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Judean hiding complexes: a geographical, 
typological and functional update (Israel)*

I complessi nascosti della Giudea: un aggiornamento geografico, 
tipologico e funzionale (Israele)
Dvir Raviv1, Boaz Zissu1
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Abstract

“Hiding complexes” are subterranean rock-cut complexes that were used for hiding purposes underneath Jewish settle-
ment sites during the Roman period. Known mainly in the Judean Shephelah and the Lower Galilee, they are characterized 
by underground cavities and installations linked in a ramified network of narrow passages and winding burrows, sometimes 
forming a rock-cut maze beneath the ancient settlements. Most of the complexes are cut deep into the bedrock underneath 
residential buildings. 
Many of the underground complexes have standard features that suggest that they were part of the Jews’ strategy against 
the Roman army. Earlier underground facilities were transformed, their original openings were sealed, and narrow shafts 
were carved and camouflaged in the floors of buildings or in the walls of earlier underground halls, turning them into hidden 
shelters. The complexes were of different dimensions and had various purposes.
Numerous studies have been published since the late 1970s on the significance of these complexes, the geographical 
reach of the phenomenon, and its historical importance. Due to the discovery of artifacts from the time of the Bar Kokhba 
Revolt (132-136 CE) in many of the complexes, as well as Cassius Dio’s description of the Jews’ preparations in the sec-
ond revolt against Rome (Roman History 69.12.1), the hiding complexes have been identified with the Bar Kokhba Revolt. 
However, recent excavations and surveys in dozens of typical hiding complexes in Judea and the Galilee indicate that such 
complexes existed as early as the late Second Temple period, more precisely the late first century BCE.
This paper sums up the latest information on the Judean hiding complexes and discusses their historical ramifications. 
The updated corpus presented in this article includes 439 hiding place complexes located at 252 settlement sites, including 
approximately 90 sites not previously known to researchers. The current corpus also includes new information that can be 
used to date several previously published complexes. 
If we examine all the hiding complexes in the current corpus, we can propose dates for 202 of them (at 142 sites) based on 
finds in interior sections of the complexes or on relative chronology. In 139 of the complexes (at 109 sites), the finds were 
dated with certainty to the period between the uprisings or to the Bar Kokhba Revolt; finds from a further 28 complexes 
(at 18 sites) were dated broadly to the first or second century CE. A total of 37 complexes (at 17 sites) contained items 
from the first century CE, and 24 complexes (at 7 sites) contained items from the first century BCE. The finds from the first 
century BCE and the first century CE were often located in earlier installations that had been incorporated into the hiding 
complexes; therefore, they cannot be used to date the hiding stage. In any event, artifacts from the first century BCE have 
been discovered in at least 10 complexes (at 5 sites) and artifacts from the first century BCE have been discovered in 28 
complexes (at 12 sites) – all in interior sections used for hiding. Significantly, in most of the complexes that contained finds 
from 70-136 CE (129 of the 142 complexes), no earlier artifacts were discovered. These data support the standard as-
sumption that most of the hiding complexes were created during the period between the revolts and at the time of the Bar 
Kokhba Revolt. A review of the geographical distribution of complexes with finds from the late Second Temple period, as 
well as those with finds from 70-136 CE, shows their presence throughout the area of Jewish settlement in Judea.

Keywords: Hiding complexes, Cassius Dio, Bar Kokhba Revolt, Underground Quarry, Jew, Roman Army, Hidden Shelters, 
Judea, Galilee.

Riassunto

I “complessi nascosti” sono sotterranei scavati nella roccia utilizzati per nascondersi sotto gli insediamenti ebraici durante 
l’età romana. Conosciuti principalmente nella Shephelah Ebraica e nella Bassa Galilea, sono caratterizzati da cavità sot-

https://doi.org/10.57588/SSIOI22022/39-54
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Introduction 

“Hiding complexes” are subterranean rock-cut com-
plexes that were used for hiding purposes under-
neath Jewish settlement sites during the Roman pe-
riod. Known mainly in the Judean Shephelah and the 
Lower Galilee, they are characterized by underground 
cavities and installations linked in a ramified network 
of narrow passages and winding crawlways (or bur-
rows; fig. 1), that sometimes form a rock-cut maze of 
sorts beneath the ancient settlements. Most of the 
complexes are cut deep into the bedrock underneath 
residential buildings; only a few were located outside 
settlements. 
In the Hellenistic and Early Roman periods, it was 
customary to cut underground chambers, halls and 
installations underneath houses and in courtyards 
between houses for everyday uses. These artificial 
cavities, which formed part of the settlement’s infra-
structure, had a wide variety of functions: cisterns, 
ritual baths (fig. 2), olive presses, silos and storerooms 
(fig. 3), stables, columbaria (fig. 4), underground quar-
ries (fig. 5), etc.
The makers of the hiding complexes blocked the origi-
nal entrances to these preexisting cavities (fig. 6a) and 
linked them by means of ramified networks of under-
ground crawlways (fig. 6b), which are a distinctive fea-
ture of this phenomenon. Blocking original entrances 
and cutting walls of underground installations was 

clearly an emergency measure, which interrupted the 
former routine and economic life. The crawlways are 
winding, sometimes with 90-degree bends or changes 

