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Foreword

The origin of this book was not centred on one idea but a myriad of unstructured tales and loose ends that grew into one story. The True Herod is very special to me as it is published after the death of my late husband and is full of memories. It was neither commissioned, nor the result of serious study, unlike most of his other books, and it took years of story-telling and good fortune to grow into a publication. The stories, accounts and snippets contained in this volume accompanied our life together for many years; he told them to entertain me whether on rainy trips to London or sunny journeys towards the Mediterranean. I remember him announcing, with a twinkle in his eyes, ‘Darling, now we are heading towards civilisation’ as we crossed the bridge over the Loire before launching into another bawdy encounter between Cleopatra and Herod.

The lives of the major Roman, Jewish and Egyptian players from the time of Jesus had intertwined relationships, and their respective cultures rubbed against each other. But in tying this period together, Geza saw Herod as one of the pivotal axes around which his contemporaries revolved. Despite being mostly negatively portrayed, and seldom debated, he does not make for a poor hero; for beyond the treachery and violence, his power and passion brought peace and prosperity. It was these misconceptions that Geza loved to challenge, and thus the book was born, or at least the main part of it. However, for some time it lay quietly on his desk and, for various reasons, it sank to the bottom of the pile.

In early January 2013, on a day when a sudden snowfall had paralysed Oxford and brought the rest of Britain to a standstill, a young and friendly editor from Bloomsbury arrived at our doorstep perfectly on time, impressing Geza, who had been anxious the man would not appear. While they discussed revisiting an earlier publication, the conversation happily turned to new ideas and by the warmth of the fireside, the dust from The True Herod was blown off. That evening, he informed us from a coach to London that he was the sole passenger but also that he would take on the book. I suspect, though cold and alone, he was as jubilant as the author. Geza set to work the next morning, and the manuscript grew until it was finished on 31st March. I later noticed, while editing this book, some final adjustments had been made to the digital files just four days before Geza died. He passed away peacefully from a complication of his chemotherapy on the 8th May 2013.

Geza’s writing has the ability to surprise us, to nourish our imagination and to touch us, leaving us with something that stays forever. I hope this book will provide the readers with some colourful and inspiring glimpses into this other world.



15th December 2013                                                                Margaret Vermes
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Preface

For many years I have been fascinated by the figure of Herod the Great (c. 73–4 BCE). Having read and re-read Josephus’ accounts in the Jewish War and Antiquities, and having attempted to discount the pro-Herodian and pro-Hasmonaean bias in the two works, I easily reached the conclusion that both the Christian and the Jewish rabbinic traditions have faced us with a caricature of the true Herod. Herod was not an enemy of the Jews, nor was he guilty of the massacre of the babes in Bethlehem as the evangelist Matthew would like his readers to believe. He was heroic and horrible. A genius in politics as well as a giant in architecture and planning, he was at the same time shamefully vindictive towards those he considered potential rivals or opponents, including the close members of his family. He was a typical split personality and his two opposite qualities turned him into a genuine tragic hero. It is amazing that no top class filmmaker has yet discovered these latent potentials and raised him to stardom as they did with his classical contemporaries, Julius Caesar and Antony and Cleopatra. No doubt they were unable to recognize that the lens of the Christian tradition provided them with a grossly distorted image of the real Herod.

However, a good historian should not allow Herod’s generally known weaknesses to obscure his greatness, nor the negative aspects of his complex personality to obfuscate his brilliant and, yes, I will dare say it, his kindness and generosity towards his subjects, Jewish and non-Jewish, in their hours of need. As a recent writer aptly put it, appropriating Graham Greene’s formula, Herod was truly ‘the Third Man’ in the Roman Empire of his age, who was preceded only by Augustus and his best friend, Agrippa, with the King of the Jews being the next best and influential friend of both.

In this richly illustrated account, Herod and his successors down to the third generation are set within the framework of Jewish and Graeco-Roman history, with a bird’s eye view back to the age of David (c. 1000 BCE) and a forward look to the aftermath of the Jewish rebellion against Rome in the final decades of the first century CE. The book is meant for all and sundry, with no prior requirement beyond a basic education. I hope the readers will find the pages and pictures that follow instructive and entertaining, in short, a good read.



