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c h a p t e r 3 3
.............................................................................................

THEATRES,

HIPPODROMES,

AMPHITHEATRES,

AND

PERFORMANCES
.............................................................................................

zeev weiss

Public spectacles in theatres, hippodromes (or circuses), and amphitheatres held

an important place in Roman life throughout the empire. The increased number of

festival days in the Roman period, and especially the massive construction of

theatres, hippodromes, and amphitheatres throughout the empire during the

first three centuries of the Common Era, provide abundant evidence for their

popularity. Wishing to maintain a positive rapport with Rome and to integrate

Roman cultural patterns into his realm, Herod the Great was the first to introduce

games and spectacles in the Roman East, thereby revolutionizing the leisure habits

of the indigenous populations. Very few cities had theatres, hippodromes, or

amphitheatres at the time of Herod the Great and his successors, but by the end

of the first century ce, and especially during the second and third centuries ce,

many buildings were constructed in Roman Palestine for the primary purpose

of housing entertainment for the local populace. Holding games in some of

these buildings continued into the early Byzantine period (late fourth to fifth
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centuries ce), and in some cases even beyond. However, in the course of the sixth

century these institutions declined and eventually disappeared.

1 . THE CURRENT STATE OF RESEARCH

AND OBJECTIVES FOR FUTURE STUDY
................................................................................................................

Many studies have examined the buildings for public spectacles and competitions

in their wider context, the most salient being M. Bieber’s renowned investigation of

Greek and Roman theatres (1961), and other, more recent, inquiries on the same

topic (Beacham 1991; Sear 2006). Some examine the Roman circuses (Humphrey

1986), while others take a close look at the amphitheatres (Golvin 1988; Bomgard-

ner 2000). Each focuses on one type of structure, scrutinizing it from a variety of

perspectives and occasionally referring to the archaeological finds emerging from

ancient Palestine. Almost none provides a comprehensive inventory, description,

and analysis of these finds.

The vast amount of material evidence from ancient Palestine associated with

these buildings has yielded several publications, each devoted to the study of a

single structure from a specific site while comparing its archaeological and archi-

tectural features to similar known edifices in the region (Ostrasz 1991; Kloner/

Hübsch 1996; Sear/Huston 2000). Rarely do they discuss the nature of these

institutions in their wider context. Studies dealing more extensively with theatres,

hippodromes, and amphitheatres in ancient Palestine indeed exist but are flawed

by the narrow scope noted above (Frézouls 1959, 1961; Segal 1995; Porath 2003); they

also neglect to relate to the types of performances held therein or to the socio-

cultural aspects of these buildings and their influence on the local populace.

Other studies examine the subject in the light of rabbinic literary sources (Jacobs

1998; Levinson 1998), yet such publications make little attempt at delving into the

broader context of a tradition, or at understanding it within its contemporary

socio-cultural setting. Moreover, relevant archaeological material that could illus-

trate this information is scantily enlisted. Several philological studies explain and

interpret words, terms, and ideas connected to institutions of leisure activities

against the reality of Hellenistic-Roman culture (Herr 1994; Penkower 2000), but

these are interspersed throughout larger works and deal with only isolated occur-

rences. They do not presume to encompass the entire phenomenon and its socio-

cultural implications, or its place in Roman urban life and in the Jewish settlements

of ancient Palestine.

The current state of research in most cases provides a comprehensive examin-

ation pertaining to each and every building constructed for pubic performances or
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competitions in our region. This information is essential for any broad analysis

associated with the subject. However, future study should take an interdisciplinary

approach and focus on all building types in the region designated for public

spectacles and competitions. Although the performances held in theatres, hippo-

dromes, and amphitheatres each had its own fabric and character, and presumably

attracted a mixture of segments within Roman society, their combined study within

the confines of one region will lend to the understanding that these institutions

were the product of specific social and cultural circumstances. The wealth and

variety of the available archaeological, epigraphic, and literary evidence, including

valuable information gleaned from the rabbinic and early Christian corpora,

together with themodern scholarly works dealing with relevant facets of this diverse

subject, will not only provide further information about each and every structure or

performance, but, in addition, will provide insight into the role of Roman public

spectacles and competitions in ancient Palestine, their cultural impact upon the

region, and the attitudes of Jewish society toward this realm of life.