terranee e installazioni collegate in una rete ramificata di passaggi stretti e gallerie tortuose che a volte formano un labirinto 
scavato nella roccia al di sotto degli antichi insediamenti. La maggior parte dei complessi sono scavati in profondità nel 
substrato roccioso sotto gli edifici residenziali. Molti dei complessi sotterranei hanno caratteristiche standard che suggeri-
scono come facessero parte di una strategia sviluppata degli Ebrei contro l’esercito romano. Le precedenti strutture sotter-
ranee furono trasformate, le loro aperture originarie vennero sigillate e stretti pozzi furono scavati e mimetizzati nei pavi-
menti degli edifici o nelle pareti delle precedenti sale sotterranee, trasformando così gli ipogei più antichi in rifugi nascosti. 
I complessi erano di varie dimensioni e avevano diversi scopi. Numerosi studi sono stati pubblicati dalla fine degli anni 
’70 sul significato di questi complessi, sulla portata geografica del fenomeno e sulla loro importanza storica. A causa della 
scoperta di manufatti dell’epoca della rivolta di Bar Kokhba (132-136 d.C.) in molti dei complessi, nonché per la descrizione 
di Cassio Dione dei preparativi degli Ebrei nella seconda rivolta contro Roma (Storia romana 69.12.1), i complessi nascosti 
sono stati identificati con la rivolta di Bar Kokhba. Tuttavia, recenti scavi e sondaggi in decine di questi complessi di rifugi in 
Giudea e in Galilea indicano che tali strutture esistevano già nel tardo periodo del Secondo Tempio, più precisamente alla 
fine del I secolo a.C. Questo lavoro riassume le ultime informazioni sui rifugi della Giudea e ne discute le vicende storiche. 
Il corpus aggiornato presentato in questo articolo comprende 439 complessi situati in 252 siti di insediamento, inclusi circa 
90 siti non precedentemente noti agli studiosi. L’attuale corpus include anche nuove informazioni che possono essere 
utilizzate per datare diversi complessi precedentemente pubblicati. Se esaminiamo tutti i complessi nascosti nell’attuale 
corpus, possiamo proporre datazioni per 202 di essi (in 142 siti) sulla base di ritrovamenti nelle gallerie interne dei com-
plessi o sulla relativa cronologia. In 139 dei complessi (in 109 siti), i reperti sono stati datati con sicurezza al periodo tra le 
rivolte o alla rivolta di Bar Kokhba; i reperti di altri 28 complessi (in 18 siti) sono stati datati al I o II secolo d.C. Un totale di 37 
complessi (in 17 siti) contenevano oggetti del I secolo d.C. e 24 complessi (in 7 siti) contenevano oggetti del I secolo a.C. 
I reperti del I secolo a.C. e del I secolo d.C. si trovavano spesso in installazioni precedenti che erano state incorporate nei 
complessi usati come rifugio; pertanto, non possono essere utilizzati per datare la fase precedente. In ogni caso, manufatti 
del I secolo a.C. sono stati scoperti in almeno 10 complessi (in 5 siti) e manufatti del I secolo d.C. sono stati scoperti in 28 
complessi (in 12 siti), tutti in sezioni interne utilizzate per nascondersi. È significativo che nella maggior parte dei complessi 
che contenevano reperti dal 70 al 136 d.C. (129 dei 142 complessi), non sono stati scoperti manufatti precedenti. Questi 
dati supportano l’ipotesi che la maggior parte dei complessi usati come nascondiglio siano stati creati durante il periodo 
tra le rivolte e al momento della rivolta di Bar Kokhba. Un’analisi della distribuzione geografica dei complessi con reperti 
del periodo tardo del Secondo Tempio, nonché di quelli con reperti dal 70 al 136 d.C., mostra un’ampia presenza nell’area 
dell’insediamento ebraico in Giudea.

Parole chiave: Complessi nascosti, Cassio Dione, Rivolta di Bar Kokhba, Cava sotterranea, Ebrei, Esercito romano, Rifugi 
nascosti, Giudea, Galilea.

Fig. 1 – A typical junction of burrows in the complex hewn un-
der Kh. el-Muraq - “Hilkiya Estate” (photo S. Cohen).
Fig. 1 – Un tipico incrocio di gallerie rifugio nel complesso 
scavato sotto Kh. el-Muraq - “Tenuta Hilkiya” (foto S. Cohen).
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of level by means of vertical shafts (fig. 7). Along some 
of the crawlways there are mechanisms that block 
them from the inside (fig. 8). The purpose of the sharp 
bends, level changes, and blocking facilities was to 
hinder and endanger intruders. The crawlways con-
nect distant parts of the settlement; some were used 
to escape from a settlement.
Many of the underground complexes have standard 
features that suggest that they were part of the Jews’ 
strategy against the Roman army. Earlier under-
ground structures were transformed, their original 
openings were sealed, and narrow shafts were dug 

and camouflaged in the floors of buildings or in the 
walls of previous underground halls, turning them in-
to hidden shelters. Earlier cisterns underwent similar 
processes: their upper, external openings were con-
cealed, and water was drawn through a burrow, from 
inside the hideout. The complexes were of different di-
mensions and had various purposes. There were small 
family hiding facilities and intricate, highly branched 
complexes meant for public use. Few were hewn pur-
posefully as hiding systems; these contain passages 
and small chambers, but they lack access to earlier 
underground installations (fig. 9).

Fig. 2 – A burrow cuts wall of stepped ritual bath at H. Ha-Mu-
zav. Note round blocking stone (Courtesy of Avraham Tendler; 
photo A. Peretz). 
Fig. 2 – Un accesso a un rifugio taglia il muro della vasca ritua-
le a gradini a H. Ha-Muzav. Notare la pietra di blocco rotonda 
(per gentile concessione di Avraham Tendler; foto A. Peretz).

Fig. 3 – A crawlway cuts wall of storage hall at H. Qasra (pho-
to B. Zissu).
Fig. 3 – Un basso tunnel taglia il muro del magazzino di H. 
Qasra (foto di B. Zissu).

Fig. 4 – Columbarium chamber at H. Burgin. The original en-
trance to this earlier facility was blocked. Burrows cut two of 
its walls, turning the columbarium into an underground shelter 
(photo B. Zissu).
Fig. 4 – Camera del colombario a H. Burgin. L’ingresso origi-
nario di questa struttura prima era bloccato. I tunnel tagliano 
due pareti, trasformando il colombario in un rifugio sotterraneo 
(foto B. Zissu).

Fig. 5 – Burrows cut through walls of earlier underground 
quarry (L), converting it into an underground shelter at Kh. el-
Muraq - “Hilkiya Estate” (photo Shachar Cohen).
Fig. 5 – Gli accessi ai tunnel tagliano i muri della precedente 
cava sotterranea (L), convertendola in un rifugio sotterraneo a 
Kh. el-Muraq - “Tenuta Hilkiya” (foto Shachar Cohen).
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Numerous studies have been published since the late 
1970s on the significance of these complexes, the geo-
graphical reach of the phenomenon, and its historical 
importance (for a list of sources, see Kloner & Zissu, 
2009; Mor, 2016; Eshel & Zissu, 2020). Thanks to the 
discovery of artifacts from the time of the Bar Kokhba 
Revolt (132-136 CE) in many of the complexes, as well 
as Cassius Dio’s description of the Jews’ preparations 
in the second revolt against Rome (Roman History 
69.12.1), the hiding complexes have been identified 

with the Bar Kokhba Revolt. However, excavations 
and surveys conducted in the 1980s and 1990s in doz-
ens of typical hiding complexes in Judea and the Gali-
lee indicate that such complexes existed as early as 
the late Second Temple period, more precisely the late 
first century BCE.
The discovery and study of dozens of hiding complex-
es in the Judean Hills and the Shephelah in the past 
decade have revealed a great deal of additional infor-
mation on the corpus of hiding complexes. Systematic 

Fig. 6A – Underground quarry at H. Qasra. The original en-
trance to this cavity (marked 1) was blocked and the flight of 
steps descending into the cavity were cut (photos B. Zissu).
Fig. 6A – Cava sotterranea a H. Qasra. L’originario ingresso 
di questa cavità (1) è stato bloccato e la scalinata che scende 
nell’ambiente è stata tagliata (foto Boaz Zissu).

