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THE BYZANTINE CHURCHES OF HERODION

E. Netzer

The Drst remawns from the Byvzantine period
discovered at Herodinm! were uncovered by Father
Corbosexpedion(1962-67)7 on the summit of the
mountain palace-fortress. Amoeng these remains
was achapel,ca. 7T¥x 14 minsize, with a rounded
inseribed apse (1.3 moin radus) in s eastern wall,

Fig. | Herodion: general plan.

During the extensive excavations at Lower He-
rodium (1972-87), directed by the author?, three
Byzantine churches were uncovered in different
pares of the site (Fig. 1), i scems that the eaensive
ruins of Greater Herodinm attracted the Ryzantine
community which settled here at some time in the
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Sth century C.E. Many of the Lower Herodium's
structures were now [irst cleared and then rebuilt,
mosily by subdivision into small dwellings or other
units, In ather cases, the ancient masonry was either
reuscd in the conatiuclion of oow sthruciees, buil
over or beside the ruing, or hurned 1o produee lime,
as indicated by several imekilns discovered at the
sile

We shall refer to the churches in terms of their
relative locations the Northern Church, Central
Church and Eastern Church. The first of these to be
uncovered was the Northern Charch (1972, 1978): 1
wias followed by the Eastern Church (1979, 1980)
and Mnally the Central Chureh (1081 -82). The thres
small to medium
and share certain features: they are all of the

churches are similar in size

basilica type. Lhe hall divided into a nave and aisles
and paved with mosaic Noors; flanking the apses of
all three churches are rooms {one on each side):
ciach church had a baptismal font and each probably
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had upper gallerics above the aisles. paved with

white mosaie floors.

SNuorthern Church

The Northern Chureh was built in the middle of
the widespread {(mostly still unexcavated) northern
section of Lower Herodium4, The chorch hall was
1004 m long and 8.3 m wide (Fig. 2-5). This is the
enly church at Herodium whose apse was nol
round but rectangulur. The nave was separated
fram the asles by squarc-sectioned pillars. The
upper galleries were supported by arches resting on
these pillars, ue evidenced by the fallen acch stones
found in the debris.

A built bench ran around three of the walls — an
uncommon feature in Byzanline churches, The hall
was paved with a decorated mosaic loor, consisting
of one carpel in cach of the nave and aisles and
small carpets between the pillars, all laid in simple

Fig. 2 Northers Cliurels: general view, looking sast.
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: 3 Plan of the Northern Church.

Fig. & Norcherm Church, reconsfegg fion
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Fig. 5§ Northern Church: praver hall and apse.

geometric patterns (Fig. 6). The carpet in the nave
contained an inscription { Fig. 7) of five lines within
a tabula ansata (in connection with this and all
other inscriptions, see Leah Di Segni's article in this
volume). Iraces of a mosaic floor were also found
on the beme (preshyeesiven), as well as evidence of
an altar and a religuary ance st beneath the alvar.
The bema was onginally surrounded by a chancel
screen, and evidence was found in (ront of the berra
ol a pulpit fambo ), which was cancelled while the
church wiss still in use, A small plasicred baptismal
font was lTound in the centre of the small room to the
south of the apse.

I'hrec doors led into the church from the narthex
(IFig. 8). The entrance 1o the narthex itself was inthe
sowmh, m its narrow side. The narthex, 100, was
paved with a mosauc floor, in whaose centre (opposite
the middle entrance to the hall) was an inseription
consisting of exght lines within a rectangle, fushioned

| X

in the shape of a door divided by a cross into four
panels,

Three additional rooms were found adjoining the
church on its north, all paved with mosaic floors.
The western, smallest room served s a staircase.
The central roem had no special features, whereas
the eastern, largest one (7.5 x 3.5 m in size), which
may have been used as a chapel, contained an
nscription consisting of five lines within a rabule
i,

Remains of u courtyard, providing access to the
church, were uncovered 1o the south of the building,

Eastern Church

The Eastern Church was built over Lhe castern
cdge of asubstantial Herodian building to the north
ol the mauntain (probably the main wing of the
palace of Lower Herodium®), The hall was 12 3 m
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Fig. 7 Inscription in the nuve.
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long and 8 3 m wide (Fig @) (0 the apse (1.7 min
radius). the hema in the chord of the apse and the
two small rooms flanking i, only the foundations
are now extant. The aisles were separated from the
nave by monolithic eolumns; none of the I.';.th:,[ili'i
have survived.

The church hall was paved with a decorated
mosaic (of which only a small purt has been
preserved), with one carpet in cach of the nave and
aisles as well as small carpets between the columns.,
All the carpets but the central one were laid in
geomelnc patterns. The central carpet was decorated

with s vine trellis, farming three rows of medallions
enclosing representations of birds and animals.
Only one of the medallions has been fully preserved,
with a representation of a lion. The partially
preserved medallions contamn remuins of a peacock,
an eagle and another bird (Fig. 10).