2 . DISTRIBUTION, LOCATION, AND FINANCE
................................................................................................................

Theatres were found in twenty-three cities in western Palestine, Transjordan, and

the southern Hauran (hereafter ‘ancient Palestine’). Each city had at least one

theatre, and some had two or even three, for example, Gadara, Amman, and

Gerasa. Literary sources mention theatres in Jerusalem, Gaza, and Ashkelon;

however, these have not yet been exposed. Hellenized cities like Ptolemais,

Eleutheropolis, Jaffa, and others, probably had at least one theatre, giving us a

total of over thirty theatres in our region. While hippodromes have been exposed

in eight cities of ancient Palestine, literary sources mention that other urban

centres, such as Jerusalem, Gaza, and Ashkelon also had this type of building.

Amphitheatres were found in only five (or possibly six) cities in our region, and we

lack any other evidence for the existence of these structures, apart from Josephus’

problematic reference to the amphitheatres built by Herod the Great in Jerusalem,

Caesarea, and Jericho (Humphrey 1996; Porath 2004).

In ancient Palestine, theatres were more popular than other types of buildings

for public spectacles and competitions. However, it seems unlikely that an un-

favourable attitude in the cities toward other building types, especially the hippo-

drome, used for chariot-racing and athletic contests, was responsible for this

disproportion. Rather, it appears that outlays for the construction and long-term

maintenance of these buildings and the holding of shows in them, as well as the

costs of constructing other public buildings, were beyond the financial means of

most cities in Roman Palestine.

entertainment and leisure-time activities 625

OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 17/7/2010, SPi



The theatre in ancient Palestine was usually located in the urban layout, while

the hippodrome and amphitheatre, added at a later stage of urban development,

were always constructed outside the city limits, in most cases near one of the roads

leading to or from it (Weiss 1999: 23–25). As elsewhere in the Roman world, various

factors affected the location of the building in ancient Palestine, for example, a

restricted budget to cover the expenses of erecting all these structures at once, a lack

of space in the city’s centre, controlling the mob in the larger structures, or the

existence of suitable topographical conditions on the outskirts of the city.

These buildings and the performances held in themwere financed by the city (Weiss

1999: 25–26). Taxes, revenues from municipal properties, and summae honorariae (i.e.

payment made by civic magistrates for the privelage of holding public office) often

served as the source for funding such projects, but, as is evident from several dedica-

tory inscriptions found in the region, it was mainly private donations of the wealthy

residents that enabled the construction and operation of the buildings for public

spectacles and competitions. Rabbinic sources also suggest that such buildings in

Roman Palestine were backed by contributions from the cities’ affluent inhabitants

(see, for instance, the anonymous parable in Exodus Rabbah 51: 8). The sources not

only mention the actual payment for building such structures, but alsomake reference

to the financing of games, for example, in the case of gladiatorial and animal-baiting

contests held in the amphitheatres (Exodus Rabbah 30:24).

3 . THE THEATRE: ITS ARCHITECTURE

AND PERFORMANCES
................................................................................................................

The first theatres in ancient Palestine were built by Herod in Jerusalem, Caesarea,

and Jericho. Additional theatres were constructed at a later date, from the end of

the first century ce on, but mainly in the second and third centuries.

The theatre in ancient Palestine was usually constructed in conformity with the

urban layout, near or along one of the main streets and close to the other public

buildings (Segal 1994: 105–111; Weiss 1995: 48–52), in order to provide easy access to

it. The theatre’s lower cavea was usually constructed partially on a natural slope in

the city, although the Roman construction method of consecutive vaults allowed

for the building of such a structure anywhere, even on a plateau. This is probably

the reason why, in certain localities, the theatre did not run exactly parallel to the

streets; in others it deviated slightly from the alignment of the city’s infrastructure

and was sometimes even built outside the civic centre (Sepphoris, see Fig. 33.1), or

on the outskirts of a city, adjoining the city-wall (Neapolis).
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The theatres in Palestine can be divided into three groups (Weiss 1995: 52–59).

