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In Invention of the First-Century Synagogue, Lidia D. Matassa critically 
reevaluates the scholarship surrounding the identi� cation of � rst-century 
synagogues at � ve key sites: Delos, Jericho, Herodium, Masada, and Gamla. 
These sites are consistently used in modern scholarship as comparators 
for all other early synagogues. Matassa reviews the scholarly discourse 
concerning each site, inspects each site, and examines the excavation 
reports in conjunction with a thorough analysis of the literary and 
epigraphic evidence. She uncovers misunderstandings of the site remains 
by previous scholars and concludes that excavators incorrectly identi� ed 
synagogues at Delos, Jericho, Masada, and Herodium. After a clear review 
of the material evidence, Matassa concludes that the identi� cation of a 
synagogue at Gamla may be correct.

LIDIA D. MATASSA was an independent scholar and founding president 
of the Irish Association for the Study of the Ancient Near East. She 
participated in a number of excavations in Israel and helped organize 
multiple interdisciplinary conferences in Dublin. She coedited Text, 
Theology, and Trowel: Recent Research into the Hebrew Bible (2011). Matassa 
passed away suddenly in January 2016.
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Editors’ Foreword 

This monograph is published posthumously. The author, Dr. Lidia Matassa, 
passed away suddenly in January 2016. She had been working on revising this 
manuscript for publication, with the goal of adding additional case-studies, after 
a few years’ delay due to a serious injury. She had been looking forward to 
taking up a fellowship period for this purpose in Jerusalem, originally for the 
Fall 2015, that she had had to postpone.  

Knowing that Lidia had been working on this manuscript (as well as several 
others) at the time of her untimely death, the editors sought to see what we could 
do to preserve her work and legacy. We were able to receive copies of the entire 
manuscript in its original form as well as some other materials from her brother, 
Rocco. We are grateful to him and Lidia’s father, Antonio, for facilitating this 
posthumous publication. Unfortunately, however, we could not find any of the 
more updated versions of these chapters in her rescued electronic files beyond a 
few oral presentations and preparations for several conference volumes. Her 
more recent files were presumably saved in the cloud, where they are 
inaccessible to us. Therefore, the version of the work edited here was the version 
that she had completed in 2010. It is worth noting that the chapter on Gamla was 
written prior to the final publication of that site, though with reference to pre-
published materials that had been shared by Danny Syon. The editors are very 
grateful to Danny Syon for his assistance in updating the references towards the 
published Gamla excavation reports.  

We have taken a conservative approach and restricted our editorial work to 
formatting and typesetting. On occasion, we have added a clarifying note for the 
readers in the footnotes. These are in square brackets and marked “–eds.” On 
occasion, Lidia had cited some web links that are no longer viable; these we 
deleted and indicated in the notes. Contrary to typical SBL style, we have 
retained Lidia’s original, British orthography. Any remaining errors may be 
attributed to our neglect.  

We are grateful to the editors of the ANEM series for all their cooperation 
in facilitating the publication of this work, and pleased that their anonymous 
reviewers concurred with our belief that the material herein remains of relevance 
to the field, despite the delay in its publication. 

Previous versions of several chapters in this book have already appeared in 
print. An early version of chapter 2 was published as “Unravelling the Myth of 
the Synagogue on Delos,” Strata: Bulletin of the Anglo-Israeli Archaeology 
Society 25 (2007): 81–115 and reprinted in the Encyclopedia Britannica. 
Chapter 3 was first published as “Problems with the Identification of a 
Synagogue in the Hasmonean Estate at Jericho,” 95–132 in Text, Theology, and 
Trowel: Recent Research into the Hebrew Bible, edited by Lidia D. Matassa and SBL P
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Jason M. Silverman (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2011). Chapter 5 was first 
published as “The Synagogue at Herodium: Problematic Fact or Problematic 
Fiction?,” 13–40 in A Land Like Your Own, edited by Jason M. Silverman with 
Amy Daughton (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2010).  

May this work be a service to the guild and an enduring testament to Lidia.  
 

Jason M. Silverman     Helsinki, Finland 
J. Murray Watson      Barrie, Ontario 

                                                                                    March 2018 
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Preface 

Each of the case study sites has been approached in the same way: by gathering 
every possible excavation detail, as well as literary, epigraphic, and other 
sources and material evidence. Each site has been painstakingly and closely 
examined so as to illustrate the specifics of the excavations, the known history 
of those sites, and any literary, epigraphic, or other information that might cast 
light on their function in their ancient context, as well as on specific problems 
with excavations and subsequent analyses over the years. 

I have visited and photographed each site, drawn plans showing the relevant 
contexts and the relationship between elements of the sites, as well as the 
locations of artefacts, inscriptions, and architectural and other physical elements, 
and have analysed the individual elements that led to each identification. This 
methodology has had a completely unexpected benefit in that it has enabled 
illustration of the points at which scholarly opinion and interpretation of the 
archaeology has departed from fact (and sometimes reason!), and where this has 
been built on, over time, to produce the identification mythologies that we now 
see in relation to these five sites. As a consequence of this, it also became 
necessary to separate out some of the more specific claims made in relation to 
each of the individual sites and to locate them within the case studies. Therefore, 
in each chapter, there is a recitation of the main scholarly interpretations of the 
particular site, showing where these have relied on previous scholarship, or on 
misinterpretation rather than on the reality of the archaeological, epigraphic, or 
textual evidence.  

ANCIENT SOURCES 

The sources used in researching this monograph were the New Testament, the 
Hebrew Bible, the Pseudepigrapha, Josephus, Philo, and other Graeco-Roman 
writers who make any relevant reference (even if only in passing), including 
Strabo, Pliny the Elder, Suetonius, Tacitus, Juvenal, and others. I have also 
consulted, where available, epigraphical material, ancient texts, ostraca and 
graffiti from sites. 

TRANSLATIONS 

Throughout this book, quotations from and references to Josephus, Philo, and 
any other Graeco-Roman writers are taken from the Loeb Classical Library 
translations (see bibliography for specific details). Where I have quoted Greek 
inscriptions, I have produced the texts as they are inscribed on stelae, without 
diacritical marks and accents. SBL P
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The Bible used throughout this monograph is The Jewish Study Bible 
(Oxford: Jewish Publication Society, 2004). I have also used the BibleWorks 7 
programme to search for terms in Hebrew, Greek, and English, which I have 
then cross-checked against the Jewish Study Bible. For New Testament material, 
I have used The Harper Collins Study Bible, New Revised Standard Version, but 
have then cross-checked via BibleWorks 7 to search for terms in Hebrew, Greek, 
and English. 

IMAGES AND PLANS 

Other than five photographs and one map (figures 4a, 4b, 11, 17, 49 and 50), all 
illustrations used in this book are my own. For ease of reference I have 
integrated all illustrations into the body of the text. 
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