Fig. 6B – Underground quarry at H. Qasra. A crawlway cuts 
one of its walls. In case of need, the opening of the crawlway 
was sealed with a blocking slab (the slab’s frame is marked 2) 
(photos B. Zissu).
Fig. 6B – Cava sotterranea a H. Qasra. Un basso tunnel taglia 
una delle sue pareti. In caso di necessità, l’apertura del tunnel 
veniva sigillata con una lastra di chiusura (2: alloggiamento del 
telaio della lastra) (foto B. Zissu).

Fig. 7 – Stepped shaft along a burrow at H. Qasra (photo B. 
Zissu).
Fig. 7 – Pozzo a gradini lungo un rifugio a H. Qasra (foto B. 
Zissu).

Fig. 8 – Blocking device with blocking stone and features for 
wooden beam at Khallet Qeis (photo B. Zissu; courtesy of Eitan 
Klein and Alon Klein).
Fig. 8 – Dispositivo di blocco con pietra di chiusura e allog-
giamento per trave di legno a Khallet Qeis (foto B. Zissu; per 
gentile concessione di Eitan Klein e Alon Klein).
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attention to the dating of the complexes, their archi-
tectural features, and their integration in buildings in 
the rural space gives us a more precise understanding 
of various aspects of these installations. Most impor-
tantly, it enables us to update our knowledge of the 
geographical extent of the phenomenon, understand 
its typological-chronological development, explain the 
purpose of the complexes, and reconsider what geo-
graphical region prepared for the Bar Kokhba Revolt, 
took part in it, and was eventually destroyed.
This paper sums up the latest information on the hid-
ing complexes and discusses their historical ramifica-
tions. Because recent studies have already reviewed 
hiding complexes in the Galilee (Shivtiel, 2011; Shiv-
tiel, 2019), the present work will focus on those docu-
mented in and around Judea. The area in question 
covers the region of Judea in a limited geographical 
sense, (Jewish War Josephus’s 3.51-56), as well as 
nearby areas, including the coastal plain, the south-
ern Samaria hills, the Samaria western slopes, and 
the Narbata area (northwestern Samaria). 

Research history 

Although hiding complexes were first documented 
in the Judean Shephelah in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, only in the late 1970s the 
first studies were published on their significance, 
scope, and historical contexts. In these 40 years of re-
search, what stands out is the distinction between the 
Judean Shephelah and the Judean Hills. Essentially, 
although the study of hiding complexes began in the 
Hills of Judea, the greatest concentration of these 
complexes is found in the Shephelah of Judea, and the 
sophisticated architectural plan of those in the latter 
region meant that they were more closely identified 
with that region.

The use of hiding complexes was first summed up in 
a comprehensive study published by A. Kloner and Y. 
Tepper (1987). This trailblazing study covered about 
280 hiding complexes at 108 settlement sites in Judea, 
101 of them in the Judean Shephelah and 7 in the 
northern Hebron hills. Based on archaeological and 
historical considerations, the phenomenon has been 
tentatively attributed to the time of the Bar Kokhba 
Revolt, although as early as the 1980s, some research-
ers noted that it may have begun in the late Second 
Temple period. (e.g., Oppenheimer, 1982; Yadin, 1982; 
Aviam, 1983; Foerster, 1983). 
From the late 1980s until the early twenty-first centu-
ry, dozens of hiding complexes were uncovered in sal-
vage excavations in the northern Judean Shephelah; 
several others were documented in the southern He-
bron hills and the Beit El hills. Their distribution was 
summed up by B. Zissu in his study of Judea (Zissu, 
2001), and in a series of articles by Kloner and Zissu 
(2003; 2005; 2009; 2016). These studies list approxi-
mately 320 hiding complexes at 125 settlements sites. 
Most are located in the Shephelah, although about 
30 of the sites are in the Judean Hills. Based on the 
findings in surveys and excavations, the following ty-
pological-chronological division was proposed: small, 
family hiding complexes were created in the early first 
century CE, but most of the complexes, including the 
large, sophisticated ones, were created at the time of 
the Bar Kokhba Revolt (Kloner & Zissu, 2003; Kloner 
& Zissu, 2009).
A significant turning point with respect to the distri-
bution of the complexes occurred in 2008-2019, with 
the discovery by D. Raviv and his associates of dozens 
of typical complexes in the Judean Hills and the east-
ern Judean Shephelah; 1 most of them are discussed in 
his doctoral dissertation (Raviv, 2018b). Meanwhile, 
in the past decade additional hiding complexes have 
been discovered in excavations and surveys at a series 
of sites in the Judean Shephelah, the Lod Shephelah, 
the coastal plain, the Jerusalem hills, the Hebron hills, 
the Beit El hills, and the Samaria western slopes. 2 In 
addition, a crucial advance occurred in the past dec-
ade with respect to their chronology and typology: 
the publication of hiding complexes at Nesher-Ramla, 
some of them fairly large, dated to the first century 
BCE and the first century CE (Melamed, 2020).

The up-to-date corpus of hiding complexes 
in Judea

The current corpus of hiding complexes includes sub-
terranean complexes that meet one of the following 
two criteria: (1) a complex containing at least one cav-
ity where people can live (at least temporarily) and 
which is accessed through a typical burrow (fig. 10); 

1 For a bibliography, see Klein & Raviv, 2012; Raviv & Langford, 
2017; Raviv, 2018a; Raviv, 2018b, pp. 239-241.
2 For a bibliography, see Zelinger, 2009; Zissu and Kloner, 2005; 
Kloner & Zissu 2016, Ein Mor et al., 2019; Raviv et al., 2020.