Large theatres, with an outer diameter of 90–100m and a capacity of approximately

6,000–8,000 seats, were built in the large cities such as Bostra, Caesarea, and

Scythopolis. Medium-sized ones, with a diameter of 60–80 m and a capacity of

2,000–4,000 seats, were built in smaller cities that served as the centres of their

regions, for example, Sepphoris, Sebaste/Samaria, and Gadara. The small theatres

had a diameter of 20–50m and could seat 1,000–1,500 people. Such small structures

were built in the suburbs (for example, Shuni and Hammat Gader), or in addition

to the main theatre in large cities (e.g. Scythopolis, Philadelphia, and Gerasa). The

large population and wide variety of performances in some cities may have

necessitated the construction of two structures, a theatre and an odeon.

The above data indicates the direct relationship between the size of a theatre and

the city in which it was located. Large theatres existed in the metropolitan cities of

ancient Palestine boasting sizeable populations. Construction on such a scale was

not related to the administrative rank of the city (whether a governor’s seat or a

district capital), but was related to the size of the city, the number of its inhabitants,

and its financial resources. In cities which were of no lesser significance financially,

culturally, and socially, but had fewer inhabitants than the metropolitan centres,

Fig. 33.1 Sepphoris, the theatre built on the northern slope of the acropolis

Photo: G. Laron
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only medium-sized theatres were built. The building of a small theatre does not

necessarily indicate a lesser inclination toward theatrical performances, but was in

line with the city’s needs and financial capability to undertake grandiose projects.

The theatres in ancient Palestine were designed according to the contemporary

Roman model and resembled those structures known elsewhere in the empire

(Weiss 1995: 59–105): the upper cavea was built on arches and vaults that also

served as passageways (vomitoria) to enter and exit the theatre; there was a

horizontal (ima, media, and summa cavea) and vertical (cunei) division of the

seats in the auditorium into sections and tiers of seats; special wooden or stone

seats for dignitaries were installed in the stone-paved orchestra, which was partially

separated from the other parts of the theatre; and the stage (pulpitum) and stage

building (scaena), whose façade (scaena frons) faced the spectators, was richly

decorated with varied architectural elements.

Nevertheless, these theatres also exhibited typically local features. The creation

of a desirable incline for the cavea by utilizing a natural slope together with vaults is

the most significant one. Certain elements distinguish the theatres of Transjordan

from those in Western Palestine, for instance, the separation of the cavea, where the

common people sat, from the orchestra, which was reserved for dignitaries. To

maintain this division, a stone barrier was built between the orchestra and the cavea

in the theatres of Western Palestine, whereas a podium about 1.5 m high at the

bottom of the cavea served the same purpose in the theatres of Transjordan.

The seating arrangement in Roman theatres, and in ancient Palestine as well, was

dictated by social standing. Thus, the architecture ensured not only easy traffic in

and out of the theatre, but also separated the audience by class (Kolendo [Varsovie]

1981; Zanker 1990: 147–53). Whereas the masses entered the cavea through the

various vomitoria, the side entrance (parodoi) led distinguished guests directly to

their seats in the orchestra. The division of the seating in the buildings for public

spectacles, including theatres, is echoed in words attributed to Resh Lakish, a third-

century Palestinian sage. The exegesis of a verse in Ecclesiastes is based on a reality

with which he and his audience were familiar (Qohelet Rabbah 12:5; Weiss 1995:

92–98). According to this statement, all Roman officials in the provinces who

attended local contests entered the building via the same gate, but each was then

seated in a row commensurate with his rank.

Classical comedies, tragedies, and satires were rarely presented in the Roman

theatre. Mimes and pantomimes of a merrier and lighter bent were very popular in

imperial Rome and performed widely in ancient Palestine as well. The mime, as a

secular art form, took a critical and derisive stance toward religion (Beacham 1991:

129–140): parodies of the gods were often presented, Jews and Judaism were

mocked on stage, and in the course of time Christianity also became a rich source

for mimes. The bulk of information regarding these performances in ancient

Palestine comes from literary sources (Weiss 1999: 31–32).
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For example, a statement attributed to Rabbi Abbahu, who lived at the end of the

third century in Caesarea, refers to a short mime performance that originally

consisted of a few acts and may have been viewed by the inhabitants of Roman

Caesarea who would make fun of the Jews and their custom of keeping the Sabbath

and the sabbatical year (Lamentations Rabbah, Proem 17). The tradition mentions

several actors participating in the mime, their roles and dialogues, their words of

criticism and ridicule, and the presentation of live animals on the stage—all

familiar features of mime performances in the first centuries of the Common

Era. We may assume that mimes conveying an anti-Jewish message were often

presented in theatres throughout the Roman world, and the mentioned midrashic

tradition seems to confirm this reality.

