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Housing

"For this reason I say to you, do not be worried about 
your life, as to what you will eat or what you will drink; nor 
for your body, as to what you will put on. Is not life more 
than food, and the body more than clothing?” (Mt 6:25)
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Archaeological sites in 
Israel and Jordan
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Dwellings in Israel

• Insula (House of the Father)
• Epi-palaeolithic
• Pre-Pottery Neolithic
• Pottery Neolithic
• Chalcolithic
• EBA
• EBA IV (Intermediate Bronze 

Age)
• MBA
• MB II -LBA
• LBA

• IRA
• Four-room house
• Rich and poor districts
• Hellenistic-Byzantine
• NT Homes
• Galilean Home
• St Peter’s House

#Slide 57
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The Insula

• People in Galilee often lived in family housing complexes known as 
insulae (sg insula). Although not everyone lived this way, many 
people -- particularly extended families -- combined living units 
around an open courtyard. 

FTR
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The Insula
• The insula living arrangement allowed extended families to live, work, and 

interact with each other on a daily basis. The family’s values were preserved 
as young people learned from the stories of older family members. As sons 
married, they built additional rooms on the family insula and brought their 
bride to live with their extended family. 

• Jesus and his disciples may have lived in such a family compound in 
Capernaum (Mt 12:46-13:1; Mk 2:1-2; 7:17). And Jesus drew on insula 
imagery to give a picture of heaven (God’s housing complex) in Jn 14:2.

• In many places, the NT refers to “household,” which means “an extended 
family living together”:

– Jesus referred to various households (Mt 10:24-25, 36). 
– After Jesus healed the official’s son, he and all his household believed (Jn 4:53). 
– An angel had appeared to a Gentile man and said that Peter would bring a 

message through which the man and all his household would be saved (Ac 
11:11-14). 

– Paul and Silas told the jailer how he and all his household could be saved (Ac 
16:29-32).
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The house of the father
• In the books of the Judges, Samuel and Kings, and even in Joshua, 

when an Israelite identifies himself as a gever, or individual, he will 
say typically that he belongs to the house of X, “the house of the 
father” (Heb. bet av). Lawrence Stager has noted that this almost 
certainly is the compound house unit in which an extended family 
lived. 

• In biblical times, as in modern times in the West Bank and 
elsewhere in the Middle East, when a young man marries he brings 
his bride to his father’s house and she joins the family. At the same 
time, an older couple, the grandparents, may be living there. Often 
an “extended family,” often three generations and as many as 20 
individuals, lived together. 

• Therefore, the typical layout of these hill-country villages was in fact 
a cluster of individual houses, the biblical bet av. The entire village, 
comprising perhaps a dozen such compounds, would then comprise 
the biblical mishpachah, not simply “family,” but “kinship group,” 
since everyone was related, as in Middle Eastern villages today. 
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Epi-palaeolithic

• The earliest constructed domiciles that have been found in the 
archaeological record are associated with the Epi-palaeolithic 
(Mesolithic) period. 

• They are roughly circular, semi-subterranean structures lined with 
fieldstones and were probably roofed with reed and mud or other 
materials that have not survived (e.g. Einan, Nahal Ora, Hayonim 
Cave). They represent the transition from makeshift shelters to 
more permanent dwellings.
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Pre-Pottery Neolithic
• PPNA: Above-ground houses make their appearance with walls of stone, mud-brick (loaf-

shaped/plano-convex), or sometimes mud-brick on stone foundations, at rimes shallowly 
set into the ground. There is considerable variation in the size: and plans of these houses, 
but they are all monocellular and curvilinear; i.e. circular (e.g. Nahal Oren), or oval (e.g. 
Netiv Hagedud). There are also examples that are only loosely curvilinear (e.g. Gilgal).

• PPNB: There was a major change in housing traditions with the introduction of multi-
cellular, rectangular plans (i.e. the so-called Levantine pier house) at some sites (e.g. 
Yiftahel; Beisamun; Ain Ghazal; Jericho). Stone and mud- brick, and combinations of these 
materials, continue in use while floors at many sites are made of hard, thick, white lime 
plaster. 

• Particularly well preserved examples of houses constructed of fieldstones, still standing to 
the height of the roof, have been found at sites in S Jordan (e.g. Basta). They are notable 
for the rectangular windows and channels below their floors. At Beidha a narrow, semi-
subterranean "corridor" building with a series of small rooms along a longitudinal axis is 
notable for its excessively thick walls that probably were meant to support an upper storey. 

• A large circular courtyard structure is known from Munhata in this period, while two small, 
white-plastered, circular chambers (one with subterranean channels) at Ain Ghazal, have 
been assigned cultic functions by the excavators. 

• In Late PPNB several examples of a new type of plan, the apsidal, make their appearance 
at Ain Ghazal. Several rectangular chambers, in this period have been identified as shrines 
because of worked, standing scone orthostats placed in the interior walls (e.g. Jericho, Ain 
Ghazal). Long, meandering stone walls, probably related to domestic architecture (Yiftahel 
and Abu Ghosh), are an additional architectural element in this period.

• PPNC: Here there is evidence for the continuation of rectilinear building traditions and 
plaster floors, including a "corridor" building (Ain Ghazal), what appears to be a typical 
Levamine pier building at Yiftahel, and another “special building" believed to be cultic 
because of an unusual worked stone associated with it.
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Pottery Neolithic

• PN domestic architecture includes unicellular and multi-roomed, 
rectilinear houses (e.g. Byblos, Jebel Abu Thawwab; Tel Ali), 
apsidal houses (e.g. Byblos; Ain Ghazal) and circular, semi-
subterranean dwellings (Jericho) in the “Yarmukian" level and at 
Neolithic Byblos. 

• Rectilinear architecture continues in the Wadi Rabah (Late 
Neolithic/Early ChaIcolithic) phase (e.g. Munhata). Limited 
evidence suggests that most houses were multi-chambered 
affairs.
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Chalcolithic
• Houses in this period are generally rectangular and sometimes 

associated with small, above-ground circular storage facilities (e.g. 
Tuleilat Ghassul). 

• The broadroom, a rectangular chamber with entrance in one of the 
longer walls, appeared in this period, very often in conjunction with 
benches lining walls and flat stones along a central, longitudinal axis 
for supporting pillar bases (e.g. Tel Teo). 

• The earliest appearance of curvilinear houses, in the Enéolithique 
Récent levels at Byblos, belongs to this same era; there several 
complete sausage-shaped (two parallel walls ending in semicircular 
apses) and fragments of numerous others appear contemporaneously 
with rectilinear buildings (many with deliberately rounded corners) and 
small, circular outbuildings.

