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The search for the causes behind the violent outbreak of the Bar
Kokhba revolt, whose relentlessness surpasses and whose aftermath
outweighs that of even the first Jewish War, continues to occupy
scholars with unmitigated intensity.! The three reasons afforded by
the sources, namely the retraction of permission to rebuild the
Temple, the foundation of Jerusalem as the Roman colony Aelia
Capitolina and Hadrian’s prohibition of circumcision, have been
discussed at length and do not require further interpretation.? The
first reason, the planned or initiated construction of the Temple is the
least likely. As concerns the foundation of Aelia Capitolina,
contemporary research is for the most part in consensus that the
decision was made during Hadrian’s visit to the province of Judaea in
the spring of 130. To what extent this decision was responsible for the
outbreak of the revolt is a moot point. The majority of the more
recent scholars see the impulse to revolt less in the foundation of
Aelia than in the prohibition of circumcision. Of necessity, this
implies that the foundation had to have taken place before the
beginning of the war (i.e. between Hadrian’s visit in 130 and the
outbreak of the revolt in 132).3

An isolated discussion of possible causes for the Bar Kokhba revolt
is unproductive and is furthermore methodologically questionable.
Through the critical examination of the available evidence of
Hadrian’s policy in Judaea and through the questioning of the
sources pertaining to Jewish reaction to this policy, the following
contribution attempts to define more closely the political and
intellectual climate which existed before the revolt.
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Judaea between 117 and 132 CE

Information regarding the state of affairs in Judaea between the
suppression of the Diaspora revolt and the outbreak of the Bar
Kokhba War is limited, but nonetheless the general contours of the
situation are discernible. Hadrian belonged to Trajan’s general staff
at the start of the Parthian War in 114 and was Governor (legatus
Augusti pro praetore) of Syria from the summer of 117. During the
Parthian War, in 115, the revolt within the Diaspora broke out,
beginning in Egypt and Cyrene and then extending to Cyprus and
the Mesopotamian theatre of war. The revolt in North Africa was
suppressed by Marcius Turbo, praefectus Aegypti and friend of
Hadrian, while the suppression of the revolt in Mesopotamia was
undertaken by the Moorish General Lusius Quietus on the command
of Trajan. Lusius Quietus achieved success quickly through the use
of extreme brutality and was subsequently appointed legarus Augusti
pro praetore in Judaea in 117. Trajan, who had in the meantime
become seriously ill, discontinued the Parthian campaign and died
while returning to Rome in August of 117 in the city of Selinus on
the Black Sea. Hadrian had himself declared Emperor by the Syrian
troops as the adoptive son of Trajan and concluded the retreat
initiated by him. (This adoption had probably been feigned by Trajan’s
wife Plotina and the praefectus praetorio, Attianus.) He abandoned
Assyria, Mesopotamia and Armenia and subverted the power of the
most prominent representatives of the warring faction. Lusius
Quietus, the main advocate of the hard-liners, was deposed as
Governor of Judaea and in the early summer of 118 was executed
together with three of Trajan’s close war companions following the
accusation of having instigated a conspiracy. Hadrian’s declared goal
was to be remembered as an Emperor of peace and as restitutor
orbis.*

1. Judaea had since 74 been an autonomous Roman province
under the authority of a governor of praetorian rank. In the space of
time between 117 and 132 the status of the province was changed and
Judaea was raised to the rank of a consular province (i.e. with a
former consul as governor). The exact date of this change is
unknown although there are a number of points of reference. First of
all, it is generally accepted that the dispatching of Lusius Quietus to
Judaea in the rank of consul in 117 does not necessarily entail
Judaea’s status as having been that of a consular province, but was
rather the result of the particular situation following the suppression
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of the revolt in the Diaspora.” On the other hand, the Governor of
Judaea during the Bar Kokhba revolt, Tineius Rufus, is referred to as
consul suffectus® in 127, which would imply that the change in
Judaea’s status had to have taken place before 127. Finally, it has
been pointed out that the procurator of the province of Judaea in 123
received the salary of a ducenarius.” This presupposes a governor of
consular rank, which of necessity then places the change in the status
of the province in the period prior to 123.

2. The status of Judaea as a consular province implies the
stationing of a second legion in the territory. Following the first
Jewish War the legio X Fretensis had been stationed in Judaea, with
its headquarters in the destroyed Jerusalem. The Governor, however,
resided with parts of the tenth legion in Colonia Prima Flavia
Augusta Caesarensis, the Roman colony into which Caesarea had
been transformed. We do not know which legion was stationed in
Judaea after 117 nor when this occurred; however, since the
discovery of the milestone 13 km southeast of Akko, it appears most
likely that it was the legio II Traiana.® The inscription on the
milestone is, by the evidence of Hadrian’s fourth tribunicia potestas,
clearly dated in the year 120. Hence it follows that the year 120 was
the terminus ante quem for the transformation of Judaea into a
consular province and the obligatory stationing of a second legion.