Pantomimes featured a single actor wearing a simple garment and a mask who

played all the roles (Beacham 1991: 140–53; Jory 1996). Dancing without words and

accompanied by a chorus and music were the main elements of such performances.

Several inscriptions and literary sources indicate that such pantomimes were staged

in the theatres of ancient Palestine (Weiss 1999: 32–33). One passage in the Talmud

Yerushalmi refers to a leading pantomime artist who performed in the Caesarea

theatre. His real name is unknown but he is called Pantokakos in the Talmud because

of his evil deeds (y. Taan. 1:4, 64a; Ginzberg 1928: 403–4). His alleged conversation

with Rabbi Abbahu affords a detailed description of his activities in the theatre of

Roman Caesarea. A performance could consist of a dance accompanied by the

clapping of hands or involving the clashing of cymbals. His responsibilities as a

leading pantomime included engaging actors for the theatre and teaching them

how to perform. In this tradition he relates to Rabbi Abbahu that a Jewish lady was

seeking work in the theatre. Lurking behind the columns of the scaena frons while

Pantokakos was working there, she asked him to hire her in order to earn enough

money to save her husband (Jacobs 1998: 341–44). Although participation of Jewish

women in the theatre cannot be fully deduced from this story, it nevertheless provides

some information about how actors found employment in the theatre as well as

demonstrating the active participation of women in the public shows (Webb 2002).

4 . HIPPODROME AND STADIUM: A
MULTIPURPOSE STRUCTURE FOR CHARIOT

RACES AND ATHLETIC CONTESTS
................................................................................................................

Both chariot races and athletic contests were held in the hippodrome of ancient

Palestine, unlike the practice in other parts of the Roman Empire, where each

entertainment and leisure-time activities 629
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activity was housed in its own structure (Humphrey 1986: 535–39). The hippo-

drome in ancient Palestine, sometimes called a stadium or even an amphitheatre in

the literary sources, was adapted to meet these needs. Its length was made suitable

to both types of contests and its width enabled chariot-racing within the structure.

The first hippodromes in our region were built by King Herod in Jerusalem,

Jericho, and Caesarea (Patrich 2002; Netzer 2006: 277–81). Additional buildings

were constructed in Tiberias and Taricheae, presumably by Herod’s son Antipas,

who ruled over the Galilee after his father’s death (Weiss 2007: 390–91). A compar-

ative analysis of the buildings constructed in the Herodian period indicates that

there was no fixed plan for hippodromes. Some were designed according to the

Roman model (Caesarea and possibly Tiberias), while others combined diverse

architectural elements in one structure, essentially creating a new plan (e.g. Jericho

and Samaria). Herodian hippodromes were actually multipurpose structures in

which chariot races, athletic contests, gladiatorial combats, and animal-baiting

were held (Humphrey 1996: 125–27).

The hippodrome in ancient Palestine has several common features, following the

imperial edifice inspired by the Circus Maximus in Rome and rebuilt by Trajan

(Weiss 1995: 143–53). It was a rectangular structure with one of its short sides ending

in a semicircle (sphendone), and the chariots’ starting gates (carceres) located on the

opposite side. A low barrier (euripus) decorated with basins (pools containing

water), statues, columns, and obelisks ran down the middle of the hippodrome,

separating the tracks that the charioteers rounded several times. A tiered seating

area (cavea) encompassed the perimeter of the track, except for the side on which

the starting gates were located. Various entrances or exits (vomitoria) interspersed

around the structure afforded the spectators access to and from their seats in

the cavea. This basic plan, with certain additional changes to meet local needs,

was characteristic of the Palestinian hippodromes built in the second and third

centuries ce.