• Chalcolithic sites in the N Negev are notable for rectilinear above-
ground structures and multi-celled, subterranean structures hewn 
from the loess soil on which the sites were founded. Scholarly opinion 
is divided as to whether these represent earlier modes of living or, at 
least in some instances, were in use contemporaneously with above-
ground housing.
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EBA
• EB I: In the earliest phases of EB I appeared a style of house construction derived from the 

Lebanese littoral. This break with tradition is marked almost exclusively by curvilinear architecture 
(oval, sausage-shaped and circular plans) in which even internal walls curve (e.g. 
Dakerman/Sidon, Yiftahel; Palmahim Quarry; Afridar, Areas G, F). Return to earlier traditions is 
marked at some N sites by a gradual transition to rectilinear precepts. 

• A transitional type is a sausage-shaped broadroom with stone pillar bases and internal bench 
(e.g. En Shadud; Kabri); another is a broadroom with rounded (e.g. Tel Kitan) corners. Sharply 
angled corners (e.g. Megiddo) are found in contemporary contexts. The much vaunted "apsidal" 
house of Str 5 at Megiddo, once believed to be the prototype for EB I, actually has only one 
constructed corner (the other is built into the bedrock), while the semicircular end (constructed of 
much larger stones) is easily distinguished as a portion of a large, circular building to which the 
rectilinear walls were added. 

• Towards the end of the period rectilinear house-building traditions prevail once again. Large, 
multi-cellular complex buildings (Horvat Illin Tahtit, Palmahim Quarry) indicate crowded 
conditions at some sites; substantial broadrooms with pillar bases and internal benches are 
known, but are in a minority. Most houses have smaller rooms, sometimes with one pillar base. 
Stone door sockets, found in situ, are common at some sites (Horvat Illin Tahtit). 

• Where conditions seem to be especially crowded, walls were made to fit available space, often 
necessitating curving and irregular architectural features that give unusual and sometimes highly 
unusual floor plans (e.g. Jericho) that do not appear to be the result of specialized functions or 
traditions.

• Two large rectilinear buildings with several rows of pillars have been found at Beth Shean and Tel 
Erani. Floors are most often beaten earth, but examples of paving with potsherds, pebbles, 
cobbles, mud-brick and white plaster are also known. Small, circular outbuildings are commonly 
encountered in sites of this period (e.g. Halif Terrace, Palmahim Quarry). 

• At least one monumental, rectilinear building is assigned to this period at Megiddo. Some arid 
zone settlements in this and the following period have small, rectangular or sub-rectangular 
broadrooms arranged in rough rings around large, open courtyards; others appear to be made up 
of more amorphous chambers in a similar, albeit less organized setting.
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EBA: Yiftahel• A salvage excavation carried by 
the IAA in Yiftahel, in the Lower 
Galilee, revealed the remains of 
two parallel walls, with a combined 
width of 2.5m, which was 
uncovered over a length of some 
30m. The walls, constructed of, 
were preserved to a height of 1m. 

• The remains are dated to EBA 
(end of the 4th mill). Remains from 
the same period were uncovered 
earlier at the site. Abundant water 
sources are located near the walls.

• Both walls, built of trimmed blocks 
of limestone, have massive 
rounded corner stone blocks, 
indicating that a tower may once 
have stood there, and hence they 
are the remains of fortifications, 
indicating that the nearby 
community was well-organized, 
with a social hierarchy.

Excavated walls in Yiftahel (IAA/24 Jan 2005)
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Housing: EBA
• EB II-III: House-building traditions continue on, without interruption, 

into EB II (e.g. Meona, Tell Farah (N), Arad (EB II), because of large 
open spaces available to its builders, is exceptional. 

• Houses there follow an unusually strict pattern for this period. They are 
of the broadroom plan with internal benches, stone pillar bases and 
associated small, rectangular cooking platforms. Other sites, where 
apparently space was at a premium, show much less homogeneity in 
domestic architecture in EB II. Notably they have large, complex, 
rectilinear structures separated by narrow, often winding alley and 
lanes with amorphous, open spaces. 

• EB III is notable for a continuation of these large, complex structures 
(e.g. Luweiheh/Golan site), but rooms seem to be larger on the whole 
and the complexes somewhat better planned (e.g. Tel Yarmut). The 
monumental palace at Tel Yarmut is exceptionally  well built in this 
period with evidence for finely plastered and decorated floors. Possibly 
it was designed and built according to a foreign, standard measure.
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“Arad House”
• Arad loc in the Negev, some 30km NE of Be'er Sheva, on 

a hill that rises 40m above the surrounding plain. Though 
situated in an area with little rainfall, Arad was inhabited 
frequently in ancient times because of its position in the 
Negev along the routes coming from the E, SE. 

• The houses at this site had very similar features. The 
"Arad House" was found at other EBA sites, but nowhere 
more than here. The features include a broad-room style 
house, benches lining the walls, a stone pillar base in the 
centre to support the roof, and a door socket on the left-
hand side of the entrance. The residential area was 
densely built-up, with streets and alleys between the 
blocks of houses. Dwellings were of many sizes, the 
smallest ca. 50m² and the largest ca. 150 m², but similarly 
planned: a walled courtyard, one or two living rooms and a 
small utility room or kitchen. 

• The typical living room in an Arad house was rectangular 
and had an opening to the courtyard in one of its long 
walls. The room, slightly below the level of the courtyard, 
was reached by descending 2 or 3 steps. The opening was 
closed with a wooden door, which pivoted in a socket in 
the stone threshold. 

• Along the walls were low stone benches and in the centre 
of the room was a stone base, on which a wooden pillar 
stood, supporting the roof which was made of wooden 
beams, bundles of straw and plaster. Grinding stones and 
a stone mortar for crushing grain were embedded in the 
floor. Containers made of dried mud for the storage of 
grain and clay stoves for heating and cooking were also 
found in the houses. A small clay model of a living room 
was found in one of the houses, showing the ceiling-high 
entrance and the flat roof. Arad houses (ca 3000)

Arad house (BP)
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EBA IV (Intermediate Bronze Age)
• Following the collapse of urban society 

in much of the Levant, settlements 
moved into the countryside. This period 
saw the establishment of villages in the 
Rephaim Valley, in the region of T. el-
Ful and at er-Rujum near mod. Modi'in. 

• Houses were rectilinear and roofs were 
supported by occasional pillars, and 
were fronted by courtyards surrounded 
by stone fences.

• Structures in the Negev consisted of 
settlements with small, round huts with 
a frame of roofing beams radiating out 
from one or more central pillars (e.g. 
Beer Resisim). 

• Alternatively, at Yeruham, in the cn 
Negev Highlands, the settlement was 
densely built-up with rectilinear 
structures and one public building.