3. Hadrian continued the active road-construction policy of his
predecessors. In Syria and Arabia this construction had been
completed either under Vespasian or Trajan, and Hadrian clearly
directed his attention to the province of Judaea. The milestones
identified recently® have evidenced Caparcotna (Legio) in the Jezreel
Valley as having been an important military base which was then
connected with Sepphoris and further with Akko (Ptolemais) in 120.
Hence, it follows that Caparcotna was the headquarters of the new
legion which controlled movement between Judaea and Galilee!® and
furthermore secured the ‘lebenswichtige Verbindung zwischen
Agypten und Syrien’.!! Further construction and restoration efforts
appear to have been concentrated in 129/30 and to have included
Jerusalem.!? These may be connected with Hadrian’s visit to Judaea,
but there can be no doubt that the Roman road construction in the
provinces was primarily concerned with the improvement of military
infrastructure.

4. Several changes in important cities also attest to the political
activity of the Romans in the years 119/20 (following the Diaspora
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revolt) and 129/30 (in connection with Hadrian’s visit to the
province). Tiberias had always been a city with a predominantly
Jewish population, but nevertheless had a hellenistic constitution.!3
During the first Jewish War the city belonged to the territory of
Agrippa II. Although the rebellious faction was dominant, parts of
the population acted loyally towards Agrippa and the Romans. Thus,
when Vespasian approached, the city surrendered without a fight and
was for the most part spared. Coins from Hadrian’s time show Zeus
sitting in a temple, which is believed to represent the Hadrianeion'*
as attested by Epiphanius,’’ in other words the sanctuary dedicated
to the Emperor cult.

Similar coins from Neapolis!® and Sepphoris are well known.!
Sepphoris, the capital of Galilee, likewise had a predominantly
Jewish population and was decidedly against the revolt during the
first Jewish War, the clear majority of its inhabitants having
supported the Romans (Josephus, the Jewish commander of Galilee
had to subdue the city by force). Sepphoris was in all likelihood
renamed Diocaesarea in 129/30'® and received the official title
Awokaiodpela iepd GovAog kai avtévopos.!® It has already been
assumed by Hill?®® that the renaming of the city may have been
connected with Hadrian’s visit to Judaea and with his identification
with Zeus Olympios.

Another Hadrianeion has been attested in Caesarea, which
Vespasian had transformed into a Roman colony.?! Perhaps the
Hadrian statues and the portrait of Antinoos,?? which supposedly
stems from Caesarea, should also be seen in this light. Certainly the
Jewish population of Caesarea was, in contrast to Tiberias and
Sepphoris, not a significant factor.3

5. The decision to reestablish Jerusalem as the Roman colony
Aelia Capitolina coheres with Hadrian’s political and religious
activities outlined above, namely the stationing of a second legion,
the intensive road construction and the Emperor cult. Hadrian was
the most active founder and builder of cities since Augustus.?* B.
Isaac and I. Roll have pointed out that the connection between road
construction and the founding of colonies was ‘a familiar pattern in
Roman history’” and that the stationing of a legion generally
followed the founding of a colony: ‘In Judaea we have seen the
foundation of Caesarea as a Roman colony at the time when X Fret.
was first established at Jerusalem. Similarly there may be a
connection between the two decisions taken by Hadrian: to assign a

7
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second legion to the province and to found another colony’.26
Although the assignment of the second legion (which Isaac and Roll
date prior to 120) and the foundation of Aelia are not to be
placed in an immediate temporal context, a factual connection does
seem to be apparent. Today most scholars agree that Hadrian’s
decision to found Aelia Capitolina was made during his visit to the
province of Judaea in the spring of 130. Of the evidence presented to
support this claim, I do not believe, however, that the one Aelia coin
which was found in a single hoard together with revolt coins and
denarii between the time of Trajan and Hadrian and 130, is sufficient
proof, for there is no indication that this hoard was necessarily
hidden during the Bar Kokhba revolt.’ On the other hand, there is
much which supports Mildenberg’s argument that the various
strikings of the Hadrianic Aelia coins took place over a longer period
of time than merely between the end of the war and Hadrian’s death
(i.e. the end of 135/beginning of 136 and July of 138).%8

Jewish Reaction to Hadrian’s Policy

The description of the political situation in the province of Judaea
during Hadrian’s reign is not basically controversial. What is
controversial, however, is the interpretation of the evidence in
relation to the question of the Bar Kokhba revolt. Does Roman
action taken after 117 reflect a tense relationship between Rome and
its notoriously restless province? Was the interval between 117
and 132 a period of intensified local unrest met by Roman measures
of suppression which then inevitably led to the explosive outbreak of
the revolt? Was this situation similar to that which existed in the
years prior to the first Jewish War? These questions have been
answered affirmatively by B. Isaac and A. Oppenheimer, who have
characterized the transformation of the province after 117 under the
rubric ‘prior unrest’ and summarize as follows: ‘In sum, it may be
concluded that there is evidence of increased Roman military activity
in the area, both in the years following Trajan’s death and in 129/30,
which may reflect a response to local unrest, or preparations for the
suppression of anticipated hostilities, or both’.?