Oxford, 31st March 2013                                                                Geza Vermes
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The main events of Roman history during Herod’s age

To facilitate the understanding of Herod’s life and work between 73/2 and 4 BCE within international dimensions, a list of major events of Roman history, which took place during the relevant period, will be briefly set out. Readers who are interested in a fuller account may find every detail in Sir Ronald Syme’s masterpiece, The Roman Revolution.1



Table of events



	BCE
	 



	63
	Pompey conquers Syria and Judaea



	60
	First triumvirate consisting of Pompey, Julius Caesar and Crassus



	49
	Roman civil war: Julius Caesar against Pompey



	48
	Caesar defeats Pompey at the battle of Pharsalus. Pompey murdered in Egypt



	44
	Caesar assassinated on the Ides of March



	43
	Second triumvirate consisting of Octavian, Mark Antony and Lepidus



	42
	The republicans defeated by Octavian and Antony at the battle of Philippi; Brutus and Cassius commit suicide



	41–32
	Antony is in the East



	31
	Octavian defeats Antony at the battle of Actium



	30
	Antony and Cleopatra commit suicide



	27
	Octavian is named Augustus and rules as Princeps or Emperor until 14 CE
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Frontispiece Mosaic on the floor of Herod’s Mausoleum at Herodium.
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Prologue

Herod the Great, whose life and work are the subject of this book, dreamt of lifting his Jewish kingdom to a central position and of endowing it with genuine significance in the Roman Empire of Augustus. His vision continued the idealistic understanding of the role of the land of Israel and its Jewish population that we find occasionally expressed in Jewish literary sources in the second half of the pre-Christian era. The prophet Ezekiel in the mid-sixth century BCE prophesied that at the end of times the eschatological enemy, Gog of the land of Magog, would attack the peaceful Jews gathered from among the nations, who lived in the centre of the world, or as he put it, ‘at the navel of the earth’.2 The Book of Jubilees among the Pseudepigrapha, written in the mid-second century BCE, using the then prevalent Hellenistic Greek image of the earth from the Ionian world map,3 considers Mount Zion in Jerusalem as occupying the same central position: ‘Mount Zion was in the midst of the navel of the earth’.4

This centrality of the land of the Jews and Jerusalem is clearly displayed on medieval world maps such as the Mappa Mundi in Hereford cathedral.

Objectively judged on the level of world history, the Jews, prior to the age of Herod, never belonged to the first division or even to the second in the power game of the nations of the Near East in ancient biblical times.

The country inhabited by them was in the focal point of the opposing political aspirations of Egypt and Assyro-Babylonia, both wishing to dominate the lands lying between their respective boundaries. After the conquest of Babylon by Cyrus in 539 BCE, it fell into the hands of the new Persian world power to control the Near East. Judaea remained under the thumb of the Iranian Achaemenid kings for more than 200 years, while these successors of Cyrus strove to establish themselves further westwards in Asia Minor and beyond, seeking to confront, without lasting success, the city-states of classical Greece.
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Figure P.1  The Hereford World Map by Richard of Haldingham and Lafford, drawn on a single sheet of vellum c. 1285 CE. The map – as was common in the cartography of the time – shows Jerusalem at the very centre of the world.

Then at the end of the fourth century BCE, the triumphant Alexander the Great stormed across the whole Near and Middle East as far as India, and after his premature death, the Mediterranean countries were left in the hands of his Syrian and Egyptian heirs, the Seleucids and the Ptolemies. Palestine, the land of the Jews, was ruled one after the other by these two Hellenistic overlords. Then in 166/5 BCE the successful Maccabaean rebellion was launched against Antiochus IV Epiphanes, who sought forcibly to extinguish Judaism and supplant it by the Greek religion. A century-long, largely independent, Jewish state was set up by the successors of the Maccabaean brothers, known as the Hasmonaeans, who held both the religious and the secular-political
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