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The History of the Jewish Day of Mourning, 
the 9th day of the Month of Av (Tisha b’Av) 

 
by Shelomo Alfassa1 

8 Av 5771 
 

“And gone is from the daughter of Zion all her splendor…” 
 
 

 

Part I. The Initial Attack on the Holy Land 

 

s soon as the seriousness of the revolt was realized in Rome, Vespasian was 
called out of retirement by Nero to command the attacking force. He called 
together armies from Palestine, Egypt, Arabia and Africa to a united force of 

60,000. First they attacked the wealthy Galilee, burning the villages. The Jews there 
put up a good fight but the Romans conquered and subsequently punished the Jews 
before depopulating the region. It’s said that 6000 youths were sent to Nero to work 
as slaves in Greece (digging the  Isthmus of Corinth2), 1200 old men were killed and 
30,000 others were sold as slaves. The Romans then attacked the city of Gamala in the 
Golan Heights where 4,000 Jews died fiercely defending the city.  

Next, instead of attacking Jerusalem, Vespasian went south attacking cities in 
southern Palestine, one theory is that this allowed Jerusalem to fade deeper into civil 
war, as the mixed population was panicking and internal unrest grew.  

In Jerusalem there was a mixed population of patriots, refugees, rebels, 
undesirables, etc. One Jewish group known as the Sicarii, used stealth tactics to obtain 
their objective of killing the Romans. Under their cloaks they concealed sicae, or small 
daggers, from which they received their name. At popular assemblies, particularly 

                                                           
1 This work is based upon sources including the Babylonian Talmud, Raphael, Chaim. The Walls of Jerusalem. 1969; the 
works of Josephus; H.H. Ben Sasson, Editor. A History of the Jewish People. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, 1969; Halkin, Abraham, S. Zion in Jewish Literature. 1961; Encyclopedia Judaica. “Bar Kokhba”. Keter 
Publishing House, Jerusalem. 
2 See image on page 6 
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during the pilgrimage to the Temple Mount, they stabbed their enemies (Romans or 
Roman sympathizers, Herodians, and wealthy Jews comfortable with Roman rule), 
lamenting openly after the deed to blend into the crowd to escape detection. The 
victims of the Sicarii included Yohanan the Kohen Gadol. Some of their murders 
were met with severe retaliation by the Romans on the entire Jewish population of the 
country.  

Another group of freedom fighters were the Zealots who had a similar desire as 
the Sicarii, to destroy the Romans. At the beginning of the Jewish Revolt of 66 CE, 
the Sicarii and/or Zealots, gained access to Jerusalem and committed a series of 
atrocities, in order to force the population to engage in war against the Romans. In 
one account, given in the Talmud, they destroyed the city's food supply so that the 
people would be forced to fight against the Roman siege instead of negotiating peace.  

Some of their leaders who were important figures in the war, eventually 
succeeded in escaping the Roman onslaught. Together with a small group of 
followers, he made his way to the abandoned fortress of Masada where they 
continued their resistance against the Romans for a few years until the Romans took 
the fortress. 

The Siege of Jerusalem 

The actual siege began in the Fall of 69 CE. By Spring of 70 CE, Titus took over from 
his father Vespasian. At the time, Jewish pilgrims were still arriving for both the 
Passover of the year 69 CE, well as others who were arriving from far and wide to 
help defend the city. Yet, by that time, Jerusalem was without food and had lost its 
fighting spirit. 

There are many stories of struggle and strife in the city. At first it was said the 
inhabitants used to lower baskets of gold over the city walls to the Romans and 
receive in exchange baskets of wheat. They received barley for gold, then straw, and 
finally nothing. Outside, the Romans were roasting goats and the appetizing smell 
made the starving people delirious. The aqueduct which brought water into the city 
broke and water became scarce. When Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai saw men boiling 
straw and drinking the juice, he realized that the days of Jerusalem were over. 