Reconstructed shelter at Beer Resisim, one of hundreds in clusters 
at settlement sites in the cn and W Negev. Built by semi nomadic 
pastoralists during MB I (c 2000–2000), the circular or elliptical 
structures feature chalk-slab construction, no windows and a tiny 
door, typically no larger than 0.5 x 0.6m. A central pillar served as a 
support for a roof constructed of flagstones laid upon tree 
branches, in a manner similar to the partially reconstructed roof 
shown here. The roof and walls were probably plastered to keep 
out the wind, and the entrance could have been closed with a 
sheep or goat skin. The lack of hearths within them indicates that 
the buildings served primarily as sleeping quarters; the occupants 
conducted their daytime domestic activities, such as cooking, in the 
common courtyard outside the shelter. (BAR/Jonathan Kline)
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MBA: Canaanite House (1)

• While the early Israelites dwelt in tents, the Canaanites among 
whom they lived had more substantial homes, often comprising 
several rooms. 

• One-room house The simplest form of this type of house had a 
courtyard with a single room on one side, generally on the W of the 
courtyard to avoid having the prevailing W winds blow smoke into 
the room. Silos for storing grain were normally kept inside the room 
rather than in the courtyard.

• Good examples of such one-room houses were found NW of 
Beersheba (ca.1700). 3 such houses had a room sized about 3 x 
2.1m and a courtyard sized about 3 x 4.9m. Partitions sometimes 
divided the room. The walls were made of rough stone and mud 
bricks and were hardly thick enough to carry a second storey. 

• Houses were set close together to take advantage of a common 
back wall, with entrances to the court on roughly parallel streets. 
Each house contained a stone and clay bench along the walls.
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MBA: Canaanite House (2)
• Patrician’s house A second type of house had a roofed hall with rooms on one or two 

sides. Sometimes several rooms were built off one side of the courtyard. 
• The grandest example of this type of house yet found is Albright’s so-called 

“patrician’s house." in Tell Beit Mirsim (c.1600). It was probably the house of a local 
governor or patrician. There were no fewer than 6 rooms on the W side of a large 
10.7 x 6m courtyard on the E whose entry was a wide doorway, and a plastered basin 
sunk into the floor. This large, roofed, rectangular hall contained 3 large, flat stones 
set along the long axis to serve as foundations for the wooden roof supports. Rafters 
of wood and a roof of reeds covered with mud were found in the debris. Each of the 3 
rooms on the W was entered from the hall. 

• The stone foundations and walls were very thick and enough to support a second 
floor that could be reached by an exterior wooden staircase or ladder. The roofed 
living space, including both the ground and second floors, was about 140m². 

• If this house had two stories, the lower would be used for work and by the servants, 
and the upper for living quarters. The ground floor may have been multifunctional, 
with two stable rooms and two storage areas. The floor of earth, ashes, and straw 
was carefully smoothed over. 

• Other less imposing variants of the courtyard house with rooms on one side only 
come from this same excavation site from a level dating to about 1700.
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MBA: Tell Beit Mirsim

Excavations at Tell Beit Mirsim (Kirjath-Sepher) 1926. 
Remains of houses at E gate.(Matson 05725)
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MBA: Canaanite House (3)

• Open courtyard house A third type of house consisted of an open courtyard 
with rooms on two adjacent sides of the court. A good example comes from 
Tell Beit Mirsim, built on the ruins of the house with the roofed hall. The 
roofed hall became the court. 

• A house at Tell Taanach, dating about 1700, was of strong construction with 
walls over 0.9m thick laid in mortar. The courtyard contained a cistern, and a 
room on the east side of the house had an oven. The ground floors were 
plastered and covered about 210m². An interior staircase led to a second 
floor.

• In some houses, rooms were placed at opposite sides of the courtyard. Good 
examples come from Beth-shemesh (Tell er-Rumeilah) and Megiddo. 

• At Beth-shemesh the city wall formed the S wall of the house, and rooms lay 
E and W of the courtyard. Entrance was from the street into one of the 
rooms. The other rooms were entered by crossing the courtyard. The outer 
walls were over 0.9m thick, and interior walls were a 0.5m thick. Mud and 
lime plaster coated the walls.

• At Megiddo houses were built against the N city wall. In a level dating around 
1750-1700, 3 well-preserved houses of this kind have been found. The 
houses were separated by walls at right angles to the city wall. Entrance to 
each house was through one door on the street, through a room, and into a 
courtyard paved with small stones and pebbles. The courtyards housed the 
ovens, and one house had a cistern.
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MBA: Canaanite House (4)

• Many roomed courtyard house A fourth type house had rooms on 3 
sides of the courtyard. These rooms varied greatly in size and use.

• Megiddo has a good example dating about 1600 comes. The house 
was 12.8 x 11.9m in size and contained 9 rooms of varying sizes.

• The courtyard was plastered with lime and had a large oven in the 
centre. A second oven was found in an E room. Each room had a 
door to the courtyard. 

• This house, like others of the Middle Bronze Age, had burials under 
the floors (1 Sa25:1 refers to a home burial, but at a later period.)

• The wide variety of Canaanite houses during MBA points to a level 
of prosperity much higher than that of the EBA. 

• Both houses and tombs have yielded quantities of graceful and well-
made household utensils.



Dwellings in the Biblical Period 21

MB II - LBA
• M. Daviau did a major study on the standard house during these 

periods. The typical house consisted of one storey rooms on 3 sides 
of a courtyard. On the ground floors of the MB houses at Jericho 
were jars full of grain, loom weights, saddle-querns and grinding 
stones. None of these houses had stables for animals. 

• The remains of a MB lIB village unearthed on the E slope of Tell el-
Ful had houses of broadroom plan with walls of adobe or wattle-
and-daub on stone foundations and with the roofs supported by 
pillars on stone bases. 

• Public/elite buildings are known from Tell Beit Mirsim (“the 
patrician’s house”) and Megiddo. 

• Houses from the LBA did not differ very much from those of the 
MBA. 

• At Megiddo the normal house of the period has an inner courtyard 
with several rooms arranged round it.
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LBA

• In the LBA and the beginning of the IRA, a number of well-built 
square-shaped houses can be cited: Tell Sera', Tell Masos, Beth 
Shan, Tell Hesi, Gerar, Tell Aphek and Tell el-Farah (S). 

• Built on a mud-brick foundation with walls also constructed of 
mud-brick these structures parallel house designs from Tell el-
Amarna and suggest at the very least, Egyptian origin. 

• More likely, they are remains of the Egyptian garrisons that 
occupied the region. 

• The Beth Shan Bldg 1500 and 1700 houses are particularly 
helpful in noting Egyptian ownership since the door jambs written 
in hieroglyphics name the Egyptian governor of the site. 



Dwellings in the Biblical Period 23

LBA: Philistine houses
• Philistine settlements and fortifications seem to indicate an advanced 

society. At Ekron, the Philistines transformed what was once a Canaanite 
city-state in the LBA into a 20ha city with large public edifices and industrial 
quarters (Mazar 310). 