Fig. 9 – Amos Kloner in the central chamber of the public hid-
ing complex at H. Naqiq, 1980. Most of the components of this 
complex were originally hewn for hiding purposes (photo T. 
Sagiv).
Fig. 9 – Amos Kloner nella camera centrale del complesso 
pubblico di rifugi a H. Naqiq, 1980. La maggior parte delle com-
ponenti di questo complesso furono originariamente scavati 
per finalità di protezione/nascondiglio (foto T. Sagiv).
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(2) a complex containing crawlways and/or narrow, 
low passages connecting disused installations that 
were converted into hideouts (figg. 11a, e b).
The up-to-date corpus encompasses 439 hiding com-
plexes located at 252 settlement sites, including ap-
proximately 90 sites not previously known to re-
searchers (table 1 and fig. 12). 3 Dozens of hiding com-
plexes included in the previous count are not in the 
present corpus due to the absence of clear typological 
features, particularly typical hiding crawlways. Doz-
ens of subterranean complexes that do have crawl-
ways might perhaps be added except that the data 
about them is incomplete and therefore they cannot 
be identified definitively as hiding complexes. 4 The 

3 In their recent book The Bar Kokhba Revolt: The Archaeological 
Evidence, Eshel and Zissu estimate the existence of more than 400 
complexes at more than 160 Jewish settlement sites (Eshel & Zissu, 
2020). 
4 E.g., the subterranean complexes uncovered at the following sites: 

complexes added in the last decade were documented 
in three main regions: the northern Judean Hills (Be-
it El hills and southern Samaria), the Hebron hills, 
and the eastern Judean Shephelah. Most of them 
– 75 complexes at 53 sites – are in the highlands of 
Judea and Samaria. The total count of complexes in 
the central highlands thus currently stands at 112 
complexes at 83 sites. Their distribution indicates 
that hiding complexes were used in the Early Ro-
man period throughout the Jewish-populated areas in 
and around Judea. The available data on most of the 
recently added complexes makes it possible to date 
them on archaeological grounds. In this regard, the 
importance of the (not always possible) distinction be-

Kh. Samara (Shahar, 2000); Nahal Modi’im (Elisha, 2010); Kh. Abu 
Shawan (Cohen, 2016); Horbat Koziba (Cohen, 2016); Kh. el-Qasr 
(Magen, 2008); Kh. Aluz (Raviv, 2018b); Kh. Sarra (Raviv, 2018b); 
and Kh. el-Qusur (Zertal & Mirkam, 2016).

Fig. 10 – Plan and sections of hiding complex at Khallet Qeis (courtesy of Eitan Klein and Alon Klein).
Fig. 10 – Pianta e sezioni del complesso di rifugi a Khallet Qeis (per gentile concessione di Eitan Klein e Alon Klein).
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Fig. 11A – Plan of hiding complex at Kh. el Muraq - “Hilkiya Estate” showing the relationship of main buildings of the estate and 
underground cavities (by Boaz Langford and Dvir Raviv, upper buildings after Emanuel Damati).
Fig. 11A – Pianta del complesso di rifugi a Kh. el Muraq - “Tenuta Hilkiya” che mostra il rapporto tra gli edifici principali della te-
nuta e le cavità sotterranee (rilievo Boaz Langford e Dvir Raviv, edifici superiori da Emanuel Damati).
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Fig. 11B – Sections of hiding complex at Kh. el Muraq - “Hilkiya Estate” (by Boaz Langford and Dvir Raviv, upper buildings after 
Emanuel Damati).
Fig. 11B – Sezioni del complesso di rifugi a Kh. el Muraq - “Tenuta Hilkiya” (rilievo Boaz Langford e Dvir Raviv, edifici superiori 
da Emanuel Damati).
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No. Name of Site No. Name of Site No. Name of Site No. Name of Site

