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I confess that what initially drew me
to Machaerus was that it was where Salome danced
before the tetrarch Herod (Antipas) at his birthday
party—and where John the Baptist was beheaded
(Matthew 14:1–12; Mark 6:17–29). What’s more, there
was general agreement that this story was historical; that is, it actually happened. It was not simply
a tradition.
Moreover, the site could hardly be more dramatic.
Perched on a peak on the eastern shore of the Dead
Sea, it held the impressive remains of Herod’s palace.
All this was the subject of my first article in
BAR.* My second BAR article explored the principal
of anastylosis at Machaerus.** Anastylosis refers to
the restoration of an ancient structure using only the
original architectural elements to the greatest extent
possible. We were able to reconstruct two impressive
columns—one Doric and one Ionic—of the original
royal palace.
*Győző Vörös, “Machaerus: Where Salome Danced and John the Baptist
Was Beheaded,” BAR, September/October 2012.
**Győző Vörös, “Anastylosis at Machaerus,” BAR, January/February 2015.

EAST OF THE DEAD SEA. Taken above the Old City of
Jerusalem and the clearly visible Dome of the Rock, this
old aerial photograph shows Jerusalem, its environs and
the Dead Sea. The hilltop palace-fortress of Machaerus—
east of the Dead Sea in modern Jordan—is circled.

We have continued our archaeological excavations
at Machaerus and are pleased to present to BAR
readers a report on what may seem like a surprising subject in light of our two earlier reports. This
report is devoted largely to mikva’ot, ritual baths
(singular: mikveh).
In our second article, we recounted the archaeological history of Machaerus, as we were by no
means the first archaeologists to study the site or
excavate it. We will also refer here to some of this
earlier work—in addition to reviewing the ritual
baths at Machaerus (which will also take us to the
lower city of Machaerus where John the Baptist was
imprisoned).
The first archaeological study of Machaerus was
undertaken only in June 1968 by the AmericanBaptist Archaeological Mission, led by ordained
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ROOFED MIKVEH.
As photographed
today from inside,
the Herodian mikveh
(ritual bath) discovered in 1968 at
Machaerus retains
its vaulted roof and
plastered steps
and walls. Excavators also found its
wooden door.
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MIKVEH FOR THE COMMONERS. Another mikveh surfaced
at Machaerus in 1981—this time in the lower city. Located
on Machaerus’s northeastern slope, the lower city was
occupied by thousands of ordinary people.

ROYAL MIKVEH. A king-size mikveh (left) was uncovered
at Machaerus during fall 2016. Originally built for King
Herod’s palace, this mikveh is the largest ever found
in modern Jordan. It boasts 12 steps and a reserve
pool with water to fill the mikveh when its waters ran
low. Several similar mikva’ot were found at Qumran
(home of the Dead Sea Scrolls; see image of one such
mikveh below)—on the western side of the Dead Sea,
opposite Machaerus.

JERUSALEM ARCHIVE—PHOTOGRAPH OF THE STUDIUM
BIBLICUM FRANCISCANUM, FROM THEIR 1981 EXCAVATIONS

Baptist minister E. Jerry Vardaman. Among much
that they exposed was a wonderfully preserved
mikveh outside the walls of the splendidly decorated
royal bathhouse. It still had its wooden door intact
and a segment-vaulted roof in perfect condition. The
function of the mikveh was not hygienic, but ritual.
A mikveh is a bathing and immersion pool used
for ritual purification in Judaism. The Hebrew
Bible stipulates that bathing is required after certain
events to become ritually pure again. For example,
after recovering from leprosy, a person was to bathe
(Leviticus 14:8–9). After coming into contact with
a grave or with a dead person, it was necessary to
bathe (Numbers 19:19). Men were to bathe fully in
“living water” after having genital discharges before

they are able to present an offering or sacrifice
(Leviticus 15:13–15). They were also to bathe after
emissions of semen (Leviticus 15:16).
In September 1979, the Franciscan Archaeological
Mission, under the directorship of Virgilio Corbo
OFM, completed the 1968 American-Baptist excavation of the royal bathhouse of Machaerus.
They also unearthed the beautiful mosaic floor of
the tepidarium (the room with warm baths) of the
bathhouse and excavated the connected frigidarium

QUMRANARCHIVE © ALEXANDER SCHICK/WWW.BIBELAUSSTELLUNG.DE
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HASMONEAN MIKVEH. In 1981, the Franciscan Mission found a Hasmonean mikveh underneath the later courtyard of
the Herodian royal palace. Today this mikveh appears at the base of the Herodian Doric column in the royal courtyard,
which was re-erected by the Hungarian Academy of Arts in 2014.
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Machaerus architectural survey 2016
Detailed ground floor plan of the citadel
MIKVA’OT AT MACHAERUS. The three mikva’ot found at
Machaerus’s royal citadel are circled and numbered on
this architectural plan: (1) the Hasmonean mikveh found
in 1981, (2) the Herodian mikveh uncovered in 1968 and
(3) the large Herodian mikveh excavated in 2016.