• Ashdod also showed advanced city planning and elaborate structures. 
Houses in the N part consisted of a series of large rooms and spacious 
paved courtyards. The Philistines even made the main street steeply sloped 
in order to give the city an outlet for drainage (Dothan and Dothan 152). 

• Tell Qasile also reveals extensive urban planning, as it has a regular 
orthogonal street network with well-defined blocks (Mazar 317). Likewise, it 
also contains complex structures, such as a large hall of mud-bricks with 
benches on the inner face (Mazar 317). 

• Meanwhile, during this period, major Canaanite cities, such as Hazor and 
Lachish, had been abandoned. Additionally, the Israelites mostly lived in 
small, unwalled villages on hilltops, and houses were generally confined to 
small, four-roomed courtyard houses, which were clustered closely together 
(Dever 5). 
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Large houses
• Large houses, or palaces, followed the same MB design of 

rooms built around a central courtyard (e.g. Megiddo Str 8-
7). There were some minor changes in style e.g. more 
rooms seem to surround the central courtyard (Taanach, 
Megiddo and Bethel) in LBA than in MBA. Bethel's house 
has a well-constructed "French drain system" which 
discharges rain-water outside the city. 

• The “patrician house” at T. Batash (Timnah) appears to 
have two stories and a storage area on the first floor with 
wooden pillars and stone bases, a design that seems to 
foreshadow IRA architectural design. 

• Probably the most significant palace discovered to date is 
at Megiddo. Located in the area near the gate, the palace 
has small rectangular rooms surround courtyards. Like the 
Ajjul palace it is equipped with indoor plumbing and 
staircases. The structure underwent several renovations 
and additions, and although massive in design for this 
region it is smaller and less intricate than other palaces in 
Syria (e.g. Ras Shamra). 

• Large buildings, or palaces, have a central courtyard 
surrounded by small rooms (e.g. Megiddo Str 12). MB 
palaces and later LB ones tend to have thick walls, 
suggestive of a secondary storey, and rooms off 
courtyards: Megiddo Str 12, 9;  T. el-Ajjul, Shechem, T. 
Aphek and T. Sera'.  Some, like the massive complex at T. 
el-Ajjul, have indoor plumbing and beautifully designed 
floors with embedded seashells.

• Smaller houses (e.g. T. Beit Mirsim, Str D) have an inner 
court with a row of rooms with thick walls at one side.  The 
thickness of the walls suggests a second storey. It could be 
instructive to compare the house design at T. Beit Mirsim 
with house models from Middle Kingdom Egypt.  Such 
models have the rooms at one end of an open court. 
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IRA
• At Bethel, Tell Deir Alla, Hazor, Dan and Tell Beit Mirsim, the Bronze Age cities were 

destroyed and a village culture with pillared houses and silos was constructed on the 
destruction layers. Numerous other unfortified villages were built on sites that were 
either uninhabited in the LBA or later period: 'Izbet Sartah, Ai, Mt Ebal, Tirzah. 

• Later in IR I, the transition at Megiddo is particularly instructive as lowlands city 
states show a similar change from Bronze Age city to IR I village culture. 

• By 1200, the Israelites were firmly established in Israel. Their structures were at first 
rather crude, but the quality improved. Thus, at Tell Qasil in the 12th c, there were 
poor homes with a courtyard and single room on one side. 

• At contemporary Beth-shemesh one larger house had a foundation of large uncut 
stones, a courtyard some 10 x 6m, and 3 rooms on one side, 3.4 x 3m. There was 
rough stone paving in the court and in two of the rooms. 

• At Hazor an almost square house (c. 750) was almost twice the size of a normal 
dwelling. It may have been the home of a wealthy landowner or official. The 
courtyard was flanked with 3 rooms on each side. 

• A row of stone pillars characteristic of the IRA houses in Israel in the yard may have 
supported a roof which created a covered portico, acting as a kind of cloister, in front 
of the rooms on one side. 
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IRA: Four-room house
• During the days of the kings (IRA (about 1200-586)) a new type of house became 

extremely popular and dominant - the four-room house. The "ideal" version of this 
structure is a long house with four main spaces: a broad room at the back and three 
long spaces extending forwards from it. These long rooms were typically (though not 
always) divided by a combination of stone pillars and walls. The entrance was usually 
located in the central room. 

• Not all houses, however, follow precisely this "ideal" plan, and there is some 
variation, mainly in the number of long rooms. One can therefore refer to 3-, 4- and 5-
room houses (chough all subtypes are usually referred to by the name "fourroom 
house“). The inner division(s) of the various rooms also varied, due probably to the 
family life-cycle. Apart from this, the basic plan is quite rigid and easy to identify.

• Most houses probably had > one storey. Most scholars assumed that the central long 
space served as an open courtyard, but recent studies seem to indicate that this 
room was often roofed as well. 

• Various studies have tried to reconstruct the typical activities which took place in the 
different spaces, attributing certain rooms to storage, others to sleeping and 
production, while designating some of the side rooms as stables. At present, 
however, the data does not support a uniform use of the various spaces throughout 
ancient Israel.

• Prototypes of this house can be seen as early as the late 13th-12th c in some villages, 
mainly in the highlands (e.g. Giloh, Ai, but also at Tel Masos, etc.), and, according to 
some scholars, perhaps even in one or two LBA sites in the Shephelah (Tel Batash 
and Tel Harasim). 
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IRA: Four-room 
house

• Most scholars attribute 4-room houses to the 
Israelites, mainly due to their spatial and temporal 
distribution which seem to correspond with that of the 
Israelite settlement. 

• Though criticized, this opinion is still the most 
prevalent, since their distribution and the extremely 
dominant position this house had cannot be explained 
only by its functionality, and it must have had some 
social and/or ideological meaning. This is 
strengthened by the fact that this unique plan, or 
template, influenced public construction (e.g. at 
Hazor) and it seems as if the Judahite tombs are also 
a reflection of this basic plan.

• The 4-room house crystallized during the 11th c and 
from this time until the 6th c this is the most prevalent 
type of house in most IRA sites, but is not the only 
type of IRA dwelling. 

• Large 4-room houses are prevalent in the rural sector 
(e.g. Kh. er-Ras, R) whereas smaller 3-room houses 
are more abundant in urban settings where larger 4-
room houses are relatively rare. These differences are 
probably a result of differing family structures and 
wealth.

• In some sites courtyard houses were unearthed 
(perhaps in LBA tradition), while in others, mainly in 
the N valleys, smaller houses, composed of 1-3 broad 
rooms arranged in a row, are quite characteristic. 
These structures are built in a Bronze Age tradition 
and perhaps served a Canaanite-Phn population.

The farm at Khirbet 
er-Ras (8th-6th c). 
(Shimon Gibson)
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IRA: Variations of Four-room House

• An excellent example of a 4-room house that was later enlarged 
was found at Shechem (dated c. 748-724). The courtyard 
contained a storage bin, a large open hearth, a hand mill, stone 
grinders, and the bases of pottery jars resting in stone pedestals.