1 Kh. Farsin 64 Kh. el Kereina (a) 127 H. Midras (7); (a; c) 190 H. Shem Tov (12); (a)

2 Tel Dothan 65 Kh. ed-Darish 128 Khallet Qeis (North); (a) 191 Kh. er-Ras

3 Kh. el-Hammam (2); (b;e) 66 Kh. Umm el-‘Amdan (a) 129 Khallet Qeis (a) 192 Kh. et-Tayibeh (a)

4 Kh. Jabra (a) 67 Tel es-Sawan 130 Tel Adullam (a) 193 Kh. el-Bas (3)

5 Majdal (Tsur Nathan) 68 Kh. el-Wasset 131 H. ‘Ethri (6); (c; e) 194 Khallet er-Ghuzaleh

6 Kh. Jar‘a (a) 69 Kh. ez-Zeyit (a) 132 Yye’e Qidon 195 H. Hover

7 Hariqat Abu Far (west) 70 Beit Shenna (5); (a) 133 Mesad Hachlil 196 H. Ezra (a)

8 Kh. Sarisia (a) 71 Kh. Harfush 134 H. Berakhot (2); (a) 197 Kh. en-Naqa (4); (a)

9 Kh. Kefar ‘Atia (2); (a) 72 Tel Sha‘alabim 135 Tel Lavnin (2) 198 Rasm ed-Duweir

10 Kh. ‘Arara 73 Tel Gezer (4); (b) 136 Kh. Kelafa (a) 199 Kh. Rasem Nufal

11 Kh. Nabuh (a) 74 Kh. Deir ‘Asi (b) 137 H. Qerumit (9); (b) 200 H. Egoz

12 Tel Shiloh (2); (d) 75 Jeba (2) 138 H. Burgin (3); (a) 201 H. Boser

13 Kh. el-Marjim (2); (a) 76 H. ‘Aqed (2); (a) 139 Kh. er-Rasm (Triang. 
Point 479)

202 Kh. el-Far‘ah

14 Ramat Gan, Derech 
Ha’Tayyasim (a)

77 H. ‘Almit (3); (a; e) 140 H. Tannim (2) 203 H. Dahan (a)

15 Kh. Bar‘ish (b) 78 Pisgat Ze’ev Site (2); (e) 141 Tel Gedor (2); (a) 204 Kh. Beit el-Ban

16 Ras et-Tawil 79 Shmurat Shayarot Site (c) 142 Tel Tekoa 205 H. Qasra

17 Kh. ‘Ali (2); (a) 80 Kh. ‘Ain Mazruq (2) 143 H. Aflal 206 Kh. Rasm Dahneh (2); (a)

18 Ras ‘Amar (d) 81 Yad Benjamin Site (a) 144 H. Alim (2); (a) 207 H. Qasatin

19 Kh. Jib‘it (d) 82 H. Shovav (a) 145 Kh. Jimrin 208 Duweimeh (2); (a)

20 Kh. Kulason (2); (a) 83 Kefar Uriah (2) 146 Kh. ‘Ain Dab 209 H. Migdal Gad

21 Kh. el-Mesharqa (a) 84 H. Hamadah (a) 147 ‘Ain Arrub (3) 210 H. Tut (a)

22 Kh. Fassa (a) 85 Tel Tsor‘a 148 H. Tabaq (3); (a) 211 H. Gever

23 Kh. Si‘a (a) 86 Tel Bet Shemesh (6); (a) 149 H. Rafi‘a (3); (a) 212 Rasm er-Rusum (5); (a)

24 H. Burnat South (a) 87 H. Ganim 150 H. Rafi‘a (Lower) 213 Qasr Firjas

25 Kh. Burj el-Lisaneh (2); 
(a)

88 Unnamed Site, S-E, of 
Kh. ‘Aqdeh (2); (a)

151 H. Qeit 214 Kh. el-Muraq -Hilkiya 
Estate (2); (a)

26 Kh. Rushnieh (b) 89 Deir Aban 152 H. Reshem 215 H. Zeita (4); (c)

27 Kh. Desarah (2); (d) 90 Sur Baher (e ?) 153 H. Yonim 216 H. Maish

28 Oqef Shoham (2); (a) 91 Umm Tubah 154 Kh. el-‘Ain (2); (a) 217 Ahuzat Hazan

29 Shoham-44 (a) 92 Unnamed Site N-W of ‘Ain 
Qobi

155 Kh. Kufin (a) 218 H. Hazan (b)

30 Kh. Hanuneh (a) 93 Nahal Gillo Site (2); (b) 156 Kh. Hatta 219 Beit Awa (2)

31 Triang. Point 277 (2) 94 H. Husham (a) 157 ‘Araq Halla (5) 220 Kh.Khazneh

32 Kh. Beit Qofah (2); (a) 95 Ramat Bet Shemesh 
Interchange (3); (c)

158 Kh. Jalla (a) 221 H. Ginatta

33 Kh. es-Shuneh & Beit 
‘Uweis (7); (a)

96 Tel Zanoah 159 Kh. Falah 222 Kh. A-Ryeh

34 Ben Shemen Interchange 
(9); (a)

97 H. Geres 160 Kh. ‘Atos (a) 223 Nahal Adoraim

35 Kh. ed-Dekakin (2); (a) 98 Kh. el-Kih (d) 161 Yye’e Nahash (b) 224 Tel Agra

36 Kh. Zebdah (a) 99 Beit Sahur 162 Kh. Kila (Q‘eilah) 225 Bani Dar (a)

37 Kh. en-Neby ‘Annir (a) 100 Wadi Fukin 163 H. Gibor (b) 226 H. ‘Eton (2); (a)

38 Kh. en-Nejmeh (b) 101 Kh. Shumeila N-E 164 H. Barak N (2) 227 Kh. es-Sikeh

39 Triang. Point 149 (b) 102 Tel ‘Azekah (5) 165 Kh. Kharuf 228 H. Naqiq (3)
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tween finds representing the use of cavities and un-
derground installations prior to the hiding complex 
and finds representing the hiding phase should be 
emphasized. 5 The current corpus also includes new 
information that can be used to date several previ-
ously published complexes.
If we examine all the hiding complexes in the present 
corpus, we can suggest dates for 202 of them (at 142 
sites) on the basis of findings in the inner sections of 
the complexes or the relative chronology. In 139 of 
the complexes (at 109 sites), findings were dated with 
certainty to the period between the revolts or the Bar 

5 Hiding complexes are dated based on two main factors: the dis-
covery of objects in interior parts of the complex (i.e., sealed cavi-
ties with no openings or passages connecting them directly with the 
surface) and relative chronology (i.e., the relationship between the 
architectural components of the complex and earlier and later in-
stallations).

Kokhba Revolt 6; the findings of 28 other complexes (at 
18 sites) have been dated roughly to the first or sec-
ond century CE. A total of 37 complexes (at 17 sites) 
contained items from the first century CE, and 24 
complexes (at 7 sites) contained items from the first 
century BCE. The finds from the first century BCE 
and the first century CE were often located in earlier 
installations that had been incorporated into the hid-
ing complexes; therefore, they cannot be used to date 
the hiding stage. In any case, 1st century BC findings 
were found in at least 10 complexes (at 5 sites) and 1st 
century BC finds in 28 complexes (at 12 sites), all in 

6 The finds were dated to this period on the basis of parallels to as-
semblages that have been dated with certainty to the Bar Kokhba 
Revolt. Despite the morphological similarity in the ceramic and 
glass assemblages between the late Second Temple period and the 
period between the revolts, there are several “index fossils” for this 
period (see, e.g., Zissu, 2001; Adan-Bayewitz et al., 2016; Terem, 
2016). 

No. Name of Site No. Name of Site No. Name of Site No. Name of Site

40 Kh. el-Mash‘ar (b) 103 Kh. Atrabeh 166 Nuba 229 H. Tawas

41 H. Hermeshit (3) 104 Bad el-Banat (3); (a) 167 H. Senobar (2); (c) 230 Umm es-Shaqef (a)

42 Kh. Sheikh ‘Issa (b) 105 Kh. Sabur 168 H. Za‘aquqa 231 H. Benayya

43 er-Ras (el ‘Arbain) Midieh 
(2); (a)

106 H. Beten 169 Kh. Ras el-Jorah 232 H. Motz

44 Kh. Abu ed-Danin (2); (a) 107 Kh. el-Qatt 170 Kh. el-Hanazir 233 H. Gomer

45 el Qa‘adeh 108 H. Ba‘alan 171 H. Bet-Lam 234 H. Kishor

46 Kh. Karikur (a) 109 Kh. Ismallah 172 Maresha 235 Beit Mirsim

47 Kh. el-Maqatir (3) 110 Er-Rasm 173 Petorah 236 Horeisah

48 Kh. Beit Raduf (1) 111 Kh. Judraya (a) 174 H. Maresha West (a) 237 Beit ‘Amra (a)

49 el-Khirbeh (Nesher 
Ramleh); (36); (c; e)