Most of the known hippodromes in ancient Palestine were constructed in the

second to third centuries ce beyond the city limits, usually adjacent to one of the

main roads leading into the city (Weiss 2002). These were monumental structures

that were greatly influenced by the architecture then prevalent throughout the

empire, and can be classified into two groups according to their dimensions and

the size of the city’s population (Weiss 1995: 143). Large hippodromes (approxi-

mately 120 � 450 m) were located in the largest cities (Caesarea and Bostra),

whereas smaller ones (approximately 70 � 261 m) were found in other cities

(Neapolis, Gerasa; see Fig. 33.2). It is estimated that the large hippodromes could

seat about 16,000 spectators, and the small ones only about 10,000.

Competitions and games were held periodically in Roman Palestine (Schwartz

1992; Weiss 1999: 36–37; 2004: 32–35). In the second and third centuries ce, cities

organized games in honour of the Caesars and local deities, and provided the

necessary facilities and prizes for the winners (Pleket 1975). The various games
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throughout the empire attracted the best athletes from the cities of the eastern

provinces. Winners of the chariot races and athletic contests held in the region were

crowned with a garland and were awarded a cash prize and a palm branch as a sign

of victory. This is reflected, for example, in a sermon cited by Rabbi Avin, a fourth-

century Palestinian sage who compared the victory of a charioteer in the hippo-

drome and his acceptance of a palm branch to the waving of the lulav (palm

branch) on the Feast of Tabernacles, which served as a sign of victory in one’s

judgment before God on the Day of Atonement, a metaphor for the race itself

(Midrash on Psalms 17:5).

Chariot-racing was particularly popular in this period and was first held in

Palestine in Herod’s day (Patrich 2002: 41–46). In the ensuing centuries these races

were financed by private patrons and followed the prevalent tradition in the

Roman East, whereby the number of contestants in each race varied and participa-

tion in themwas not restricted to certain groups. The number of stalls found in the

carceres of the local hippodromes implies that this was the number of competitors

participating in the race—ten in the smaller buildings and twelve in the larger ones.

Each race started when a clear signal was given and the gates in the carceres were

Fig. 33.2 Gerasa, southern view of the hippodrome

Courtesy of Prof. Yoram Tsafrir
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opened all at once (Weiss 1995: 170–74). The charioteers charged forward onto the

race course and encircled the central barrier (euripus) seven times. The race in most

cases was either in a quadriga (a chariot harnessed to four horses) or a biga (a

chariot harnessed to two horses) driven by a single charioteer or a team of two to

three riders. Only later, in the fourth century, were factions introduced in Roman

Palestine, greatly changing the character and organization of competitions in the

region (Dan 1981; Saradi 2006: 295–306).

The games and contests known to have taken place in our region include combat

sports—wrestling, boxing, and pankration—which was a combination of the two

(Weiss 1995: 163–70; 1999: 38–39). Wrestling was tame compared with boxing and

pankration, in which the combatants fought with pieces of metal in their gloves

(Poliakoff 1987: 75–79). In this respect, boxing and pankration did not differ much

from gladiatorial fights. Of all the athletic contests that took place in Roman

Palestine, combat sports matches are mentioned most extensively in rabbinic

literature. The sources do not distinguish between the above-listed types of combat

sports, but they do present a clear picture of a variety of contests held in Roman

Palestine. In some cases, they seem to describe scenes taken from gladiatorial

combats, spectacles no less cruel than the Roman combat sports. A statement

attributed to the third-century Resh Laqish mentions that the winner was awarded

a garland (Exodus Rabbah 21:11). The sages not only mention the actual contests

(Tanhuma Genesis, Vayigash, 3) but also the shouting and cheering of the specta-

tors (Genesis Rabbah 87:4).

Races over various distances, usually multiples of the stadium, were key events in

the games held in this period (Weiss 1999: 39). Other competitions involved

jumping as well as discus- and javelin-throwing. In the pentathlon, for instance,

athletes competed in a number of sports—a one-stadium race, jumping, discus-

and javelin-throwing, as well as wrestling. Such athletic contests were also held in

Roman Palestine, but we have only scanty evidence for their existence.

5 . GAZING AT DEATH IN THE ARENA:
THE AMPHITHEATRE AND ITS SHOWS

................................................................................................................

Gladiatorial combats and animal-baiting in the amphitheatre were particularly

popular in the Roman period (Hopkins 1983: 1–30; Barton 1993: 11–81). Josephus

tells us that Herod built the first amphitheatres in our region, but a study of the

historical and archaeological data from the Herodian period indicates that he built

hippodromes and not Roman-style amphitheatres (Humphrey 1996; Porath 2004).