• In the rooms that had been added there was a device for catching 
water from the roof and delivering it to an underground water 
system. A large silo in one room was connected to a kitchen.

• There is evidence that larger IRA houses served as industrial or 
commercial buildings. Certain houses at Tell Beit Mirsim 
contained dye vats and loom weights. 

• Clearly, this was a centre for weaving. In other places the large 
number of hand mills suggests a wheat-grinding industry. There is 
evidence also of wine vats, potters’ equipment, and shops. 

• Some houses had rooms set apart for religious purposes and 
contained incense stands, figurines, small altars, and the like.
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IRA: Four-room House models

Typical ‘4-room' house, with a cistern in the 
courtyard.    

Model of a typical Israelite period (8 - 6th 
c BC) Farmhouse (HLP 2195) 
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IRA: Typical Israelite pillared house

Reconstructed pillared 
house by Dr Lawrence 
Sager. On the wooden 
floor, food was prepared, 
and the family’s animals 
were stabled. On the 2nd 
storey, warmed in winter by 
the cooking fire and the 
heat of the animals, dining, 
sleeping, and other 
activities took place. 
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IRA: Four-room house in various towns

A 4-room house in 
Samaria. The entrance 
to the house is through 
the central long room. 
(Zev Radovan)

 Four-room house at T. es-
Sheba

House with monolithic 
limestone pillars at Tell en-
Nasbeh, about 16km N of 
Jerusalem, 8th-7th c (Badè 
Museum, Pacific School of 
Religion) 

http://www.fas.harvard.edu/~semitic/HOAI/images/pic-2-2nasbeh-lg.png
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IRA: Jerusalem

• The most complete house excavated to 
date was within the city. It is known as the 
House of Ahiel as it contained a pottery 
sherd with the name Ahiel scratched on it. 

• This is a typical Israelite four-room house, 
with 3 rooms set around a central courtyard 
and 2 rows of square monolithic pillars that 
supported a roof.

• The House and its neighbours were built 
into the stepped-stone structure.

The outside stairway presumably led to the flat 
roof.  The outside of Ahiel’s house (E) was poorly 
preserved, but the W side on the hill was well 
preserved.  Inside the house were found 
cosmetics and housewares all from the ruins of 
586.  (BP)

Ahiel’s house measured ca 8x12m. The 
entrance (L) leads through a courtyard 
with pillared side rooms into a back 
room. Sleeping quarters were mots 
probably located on the roof. In one of 
the 3 small service rooms to the R a 
stone toilet seat was found above a 
deep cesspit. 

LOTB

http:///
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IRA: Tel Masos
• Tel Masos, an Israelite settlement in the Negev, near Beersheba, is especially 

important for understanding the Israelite occupation of Canaan. Tel Masos was 
destroyed at the end of IR I (about 1,000) at which time it had been an unfortified 
village for about 200 years and was spread over an area of about 4ha. 

• Remains of the 3 Israelite strata were found in every one of the widely distributed 
excavation areas, evidence that even in the earliest phase the village had reached its 
greatest proportions.

• The latest stratum, which came to an end, as mentioned above, at the end of IR I, 
made use in large measure of earlier structures. 

• The second stratum is the best preserved, and modifications in the house plans 
testify to its long duration. 

• The oldest stratum was exposed only in small measure, but even there pillared 
houses were found with pillars made of flat stones. This stratum was preceded by 
seminomadic settlement from which only cisterns and granaries have been 
preserved. 

• In the second Israelite stratum, the best preserved, house after house was 
discovered, most of them pillared houses of the typical “four-room” plan. 

• The entry was to a central courtyard with rooms on three sides, usually with two rows 
of columns delineating the two side units from the courtyard. 

• This type of house did not change during the entire Israelite period, except for the 
addition of a second story. At Tel Masos, no staircases were found, such as were 
commonly used in the “four-room” houses of the monarchical period (IR II).
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IRA: Tel Masos

Plan of an Israelite 
four-room house from 
Tel Masos. 

A four-room house from Str 2 (second half of the 12th c) at Tel Masos. In the foreground is the thick front wall of the house. A round 
cooking pit can be seen between the square pillar stumps, and, behind the pit, a large central courtyard. There appear to be several rooms 
along each side of the house; however, archaeologists count the areas on either side of the central courtyard each as one room, even if it 
is subdivided. 
The four rooms of this typical Israelite house are the two side rooms, the central courtyard between them, and, at the back of the house, 
the main room perpendicular to the other three. 
The common use of pillars in Israelite architecture, rare in Canaanite buildings, indicates that by 1200 the tribes were no longer completely 
nomadic. (Avraham Hai, courtesy Tel Masos Expedition)

Plan of an Israelite 3-room house 
from Str IIIA at Tell Masos. This 
was the predecessor of the 
Israelite 4-room house (below). 
The Israelites apparently brought 
the 3-room house with them to 
Canaan. The example here 
measures about 7.5 x 15m.

Plan of an Israelite 4-room house, 
a distinctive architectural form 
which the Israelites developed in 
Canaan as they became more 
prosperous. This house 
measures about 9 x 15m.
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IRA: ‘Izbet Sartah

• The four-room Israelite house at Izbet Sartah. Two people sit on the 
long walls dividing the main space of the house into three rooms which 
are perpendicular to the fourth, foreground room. 

• The straight earthen walls overlying the house are not architectural; 
they are unexcavated balks or catwalks used by archaeologists to 
divide their digging space into 5m squares. A storage silo in which an 
abecedary or alphabet was found is marked 605. (Moshe Weinberg, The Four-
Room House Found at Izbet Sartah, BAR Sep/Oct 1978)

Moshe Weinberg

The plan shows excavated areas of ‘Izbet Sartah Str III (late 13th -  first half of 11th c) in 
black; white represents structures conjectured by archaeologist Israel Finkelstein to have 
been present at the time. He believes that the houses were built in a circle, much the way 
the Bedouin arrange their tents when encamping. He thinks the inhabitants of Str III were 
pastoral nomads in the process of settling down, and identifies them as early Israelites, 
distinguishable from their Canaanite neighbours by their architecture and by their pottery. 
Wm Dever argues that the late 13th c buildings at Str III may not have been arranged in 
circular fashion as not enough survived to justify Finkelstein’s reconstruction. Dever sees 
little basic difference in the material evidence between the people at this site and the 
undoubted Canaanites at nearby Gezer.



Dwellings in the Biblical Period 36

IRA: Tell es-Sa’idiyeh
• Str VII-V at Tell es-Sa'idiyeh provide 

excellent examples of the variety of house 
structures in the Jordan valley. The houses 
of Str VII, the earlier stratum probably dating 
to the 9th c, are small rectangular structures 
with 2 or, in once case, 3 rooms. The houses 
open on a narrow street with a drainage ditch 
in the centre. 

