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Archaeological research in Jerusalem has had its fair share of surprises over the years, 
but to my mind, the discovery of an almost complete Roman theater-like structure is 
certainly a jaw-dropping one that no one had anticipated. This structure can be defined 
as an odeon, a small, roofed Roman theater.

The discovery was surprising not only in terms of the very find of this type of structure, 
but also because of where it was found – beneath Wilson’s Arch, west of and abutting the 
Temple Mount. These two elements, the structure’s identification as an odeon and its location, 
obviously go hand in hand because in most cases this type of small theater-like entertainment 
structure was roofed, and this one took advantage of Wilson’s Arch as ready-made roofing.

The area beneath Wilson’s Arch was completely excavated over a few years, revealing the 
Roman odeon in its entirety.  The excavators reported in their publication of the structure 
that two elements regarding the architecture indicated that it was never completed: The stage 
is missing (although it could have been built of wood), and the original stone seats were not 
found (Uziel, Lieberman and Solomon 2017: 248); Lieberman, Solomon and Uziel 2019: 
116). The fact that the seats were missing may indeed be attributed to the unfinished state of 
the structure, given that these would have been among the last items to be installed.

 � The Theater Seats from the Area of Robinson’s Arch

Before continuing the discussion of the Wilson’s Arch odeon and the matter of its seats, 
I would like to draw attention to the area approximately 150 m south of Wilson’s Arch, 
to the excavations I directed under Robinson’s Arch together with Yaakov Billig, the goal 
of which was to uncover the paved street from the time of the Second Temple. To do so, 
we had to dismantle the massive eastern wall of Umayyad Building IV, which had been 
constructed directly on the pavement. The builders of that wall utilized various stones 
found nearby that came from earlier ruins. In their previous use, they were carved with 
wide channels and shallow, round basins that indicate obvious use as part of a Roman 
public latrine.  But the latrine’s builders also used stones from a ruined structure. To 
this end, they dismantled stones that had served as seats in a theater or a theater-like 
structure of the type discussed here (Reich and Billig 2000).

We lacked direct evidence by which to date these theater seats, because they were found 
disconnected from their original structure. Did they date from the Second Temple period, 
given that Josephus mentions Herod’s construction of a theater in Jerusalem? Or perhaps 
they were from the Late Roman period?
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The excavators of the odeon recalled theater seats that we had found near Robinson’s Arch. 
The question was then asked: Could these seats have possibly been dismantled from the 
odeon and brought south to the area Robinson’s Arch to be used in the Roman latrine?  
The front of the seats we discovered near Robinson’s Arch showed somewhat of a curve 
(theaters and odeons are curved structures), and theoretically a calculation could be made 
to determine whether this curve conformed to the small size of an odeon. Unfortunately, 
however, the Robinson’s Arch seats were worked before they were incorporated into the 
latrine, and the curve was lost in the process. Nevertheless, a rough calculation showed 
that the Robinson’s Arch seats were too large to have come from the small odeon under 
discussion here, but rather, they were part of another structure.

 � The Stone Items from the Odeon Excavation Beneath Wilson’s Arch

As to the matter at hand, 
the odeon discovered below 
Wilson’s Arch: Ahead of 
publication of the finds from 
the Wilson’s Arch excavation, 
Tehillah Lieberman asked 
me to analyze and publish 
in the final report the few 
architectural elements that 
were found there. When I 
examined the items, held 
in the Israel Antiquities 
Authority storerooms, I was 
surprised to discover that they 
were not simply architectural 
elements, such as fragments 
of column capitals or bases, 
but that they were actually 
parts of the stone seats found 
during the excavation not 
in situ. For some reason, 
the site’s excavators did not 
realize what they had found.

Fig. 1. Excavations beneath Wilson’s Arch: fragment of the 
front part of a seat (photo: Dafna Gazit, Israel Antiquities Authority).

Fig. 2. Excavations beneath Wilson’s Arch: Fragment of a 
corner seat (photo: Dafna Gazit, Israel Antiquities Authority).
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The assemblage on which I was asked to report consists of 27 fairly small fragments 
made of semi-hard limestone. One side (obviously the top) is flat and smooth. This is 
the seating area itself. Each fragment has a narrow, worked side, approximately 8–10 cm 
thick on average. A groove runs along the narrow side, creating a kind of profile. On four 
of the items, the worked corner creates a kind of right angle descending from the smooth 
top. These are certainly not items typical of architectural décor. Those featuring a right 
angle belong to stone seats situated at the end of a row, near the stone staircase (sclararia) 
used by the odeon’s audience. Larger portions preserved of some of the items revealed 
that the stone surface continues downward in a curve. 

None of the fragments were found in situ. Most were discovered in the heaps of soil 
that the excavators attributed to Stratum 6 (the stratum of the odeon), and to Stratum 
5, which represents the phase when the structure went out of use and was partially 
dismantled and filled with soil and stones.

Fig. 3. Comparison between the carving of 
a stone fragment discovered in the Wilson’s 
Arch excavation and the carving of a stone seat 
discovered in the Robinson’s Arch excavation.

Fig. 4. Artist’s rendering of the two tiers of 
seats and a spectator seated in the upper 
tier (Drawing: R. Reich)
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As it turned out, the odeon had been completed, at least partially, in terms of the 
construction of the stone seats. At a later phase, after the structure went out of use and 
perhaps long after that, someone decided to reuse the stone seats, apparently thanks to 
the quality of the stone. The seats were removed and efforts were made to eliminate the 
protruding edges using a hammer and chisel. The resulting stone blocks were then taken 
to be used as building blocks, and the fragments were discarded. 

 � Summary

The Wilson’s Arch odeon did indeed have seats, as shown by the discovery of surviving 
fragments of their front and upper parts that protruded from the body of the seat. The 
seat was constructed for comfort, that is, giving the spectator’s legs enough room. Later, 
after the odeon went out of use, the stone seats were removed, and the thin portion that 
had protruded from the stone surface was eliminated and discarded. Thus, a stone seat 
became a building block that was used in another structure in Jerusalem. Perhaps one 
day such a block, with a protruding portion that was either forgotten or only partially 
removed, will be discovered incorporated into an ancient stone wall. 
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