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BURIAL CAVES FROM THE SECOND TEMPLE AND BYZANTINE PERIODS ON
THE WESTERN SLOPE OF MOUNT OF OLIVES, JERUSALEM

AMIT RE’EM, ZUBAIR ‘ADAWI AND TAL ILAN
(Pp. 47*-59%)

Several burial caves were damaged on the
western slope of Mount of Olives, near the
Moriah Observatory (map ref. NIG 223100/
631420, OIG 173100/131420;, Fig. 1),
Jerusalem. These caves were part of the city’s
necropolis during the Second Temple and
Byzantine periods.

Late Second Temple Period

Cave 3 (Plan 1).— One side of a square burial
chamber survived, including one kokh (D) in
its southern wall and three kokhim (A—C) in its
eastern wall. On the floor of Kokh A were human
bones. A trough that was cut into the floor of
the central Kokh B and sealed with rectangular
stone slabs contained crushed human bones. On
top of the sealing slabs in Kok/ B were found ten
iron nails (Fig. 2) and some wood fragments—
all that remain of a wooden coffin. A trough was
hewn into the floor of Kokh C and a ledge was
created to support the stone sealing slabs (Figs.
3, 4). At a later stage, the trough served as a
passage (width 0.7 m; height 1.1 m) leading to
Chamber E. The arched entrance to Chamber E
was blocked by a rectangular stone slab, beyond
which several steps descended into the room.
A cross was carved into the stone above the
entrance arch. In the walls of Chamber E were
fashioned three narrow arcosolia (Nos. 1-3; Fig
5), each containing a single burial bench. The
northern bench (1) held one articulated human

skeleton, the southern bench (3) contained scant
human bones, and the eastern bench (2) was
found empty.

It seems that the cave was first built during
the Second Temple period; however, since it
exhibits characteristics that were observed in
Cave 2 (below), it must have served also during
the Byzantine period.

Cave 4 (Plan 2).— Cave 4 consists of three
interconnected halls (A—C). There are two
entrances: one in the southwestern wall of
Hall B, and the second in the southeastern
wall of Hall A. A bench was hewn into each
of the long walls of Hall A. At the bottom of
the southwestern bench are three kokhim, each
containing scattered bones: Kokh 1 seems to
be unfinished, Kokh 2 is a typical elongated
loculus; Kokh 3 began as a loculus but was
later expanded to form a rounded chamber. On
the southeast side of Hall A, beneath the stone-
sealed entrance and the underlying bench,
another entrance descends to Chamber 4. This
chamber contained seven ossuaries (Nos. 1-6,
9; Fig. 6) piled in disarray, one atop the other.
A low, narrow corridor gives access to Hall
B, which appears to be a natural cave whose
sides were partially lined by fieldstone and
mortar. Chamber 5, in the southern corner of
Hall B, contained ossuary fragments (No.
7) and human bones; Chamber 6 in the north
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contained Ossuary No. 8 (Fig. 7) and crushed
human bones.

Hall C was entered from Hall A via a rock-
hewn passage (8; Fig. 8) on both sides of which
were benches. In the northwestern corner of the
chamber is an arcosolia, its opening supported
by a stone-cut pillar (12; Fig. 9). The wide burial
bench features three carved “pillows’ at its western
end. Despite a small cluster of human bones on the
bench of Arcosolium 12, Hall C seems scarcely to
have been used: all three arcosolia (10-12) appear
to have been left in varying states of incompletion.
The plan of Cave 4 is unusual.

The ossuaries and scant pottery found within
the cave point to its construction in the Second
Temple period, with a later usage during the
Byzantine period.

The Ossuaries: Nine ossuaries were uncovered
in Cave 4. They were carved of soft limestone,
and some were painted in red and yellow
hues. Seven of the ossuaries were decorated in
patterns well known from the Jerusalem area
(Figs. 10-13, 15, 16, 18). Two ossuary lids
were found: one flat (Fig. 16:1) and the other
vaulted (Fig. 14).