1. The transformation of Judaea into a consular province and the
subsequent assignment of a second legion very probably occurred, as
we have seen, during the first years of Hadrian’s reign. The reasons
behind this action are sufficiently explained by Hadrian’s desire to
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secure peace on the eastern border of the Empire following his
renunciation of claims to the provinces of Mesopotamia, Assyria and
Armenia. At best it could be assumed that the transformation was
connected with the revolt in the Diaspora, although to date no
positive evidence has been presented which would suggest Judaean
involvement in the uprising. (On the contrary, the reorganization of
the province is one of the main arguments for an alleged involvement,
or rather for the theory that the Romans, through the stationing of a
second legion, prevented the outbreak of a revolt in Judaea.’’) One
must also ask why the transformation occurred so late—not until
Hadrian’s reign—and following the suppression of the revolts.
Furthermore, why would Hadrian have deposed the governor of
Judaea, who had been so successful in suppressing the revolt in
Mesopotamia, at a time when Judaea remained a hotbed of unrest?
The recalling and execution of Lusius Quietus naturally had inner
political motivations, but they would have come at a very inopportune
time had Judaea indeed found itself on the brink of open revolt.

2. The forced road construction is also doubtless to be seen in
relation to the efforts to ensure peace and secure the borders in the
Near East. The undisputedly military character of this construction
does not, however, necessarily imply that it was undertaken solely in
order to serve the suppression or hindrance of actual unrest in
Judaea. It is much more plausible to view the extension of the
network of roads under the larger aspect of improving connections
between the provinces of Egypt, Arabia and Syria. Equally important
is the establishment of a passageway and military corridor for the
defence of the Empire’s eastern borders which this construction
enabled: ‘His (= Hadrian’s) activity was devoted chiefly to the lands
which by their position were destined to be the bases on which the
most important military frontiers rested’.3! It is not, of course,
possible to separate clearly the Romans’ overall political aims and
the local political effects. However, it is a question of the point one
wants to stress. To argue that Hadrian’s military road construction
policy had been ‘part of plans for taking drastic measures? (sc.
against the Jewish population of Judaea) is a rash and exaggerated
conclusion.

3. Similar conclusions can be applied to the erection of the
Hadrianeia as the centre of the Emperor cult in Caesarea and
Tiberias, to the renaming of Sepphoris as Diocaesarea and to the
pagan character of the coinage of Sepphoris/Diocaesarea, Tiberias
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and Neapolis from 119/20. Pursuing a reference made by A.H.M.
Jones,? Isaac-Roll** and Isaac-Oppenheimer?> have interpreted the
pagan coinage as evidence ‘that Hadrian disenfranchised the Jewish
and Samaritan aristocracies which had hitherto ruled these three
cities and entrusted their government to pagans’.3¢ The transference
of the civic administrations to ‘non-Jewish elements’ is, according to
Isaac-Oppenheimer, best understood as having been a deliberate
anti-Jewish measure, namely the Roman response to local unrest
during the years 117-118.%7

This interpretation of an unequivocal finding is also questionable.
We possess no concrete evidence that the erection of the Hadrianeia
in Caesarea and Tiberias and the striking of pagan coins were carried
out against the will of the Jewish population and despite their
resistance. The passages from rabbinic literature® which Isaac-Roll,
following the example of G. Alon,*® provide as proof of ‘political
brigandage’ in the years before the Bar Kokhba revolt and as the
reason ‘for the removal of Jewish leaders from the local administration™
are altogether dubious. There is absolutely no evidence which can
justify classifying the ‘bandits’ mentioned in these passages as having
been ‘political terrorists’. On the contrary, there is every reason to
believe that quite ordinary bandits are here being referred to.*!
Moreover, at least Tiberias, as we have pointed out above,* had
since its foundation been a city with a Hellenistic constitution and
Hadrian had therefore no need to exclude the Jewish population from the
city council. Scholars do at times change trains. The same A.
Oppenheimer, who, in 1985, together with B. Isaac speaks of the
provocative transfer of the civic administration in Tiberias to ‘non-
Jewish elements’ had, in 1980, argued in a very different manner:
“The Jews residing in Tiberias and Sepphoris apparently accepted
Hadrian’s measures in silence, and it is possible that the influential
among them, some of whom were leading members of the municipal
institutions, were even pleased with them’.3

4. What were the implications of Hadrian’s decision to found the
Roman colony Aelia Capitolina upon the ruins of Jerusalem? Was
this the decisive catalyst which led to the revolt, following years of
suppression and increased military activity? Here as well, there is a
lack of direct information regarding the reaction of the Jewish
population, and we can therefore only speculate as to the consequences
which the foundation of Aelia had for the native population.