• In Str VI, the houses are rectangular one 
room structures, a style more characteristic 
of the Transjordan. 

• In Str V, the pillared house is the exclusive 
type of house structure. A complete block of 
houses, constructed of mud-brick and with 
earthen and stone floors, ovens, and storage 
bins between pillars, could be entered from 
the narrow streets surrounding the block. 

• Pritchard uncovered considerable evidence 
of burning with fragments of root timbers, 
layer of grey ash and scorched bricks and 
artefacts. He hypothesized that the level was 
destroyed at the end of the 7th c when the 
Assyrian kings destroyed most of the other 
cities in the NKI. 

Tell es-Sa'idiyeh two-room houses 
and city wall (Str VII)
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IRA: Tell es-Sheba
• (Tp R) Str VII at Tell es-Sheba was composed largely of four 

roomed houses constructed in a ring so that their walls could 
serve to defend the city. The open area in the centre suggests 
a corral. In this stratum , there was a building round the well. 

• (bt R) The predominant housing in Str III-II was the four room 
house. The plan shows an example where the back rooms are 
incorporated into the casemate city wall. 

• The front room contained stairs to the roof, or possibly to a 2nd 
storey. This room served as a kitchen. The adjoining alley was 
used for the animals. 

• Str 2 and 3 are distinguishable, though Str II seems to be local 
repair and rebuilding since Str III does not show signs of 
separate destruction. 

• The city’s casemate outer wall was 1.6m and the inner wall 
1.4m thick. The city occupied some 1.2ha. 

• A level area 3-3.5m wide separated the wall from the glacis, 
itself raised and improved. It would have contained some 70 
homes, perhaps a population of a few hundred. 

• From its plan, and from the preponderance of official buildings 
it seems likely that the city was primarily an administrative and 
military centre for the region. It was destroyed by fire.

Beersheba (IR I) Diagram based 
on Herzog.
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IRA: Hazor

Excavated stable storehouse building in Hazor

Four room house excavated in Hazor
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Rich and Poor Districts
• Though you have built houses of well-hewn stone, Yet you will not live in them… (Am 

5:11)
• Towns in Bible times had their rich and poor districts. Amos (8th c) was especially 

concerned that rich landowners exacted rent from and exploited the poor. 
• A good example of this social divide shown by housing comes from 8th c 

Tell el Farah (N) (Tirzah). One section of the town had 3-4 fine houses with thick walls 
and paved courtyards. The rest of the town was separated from this area by a wall; 
there, the houses were smaller and had thinner walls with virtually no paving.

• Another distinction between rich and poor was found at Tell en-Nasbeh (Mizpah) 
where the better houses were built on the E side; the prevailing wind blew up a valley 
to the E of the town, cooling them in hot weather. The poorer houses downwind would 
catch the dust and smells from the richer suburbs. 

• Kenyon found at Jerusalem poor houses dating just before its fall in the 6th c built on 
terraces along the sides of the Kidron valley. The rooms were small and irregularly 
planned but of the same general design as those in the hill country sites viz. a 
courtyard divided by a row of stone pillars that supported the roof. The walls were 
built of rough stones without any mortar, but probably faced with mud plaster. 

• The contrast between big houses and small houses in some towns probably indicates 
the social inequality referred to by several prophets. The picture we get of the 10th and 
9th c is a fairly uniform one of many small houses and a few large ones. 

• One example of how a rich person used her house for God’s purpose is the wealthy 
Shunem woman who built a roof chamber and furnished it for Elisha as a guest-room. 
Good examples of small roof chambers have been found in Hazor.
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IRA: Shechem
• Evidence of the relative wealth and poverty of non-royal Israelites is 

open to debate. The remains of one particular house from the IRA 
can illustrate this discussion. House 1727 from Str VII at Shechem 
has been the focus of attempts to assess the relative wealth of rich 
urban dwellers outside the court. 

• Str VII is dated before the Assyrian destruction of 724, so the time 
of Amos. Shechem was well placed as a market town, and also 
possibly an administrative centre. It controls a junction of important 
routes, and an extensive area of rich agricultural land in flat valley 
floors to the S and E. House 1727 is a well-excavated larger four-
room house, situated in an area of similar homes.

•  Since Wright's report in 1965, and in particular his article on this 
house (1978), very different evaluations have been proposed of the 
relative wealth of the inhabitants of this house. Wright himself 
thought it cheaply built by comparison with examples in other 
centres, but others have concluded its occupiers were rich. These 
two tendencies can be typified by Holladay's ABD entry and 
Campbell's article in the King festschrift.

http://www.bible.gen.nz/amos/biblio.htm
http://www.bible.gen.nz/amos/biblio.htm
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IRA: Tell el-Farah (N)

• The 4-room house was found both in the hill country and on the 
Philistine plain. Tell el-Farah (N) (= Tirzah) provides some of the best 
examples in strata predating the move of the capitol from Tirzah to 
Samaria. 

• Due to the thickness of the walls and sometimes the appearance of 
stairs, one could surmise that the houses had a secondary storey at 
one end, or over the entire house as some suggest. 

• Rooms were generally elongated rectangles. Later levels of Tirzah 
show further developments in the pillared house. Solid walls replaced 
the row of pillars. Houses also are less uniform in size. Some of the 
smaller ones were flimsy in construction. 
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Hellenistic-Byzantine
• The basic plan of the Palestinian house, like others in the Mediterranean 

area, always consisted of rooms surrounding a courtyard, an arrangement 
largely imposed by the climate. To provide protection from the heat the 
buildings were constructed with as few external windows and doors as 
possible. 

• Everything was centred around the inner court, where daily life was 
conducted. The roofs were mostly flat and used in the summer for sleeping 
on. In the Hellenistic, Rom and Byz periods this type of house was 
maintained, except that the quality of the craftsmanship relating to the 
building and masonry improved considerably. 

• Y. Hirschfeld conducted a major study of Byz dwellings. The walls were built 
of finely cut ashlars arranged in neat rows. Much decoration was added in 
the form of carved lintels, pilasters and carved doorposts. The internal walls 
of many of the houses were coated with white plaster; some had wall 
paintings/frescos. The second floor was frequently supported on arches 
spanning the room on two sides. Above these arches were corbelled 
ceilings built of slabs of stone. 

• Examples of such buildings have been investigated in the well-preserved 
buildings of settlements in the Negev (e.g. Sobotai Shivta) and in the Golan 
(e.g. Farj). The roof was carried in the same way. The houses had their own 
water reservoirs in the courtyards or in cisterns below any of the ground-
floor rooms. 
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Homes and dwellings in NT times
• The NT refers to houses, roofs, doors, foundations, an upper room, 

and lamps. One of Jesus’ parables refers to good and bad 
foundations (Mt 7:25). In one incident friends carried a paralyzed 
man up to the roof, which they took apart in order to lower him into 
the room where Jesus was speaking (Mk 2:4). 