ROOMY RESERVOIR. From the Hasmonean period,
Machaerus’s 51-foot-deep cistern could hold nearly
30,000 gallons. This 3D architectural model shows the
reservoir’s great depth.
BIBLICAL ARCHAEOLOGY REVIEW
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(the large cold pool) as well, clearly with a nonritual function.
Similar to the American-Baptist mission, the Franciscans also discovered a mikveh in 1981. But this
mikveh was outside the walls of the citadel—in the
lower city of Machaerus.
By July 2009, our Hungarian Archaeological Mission had begun working at the site. Among other
things, it had re-erected one of the complete Ionic
columns of the apodyterium (the primary hall of
a Roman bathhouse, whose name is derived from
the Greek apodyterion [ἀποδυτήριον], meaning
the “undressing room”) in the royal bathhouse of
Machaerus, on the exact place where Corbo’s excavations had discovered an Attic column base in situ.
We were able to execute the theoretical architectural
reconstruction of the complete bathhouse as well.
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We also discovered and fully excavated a mikveh
outside the royal bathhouse during our two-monthlong season in the fall of 2016. Built for the palace
and personal use of King Herod and his royal family—for his only palace outside modern Israel—it is
the largest mikveh ever discovered in Jordan.
This mikveh had 12 intact steps. Its architectural
features closely resemble several mikva’ot in Qumran
(home of the Dead Sea Scrolls), which lies almost
directly across the Dead Sea. It also has a reserve
or storage pool from which water could flow into
the main mikveh pool when it ran low.
This newly discovered mikveh, 10 feet under
the royal courtyard, originally had a vaulted stone
roof, the remains of which lay at the bottom of
the 12-foot-deep mikveh. The upper stratum of the
mikveh was in the destruction level of 71 C.E. by the
Legio X Fretensis (Tenth Legion of the Sea Straits—
also called the Tenth Roman Legion) under the command of Lucilius Bassus. Among the collapsed surrounding wall were four ballistic missiles and two
large column drums.
We were also able to reconstruct the rainwater
harvesting system of the citadel, which included a
nearly 20-foot-deep cistern-reservoir, next to the
royal mikveh, without steps.
The destruction by the Tenth Roman Legion
in 71 C.E. marks the end of the ancient history of
Machaerus. However, the Herodian construction of
38

SIMILAR SIEGE WALLS. The site of Machaerus was
identified by its circumvallation wall—the wall built by
the Tenth Roman Legion to keep the Jewish rebels who
had taken refuge in Machaerus’s citadel from escaping during the First Jewish Revolt against Rome (66–71
C.E.). When the German professor August Strobel came
to Machaerus in 1965, he noticed that a 2.2-mile-long
Roman siege wall ringed the site. Since the Tenth
Roman Legion had built a siege wall around only one
site in Transjordan—around Machaerus—the site’s identity was then confirmed. The above image of Machaerus
shows the citadel, as well as the circumvallation wall,
siege ramp and two Roman military siege camps: Camps
D and H. During the First Jewish Revolt, the Tenth
Roman Legion also built a 2.5-mile-long circumvallation
wall around Masada—the Jewish rebels’ last stronghold—in the Judean Desert. The remains of this siege
wall, as well as the Roman siege camps A, E, G and
H, siege ramp and King Herod’s northern palace are
marked on the opposite image. The military agger-ramp
at neither Machaerus nor Masada was completed.