Only in the second and third centuries ce were elliptical Roman amphitheatres

632 the oxford handbook of jewish daily life

OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 17/7/2010, SPi



erected in our region (Weiss 1999: 39–41). One can assume that these structures

were initially built to satisfy the growing desire for Roman culture by the popula-

tion that settled in the central administrative cities of Palestine at the end of the

first century ce, and especially after the Bar Kokhba revolt. It seems that once

gladiatorial games and animal-baiting were firmly established in the main cities,

the local populace, including the Jews, also began to enjoy these spectacles, despite

their original disapproval.

The Palestinian amphitheatre, like the hippodrome, was built outside the city,

adjacent to one of the roads leading to or from it. Its architectural plan was based

on the well-known Roman model, but a distinction should be made between two

types of structures—one planned from the outset as an amphitheatre (Caesarea

and Eleuthropolis: Roller 1982; Kloner/Hübsch 1996), and the other built at the

semicircular end of the hippodrome that was no longer in use (Neapolis and

Scythopolis: Magen 2005: 179–212; Tsafrir/Foerster 1997: 133–35; see Fig. 33.3). Both

held the same kinds of performances, although the shape of the arena and its

measurements varied from building to building. Certain recurrent elements in

several of these structures, such as the podium at the bottom of the cavea, the main

entrances on the axis of the building, the animal cages scattered around the building

and the platform for dignitaries (pulvinar) with a shrine (sacellum) beneath it, allow

us to conclude that these were prevalent features in the amphitheatres of Roman

Palestine.

Fig. 33.3 Scythopolis, general view of the amphitheatre

Photo: G. Laron. Publication courtesy of Prof. Yoram Tsafrir
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Gladiatorial combats and animal-baiting were performed in the arenas of Roman

Palestine (Weiss 1999: 41–43) and are referred to in rabbinic literature by their Greek

names, monomachia (Genesis Rabbah 96), and kunegesia (Pesikta de Rav Kahana

28:3). The gladiatorial games (munera gladiatorum) involved two combatants. The

retiarius, half-naked and armed with a net and a trident, fought against the myrmil-

lones, who was armed with a shield and sword and wore a helmet on his head. The

battle continued until one of them was defeated or killed. We may assume that the

fighting techniques and weapons used in the spectacles staged in the amphitheatres

of our region were in accordance with the custom throughout the Roman world.

Aside from the simple exhibition of the animals, two kinds of animal-baiting took

place in the amphitheatre. Wild animals were either baited and killed by men

(bestiarii) or preyed upon by other animals (venationes). The long list of animals

participating in such games in Roman Palestine includes bulls, lions, bears and rams.

Slaves, prisoners of war, condemned criminals, and sometimes even hirelings

participated in these contests (Wiedemann 1992: 68–92). In the mid-third century

ce the Roman Empire, including Palestine, experienced an economic crisis that

often led people to take part in gladiatorial shows because of the handsome

monetary rewards they were offered. The search for sources of income during

this crisis, as well as the desire to gain glory not related directly to legal or social

status, led certain people, including Jews, to offer their services as gladiators or

animal baiters. One such case allegedly came to the attention of R. Abbahu in

Caesarea (y. Gittin 4:9, 46b; cf. b. Gittin 46b–47a). The gladiators were trained in a

special school headed by lanistae, who took charge of, and supplied combatants for,

the games. In a tradition transmitted in the Babylonian Talmud Resh Lakish (who

himself is said to have been a gladiator prior to his entry into the world of rabbinic

Torah study) mentions that on the eve of a show, the gladiators were given a festive

meal, in which their requests were fulfilled (b. Gittin 47a; Brettler/Poliakoff 1990).

The next day, the events opened with a spectacular procession accompanied by

music, during which the gladiators displayed their arms. Immediately thereafter,

the animal-baiting contest began, followed by the gladiatorial games. The variety of

spectacles and their sequence were intended to hold the attention of the audience

for the entire show.

6 . THE JEWS OF LATE ANTIQUE PALESTINE

AND ROMAN PUBLIC SPECTACLES
................................................................................................................