• Jesus referred to proclamations made from the housetops (Lk 12:3), 
and Peter went up on the roof to pray (Ac 10:9). Houses were swept 
to find lost objects (Lk 15:8) and illuminated by lamps (Mt 5:15). 
There are several references to houses belonging to specific 
individuals (e.g. Jn 11:20). 

• Some houses had upper rooms on the roof reached by an outside 
staircase. The Passover meal was prepared in such a large upstairs 
room (Mk 14:12-15). The disciples lodged in a similar room after the 
death and Resurrection of Jesus (Ac 1:13). In such houses there 
were sometimes servants (Ac 10:7), and some had a guest room 
(Mk 14:14).
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Homes and Dwellings in the NT 
• When it comes to houses from around the time of Jesus, we can look to both 

archaeology and the NT. We conclude from the NT data that there was a 
variety in the size and elegance of the houses of Jesus’ day. A typical street in 
Judea or Galilee would have houses ranging from the small house (2.3-2.8m²) 
to the mansion of the upper classes, which could be two or more stories high 
and embellished by rows of pillars and architectural adornment.

• Archaeological and literary evidence gives  the precise character of these 
houses to reveal how people lived,. The writings of the rabbis and Josephus 
fill in many details. Excavation in sites of the early Roman period (37 BC- AD 
70) have provided more tangible evidence.

• A rich source of information is the excavation in the old Jewish quarter in 
Jerusalem. One large house of some 170m² in size had a central courtyard 
where three cooking ovens and a water cistern were found. Large niches set 
in some of the walls contained broken pottery and must have been cupboards. 
Traces of mosaic floors and plastered walls give an idea of the beauty of this 
house. There were several rooms off the courtyard, perhaps as many as ten.

• The remains of other fine houses of the late Second Temple period have been 
found further W, notably in the area of the Armenian cemetery on Mt Zion. 
Here, beautiful frescoes were preserved exhibiting a unique representation of 
birds. Other houses have yielded mosaic pavements with purely geometric 
patterns, thus adhering to the Jewish prohibition against depicting animal 
forms.
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Israelite House

• Archaeological excavations of 1st c agricultural settlements show that people 
usually lived in small rooms built around a central open courtyard.  These 
houses usually began as what is called the simple house, a building subdivided 
into a relatively large room (traklin) with smaller rooms for sleeping and 
storage. 

• This building would be attached to an open courtyard - furnished with a water 
cistern and oven - where much of the domestic activities (cooking, cleaning, 
weaving, etc.) would take place. In regions such as Nazareth, the soft 
limestone bedrock was often hewn into caves and underground complexes 
ideal for storage.

• As the family grew, the offspring would marry and build additional living units 
around the same courtyard, transforming the simple house into the more 
complex courtyard house.  Additional rooms and courtyards for crafts and 
other activities might also be attached. 

Full-scale model of a typical Israelite home, with a 
cooking area at ground level and sleeping area above at 
SMH (UHarv Gazette 13 Nov 2003)

A view of the second floor of the model 
house showing food on woven mats 
and in clay vessels and a loom in the 
background. 
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Rich man’s house
• The house of a rich man could vary greatly from the basic form. Mansions 

could become very expansive, with servants quarters and several ritual baths. 
• Richer houses were placed on the side of town nearer the breeze, to aid in 

cooling.  
• More fashionable Israelites would decorate their walls with plaster painting or 

tile mosaics on the floor.  Despite discouragement of idols, some paintings 
contained animals in them, but most mosaics were geometric patterns, 
less flashy than many extravagant murals depicting gods in other societies. 

• Israelites would usually have a hearth to heat and cook with in their house, 
and olive oil lamps made of wicks set in clay dishes used for lighting at night.  
Cisterns or large water containers made of stone kept a supply of water 
readily available.  

• Platters, bowls and jugs made of stone were popular due to the law 
concerning cleanliness that stipulates that earthenware, once unclean, must 
be broken, while stone can be purified and reused.  Several kinds of stone 
table were used, including small ones supported by a single post, and larger 
ones with three posts that fitted into it.
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Herodian House

• (cn L) The wealthy residence of a 1st c 
AD Jewish family which most likely 
belonged to the priestly aristocracy of 
Jerusalem. Reconstruction proposal 
based on the archaeological setting as 
revealed by Prof. Nahman Avigad's 
excavations at Avigad (2003)

• (bt L) Double opening of a Jewish ritual 
bath (mikve) connected to the palatial 
building. On one side of the stairs, 
members of the same household would 
go down to bathe after which they 
would go up purified through the other 
side of the same stairs. 

Detail of mosaic floor and stone furniture 
found at the house (SBF)

http://198.62.75.1/www1/ofm/sbf/escurs/Ger/05bagniritualiBig.jpg
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Herodian mansion

• The "Palatial Mansion" in the Herodian Quarter is the largest, most 
complete and most elaborate of the Second Temple period 
dwellings uncovered in the Jewish Quarter. It faithfully represents 
the architecture, and the splendour of the buildings typical of the 
Upper City.

• Loc at the E edge of the Upper City, the building dates from the 
reign of King Herod. It had a good view of the Temple Mount and 
the Temple, and extended over 3 terraces with a total area of 600 
m². 

• Remains of two stories of this house were excavated: the ground 
floor in the W part included a central courtyard and living quarters; a 
basement in the E and N parts included water installations, storage 
and service rooms. 

• The house had thick walls built of well-trimmed Jerusalem limestone 
and its foundations were laid on bedrock. Some parts of the house 
were preserved to an impressive height of 2-3 m.
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Herodian mansion• At the Herodian mansion, the 
discoveries include: 
– nine colourful mosaic floors displaying 

geometric shapes, five of which were 
probably ancient bathrooms; 

– original ritual baths; 
– storage rooms; 
– ovens; 
– pottery; 
– coins from the Hashmonean period 

through the time of the war against the 
Romans (70 AD), 

– tools, and finest houseware, include 
terra cotta, dinnerware, imported 
amphorae for wine, delicate flagons 
for dinner table; and 

– impressive wall frescoes.
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Herodian mansion
• The central courtyard (8 x 8 m) on the ground 

floor was paved with square stones. It was 
surrounded by many rooms and gave access 
to the other wings of the house. 

• On the E side of the courtyard was an opening 
to a large underground cistern, hewn into the 
rock and plastered with thick grey plaster to 
prevent seepage. From the mouth of the 
cistern, a narrow shaft led down into its bell-
shaped cavity. Rainwater was collected from 
the roofs and courtyards of the house and 
carried via a network of channels and pipes 
into the cistern, which had a capacity of 
several hundred litres and provided water for 
daily use during the dry summer months.