the royal palace in about 30 B.C.E. did not mark
the beginning of royal Machaerus. The Herodian
construction was built on the ruins of an earlier
destruction, the ruins of the Hasmonean citadel of
the high priest king Alexander Jannaeus, erected
around 90 B.C.E.
During the Franciscan Mission’s 1981 excavation of
the royal courtyard of Machaerus, they discovered a
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mikveh from the Hasmonean period that was filled up
by the later Herodian builders and was hidden by the
foundations for their new floor. Only 22 feet from this
small mikveh, the Hungarian Mission discovered and
fully excavated in 2010 a 51-foot-deep Hasmonean cistern, with a water capacity of almost 30,000 gallons.
We have here at the Machaerus hilltop an
archaeological time capsule of a good century and
a half—between c. 90 B.C.E. and 71 C.E. There are
only three layers in it: the late Hellenistic (Hasmonean), the Herodian and the Early Roman
periods. Each of these periods ended with a military destruction: (1) the Hasmonean royal fortress
(erected c. 90 B.C.E.) was destroyed by the army of
Gabinius in 57 B.C.E.; (2) the Herodian royal palace (erected c. 30 B.C.E.) was demolished by the
armed forces of King Aretas IV Philopatris in 36
C.E.; and (3) the Roman garrison-fortress (erected
by the Roman prefect of Judea after the death of
King Herod Agrippa I in 44 C.E.) was taken by the
Jewish Zealots in the First Jewish Revolt against
Rome in 66 C.E. and later was ruined by the Tenth
Roman Legion in 71 C.E. We may easily consider this
an archaeological three-layer sandwich—a unique
opportunity to study and understand this archaeological legacy in context.
Machaerus disappeared from the map in 71 C.E.
During the Byzantine, Crusader and Ottoman periods, pilgrims did not know where this historical
BIBLICAL ARCHAEOLOGY REVIEW

place could be found. Josephus, Eusebius and other
important authors wrote that Machaerus is the historical place where John the Baptist was imprisoned
and killed, but they could not identify its location on
maps of the Holy Land!
On January 17, 1807, Ulrich Jasper Seetzen visited
Transjordan and found a modest Muslim hamlet
near the Dead Sea, called Mukawer. He made a
guess, based on linguistic etymology, that the closeby surviving conical-form hilltop with some limited, but still visible, ruins could have been the lost
Machaerus (meaning “sword” in Greek). However,
it was only in 1965, when a compatriot of Seetzen,
the German August Strobel, discovered by chance—
in the sunlight of a late October afternoon—the
2.2-mile-long circumvallation siege wall around the
hill, that ancient Machaerus was identified. A parallel siege wall can be found around Masada, and we
know from ancient sources that the Tenth Roman
Legion had only one circumvallation siege in Transjordan—at Machaerus. Strobel declared, basing himself on this siege monument of the Tenth Roman
Legion, that in the epicenter of this circumvallation
the ruins of ancient Machaerus would be revealed.
Strobel published his discovery in 1968. He was
absolutely correct. Some months later, the AmericanBaptist Archaeological Mission under Vardaman
unearthed the first walls, the mosaic and opus sectile
C O N T I N U E S O N PA G E 6 0
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resulted in his removal from office and
his exodus from the pages of history. a
1

Portions of this article will appear in a festschrift to honor James F. Strange. My purpose
in both has been to demonstrate that historians need archaeologists and that archaeologists need historians.
2 See Shemuel Safrai and Menahem Stern, The
Jewish People in the First Century, Compendia
Rerum Iudaicarum ad Novum Testamentum 1
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1974), p. 316.
Other editions restore and interpret the
inscription differently, but they all agree it
reads “Pontius Pilate, prefect of Judea.”
3 Ya’akov Meshorer, A Treasury of Jewish Coins
from the Persian Period to Bar-Kochba (Nyack,
NY: Amphora Books, 2001), pp. 167–173.
4 This is likely the Antonia Fortress adjacent
to the Temple precincts. See Ehud Netzer, The
Palaces of the Hasmoneans and Herod the Great
(Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 2001),
pp. 123–125. Its close proximity to the sanctuary
may have contributed to confusion in later periods in both Jewish and Christian memories. See
Megillat Ta’anit 9: “On the third of Kislev the
ensigns were removed from the [Temple] court.”
Eusebius, quoting Philo, remarks that it was in
the Temple that Pilate set up the standards at
night (Proof of the Gospel 8.2.123).

