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Preface

This book is based on my PhD dissertation, ‘Monasteries  in the Northern 
Judaean Shephelah and the western Samaria  Hills during the Byzantine  and  the 
Early Islamic Periods’, written under the supervision of Prof. Boaz Zissu (Department 
of Land of Israel Studies and Archaeology, Bar-Ilan University, Ramat-Gan, Israel) in 
2015. Its main focus is on the monasteries in the northern Judaean Shephelah and 
the western Samaria Hills during the Byzantine period and the transition to the Early 
Islamic period. Many Christian sites have been uncovered in these two regions during 
the past years in the course of the salvage excavations and routine monitoring and 
inspection activities conducted by the Israel Antiquities Authority. Some of these 
have not been systematically investigated and will be presented here for the first 
time. Also included are all the locations where Christian archaeological remains and 
finds have been brought to light in these two geographic regions during the study 
period. The location of the sites discussed here is shown on a map. An effort has been 
made to draw a distinction between the different sites in terms of their type and 
their function in order to determine whether they were villages, farmsteads, estates, 
monasteries, or some other type of settlements.

The main purpose of the study was to examine the monasteries, the date of their 
establishment, the reasons for their establishment, their possible relations with the 
settlements in their broader area, with holy places, pilgrimage sites, and pilgrimage 
roads. The work proposes a set of criteria whereby it will be possible to determine 
whether a particular complex that was investigated in the course of an archaeological 
excavation or survey is a monastery. Based on these criteria and a fresh look at the 
sites as well as a critical review of the definitions proposed in previous studies, I 
have created a distribution map of Christian sites on which the sites that might have 
accommodated a monastery are marked. The distribution map is indispensable and 
demonstrates that it is possible to draw insights from the distribution of these sites 
and the neighbouring settlements during the Byzantine period in order to understand 
the possible relationships between the sites examined here, between the different 
areas of the same site, and between the sites and the settlements in their broader 
area, and to trace mutual influences, if any.

The basic criteria for a monastery are as follows: a church or chapel for prayer, 
living quarters for the monks, a communal dining room, a source of water, space for 
storage, and a source of sustenance (such as a vegetable garden and installations for 
preparing basic foodstuffs). In addition to these, monasteries were also the settings of 
various craft activities and farming (as shown by the presence of various agricultural 
installations and agricultural terraces for cultivation) as well as quarrying, and they 
generally featured an enclosure wall, a tower, a hostel, a stable, a bathhouse, and an 
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additional church for pilgrims or guests, and they often lay in close proximity to a 
main road.

Even if some criteria of a monastery are identified at a particular site, it cannot always 
be definitely determined whether the site represents a monastery or an agricultural 
farm, unless an inscription is discovered which clearly records that it was a monastery. 
Based solely on the testimony of the sites and their finds in the region, it is very 
difficult to determine the nature of a site without the shadow of doubt in the lack of 
written sources, this being the reason for controversial claims by researchers. On the 
one hand, some consider every site with a building resembling a chapel and featuring 
rooms and agricultural installations nearby to be a monastery, even in the lack of finds 
that would prove the religious nature of the site; on the other hand, the one-time 
presence of a monastery on a site is often challenged on the grounds that there are 
no references to it in the written sources or that it has not yielded inscriptions. Villas 
and farmsteads were self-sustainable economically and processed their agricultural 
produce by themselves, as did monasteries. If archaeological evidence for a church or 
a chapel is found on a site of this type, several interpretations can be proposed:

a.	 it was the private estate of a rich Christian population that chose to build a 
house of prayer for itself;

b.	 it was an agricultural farm that belonged to a wealthy individual from a nearby 
village where the owner and his household lived, and if they were Christians, it 
is possible that the owner of the farm had built a chapel for his farmhands;

c.	 it was a regional church that served the small villages and farms in the area;
d.	 it was a rural monastery.

In my view, the suggestion that the discussed sites were the farmsteads of a rich 
Christian population that allocated certain funds for building a church or a private 
chapel does not fit what we know of the nature of the population in the Holy 
Land, and would be more typical of regions where the farms and the cities lay at 
greater distances apart, for example, in Syria. The Holy Land, being the Holy Land, 
underwent countless hardships, changes of government, population changes, etc. 
The populations professing different religious beliefs residing in the Holy Land 
usually lived in separate communities near settlement centres and main roads. The 
rich and wealthy usually lived in the villas of large towns and contributed to the 
regional church to commemorate themselves.

A rural religious lifestyle characterised the monks who wanted to live a life of seclusion, 
separate from the population, and therefore it seems more likely that a secluded farm 
with a church would have been established by monks. Archaeological evidence of 
some of the elements distinctive to monasteries has been uncovered on many sites. 
At ‘Aneva, for example, remains of a building, agricultural installations, and a stable 
were found. Although these would not in themselves indicate the presence of a 
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monastery, the ‘Aneva site also yielded the fragment of a marble bowl, a cross-handle 
oil lamp, and the leg of an altar table. Had only the oil lamp been found, the site would 
probably have been interpreted as an agricultural farm with Christians working on 
the land or passing through. However, the marble bowl and the leg of an altar table 
is evidence of worship and suggest that a church had been erected in the area. The 
site is secluded and located on the road from Lydda to Jerusalem. The presence of 
stables underpins the possibility that it was a road station for pilgrims. Following the 
examination of the sites, almost all of which featured architectural remains or finds 
attesting to a Christian population, certain sites that might have been monasteries 
were identified, presented on a separate map and discussed extensively.

Much of the information cited in the original PhD dissertation was only available in 
Hebrew at the time. Since then, several publications in English have appeared. In my 
dissertation, I cited all relevant research publications. For the convenience of the 
reader, here I will mainly quote the English publications, which include references 
to earlier studies. My focus is on the final discussion and less on presenting previous 
research, which is briefly cited in the description of the sites.