• The ground floor of the elaborate W wing 
included a vestibule (entrance room) with a 
mosaic pavement consisting of a coloured 
square panel with a multi-petalled rosette in 
the centre and pomegranates at the corners.

• On the walls of the room next to the vestibule, 
frescos were preserved to a considerable 
height. These coloured frescos are in the style 
popular at the time in the Hellenistic-Roman 
world, with coloured panels, imitation marble, 
architectural elements and floral motifs.

This plan of the Palatial Mansion is based 
on the original drawing in 
N. Avigad, Discovering Jerusalem
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Herodian mansion

• Numerous examples of coloured mosaic floors were found in the houses of the Upper 
City, both in reception halls and baths. These are the oldest mosaic floors found in 
Jerusalem to date. Similar designs were found in Herod's palaces at Masada, Herodium 
and elsewhere. The decorative motifs in these mosaics include geometric designs - 
interlacing meanders, wavy lines and pleated bands. Floral motifs are also common, 
especially stylized rosettes with differing numbers of petals. It is also noteworthy that the 
corpus of decorative motifs used in the mosaics and frescos of the Second Temple 
period did not include representations of humans or of animals, since Jews strictly 
avoided figurative art.

• The reception hall of the house was particularly large (11 x 6.5m) and very elaborate. Its 
walls, preserved to a height of 3m, were covered with white stucco, modelled in relief as 
panels. The imitation is of the costly Hellenistic-Roman construction of ashlars with 
marginal boss, as in the retaining walls of the Temple Mount complex. 

• To the W of the reception hall, 3 rooms partially cut into the rock of the hillside, were 
uncovered. The walls of these rooms, decorated with frescos, were found covered with 
a layer of white plaster in preparation for redecoration, indicating that the residential 
wing of this mansion was in the process of renovation when the Romans destroyed it.
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Herodian mansion: 
Mikva’ot

• E of the central courtyard a small room with a 
bench and a mosaic floor was uncovered, with a 
small mikve next to it. From the courtyard two 
stone staircases led to the basement level: (1) to 
a storage room and a mikve; (2) to a network of 
storage areas, rooms and mikva'ot (pl. of mikve) 
in the N and E parts of the house. 

• One of the rooms on the basement level was 
paved with a mosaic in chessboard pattern (black 
and white stones) and from it a double entrance 
gave access to a large mikve with a vaulted 
ceiling.

• Mikva'ot are among the most common features in 
the residences of the Upper City of Jerusalem. In 
each house there were one or two - and 
sometimes more - mikva'ot, evidence of the 
importance accorded to ritual purity. 

• A typical mikve was cut into the rock, plastered 
and roofed with a vaulted stone ceiling; a broad 
flight of steps led to its bottom. The mikva'ot were 
filled in winter with rainwater and in summer with 
water from the cisterns. At times bathtubs, 
constructed of small stones, cement and plaster 
were placed next to the mikva'ot.

• It might be assumed that the Palatial Mansion, 
with its location overlooking the Temple Mount 
and its large number of mik'vaot, was owned by a 
priestly family. 
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Roman: The Burnt House in Jerusalem
• The Burnt House 150m W of the Second Temple area;  

destroyed in 70 AD, but part of the lowest floor level has 
been preserved. It had an entrance courtyard, 4 rooms, a 
kitchen and a small mikve. 

• The walls of the house, built of stones and cement and 
covered with a thick white plaster, were preserved to a 
height of about 1m. In the floors of the rooms, of beaten 
earth, were the sunken bases of round ovens made of 
brown clay, indicating perhaps that this wing of the house 
was used as a workshop.

• Heaped on the floor were smashed kitchen utensils, pots, 
weights, and coins, mostly coated with a heavy layer of 
sticky soot. The coins show that the people lived in the 
house in the 1st c AD.

• They had fine pottery locally made and shiny red imported 
ware. They had a surprisingly large number of jars, jugs and 
bowls carved from local limestone. While roughly finished 
ones were for kitchen service, others were carefully turned 
and polished for dining. This stoneware was apparently a 
way by the well-to-do to avoid problems caused by the laws 
of ritual purity, for stone vessels could be cleaned whereas 
porous pottery could not.

• A stone weight was inscribed: “belonging to Bar Kathros”, 
who may have been a member of the Kathros family of 
priests.

This plan of the Burnt House in Jerusalem 
(based on the original  drawings in N. 
Avigad, Discovering Jerusalem). 1 = small 
paved courtyard; 2 = kitchen; 3 = stepped 
ritual bath. The rest of the house were 
rooms. The floors were of beaten earth 
and the walls coated with a thin layer of 
plaster. The house contained many stone 
vessels and a single-legged stone table.

1

3

2
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St Peter’s House
• St. Peter’s house at Capernaum (1st  c) The original 

pavement of the room consisted of unworked black 
basalt stones with large spaces between. Pottery 
sherds and coins found there helped date the original 
construction. (Such a floor of ill-fitting stones enables 
us easily to understand the parable of the lost drachma 
in Lk 15:8.)

• The original house was organized around two interior 
courtyards, as was customary in the Roman period. 
The outside entrance on the E side opens directly into 
the N courtyard.

• This courtyard was probably the main work area for the 
family that lived here. A round oven, where the family’s 
food was no doubt prepared, was found in the SW 
corner of this courtyard. This courtyard was surrounded 
by small rooms on the N and W.

• On the S was the largest room of the house. It was this 
room that later had an arch built into it so that its roof 
could be raised after the room became the central hall 
of the house-church. As originally built, the room had 2 
entrances (one S, one N). The room originally 
measured about 6.4 x 6.1m, a large room by ancient 
standards.

• The S door of this room led into the house’s second 
courtyard. This courtyard may have been used for 
animals or for work areas associated with whatever 
house industry was engaged in by the owners. 
Curiously enough, several fishhooks were found 
beneath one of the upper pavements from the later 
house-church, although this does not prove that the 
inhabitants of the original house were fishermen.

Plan adapted from Cafarnao I: Gli Edifici Della 
Citta (Franciscan Printing Press: 1975)
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St Peter’s House
• For all intents and purposes, this 

house as originally built is 
indistinguishable from all other 
houses of ancient Capernaum. 

• Its indoor living area is somewhat 
larger than usual, but overall it is 
about the same size as other 
houses. 

• Its building materials are the usual 
ones. It was built with no more 
sophistication than the others in 
the region. 

• In short, there is nothing to 
distinguish this house from its 
neighbours, except perhaps the 
events that occurred there and 
what happened to it later.

Reconstruction of a 1st c Capernaum house. This 
bird’s-eye view shows a model of a house whose size, 
number of rooms, and building materials are all typical 
of houses built in Capernaum about 60 BC. The 
simple stone walls of the one-story residence could 
not support a masonry roof. Instead, a crisscross of 
tree branches was used, augmented for some rooms 
with a mixture of earth and straw. (SBF Museum/Garo 
Nalbandian)