60

5 Daniel R. Schwartz, “Josephus and Philo on
Pontius Pilate,” in Lee I. Levine, ed., The Jerusalem Cathedra: Studies in History, Archaeology, Geography and Ethnography of the Land
of Israel, vol. 3 (Jerusalem: Yad Izhak Ben-Zvi
Institute, 1983), pp. 182–217; Steve Mason, Flavius Josephus: Translation and Commentary, vol.
1B, Judean War 2 (Leiden: Brill, 2008), p. 139.
6 See Schwartz, “Josephus and Philo,” pp.
26–45.
7 See Philo, On the Embassy to Gaius 203;
Emil Schürer, Geza Vermes, Fergus Millar and
Matthew Black, eds., The History of the Jewish
People in the Age of Jesus Christ, vol. 1 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1973), pp. 394–397.
8 Amihai Mazar, “The Aqueducts of Jerusalem,” in Yigael Yadin, ed., Jerusalem Revealed
(Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 1975),
pp. 79–80.
9 Louis H. Feldman, trans., Josephus, Jewish
Antiquities, Books XVIII–XIX, Loeb Classical
Library 433 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ.
Press, 1965), pp. 46–47.
10 The half-shekel Temple tax (Matthew
17:24–27) was a Pharisaic innovation on
Exodus 30:12–16 that was opposed by the Sadducees (beginning of Megillat Ta’anit) and the
Essenes (4Q159 f1ii.7).
11 Compare Babylonian Talmud Pesahim 57a;
Tosefta Menahot 13.21; Philo, On the Embassy
to Gaius 301–305.
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decorated floors of the once magnificent
Herodian royal palace.
In 1973, a German team under the
supervision of August Strobel conducted
a detailed survey at the site. Following
this, two generations of Franciscan academics of the Studium Biblicum Franciscanum in Jerusalem, directed by Virgilio
Corbo (1978–1981) and Michele Piccirillo
(1992–1993), conducted excavations at
Machaerus.
This has been followed since 2009 by
the excavations, surveys and studies of
the Hungarian Academy of Arts, led by
the present author.
There is still much more to learn.
The work will go on long after the
Americans, the Germans, the French and
Italian Fathers, and the Hungarians have
all passed on. a
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murder of a brother” (1 Clement 4:7).
Clearly, Clement is quoting Wisdom
of Solomon 2:24, and his placement of
the verse around the Genesis 4 citation
demonstrates his conclusion that death
originated with Cain’s envy and murder
of Abel.
Likewise, Irenaeus of Lyons refers to
Cain as the primordial example of sinful behavior and describes his life as a
cascading series of sins. While comparing Adam and Cain, Irenaeus concludes:
“Cain, not Adam, committed the more
serious sin. Adam immediately felt a
sense of shame, repented and was not
cursed. Cain, on the other hand, persisted in evil and received the curse of
God” (Adversus Haereses 3.23.3–4).
Finally, Theophilus of Antioch lays
responsibility for death on Cain. Like
Clement, Theophilus associates the envy
of the diabolos in Wisdom of Solomon
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2:24 with the Cain and Abel story.
However, unlike Clement, he does not
identify envy with Cain “the enemy,” but
rather conflates Cain with the serpent’s
deception of Adam and Eve:
When Satan saw that Adam and his
wife not only were alive but had
produced offspring, he was overcome
by envy because he was not strong
enough to put them to death, and
because he saw Abel pleasing God,
he worked upon his brother called
Cain and made him kill his brother
Abel. And so the beginning of death
came into the world, to reach the
whole race of men to this very day.
(Apologia ad Autolycum 2.29)
As I noted at the outset, Paul’s conclusion that Adam is the source of sin and
death was not embraced by everyone.
Although Paul’s argument certainly
works well with his Christ/Adam parallel, not all of his readers would have
been convinced. Other interpreters laid
the blame on Cain. Consequently, what
may sound like a logical argument to
us today may not have been to some of

John Byron is Professor of
New Testament at Ashland Theological Seminary
in Ashland, Ohio.
1

The tradition that Cain and
his descendants were killed
in the flood was popular
among Jewish and Christian interpreters;
see John Byron, Cain and Abel in Text and
Tradition: Jewish and Christian Interpretations
of the First Sibling Rivalry, Themes in Biblical
Narrative 14 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), pp. 133–134.
2 J.A.F. Gregg, The Wisdom of Solomon (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1922), p. 23;
K. Nielsen, “Nfu,” in Theological Dictionary of
the Old Testament, vol. 14 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), pp. 73–78.
3 Job 1:6, 12; 2:1; 1 Chronicles 21:1; Zechariah 3:1, 2.
4 David Winston, The Wisdom of Solomon, The
Anchor Bible Commentary Series 43 (Garden
City, NY: Doubleday, 1979), p. 121; Katrina M.
Hogan, “The Exegetical Background of the
‘Ambiguity of Death’ in the Wisdom of Solomon,”
Journal for the Study of Judaism 30 (1999), p. 21.
5 John R. Levison, Portraits of Adam in Early
Judaism: From Sirach to 2 Baruch, Journal
for the Study of Pseudepigrapha Supplement
Series 1 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,
1988), pp. 51–52.
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Paul’s readers who were aware of alternative suggestions for the presence of sin
and death in the world.

R. Steven Notley (“Pontius Pilate: Sadist or Saint?” p. 40)
is Distinguished Professor of New Testament and Christian
Origins and director of graduate programs in Ancient Judaism and Christian Origins at Nyack College.
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