112 H. Sefyyion (a) 175 H. Quqyyia 238 H. Moran 1 (a)

50 H. Regev 113 Kh. ‘Arrib 176 Kh. es-Saffa 239 H. Za’aq (a)

51 Ha’Mutsav Site (2); (a) 114 H. Zichri (b) 177 Kh. Jamrura (a) 240 Tel Ma‘on

52 Kh. Beit Anabeh 
(Mekorot); (a)

115 Me‘arot Resen 178 Kh. Shubraqa (11); (a) 241 Susia (c)

53 Triang. Point 164 116 Me‘arot Luzit 179 H. Horesh 242 Es-Samo‘a (a)

54 Kh. Abu Naf‘a (a) 117 Kh. En-Natash (b) 180 Kh. ed-Duweir (3); (a) 243 Rujum el-Hamiri (a)

55 H. Kefar Ruth (a; c ?) 118 H. Sid (2) 181 H. Lehem 244 ‘Anab el-Kabir (a)

56 H. Ashun (3) ;(a) 119 H. Bet Bad (a) 182 H. ‘Amuda (2) 245 H. Rimmon (2)

57 Kh. Deir Hassan (3); (a) 120 Tel Socho 183 H. ‘Amudim 246 Nahal Eshtemoa Site (a)

58 H. Tittorah (3); (a) 121 Kh. Jamjum (a) 184 Giv‘at Ge‘ada (2) 247 Kh. Jeneba

59 Kh. ‘Abarjin (a) 122 H. Qanim 185 H. Bet Loya (2) 248 H. ‘Anim

60 Kh. Najmet el-Hadli (2); 
(d)

123 H. Orbah 186 H. Bet ‘Elem 249 H. Salit (a)

61 Triang. Point 273 (b) 124 H. ‘Elit (a) 187 Kh. el-Basha 250 H. Qatta

62 Kh. Kafr Nateh (a) 125 H. Ribbo 188 H. Tsohar 251 Nahal Yattir Site

63 Kh. Nisieh (2) 126 Me‘arot Shu‘a Umm 
e-Loz); (a)

189 Idneh (Kh. e-Tel); (2)
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internal sections used for hiding. Significantly, in most 
of the complexes that contained finds from 70-136 CE 
(129 of the 142 complexes), no earlier artifacts were 
discovered. These data support the standard assump-
tion that most of the hiding complexes were created 
during the period between the revolts and at the time 
of the Bar Kokhba Revolt. A review of the geographi-
cal distribution of complexes with finds from the late 
Second Temple period, as well as those with finds from 
70-136 CE, shows their presence throughout the area 
of the Jewish settlement in Judea (fig. 12).

The typology and chronology of the hiding 
complexes

The typology and chronology of the hiding complexes 
are studied by examining the archaeological finds and 
the written sources, especially Cassius Dio, Josephus, 
and the Rabbinic literature. The limited contribution 
of the written sources to this subject, and especially 
the ambiguity of Josephus’s references to hideouts, 7 
increase the importance of the archaeological evi-
dence. Any discussion of the archaeological record re-
quires meticulous examination of data from surveys 
and excavations, taking into account the methodo-
logical difficulties involved.8 It is particularly impor-
tant to consider the location of the finds within the 
complexes, the few sites where hiding complexes and 
sometimes the buildings above their entrances were 
excavated, and the sites of complexes abandoned in 
the first century CE.
Preliminary typological and chronological conclusions 
of research into the hiding complexes were drawn in 
the 1980s. Based on Cassius Dio’s description and the 
finds in the complexes in Judea and the Galilee, Klon-
er and Tepper (1987) proposed attributing the use of 
hiding complexes solely to the time of the Bar Kokhba 
Revolt. In contrast, M. Aviam (1983) suggested, based 
on finds in hiding complexes in the Galilee, that hid-
ing complexes were first used during the Jewish War 
(66-70 CE). At the beginning of the 21st century, Klon-
er and Zissu noted two main groups of hiding place 
complexes in Judea: small, family-based hiding places 
and large, public hiding places (Zissu, 2001; Kloner & 
Zissu, 2003). In their opinion, small, family-based hid-
ing complexes, such as those uncovered in excavations 
at Horbat ‘Ethri and Pisgat Ze’ev, were created in the 
early first century CE, whereas most of the complexes, 
including the large, sophisticated ones, were created 
at the time of the Bar Kokhba Revolt. This proposal, 
which is well established among researchers, is also 
generally consistent with the most recent findings of 
hiding place complexes in Galilee (Shivtiel, in press). 
Nevertheless, most scholars have attributed the first 

7 For references and a discussion of the subject see Kloner & Tepper 
(1987) and Shivtiel (2016). The bottom line is that it is impossible 
to be absolutely sure about Josephus’s references to the use of hide-
outs; at most we can suggest a distinction between a natural cavity 
(υπονομος) and an artificial one (σπηλαιοs).

appearance of the Galilee complexes to the Jewish 
War, although they have sometimes been classified as 
grain storage facilities (Kloner et al., 2008). 8

The results of excavations carried out in the past dec-
ade in complexes at several sites in Judea and the 
Galilee enable us to reconsider the typology and chro-
nology of the hiding complexes. Renewed excavations 
by E. Klein and associates at Horbat ‘Ethri in 2015 
and 2016 uncovered small hiding complexes whose 
creation has been dated to the second century or the 
first half of the first century BCE (Zissu et al., 2021). 
It includes a crawlway with a sharp turn, an element 
previously unknown in Second Temple period hiding 
complexes. Another hiding complex with a fairly intri-
cate plan was uncovered not long ago at Einot Sho’im 
in the Lower Galilee. It was excavated by U. Leibner 
et al. and dated to the late Second Temple period. Arti-
facts from the first century CE (along with some from 
the second century CE) were found in interior cavities 
used for hiding (Leibner et al., 2015). 9