Several of the ossuaries bore inscriptions.
Ossuary No. 4 was inscribed with the name
7w (Shoshana) in square Jewish script
(Fig. 15). This name was well known during
the Second Temple period, Susanna being the
eponymous heroine of one of the books of the
Apocrypha, but its occurrence in inscriptions is
rare. Ossuary No. 8 is inscribed with the name
7w (Sarah; Fig. 16). Other than the biblical
Sarah, wife of Abraham and mother of Isaac,
the name appears in the sources only once,
in the Apocryphal book of Tobias. Although
a common Jewish name in Greek and Roman
times, especially in the Diaspora, it is relatively
rare in Israel proper, this being the only ossuary
that bears the Hebrew name in a form identical to
the Biblical spelling. Ossuary No. 9 is inscribed
with the name "% (Levi) in large, square letters
(Fig. 17). This is a common name on Second-
Temple-period ossuaries, and may denote either
a personal appellation or a tribal association.

The upper part of Ossuary No. 6 is incised
with the letter ‘X’ (Fig. 18:1); on its other side
is a circle from which branches project (Fig.
18:2), probably depicting a wreath.

Pottery and Glass Finds: The finds in Cave 4
included a juglet (Fig. 19:1; Plan 2:II), dating
from the end of the first century BCE to 70 CE,
a cooking jug (Fig. 19:2; Plan 2:I) from the
Late Roman or early Byzantine period, and a
glass bottle (Fig. 19:3; Plan 2:11I) dating to the
first century CE.

The Byzantine Period

Cave 2 (‘Cave of the Crosses’).— An arcosolia
cave with two chambers (A, B; Plan 3). The
entrance can be discerned in the damaged
facade to the west. Rectangular Chamber A was
mostly destroyed; an arcosolium with a single
burial trough was hewn in its southern wall. An
opening in its eastern wall leads to Chamber B,
in whose walls three burial troughs were cut
(Fig. 20).

On the plastered walls of Chamber A, on the
ceiling of Chamber B and on the walls above and
near the burial troughs were frescoes of crosses
of Byzantine type. The crosses were painted
yellow and outlined in red; in some cases red dots
marking the outer tips of the arms are discernible.
Although the cave contained alluvium and modern
fills, with no ancient finds, its plan and the crosses
point to a date in the Byzantine period.

CAPTIONS TO ILLUSTRATIONS

Plan 1. Cave 3, plan and sections.

Plan 2. Cave 4.

Plan 3. Cave 2, plan and sections, including the
location of the painted crosses.

Fig. 1. Location map of the caves on the western
slope of the Mount of Olives.

Fig. 2. Nails found in Cave 3, Kokh B.

Fig. 3. Cave 3, Kokh C sealed with stone slabs,
looking east.

Fig. 4. Cave 3, Kokh C after removal of the
sealing slabs, looking southeast; the sealing
stone of the cave is in situ.
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Fig. 5. Cave 3, Chamber E, the southern
Arcosolium 3.

Fig. 6. Cave 4, Chamber 4, the ossuary
storeroom, looking east.

Fig. 7. Cave 4, Chamber 6, Ossuary No. 8 on its
side surrounded by its former contents.

Fig. 8. Cave 4, entrance to Chamber C (8),
looking south.

Fig. 9. Cave 4, Chamber C, Arcosolium 12,
looking northwest; in front, the column; in
back, three ‘pillows’ of the bench.

Fig. 10. Ossuary No. 2.

Fig. 11. Ossuary No. 7.

Fig. 12. Ossuary No. 3.

Fig. 13. Ossuary No. 5.

Fig. 14. Vaulted ossuary lid.
Fig. 15. Ossuary No. 4.

Fig. 16. Ossuary No. 8.

Fig. 17. Ossuary No. 9.

Fig. 18. Ossuary No. 6.

Fig. 19. Finds from Cave 4.
Fig. 20. Cave 2, Chamber B,
southeast.
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