically important to the longevity of the siege, with the Roman legions surrounding Jerusalem on two sides and Jerusalem having been fortified with three inner walls and roughly twenty thousand men.[footnoteRef:28] The Siege of Jerusalem began shortly after some initial skirmishes outside of the city walls, with Titus’ force and siege engines concentrating on the western wall and continued through to the New City whilst facing constant resistance from the Jewish force.[footnoteRef:29] Due to the costliness of lengthy sieges and probably the want for Jerusalem to remain intact, Josephus was sent to sue for peace with the Jews the result was not a complete surrender, but some still deserted to the Romans and were allowed to live elsewhere in Judaea.[footnoteRef:30] The main factor in the Jewish defeat was the famine that impacted a huge proportion of the population within Jerusalem due to limited supplies, this was worsened by Titus building a wall surrounding Jerusalem to ensure that no supplies could get through. A fire that the Jews had started to repel the Romans worked its way through Jerusalem due to its arid conditions and flammable materials until it reached the Second Temple: “While the holy house was on fire, every thing was plundered and ten thousand were slain”.[footnoteRef:31] Titus’ force has destroyed Jerusalem, second time in it history, killed and enslaved the majority of the population of Jerusalem and was now governed by a legate to prevent further rebellions.  [28:  Josephus. Wars. 5.4.1.]  [29:  Josephus. Wars. 5.7.]  [30:  Josephus. Wars. 5.9-10.1.]  [31:  Josephus. Wars. 6.5.1.] 

The Siege of Masada is arguably the most important historical event of the First Jewish War in terms of its impact on modern day Israeli culture and their military. The last bit of Jewish resistance to the Romans were the Sicarii and women and children in the fortress of Masada. There is debate about the dating of the siege, but it is generally accepted to be in the middle of 73 CE. Again, Josephus is our only primary literary source for this event, but was not there, so his interpretation of the siege is questionable in parts, specifically how it ended. Our best evidence for the siege is the archaeological remains of the Roman encampments surrounding Masada, the ramp built up to the fortress, ostraca, and three bodies that were discovered in the 20th century. However, the archaeological evidence can be interpreted to either support Josephus’ account of the mass suicide or in supporting a Roman victory by force at Masada, it is doubtful to whether an account of the actual events will be written.

In conclusion, there were many different causes of the First Jewish War and the events of the Siege of Jerusalem and Masada that combined resulted in the discontent of the Jewish population. These causes can be determined as building tensions between pro-Roman ruling class and large sections of the population; a difference in nationalist and religious ideology; and the tactlessness of a majority of Roman administrators, specifically Florus in terms of taxation and plunder the Second Temple. The outcome to the First Jewish war was inevitable, as the Roman state could not allow such a large-scale rebellion to go unchecked. The Second Temple was not to be rebuilt and the High priesthood and Sanhedrin was abolished. The Temple tax was changed to the Didrachmon tax and a large amount of Jewish land became Imperial property. The Jewish desire for independence from the Roman state did not end with the fall of Masada, as 60 years later there was the Bar Kokhba revolt. Josephus’ figures on the number of Jewish casualties of 1,100,000 is debated by modern scholars, perhaps exaggerating the number to elevate the prestige of the Roman victory, despite many of the casualties having been defenceless elderly citizens and children.[footnoteRef:32] Josephus’ historiography is the only primary account of the First Jewish War and due to some obvious imperial bias and the use of mass suicide as a literary device his account is to be read with some scepticism. Secondary scholarship on the subject is also lacking apart from Magness’ lecture and report on the archaeology of Masada, the issue of the fall of Masada is still present within the Israeli military’s vow for it to never fall again.[footnoteRef:33] [32:  Josephus. Wars. 6.9.3.]  [33:  Magness, J. 2019.] 
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