
MASADA 



MASADA 
(From Hebrew metzuda, ñfortressò) 



 ñA steep narrow trail called the Snakeôs Path 
winds its way to the top. When you reach 
the barred summit and look out in the 
burning bright sunlight, you are 
overwhelmed by the loneliness of the 
place. It is a formidable site cut off on all 
sides by steep valleys.ò 

 

- Masada by archaeologist Yigael Yadin who  
conducted full-scale excavation of Masada (1963-65) 



ÅSummit of Masada sits 190 feet above sea 
level and about 1500 feet above the level 
of the Dead Sea.  

ÅMountain itself is 1950 feet long, 650 feet 
wide, 4250 feet in circumference, and 
encompasses 23 acres. 

ÅCasemate wall (double wall with rooms) 
around the top was 12 foot thick with 37 
defense towers.  



ÅTop of Masada included storehouses, 

barracks, armory and three palaces. 

ÅWater was stored in huge cisterns.  

ÅThree narrow, winding paths led from 

below to fortified gates. 

ÅNatural approaches to top were very 

difficult!  

 

 



 

Aerial view of Masada from the south 



Å2nd century BC - First fortified as a royal retreat 
by man called Jonathan the High Priest by 1st 
century AD historian Josephus Flavius. 

Å40 BC - Herod fled from Jerusalem to Masada 
with his family to escape from Mattathias 
Antigonias who was named king by the 
Parthians. 

ÅFrom Masada Herod traveled to Rome to 
convince the Senate to make him king of the 
Jews.  



ÅAfter his return from Rome Herod chose 

Masada as his place of retreat and refuge 

in the event of possible attack by 

Cleopatra of Egypt; or in case the Jewish 

people should try to depose him and 

restore the Hasmonean dynasty to power.  



Satellite view of 

Masada summit 



Å66 AD - Beginning of First Jewish Revolt 

against the Roman Empire, a group of 

Jewish Zealots (kanaôim, ñzealous onesò) 

called Sicarii (after the sicae, or small 

daggers they carried) took Masada from a 

Roman garrison stationed there for 70 

years since the death of Herod the Great 

in 4 BC. 

 



ÅWith arms from the Masada storehouses 

they marched on Jerusalem. 

ÅThey attempted to gain control of the 

revolt by directing the siege of the royal 

palace.   



ÅThe Sicarii assassinated the high 
priest Ananias and his brother 
Ezechias.  

ÅBut Sicarrii leader, Menahem, was 
killed.  

ÅSome of the Sicarii, including 
Menahemôs nephew, Eleazar ben Yair, 
retreated to Masada. 

 



Å70 AD - Roman general Titus conquered 

and sacked Jerusalem, destroyed the 

Temple and expelled the bulk of the 

survivors from the country. 

ÅA few survivors who avoided capture 

joined ben Yair and the other rebels at 

Masada, determined to continue the battle 

for freedom. 



Å70 -72 AD - With Masada as their base for 
raids they harried the Romans. 

Å72 AD - Roman governor Lucius Flavius 
Silva resolved to crush the last outpost of 
Jewish resistance.  

ÅHe marched on Masada with the Roman 
Tenth Legion, auxiliary troops and 
thousands of prisoners of war, with water, 
timber and provisions.  



ÅZealots at the top of the fortress made 

defense preparations, utilizing natural and 

man-made fortifications, and rationing 

supplies in warehouses and cisterns.   



ÅSilvaôs army prepared for a long siege. 

ÅBuilt 8 camps connected by a circular wall 
to prevent escape.   

ÅRomans forced Jewish prisoners to 
construct a ramp against the western face 
of the plateau, using thousands of tons of 
stones and beaten earth. 

ÅSicarii were reluctant to kill their fellow 
Jews.  



Å73 AD - Siege-ramp completed in two-

three months. 

ÅUnder cover of fire the Romans moved an 

iron plated siege tower and battering ram 

up the ramp.  

ÅRomans breached the defense wall on 

April 16.  



ÅBut, according to Josephus, when the 

Romans entered the fortress they 

discovered that its 960 defenders had set 

fire to all the buildings, except the food 

storerooms, and committed mass suicide 

rather than face defeat and capture (and 

certain enslavement or execution). 



Pottery ñlotsò 

inscribed with names 

of those who killed 

the other defenders 



ÅBecause Judaism strongly discourages 

suicide the defenders reportedly drew lots 

and killed each other down to the last man, 

the only one to actually take his own life.  



ÅAccount of the siege was related to 

Josephus by two women who survived the 

mass suicide by hiding inside a cistern 

along with five children. 

ÅThey repeated Sicarri leader Elazar ben 

Yairôs final exhortation to his followers, 

prior to the mass suicide...  



 

ñLet our wives die unabused, our children 

without knowledge of slavery: after that, let 

us do each other an ungrudging kindness, 

preserving our freedom as a glorious 

winding-sheet.ò  



   ñBut first let our possessions and the whole 

fortress go up in flames: it will be a bitter 

blow to the Romans, that I know, to find 

our persons beyond their reach and 

nothing left for them to loot.ò  



 

ñOne thing only let us spareðour store of 

food: it will bear witness when we are 

dead to the fact that we perished, not 

through want but because, as we resolved 

at the beginning, we chose death rather 

than slavery.ò  
 

(Josephus Flavius, Jewish War) 



Pottery shard with  

name ñBen Yaôirò 

leader of the 

Sicarii on Masada 



MASADA 
Excavation 



ÅMasada identified in 1842 and extensively 

excavated from 1963 to 1965 by expedition 

led by Israeli archaeologist Yigael Yadin.  

ÅPair of cable cars now carries visitors who 

do not wish to climb the ancient Snake 

Path, now restored, on the eastern side of 

the mountain. 



ÅMasada not mentioned in Bible. 

ÅPossibly Davidôs place of refuge during his 

flight from Saul and where he wrote some 

of his Psalms.  

ÅIf so, David probably referred to Masada as 

the  ñstrongholdò (1 Samuel 22:4-5), using 

it to depict God as his fortress and rock of 

refuge (Psalm 18:2).  
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Masada view from the east 





Roman catapult 



Base of Roman siege tower 



Base of Roman siege ramp (remains of walls and towers at top) 



Ascending the Roman siege ramp, built with Jewish forced labor 



 



Å 1. Upper ending of the ñSnake Pathò    2. Housing units with ñtricliniaò    3. Storerooms   

4. Thermal baths    5. Northern palace (three levels)    6. Administrative palace     

7. Observation point   8. Synagogue   9. Casemate wall 

10. Roman breach and assault ramp   11. West entrance   12. Tanners workshop 

13. Western palace    14. Byzantine church   15. Officials' quarter   16. Guard tower 

17. Residences    18. Round columbarium    19. Huge water-cistern    20. South fortress 

21. Casemate wall and zealots dwellings    22. Monastic cell 
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Visitors can reach the top via 

a pair of cable cars or walk 

the Snake Path 





Roman camp 6 from cable car 

 







View southeast toward 

Roman camps 5 and 6 