In May of that year, the Romans attacked the three surrounding rings (walls) of 
Jerusalem. It took a week to get through the first wall (breached on the 17th of 



3 | P a g e  
 

Tammuz), then five days to get through the second wall. In June, they breeched 
through the inner (last) wall at the Northeast corner of the Temple Mount. By then, 
the only place for the Jews to protect themselves was in the courtyard of the Bet 
HaMikdash (Temple). On the 9th day of the month of Av, the Romans burned the 
gates of the Temple and on the following day they destroyed it, burning it to the 
ground. The Romans quickly engaged in a campaign of beastial attacks on the Jews. 
Those who were not slaughtered were placed in ships and sent toward Rome to be 
slaves.  Anyone who survived was met with severe famine, and cannibalism was not 
unheard of. 

For 45 years there were no Jews in Palestine fighting as they were crushed both 
physically and in spirit. Yet, Jews in the Diaspora, often fought and brought arms to 
the Romans, in a bid to demonstrate their anger at the catastrophe in Jerusalem. 

When Hadrian first became the Roman emperor in 118 C.E., he was 
sympathetic to the surviving Jews. He allowed them to return to Jerusalem and 
granted permission for the rebuilding of the Bet HaMikdash. The Jews’ expectations 
rose, but Hadrian quickly went back on his word.  

The Jews organized guerilla forces and, in 123 CE., began launching surprise 
attacks against the Romans. From that point on, life only got worse for the Jews, this 
was the period when the Romans started to build a temple to their god of ‘Jupiter’ in 
place of the Bet HaMikdash. 

In 132, the Jews began their rebellion on a large scale. They seized towns and 
fortified them with walls and subterranean passages. Under the strong leadership of 
Shimon Bar-Kokhba,3 the Jews captured approximately 50 strongholds in Judea and 
985 undefended towns and villages, including Jerusalem. Jews from other countries, 
and even some gentiles, volunteered to join the fight. During this period, the Jews 
minted coins with slogans such as “The liberation of Israel” written in Hebrew.  

Soon after however, the Romans sent a British general to crush the Jews—but 
instead of waging open war, he surrounded Jewish fortresses and held back food, 
starving the inhabitants.4 The final battle of the war took place in Bethar, Bar-
Kokhba’s headquarters, which housed both the Sanhedrin (Jewish High Court) and 
the home of the Nasi (leader). Thousands of Jewish refugees fled to Bethar during the 
war.  

                                                           
3 Rabbi Akiva thought he was the mashiah (messsiah) 
4 50 Jewish fortresses and 985 villages 
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In 135 CE., Hadrian’s army besieged Bethar and on the 9th of Av. After a 
fierce battle, every Jew in Bethar was killed. The Romans plowed Jerusalem with a 
yoke of oxen. Jews were sold into slavery and many were transported to other lands. 
Judean settlements were not rebuilt. Jerusalem was turned into a pagan city and the 
Jews were forbidden to live there. This is when Hadrian changed the name of the land 
from Judea to Syria Palestina. In the years following the revolt, the Romans forbid 
Torah study, Shabbat observance, circumcision, Jewish courts, meeting in synagogues 
and other ritual practices. Many Jews assimilated and many sages and prominent men 
were martyred including Rabbi Akiva and others.  

 
Part II. Origins of Mourning [post destruction of the Second Temple] 

The destruction of the Bet HaMikdash, the symbolic last stronghold of Jerusalem, was 
a religious catastrophe. The building was a flag and rallying point for the Jewish 
survivors, and more importantly, it was the place where the iniquities of Israel were 
atoned for. Gone with one sweep were the daily sacrifices, the rituals of the Day of 
Atonement and the festival pilgrimages. 

The immediate reaction of Jews would be to mourn, and not to indulge in any 
pleasurable activities, such as in dress, foods, music, etc. In the rabbinic literature we 
learn that many stopped eating meat and drinking wine.5 The rabbinical leadership 
soon implemented events called Zekher le-Hurban, small ceremonies in memory of the 
destruction. For 200 years after the destruction of Jerusalem, the ashes of the Red 
Heifer were used to purify those who had come in contact with dead bodies. 
 