As has been illustrated by B. Isaac,* the founding of a colony was
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accompanied by two advantages in addition to the increase in status
(for a colony ranked higher than a polis). First, there was the land
and poll-tax exemption and, secondly, the acquisition of Roman
citizenship. These privileges were granted to all inhabitants of the
colony, both to Roman veterans and to the native population. In
consequence, there is nothing which suggests that the foundation of a
colony would have met with such bitter resistance, and this applies to
Jerusalem as well. Isaac concludes that ‘Jewish resistance against the
foundation of Aelia may not have been directed against the
establishment of a colony as such. Jews were willing to live as
citizens in poleis and there may be evidence that the status of a
colony was, in their eyes, desirable.* As proof of this, he cites the
desire of Agrippa I to solicit Roman citizenship, or at least tax
exemption, for Jerusalem,* which can only be referring to the status
of a colony:¥’ ‘We can be reasonably sure that Agrippa I would not
have considered involving Jerusalem in anything abhorrent to the
Jews’.*® Although not being a historically reliable bit of information,
the reported offer made by the Emperor ‘Antoninus’ to the Patriarch
R. Jehudah ha-Nasi’ to raise Tiberias’s status to that of a colony*
also displays the Jews’ positive assessment of colonial status.
Oppenheimer had originally argued along similar lines, and saw a
direct connection between the transformation of the civic administra-
tion of Tiberias and Sepphoris and the foundation of Aeclia
Capitolina: ‘Probably the absence of opposition in Tiberias and
Sepphoris and the satisfaction revealed by the notables encouraged
Hadrian in his endeavor to turn Jerusalem into a pagan city with a
temple of Jupiter’.*

If the foundation of the Roman colony Aelia Capitolina as such
had not been offensive, but perhaps even welcomed, then the
provocation must have had its roots elsewhere. Oppenheimer argues
that Hadrian must have known what the foundation of precisely
this colony implied for the Jews (which also differed from all others,
in that a legion was assigned to it): ‘It is unthinkable that Hadrian,
who travelled widely and was naturally curious, did not understand
that he was taking action against Judaism’.’! On the other hand, B.
Isaac states: ‘It is therefore quite possible that not the organization of
Jerusalem as a colony provoked Jewish resistance, but the decision to
make it a pagan city and the plans for the site of the temple’.’?
However, here again we find ourselves in uncertain waters. Until
now, neither archaeological nor literary evidence has been furnished
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which clearly indicates that Hadrian had a temple to Jupiter built upon
the site of the Jewish Temple. As G.W. Bowersock has shown, the
often quoted statement in Xiphilinus’ epirome of Dio Cassius, &g TOv
To0 vaold tod Bgod tomov vadv t@ Aul Erepov avtiyeipavros,’
cannot be translated as ‘when he, on the place of the Temple of God,
built a different temple (dedicated) to Jupiter’, but must rather be
translated as ‘when he, in place (instead) of the Temple of God built
a different temple. . . >* It is very likely that Hadrian had two statues
erected upon the ruins of the Temple’® and built the Capitol further
to the west with a temple for the Capitoline triad Jupiter, Juno and
Minerva.’¢ This was surely provocative enough, but not necessarily
more so than the erection of a Hadrianeion in Tiberias. M. Hengel
has, furthermore, recalled that ‘die Juden auf den Triimmern
Jerusalems schon seit 60 Jahren das Legionslager der 10. Legion,
deren Symbol ein Eber war, und den dazugehérigen heidnischen
Kultbetrieb dulden mufiten’.’’” As such, neither the erection of a
statue of Hadrian upon the site of the Temple, nor the construction
of a temple to Jupiter upon the Capitol in the new colony Aelia
Capitolina had been a dramatic new step which by itself would
suffice to explain the explosive outbreak of the revolt.

The attempt to interpret Hadrian’s political and military activities
in the province of Judaea as anti-Jewish measures which were
understood as such by the Jewish population, who then responded to
them appropriately, has shown itself to be rather weak. We must ask,
therefore, whether there are any other direct references to Jewish
reaction, either positive or negative, towards the political situation
under Hadrian. The findings here are indeed even less fertile.