The Jews, as an important demographic component in the local population of late

antique Palestine, were undoubtedly familiar with the Roman public spectacles and
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competitions, which flourished, for the most part, during the first centuries of the

Common Era. It has traditionally been assumed that most Jews condemned the

Roman public spectacles following the advice of the rabbis, who viewed these games

as idolatry and steered as far away from them as possible (Krauss 1948: 220; Goodman

1983: 81–83). The theatre, hippodrome, and amphitheatre were considered essentially

pagan buildings and, therefore, attending the events held in them was strictly

forbidden. Thus, scholars believed that Jews refrained from going to these places of

entertainment, which were considered ‘a seat of scoffers’ (T. Avodah Zarah 2:5).

A re-examination of the attitudes of Jewish society toward Roman public

spectacles in ancient Palestine, mainly through the valuable information culled

from rabbinic literature, leads us to quite a different conclusion (Weiss 2001:

433–39). Based on the limited historical sources at our disposal, it is difficult to

determine whether Jews actually attended Roman public spectacles in the Hero-

dian period. It becomes clear from rabbinic literature and elsewhere that Jews did,

in fact, frequent these spectacles from the second century onwards. The rabbinic

injunctions against such attendance confirm the reality in which they lived. Jews

residing in both the Jewish and non-Jewish cities of Roman Palestine watched and

participated in the games and spectacles despite the rabbis’ injunction to avoid

them. Both tannaim (first and second centuries ce) and amoraim (third to early

fifth centuries ce) based their objections to the Roman public spectacles on moral

and religious grounds, although a careful reading of the sources, as we shall

demonstrate below, indicates a shift in their position over the course of time.

Expressing their unequivocal disdain for Roman public spectacles, the tannaim

seem to have prohibited any association with them whatsoever. Their staunch

attitude is conveyed by words such as ‘forbidden’, ‘not’, and ‘no’—which leave no

room for doubt regarding their intention. Rabbi Meir and other rabbis, for

instance, seem to have agreed that the Roman buildings for public spectacles

should not be attended. Even if each rabbi had provided a different reason, their

position was clear: ‘He who goes into the theatres of non-Jews, it is prohibited

because of idolatry, says Rabbi Meir. And sages say: [If one goes into the theatre]

when they offer sacrifices, it is forbidden because of idolatry. But if not, it is

forbidden merely because one would sit in the seat of scoffers’ (T. Avodah Zarah

2:2). Thus, rabbis forbade attending the theatres and circuses not only because of

idolatry, but also because the activities taking place in both venues were considered

immoral. The theatrical performances, they believed, were arenas of rowdiness,

vulgarity, lewdness, and pornography, and therefore not a proper setting for Jews

(Herr 1989: 89–92; Jacobs 1998: 336–37).

In principle, the amoraim seem to have held a similar view as the tannaim,

although they used a different tone. Unlike their predecessors, they refrained from

harsh condemnation and never used explicit terms. Rather, they tried to persuade

their communities in a non-confrontational manner. For example, a tradition

attributes the following words to the third-century amora Rabbi Shimon ben
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Pazi: ‘Happy is the man that has not gone to theatres and circuses of idolaters and

has not stood in the way of sinners, [happy is] he who does not attend contests of

wild beasts’ (b. Avodah Zarah 18b). In this statement, Rabbi Shimon ben Pazi does

not explicitly prohibit going to the spectacles, and he does not even condemn one

who attends them; he simply praises him who does not set foot in such places. At

the same time, however, he is sending a clear message to others—that it would be

better if they would also conduct themselves in a like manner. A similar tone is

expressed in amoraic traditions transmitted in Palestinian rabbinic documents

(e.g. Genesis Rabbah 67:3; Pesiqta de Rav Kahana 15:2).

These and similar statements clearly demonstrate rabbis’ objections to attending

Roman public spectacles, while offering reasons to justify their attitudes, such as

religious and moral restraints against pagan behaviour. At the same time, however,

they reflect a real phenomenon, wherein members of the Jewish population

frequented these institutions on a regular basis, just like their non-Jewish neigh-

bours. One cannot assume that the various halakhic teachings and sermons

mentioned earlier were merely rabbinic rhetoric regarding the Roman public

spectacles in general, and not a reaction to the prevalent social reality in which

Jews were actively engaged, for if the Jewish population had no contact whatsoever

with these places of entertainment, why would the rabbis feel compelled to

belabour an irrelevant issue? It is well known that expressions of opposition

among the rabbis often reflected unacceptable social realities. They often scolded

and were very critical while stressing what they believed to be the desirable behaviour.