The most important site for understanding the ty-
pology of the hiding complexes is Nesher-Ramla (El-
Khirbe) in the Lod Shephelah. Excavations conducted 
by A. Melamed between 2006 and 2015 uncovered 55 
subterranean complexes, some of them interconnect-
ed, that the excavators defined as hiding complexes 
(Melamed, 2020). In 42 of the complexes there were 
numismatic and ceramic finds from the Late Hellenis-
tic and Early Roman periods, in addition to architec-
tural components that could be used to determine the 
relative chronology. Based on the finds, Melamed be-
lieves that the complexes at the site evolved organical-
ly over a long period of time, starting in the first half 
of the first century BCE or perhaps even earlier. In 
his opinion, the complexes at the site were not all cre-
ated at the same time in preparation for a particular 
military event; rather, they were developed and used 
by the local residents until the Jewish War, and a few 
may have been in use even in the period between the 
revolts. Some of the complexes are relatively large and 
include a number of architectural components previ-
ously unknown in the hiding complexes of the Second 
Temple period: multiple entrance shafts, a crawlway 
with two sharp turns, a hidden access to a cistern, and 
locking installations. According to Melamed, there is 
no difference between the Nesher-Ramla complexes 
and those in the rest of Judea and the Galilee, so the 
chronology of the hiding complexes cannot be deter-
mined based on their typology (Melamed, 2020, 300-
303). 
However, a review of the excavation reports on the 
Nesher-Ramla site combined with the data from the 
hiding complexes in Judea and Galilee as a whole in-
dicates that Nesher-Ramla is an exceptional site that 
does not tell us anything about the overall phenom-
enon. A review of the excavation data presented in the 

8 On the methodological difficulties of studying the hiding complex-
es see Zissu (2001) and Raviv (2018b).
9 Notably, it is not clear from the finds whether the complex was 
completely carved out in the first century CE or whether it was en-
larged in the period between the revolts (second century CE).
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Fig. 12 – Distribution map of Judean hiding complexes (drawing Dvir Raviv).
Fig. 12 – Mappa della distribuzione dei complessi di rifugi sotterranei della Giudea (grafica Dvir Raviv).
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report enables us to consider Melamed’s conclusions: 
First, the Nesher-Ramla finds reflect the difficulty of 
distinguishing between hiding and storage complexes. 
Fifteen of the alleged hiding complexes at the site do 
not qualify as such due to the absence of crawlways 
one of the distinguishing characteristics of hiding 
complexes. Instead, they seem to have been designed 
for concealed storage. 10 Second, if we consider the lo-
cation of the datable finds in the Nesher-Ramla com-
plexes, which mostly represent the first century BCE 
and the first century CE, we see that many of them 
were discovered in entrance shafts or storage areas 
and therefore cannot be used to date the hiding stage. 
Third, based on finds dated definitively to the peri-
od between the revolts, some of the complexes at the 
site may have been carved out then and not before. 11 
Fourthly, based on the earliest artefacts found in the 
interior sections of the hiding places of the Nesher-
Ramla complexes and other sites in Judea and Gali-
lee, we can date the initial use of the hiding places to 
no earlier than around the middle of the 1st century 
BCE. Fifth and most important : in contrast to what 
the Nesher-Ramla excavators claim, it is possible to 
study the typology of hiding place complexes on a 
chronological basis: we merely compare the typology 
of the complexes at this site and other complexes in 
Judea and the Galilee that have been dated with cer-
tainty to the Second Temple period with that of large 
hiding complexes at many sites in Judea that have 
been dated with certainty to the second century CE. 
On the basis of the finds so far, we can propose a ty-
pological-chronological subdivision broadly into two 
groups of hiding complexes: simple complexes from 
the 1st century BC until the Jewish War; and intri-
cate complexes from the period between the uprisings 
and the Bar Kokhba Revolt.
Simple complexes are characterized by the reuse of 
previous storage cavities; narrow, low passages and 
relatively short crawlways (just a few meters long) of 
various shapes and sizes; and, occasionally, crawlways 
with one or two sharp turns, crawlways or passages 
that allow for hidden access to cisterns, and locking 
installations. The last two components are definitive 
indications of the purpose of the complexes in which 
they are found to hide people. Among the simple com-
plexes are a small subgroup that consist mainly of a 
crawlway leading to an inner hiding chamber.
The intricate complexes are characterized by a uni-
form plan in terms of shape and size of their compo-
nents. They include long crawlways (tens of meters 
long) with a fairly standardized section, crawlways 
with several sharp turns and changes in level, crawl-
ways with rock-cut chambers along their length, 
crawlway entrances that can only be reached by a 
hard climb, and earlier installations that had fallen 
into disuse and were converted to meet the needs of 

10 Complexes 272, 297, 299, 366, 379, 423, 430, 455, 614, 633, 766, 
789, 790, 791, 811 (Melamed, 2020). 
11 E.g., complexes 256, 317, 423, 593, 719-755, 789, 819 (Melamed, 
2020).

the fugitives. In addition, there are two components 
that were rare in previous complexes: square hiding 
chambers (excavated at the time of the creation of the 
hiding place) and an escape system that consists of a 
hidden, two-way underground passage from a protect-
ed space inside the settlement to various areas inside 
and outside the settlement. 12

It should be emphasized that despite the typological 
division proposed here, some of the complexes can-
not be assigned definitively to either group. The hid-
ing complexes in Judea can be classified as follows: 
about a third are simple, a third are intricate, and a 
third (most of them not properly documented) are in-
determinate. A comparison of the architectural plans 
of the highland complexes to those in the Shephelah 
reveals a significant typological difference: whereas 
in the Shephelah most of the complexes are intricate 
and large, in the highlands most are simple, relatively 
small, and characterized by the extensive use of ear-
lier cavities and installations. Because the finds from 
the highland complexes are mostly dated to the period 
between the revolts and the time of the Bar Kokhba 
Revolt, presumably the main factor behind the typo-
logical difference is the geology – hard limestone and 
dolomite in most parts of the highlands, as opposed to 
the soft chalk of the Shephelah – and not the date they 
were hewn. An important conclusion derived from this 
is that hiding complexes in the Judean Hills cannot 
usually be dated on typological grounds, but only on 
the basis of a small number of archaeological finds or 
relative chronology.
Examination of the architectural features of the sim-
ple complexes supports the idea that the use of hiding 
complexes was a further development and sophistica-
tion of storage complexes in the Early Roman period 
(Zissu et al. 2021). In some cases, the archaeological 
assemblages in the simple complexes indicate that 
the complexes were used during the revolts against 
Rome as well; presumably this often entailed further-
ing hewing and development. The architectural fea-
tures and geographical distribution of the intricate 
complexes support the standard assumption that they 
were made in a specific period of time as part of the 
Jewish settlements’ well-organized preparations for 
the Bar Kokhba Revolt.
The proposed typological division is supported by the 
finds in hiding complexes in Galilee. The data from 
the Galilee complexes were summed up recently by 
Y. Shivtiel (2019), who listed 74 hiding complexes at 
43 settlement sites. Shivtiel noted two main features 
that characterize the Galilee complexes as opposed 
to those in Judea: the prominent repurposing of ear-
lier installations to use as hideouts; and the simple 
plan and modest dimensions of the Galilee complexes 
(Shivtiel, 2019). In his opinion, we can distinguish 
between small, roughly and incompletely carved com-