1. As has been mentioned above, the few passages in rabbinic
literature which refer to ‘bandits’ probably active during Trajan’s or
Hadrian’s reign cannot be interpreted as referring to political
terrorists fighting against Roman rule. Isaac-Oppenheimer further-
more wish to show the Rabbis of Yavneh as having been the spiritual
initiators of the revolt. Their unbroken will to rebuild the Temple
and aspirations towards a unified Jewish nation created the spiritual
climate which then led to the outbreak of the revolt: ‘In any event, it
is intrinsically likely that a connection existed between the activities
of the Jewish authorities at Yavneh and the revolt of Bar Kokhba’.’®
Jewry as guided by the Rabbis of Yavneh wholeheartedly and
unanimously supported the revolt, and there are even clear indications
that the family of the patriarch moved to Bethar near Jerusalem before
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the war, thereby documenting the political desire ‘that after its
liberation the centre of Jewish authority would again be established
there’.® According to Isaac-Oppenheimer, the Rabbis’ policy of
unification and the ‘undivided resistance to Rome under the
leadership of Bar Kokhba’ are inseparable: ‘This unity certainly
contributed to the impact of the rebellion, as did the fact that there
was no Jewish party at that time opposed to the revolt’.%

We know very little about the attitudes of the rabbinic leaders of
Jewry towards Roman supremacy during the Yavneh period.
Certainly it was hoped that the Temple would be rebuilt; there is,
however, little indication that it was specifically the Rabbis who had
been the main advocates of this goal. The thesis that there existed an
unbroken political and ideological continuity from Zealot and
Pharisaic circles through the Shammaites and the Rabbis of Yavneh
to Bar Kokhba and his followers®! is not very convincing. The Rabbis
of Yavneh and Usha were much more concerned with the transference
of the priestly halakhah to all Israel than with the rebuilding of the
Temple. The only Rabbi of whom we hear expressis verbis that he
supported Bar Kokhba was R. Akiva,%? and it is well known that he
met with the fierce opposition of the otherwise unfamiliar R.
Yohanan ben Torta. To conclude, by basing one’s argument upon this
one dictum alone, that R. Akiva was the spiritual leader of the revolt
and that his behaviour reflected ‘the prevailing attitude of the sages
to the revolt and to the man who headed it’,% is more than hasty.

The same is true as regards the claim that Bethar was the seat ‘in
waiting’ of the patriarch until the reconquest of Jerusalem. This
assumption is based above all upon the statement made by Rabban
Shimon b. Gamliel that he had been one of the many schoolchildren
in Bethar’s 500 schools:** ‘We cannot assume that he was a student
during the war, for he was appointed patriarch shortly afterwards.
He will therefore have studied in this place before the revolt and it
follows that the family of the patriarch was settled there at the time’.°
This is a pseudo-historical explanation of an aggadic midrash, which
surely is not intended to inform us that Shimon b. Gamliel was a
schoolchild at Bethar and therefore not able to become the
immediate successor of his father Gamliel II, who died about 120,
but first became Nasi’ following the Bar Kokhba revolt, as Oppenheimer
has argued.% If one takes the midrash literally, then one must
conclude that Shimon b. Gamliel was, on the contrary, still a
schoolchild during the revolt and thus was unable to assume the
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office of patriarch shortly thereafter. Typical for such a pseudo-
historical interpretation is the arbitrary choice of elements which fit
into the historical analysis. We learn that the stated numbers of
schools and pupils are, of course, exaggerated,” but nevertheless
Shimon b. Gamliel was a student in one of the schools. Surely
though, this had to have been the case some time prior to the revolt,
for we know that he became Nasi’ following the rebellion. That he
claimed to be the only valiant Torah student to have survived the
revolt must then be attributed to aggadic embellishment.

All in all, there is no reason whatsoever to believe that it was
precisely the Rabbis, with R. Akiva at the helm, who spiritually
paved the way toward the revolt and that all of the factions among
the people became united under their leadership. Neither were the
Rabbis of a unified opinion, as is illustrated by the controversy
between Akiva and Yohanan b. Torta, nor do we have concrete
evidence that particular Rabbis supported the revolt. Much more
probable is the thesis put forward by D. Goodblatt, that it was the
priestly faction who provided the ideological background for the
revolt.8 This can be implied, among other things, from Bar
Kokhba’s use of the title of Nasi’, which apparently continues the
priestly traditions of Ezekiel and the Qumran community, and above
all through the legend °‘Elazar the Priest’” which appears on
numerous rebellion coins.® M. Hengel has further pointed out that
the palaeo-Hebrew letters found on coins of both the first and second
revolts are the ‘“nationales Schibbolet” priesterlicher Kreise’ and
refer to the theocratic-priestly background of both uprisings.”® Bar
Kokhba’s ritual observance and devotion to the Torah, which, among
other things, place great importance upon the sabbatical year and the
tithe, can also be seen in this context.”!