Three doors led o the church from a narrow
narthex, paved with a coarsely laid white mosaic
floar, Two rooms were uncovered in the south of
the church, both entered 1through the chureh hall,
The smaller one, on the west (4.5 % 2.0 m sure),

was paved with a lully preserved mosaic floor,




consisting ol a carpet Iaid in a geometrical patiern
imte which eight leaves were woven ([ iL"- 11). The
room contained a plastered bapusmal font, budlt
into a niche in the eastern wall; beneath the (loor
was a(looted) tomb. The castern, larger room (7.8 x
2.9 minsize), possibly used as a chapel, comained a
E'i;nhall',:. E‘l|:.".~'-:."s"-':."{i :nx'-.*rlpl':nn ol {our lines in H |

tabeda arsarn. qust beside the entrance,

Central Church

The Central Church was uncovered in the centre
of Lower Herodium, adjoining the south of the
monumental Herodian building beside the large
pool {and garden) complex, in front of a long

artificial terrace (remamms of Herod’s funeral

ground?)®. Unhke the other two churches, clear
evidence was found here of an earlier Byzantine
phase, under the western half of the church. This

may hiave been cither a chapel above a small barrel-
vaulted tomb, or a bunal room proper.
Beautilully carved, heavy ashlars were incorpo-
rated in the walls of the church and the 1wo
contemporancous rooms adjoimng it on the north
(Fig. 12)

were decorated) muost

I'hesce well carved swones (some of which
have besn looted from a
nearby Heroduan structure, perhaps the facade of
Heroad's burial monument.,

The church hall was 11.4 m long and 10.2 m wide;
part of it {in the southwestern corner) was cul e
the bedrock. The well built apse was 2.0 m in radius,
Two rows of monolithic columns separated the
aisles from the nave, Nave and aisles were paved
with mosaic floors — simple geometrically decorated
Carpcts it the aisles and an im ricatc, well 1|1_'.\Jgn;:d
carpet in the nave (Fig. 13-15)

I'he remains of a mosaic carpet, also laid in
geomelnc patterns, were uncovered on the well
preserved Hema. The latter was originally surround-
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Fig. 9 Lasterne Church: plan.
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mosaic in the nave, lo

Fig. 11 Lasiern Church: mosaic pavement in the hapristry.
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Fie, 13 Central Church: reconstriuction
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ed by a chancel screen; wvisible in its centre was
evidence of the altar. The walls of the apse preserved
traces of the frescoes that onee decorated it (includ-
ing vine motifs).

The main entrance to the church was through the
an unusual feature, probably
motivated by the topoagraphical obstacles in the

southern wall

I7 Central Church: decorated capital.

west, The only door from the west led into the
norihern aisle through a corridor (or narrow courl)
built an the uneven, sloping rock. Fo the south, a
trapezoid-shaped Toom (ca, 6.4 x 4.4 m in size)
communicated with the church hall, Along two of
ils walls ran built benches with clevated sides on
which those seated could rest their heads,

Summary

I'he Bysantine remains a1 Herodium have proved
to be much more extensive than known or assumed
prior 1o the excavations. So lar we have detected
signs of Byzantine activity in practically all arcas
excaviated at Lower Herodium. The main concen.
trations of Byvzantine structures were uncovered
around the above-mentioned monumental Herodian
building, to the cast und west of the pool complex
and inside the substruoctures of the “large palace™
(north of the mountain), where the castern church
was situated. Fast and west of the pool complex,
Dyzantine aclivity was concentrated inside 1wo
huge Herodian galleries (each about 110 m long and
10 m wide), us well as near and below the ¢astern
gallery (named the “earth-dam " by the excavators)’.

The three churches are of the same order of
magnitude (small 1o medium size). characteristic of
rural churches. An important but so far unsolved
question is the nature and type of the settlement
locared here during the Byzanuine peniod, Was it a
regular settlement. such as avillage or a small town?
Was it a monastery or a coenobium; or perhaps a
logistic base serving the various monasterics in the
deser! o the cast?s

The dating of the churches — on the basic of the
mosaics, inscriptions and architectural criteria
seems quite certain, The Northern Church is prob-
ably the carlicst, ftom the middle 1o the second half
ol the Stheentury. The Eastern Church was probably
built at the end of the Sth century or the beginning
of the 61h. The Central Church was perhaps the last
o be buil (though an element of doubl remains),
Omly further excavation can provide the full answer
to the question of the nature of Herodium in the
Byzanune period and the function of the churches
in this constellation, *
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NOTES

A mare detailed repot of the three churches was recently
published in Hebrew: E. Netzer, R Birger and A. Fellcr,
“The Churches of Herodivm," Qadfmanior 20(1987) 12-
44; an English tranclation of 1hat paper will soon be
published by the lsrael Exploration Secicty in their
fortheoming Cherchies Revenled,

See V. O Corbo, Meradion I+ Gl sdyficr dofle reggio-
Soriezza (SBF Collectio Mauzor, 20), Jerusalem 1980,
7785,

Kea E. Nevrer, Greater Merodivum {Qedem 133, Jerusalem
1980; Wem, Herodium, an Arcbacologival Guide, Jeru-
salem 1987,

See Groater Herodivm {n. 3 supea), 4551,

See tbid., 30-35,

See ihid., 3545,

The Byranting remiins between the cherch and the
manumental building consied of 4 few phases,

I arecent publication. J. Zias (" Was Byzanting Heradium

a Lepivsariom?™ BA 59 [1986] 182-186) has suggcstad
idemifying Herodium with the Empress Fudocia’s Lepro-
sarium at “Phordisia,” mentioned by the 14ih-century
church histarian Nicephorus Callistus, According to this
sourge, thes hospital accommodated 400 paricnts suflering
from the “holy sickness” which Zias believes 1o be
kprosy i Hansens discasc), Mowever, in view of the vory
late date of the source and Ihe wenainty of the
identification of Phordisia with Herodium, we find it
difficult o accept thas hypot hesis.
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