Part III. Origins of the Observance of Tisha b’Av 

The earliest reference in rabbinic literature in which the manner to how Tisha b'Av 
was to be formally commemorated is found in the Mishnah (Ta'anith6. Ch.4.6-7) 
which lists five things which occurred on this day—but there is no mention of 
specific prayers / liturgy to be recited.7 It reads as follows: 

“FIVE MISFORTUNES BEFELL OUR FATHERS ON THE 
SEVENTEENTH OF TAMMUZ AND FIVE ON THE NINTH OF AV. ON 
THE SEVENTEENTH OF TAMMUZ:”  

  
                                                           
5 Tosef. Sota 15:11 BB 60b 
6 Events in Ta'anith occur both or during the Maccabean era, and also refer to historical events which took place after the 
Hasmonean period. This would indicate the scroll goes back to at least 2 BCE and had additions made to it for the next 
200 years. (See: Halachic sources: From the beginning to the ninth century By Jacob Newman 74-75)  
7 The rabbinic Targum of Lamentations: vindicating God By Christian M. M. Brady 5-6 
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On the 17th of Tammuz: 

• The tablets [containing the Ten Commandments] were broken;  
• The daily sacrifice was discontinued; 
• The walls of Jerusalem were breached;  
• Apustamus, a Greek officer, burned a Torah scroll; 
• An idol was erected in the sanctuary of the Temple.   

 
On the 9th of Av  
 

• It was decreed that the generation of the desert would not enter the Land of 
Israel; 8 

• The destruction of the First Bet HaMikdash (Temple) in Jerusalem; 
• The destruction of the Second Bet HaMikdash (Temple) in Jerusalem; 
• Jerusalem was razed and destroyed. 
• Betar, the last Jewish stronghold after the destruction of Jerusalem, was 

conquered;9 

It is only with the much later redaction of the gemara of the Babylonian Talmud that 
we find explicit instruction on the texts that ‘can’ be read on this day:  

It is…forbidden…[on Tisha b’Av] to read the Torah, the Prophets, and the Hagiographa 
or to study Mishnah, Talmud, Midrash, Halakhot, or Aggadot; he may, however, read such 
parts of Scripture which he does not usually read and study such parts of Mishnah which he 
usually does not study; and he may also read Lamentations [Eikha], Job [Iyyob] and 
the sad parts of Jeremiah [Yirmiyahu]… (Ta'anith 30a) 

 
The earliest specific reference to reading Lamentations on Tisha b'Av is found some 
500 years later in Soferim10 (c. 7th century CE).  

 

 

                                                           
8 The sin of 10 of the 12 scouts sent by Moshe, who spoke disparagingly of the Promised Land 
9 AKA The failure of Bar Kokhba's revolt against the Roman Empire. (poltical reason) 
10 [A Talmudic treatise dealing especially with the rules relating to the preparation of the holy books, as well as with the 
regulations for the reading of the Law. It belongs to the so-called "smaller tractates," a term applied to about 15 works in 
rabbinical literature.] In a baraita (Shab. 13b) the question as to the authorship of the work is answered as follows: 
"Hananiah ben Hezekiah” of the Garon family, together with a number of others who had assembled for a synod at his 
house, compiled the Megillat Ta'anit. According to an account in the Halakot Gedolot, Hilkot Soferim (ed. Vienna, p. 104; 
ed. Zolkiev, p. 82c), the members of this synod were the "Ziḳne Bet Shammai" and "Ziḳne Bet Hillel," the eldest pupils of 
Shammai and Hillel. The Megillat Ta'anit must have been composed, therefore, about the year 7 CE, when Judea was made 
a Roman province to the great indignation of the Jews 
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Note: Tradition teaches that other tragedies throughout history occurred to the Jews 
on  Tisha b’Av. Some examples include the beginning of the First Crusade in 1095; 
the expulsion of Jews from Spain by King Ferdinand in 1492, and the beginning of 
WWI in 1914. Additionally, Tisha b’Av has been adopted as a national day of 
mourning for all tragedies that have befallen the Jewish people. In addition to 
describing the destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem and the exile of the Jews, 
there are kinot (liturgical poems recited on Tisha b’Av) that mourn the 10 Rabbinic 
martyrs that were killed by the Romans (this event is also commemorated in the Yom 
Kippur liturgy), the Crusades, and the Holocaust. 
 

 

The Isthmus of Corinth, the slave-dug project, in Greece, built by Jewish slaves, 
instituted by the Romans after their first attacks in the Holy Land. 