2. The thesis that the Jewish population, unified under the
leadership of the Rabbis, fully supported the revolt must be viewed as
belonging more to the realm of fantasy than to reality. This can
further be illustrated by the often quoted text from the fifth book of
the Sibylline Oracles:

After him (sc. Trajan) another will reign,

a silver-headed man. He will have the name of a sea.

He will also be a most excellent man and he will consider
everything.

And in your time, most excellent, outstanding, dark-haired one,

and in the days of your descendants,’? all these days will come to

pass.”*

72
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Scholars are for the most part in agreement that the fifth book of
the Sibylline Oracles originated between 80 and 132 and that it was
the work of an Egyptian Jew.”* The list of the Roman Emperors from
the beginning up until Hadrian (vv. 1-50), to which the above quoted
text belongs, must be considered an addition made by a second
Jewish author who was active during Hadrian’s reign and before the
outbreak of the Bar Kokhba revolt.” Otherwise there is no way of
explaining the extremely positive portrayal of Hadrian found here.”’
The controversial question is what conclusions can be drawn from
this text. Some scholars see it as echoing the transition of power from
Trajan to Hadrian and the hopes of the Jewish populace in the
latter’s rule, which so soon became bitterly disappointed.’”® Others
place the text at the end of the period from 117 to 132 and see a
connection with Hadrian’s visit to Judaea in 130.” The interpretation
of this text evidently depends upon the evaluation one makes of
Hadrian’s policy prior to 130. Those who view this policy as having been
one of increasing suppression must play down the enthusiastic praise
of Hadrian (which follows the sharp criticism of Vespasian and
Trajan!) and attribute it solely to the beginning of his reign.®’ Those,
however, who view the period up until Hadrian’s visit to Judaea as
having been a ‘Zeit der Ruhe, wirtschaftlicher Erholung und des vom
Kaiser gefSrderten Aufbaus’,?! will probably interpret the text as a
reflection of the peaceful situation and will place the erosion of
relations between Hadrian and the Jewish population in the period
after 130.

Following upon this, it appears to me that the second possibility is
the more probable one. The praise of Hadrian in the fifth book of the
Sibylline Oracles seems to express a broader mentality among the
Jews, as is illustrated also by the coin legends and the building of the
Hadrianeia, one which welcomed and even actively supported
Hadrian’s policy of peace. It would be extremely naive to assume
that all the Jews of Judaea celebrated Hadrian as restitutor and sotér,
but equally unrealistic is the assumption that his policy was rejected
by the Jews of Judaea as a whole. The praise of Hadrian in Or. Sib.
5 must be seen in the context of the entire evidence pertaining to the
period between 117 and 130 and is by no means the single proof for
support of Roman policy by hellenized or assimilated Jews in
Judaea.®?

3. In connection with his discussion of the colonia-status of
Caesarea (following the first Jewish War) and Jerusalem (under
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Hadrian’s reign), which included the granting of Roman citizenship
to all inhabitants of the new colony, B. Isaac has referred to two
military documents which cast an illuminating light upon the
situation between 70 and 135. The first (CIL XVI.15), from the year
71, mentions a Jew from Caesarea by the name of L. Cornelius
Simon, who apparently fought as a Roman soldier during the first
Jewish War. This raises no problems, since the mixed reaction of the
Jewish population of Judaea during this war is undisputed. It is
different with the second document (CIL XVI.106). Here, one
Barsimso Callisthenis is named as recipient of a diploma in 157,
again a Jewish soldier from Caesarea serving in the Roman army,
who was apparently recruited at the start of the second Jewish War.
This is, of course, much more exciting, for a Jewish legionary from
Judaea, who fought against his fellow countrymen side by side with
the Romans, does not at all fit into the picture of a unified national
revolt which incorporated all classes of the population in the struggle
against the hated Roman rule. Isaac nevertheless concludes that ‘he
must have been one of the few Jews who helped to suppress the
revolt’.83 However, how do we know that he was ‘one of the few’? Neither
this nor the opposite conclusion can be drawn from the source with any
measure of certainty. The fact that such a case was mentioned at all
is significant enough and proves, at any rate, that Jews had fought
against Jews. This had been the case in almost all Jewish wars, and as
such, it would be quite astonishing if the Bar Kokhba revolt was an
exception.

4. The most important evidence for assimilatory tendencies within
Judaism in Judaea before the Bar Kokhba revolt remains the text
from ¢. Shab. 15 (16),9,%* which I have discussed at length in my book
on the Bar Kokhba revolt:%

The masukh must be (re)circumcised.

R. Yehudah says: He does not need to be (re)circumcised if he has
performed the epispasmos, because it is dangerous (mipne Se-hu’
mesukkan).

They said: Many mesukhim had themselves (re)circumcised in the
days of Ben Koziba, they had children and did not die. For it says:
Circumcising, he shall be circumcised (himmol yimmol) (Gen.
17.13)—even a hundred times! And it is also said: My covenant
has he destroyed (Gen. 17.14)—to include the masukh!