This is clearly the case here. Jews attended the Roman public spectacles despite

rabbinic objections. The shift in the strategy of the amoraim, as opposed to the

tannaim, seems to reflect the reality they faced. As Jews now increasingly frequented

the various performances, both as spectators and participants, the rabbis realized

that if they did not change their tactics, their admonition would fall on deaf ears.

A few rabbinic sources indicate that Jews were not only spectators at these public

performances, but some were actual participants (Weiss 2001: 439–43). Very few

sources refer to actors performing in the theatre like Pantokakos mentioned earlier,

who allegedly met with Rabbi Abbahu in Caesarea and described to him his work as a

leading pantomime. Other traditions may suggest Jewish participation in chariot

races or athletic competitions held in the hippodrome, while a relatively large

number of sources connect individual members of Jewish society to the amphithea-

tre. For instance, in some of his academic discourses, Resh Laqish, one of the most

prominent rabbis in third-century Palestine, alludes to his previous experience as a

gladiator before entering the world of Torah study (y. Terumot 8:5, 45d). Although

the historical reality and actual extent of this phenomenon cannot be determined, we

may assume, based on the available material, that active participation of the Jewish

population in these performances existed but was limited.

The familiarity of the Jews with the Roman public spectacles, both as viewers

and participants, had ramifications on the content of rabbis’ sermons (Grossmark
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2000; Weiss 2001: 443–48). Many amoraim used parables and terminology taken

from the world of public spectacles to explain a difficult word in the Bible, a verse,

or a special point to be learned from a biblical story (Pesiqta de Rav Kahana 28:3).

Some sources allude to the physical appearance of these buildings (Exodus Rabbah

15:22), whereas most of them deal with the performances and their terminology

(Midrash on Psalms 17:5), as well as the portrayal of the participants or the

audience (Genesis Rabbah 77:3). The assortment of sermons and halakhic dis-

courses embedded in rabbinic literature testifies to the fact that rabbis intentionally

used the prevalent language of the entertainment world in their sermons, thereby

displaying a certain familiarity with the social and cultural environment of their

listeners. An increased use of phrases borrowed from the Roman public spectacles

is an indication of the active involvement and familiarity of the Jewish community,

rabbis included, with these public events.

7 . CONCLUSIONS
................................................................................................................

Public spectacles and competitions in the Roman Near East of Herod’s day were a

revolutionary innovation. Not only were the physical appearance and monumental

character of the buildings new features, but the various performances held in them

introduced the local population to a new cultural behaviour that was, until then,

completely foreign to Jewish tradition and culture. Herod’s dream of integrating

Palestine culturally within the rest of the Roman Empire became a reality far

beyond his reign and the boundaries of his realm. It has become evident that the

Jews as well as the Gentiles of Roman Palestine frequented the buildings that

housed public spectacles and competitions, both in cities with a mixed population

and in the Jewish cities of the Galilee. The Jewish community’s attitude to the

Roman spectacles and competitions attests to the profound influence of Graeco-

Roman culture on their daily life in late antiquity. This was not the adoption of a

custom that fitted the Jewish way of life but, rather, a conscious choice to embrace

one of the most conspicuous symbols of Roman urban culture.

SUGGESTED READING
................................................................................................................

Several studies devoted to specific types of buildings present overviews of the

archaeological finds of theatres, hippodromes, and amphitheatres in ancient
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Palestine (Segal 1995; Humphrey 1986), while others focus on one city and discuss

the buildings found in that locale or the performances held there (Kloner and

Hübsch 1996; Sear and Huston 2000; Porath 2003; Weiss 2004). The articles by

Jacobs (1998), Levinson (1998), and Grossmark (2000) analyse the rabbinic evi-

dence, although none provides an overall picture of the archaeological remains.

Weiss (1995; 1999; 2001) takes an interdisciplinary approach, examining the role of

Roman public spectacles and competitions in ancient Palestine, and the buildings

in which they took place, their cultural impact on the region, and the attitudes of

Jews toward this aspect of their daily life.
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