12 These components are in addition to crawlways or passages that 
allow concealed access to cisterns and locking installations, features 
which are fairly rare in the earlier complexes. 
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plexes, which represent the Jewish War, and meticu-
lously carved complexes, which can be attributed to 
the second century CE. However, the absence of clear 
criteria for distinguishing between rough and meticu-
lous carving and the possible influence of the type of 
rock on the creation and preservation of the complex-
es make this distinction difficult. In keeping with the 
typological division proposed above, we can identify 
more than 50 Galilee complexes that can be classified 
as simple ones, but just a few intricate ones. 13 Those 
finds from the Galilee complexes that can be used 
for dating purposes support the chronology proposed 
above: Early Roman period finds have been reported 
in 30 of the simple complexes (and the second century 
CE is represented in half of these as well), whereas 
objects from the second century CE were discovered 
in the intricate complexes. This picture is consistent 
with our information about the limited role of the Gal-
ilee in the Bar Kokhba Revolt (for a bibliography on 
the subject, see Mor, 2016). Even though the Galilee 
researchers have proposed attributing the initial use 
of hiding complexes to the Jewish War, the typology 
and chronology of the hiding complexes in Judea ena-
bles us to suggest that simple hiding complexes were 
first carved out in the Galilee, too, as early as the first 
century BCE. 

The purpose of the hiding complexes
The question of the function of the hiding complexes 
is directly related to their typology and chronology. 
As mentioned, at the beginning of the 21st century, 
researchers speculated that the use of hideout com-

plexes began in Judea and Galilee in the Second 
Temple period and reached its peak during the Bar 
Kokhba Revolt. Accordingly, small, simple complexes 
were classified as storage and hiding installations 
from the Second Temple period and the Jewish War, 
whereas large, intricate ones were classified as hide-
outs and military bases from the Bar Kokhba Revolt 
(for a bibliography see Dar, 2015). Based on the ar-
chitecture of the hideout complexes, some research-
ers have questioned the hypothesis that they were 
used by the rebels as military bases and have also 
suggested that they were used as hiding places and 
storage facilities for the civilian population. (Aviam, 
1983; Negev, 1985; Mor, 2016). This opinion was re-
cently supported by Melamed, based on the typology 
of the Nesher-Ramla complexes (Melamed, 2020). 
However, as argued above, an overall examination of 
the hiding complexes points to Nesher-Ramla as an 
exceptional site. An examination of the data on hid-
ing places in Judea and Galilee allows us to consider 
the conclusions of these researchers. Firstly, the re-
sults of this study support the idea that hiding plac-
es were a further development and refinement of ear-
lier storage facilities as a way of creating hidden and 
protected spaces for people from the 1st century BC 
onwards. Secondly, the small number of complexes 
with findings dated to the 1st century BCE suggests 
that the hiding places were not used extensively dur-
ing the Jewish war. 14 Third, based on the data on 
hiding complexes from the period between the revolts 
and the time of the Bar Kokhba Revolt, we can sug-
gest that hiding complexes were widely used then by 
both the civilian population and the fighters. 15

Conclusion

Updating the corpus of hiding complexes in Judea with systematic attention to dating and typology gives us 
a more precise understanding of various aspects of these installations. The findings of the study support the 
proposal that the hiding complexes were a further development and sophistication of storage installations, 
starting in the first century BCE, in order to create protected spaces for people. Our information supports the 
assumption that the hiding complexes reached their peak of architectural sophistication and their maximum 
geographical extent in the period between the revolts and during the Bar Kokhba Revolt.
The updated geographical distribution of hiding complexes, and especially of those complexes containing finds 
from 70-136 CE, indicates for the first time that they existed throughout the area of Jewish settlement in the 
highlands and foothills of Judea and Samaria. This area encompasses Judea as demarcated in Josephus’s ac-
counts (Jewish War 3.51-56), as well as nearby regions to the north – the southern Samaria hills, the western 
Samaria slopes, and the Narbata area.
A systematic review of the finds from the complexes and their architectural components enables us to update 
the typology and chronology of the use of hideouts. Contrary to the claim of the excavator of the Nesher-Ramla 
site, the fundamental distinction between simple complexes from the Second Temple period and intricate com-
plexes from the second century CE as shown by Kloner and Zissu (2003; 2009) is still valid, although the criteria 

13 At Kh. Ruma, El-Khirbe (complex 1), Kafr Qana (complex A at 
Kh. Huweiha) and perhaps Shunam, Dabura, Hukok, and Meroth 
(for a bibliography see Shivtiel, 2019).
14 In this context, it is worth noting a group of hiding complexes, 
most of them intricate, associated with buildings and fortified set-
tlements from the time of the Bar Kokhba Revolt.
15 In this context, it should be noted that with the exception of 
one small hiding complex at Yodfat (Aviam, 2005), so far no hid-

ing complexes have been found in fortifications from the time of 
the Jewish War, such as Gamla, Herodium, Masada, Kh. Kefar 
Mur, and Machaerus (Mukawir). Moreover, evidence from Je-
rusalem shows that the city’s waterworks and various domestic 
installations were used for hiding and movement purposes dur-
ing the Jewish War but not that sophisticated underground in-
frastructure was prepared for military purposes (Gibson & Lewis, 
2019).
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for distinguishing between simple and intricate require some refinement. Nevertheless, it seems that in many 
cases, such as the highland complexes carved out of hard or crumbling rock, the complexes cannot be dated on 
a typological basis, but only on the basis of a small number of finds or on relative chronology.
In conclusion, it seems that the last word on the hiding complexes has yet to be said. Hopefully, future excava-
tions and investigations will allow us to further refine our knowledge on the topics discussed here.
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