Isaac-Oppenheimer have paid no attention to this text, although it
makes up the main argument of my thesis on the hellenized and
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assimilated Jews in Judaea, who, like the hellenized Jews under
Antiochus IV, conformed to Graeco-Roman culture.?¢ This is even
more surprising, in that Oppenheimer had, in 1980 (before the
publication of my Bar Kokhba book; the passage eluded me at the
time), established along these lines a connection between the Jewish
city councils of Tiberias and Sepphoris, who had supported
Hadrian’s policy, and the mesukhim: ‘Those were Jews with
assimilationist inclinations including the “stretched”, that is, men
who stretched their foreskins so that they should appear to be
uncircumcised’.?’

A.M. Rabello has critically and at length analysed the text in z.
Shab. and my interpretation of it.®8 He grants the possibility that the
text may be referring to Jewish assimilationists, but believes that I
had too hastily seized upon this explanation and that I took for
granted, that the one who had been circumcised (an adult) either
performed the operation of epispasmos himself, or had it performed
upon him. Against this, he claims that the text is referring to fathers
who performed the epispasmos upon their circumcised sons, fearing
Hadrian’s prohibition of circumcision. (The consequence of this
would be that ¢. Shab. could be understood, against my argument, as
stating that the prohibition was declared before the start of the
revolt.) The Romans would have had little opportunity, under the
tense situation before the outbreak of the revolt, to pay close
attention to which children had been circumcised before the
declaration of the prohibition and which had been circumcised
shortly thereafter. In this case there would have existed the danger
that ‘innocent’ children or their parents would have been killed, and
therefore some parents might, out of fear, have performed the
epispasmos upon their children. The danger, of which the Tosefta
speaks, does not refer, according to Rabello, to the physical danger of
two circumcisions performed within a short space of time, but to the
danger which would result from the transgression of the prohibition.

This is an extremely forced (and cunning) interpretation of the
text. To begin with, it overlooks the fact that the phrase, ‘because it is
dangerous’, is not referring to the original circumcision (which would
be reverted by the epispasmos), but to the renewed circumcision
performed after the epispasmos. Pursuing the logic of Rabello, one
would have to arrive at the following, rather senseless procedure:
Fathers had their children circumcised, either shortly before or
shortly afier the declaration of prohibition, but then changed their
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minds because of Hadrian’s decree and concealed the circumcision
by performing the epispasmos. During the Bar Kokhba revolt they
then wanted to reacknowledge their Jewishness, and because of the
‘danger’ posed by the continued prohibition, did not have to
recircumcise their children.

Apart from this, Rabello’s interpretation is unsupportable on the
basis of other arguments. The Tosefta text, in referring to the danger
connected with the repeated circumcision, uses the phrase mipne se-
hu’ mesukkan (‘because it is dangerous’). In connection with the anti-
Jewish decrees from the time of the Bar Kokhba revolt, however, the
Mishnah and Tosefta always use the noun sakkanah (ba-sakkanah,
bis‘at ha-sakkanah, min ha-sakkanah we-elakh).¥® The interpretation
of the ‘danger’ as referring to Hadrian’s prohibition of circumcision
therefore ignores the language of the Mishnah and Tosefta. Further-
more, with regard to the contents, such an interpretation is much too
limited and heedless of the context. The anonymous dictum, which
contradicts R. Yehudah, and insists that a masukh must be
circumcised again, is clearly aimed at illustrating that no physical
harm befell the many mesukhim as a result of a renewed circumcision:
if one had performed the epispasmos 100 times, then he would have to
be recircumcised 100 times, and no harm would befall him! That the
meSukhim who were recircumcised did ‘not die’ refers to the
procedure of circumcision and not to their having survived Hadrian’s
persecution. Finally, Rabello overlooks the fact that R. Yehudah’s
remark, as such, has nothing to do with the Bar Kokhba revolt, but
rather deals with the problem of the masukh in general without
referring to the actual historical situation of the uprising. Only
through the anonymous reply can a relation be drawn to the revolt,
and there can be no doubt that this revolt belonged to the past.

Hadrian’s Policy and the Bar Kokhba Revolt

The transformation of Judaea into a consular province together with
the obligatory assignment of a second legion and the intensified road
construction undertaken in Judaea cannot be seen as having been the
reply to Jewish unrest, nor should it be viewed as a military
intervention intended to prevent unrest. This action was not directed
towards the repression of the Jewish population, but towards the
establishment of peace and of secure borders in the east of the
Empire. Pagan coin legends and the erection of Hadrianeia in cities
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with both pagan and Jewish inhabitants do not provide evidence for
the alleged provocative paganizing of the city councils (in the sense
of anti-Jewish acts). They are, rather, indications of an increasing
adoption of the hellenization, as propagated by Hadrian, by
assimilated Jewish circles. The foundation of Aelia Capitolina was
the most logical result of this policy and was probably welcomed by
hellenistic and pro-Roman elements within the Jewish population.
Positive evidence, such as the enthusiastic praise of Hadrian in the
fifth book of the Sibylline Oracles, the participation of Jewish
soldiers on the side of the Romans during wartime and, above all, the
numerous mesukhim prior to the outbreak of the war, illustrate that a
rather considerable part of the Jewish population in Judaea had
indeed imbibed the ‘Zeitgeist’.

It is therefore almost certain that a group of assimilated and
hellenized Jews existed in Judaea® who welcomed, and perhaps even
actively supported, Hadrian’s policy of hellenization,” and it appears
likely that these were for the greater part city dwellers.”? The
comparison with Antiochus IV and the Hellenists in Jerusalem
remains, in my opinion, not a misguided one.”* It is, however, a
different issue whether this justifies drawing a further analogy and
interpreting the Bar Kokhba revolt as the result of an inner Jewish
conflict between the ‘assimilated’ and the rest of the law-abiding
population (in the terminology of the Maccabean period: between
‘Hellenists’ and ‘hasidim’”). It is on this point that I have received the
strongest opposition.”* M. Hengel, who has most stressed the parallel
between Hadrian and Antiochus,” is cautious when referring to a
possible inner Jewish conflict: ‘Wie E. Bickerman in seinem
klassischen Werk, Der Gott der Makkabder, 1937...nachweisen
konnte, wurde Antiochos IV. im Grunde in einen innerjiidischen,
allméhlich eskalierenden Streit hineingezogen. Das kann man so bei
Hadrian gewifl nicht sagen, doch lifit sich eine vorausgehende
innerjiidische Auseinandersetzung nicht ausschliefen’.%

The starting point for any realistic evaluation of the situation in
Judaea at the beginning of the revolt must be the realization that
obviously the entire population of the province did not join unitedly
in the revolt (not to mention the Diaspora). An analysis of the
literary®’ and numismatic evidence®® limits the extent of the revolt
to the region south of Jerusalem to the coastal plain in the west and
to the Dead Sea in the east. In particular, there is no evidence which
speaks in favour of a participation on the part of Galilee. The Rabbis
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cannot be considered to have been the spiritual pioneers of the revolt,
but rather it was the priests who supported the uprising. Furthermore,
the Bar Kokhba letters also indicate that Bar Kokhba did not enjoy
full support even within the region of the revolt and had trouble
keeping his own men in line.*

Against this background, it is very probable that Hadrian’s policy
in Judaea was judged differently by the various Jewish groups and
that the revolt was also!% an expression of these diverging interests.
The more rural population of Judaea in the narrower sense,'”! who
were loyal to the Law and inspired by the Priests, surely viewed the
development in a much different manner than did the urban
population in the larger cities in Galilee and on the coastal plain,
which was influenced by Hellenism. This certainly does not imply
that the rural population of Judaea stumbled ‘into a war against the
Roman Empire because of a rivalry between the hellenized and“law-
abiding”Jews in the cities’.1%? Nevertheless, the political ‘cooperation’
between hellenized Jews and Hadrian undoubtedly intensified the
situation and perhaps led to a state of affairs in which the revolt was
the only way left to stop what the ‘pious’ saw as a fatal development.
Hadrian was, in Judaea, by no means a player unaware of the rules of
the game; however, through his enforced policy of Romanization, viz.
Hellenization and urbanization, and hence, through the aggressive
dissemination of an intellectual climate which increasingly found
followers among the Jewish population of Judaea, he may have
become, like Antiochus IV, the ‘catalyst’ in a process over which he
eventually lost control.
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98. Mildenberg, Coinage, pp. 81ff.; cf. both maps on pages 83 and 86.

99. Schifer, Der Bar Kokhba-Aufstand, pp. 74£.

100. Certainly not exclusively, but also; this ‘also’ (cf. Der Bar Kokhba-
Aufstand, p. 49, at the bottom of the page) has been mostly overlooked by my
critics.

101. Concerning the Jewish rural population between 70 and 132, cf.
Mildenberg’s apt remarks in: Coinage, pp. 84f.

102. This is Mildenberg’s rather ironic citing of my argument, Coinage,
p. 103 n. 286. His remark that ‘Schifer fails to explain why and how such a
divided Jewry was able to wage a war of this length, extent and persistence’
(p- 105 n.297) fails to directly address my argument. The Jewry of the
Maccabean revolt and of the first Jewish War was anything but united, and
nonetheless was able to wage long and sustained wars—why should the Bar
Kokhba revolt have been different?
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