Burial Cave of the Caiaphas Family
By Zvi Greenhut
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The history of archaeology is ﬁlled with accidental discoveries.
With all our scientiﬁc tools and methodologies, chance continues
to be a major component of our success. So it was that we
discovered the ﬁnal resting place of the Caiaphas family, one of
whose priestly members presided at the trial of Jesus. Whether
we have also recovered the burial box and even the bones of the
high priest Caiaphas who handed Jesus over to the Romans is
another question.
In a sense, everything can be 030traced to the Haas family, who
funded what we call in Hebrew a tayelet (ta-YEL-et), literally a
“promenade,” a beautiful stone walkway on a ridge on the
outskirts of Jerusalem. The Haas Tayelet wends its way for half a
mile south of Mt. Zion, not far from Government House where the
United Nations was headquartered before the state of Israel was
established (the hill where Government House was built is
identiﬁed traditionally with the Hill of Evil Counsel).
The Haas Tayelet, created in 1987, commands a magniﬁcent view of the Judean desert, the Old
City of Jerusalem and the colorful neighborhood of Abu Tor where both Jews and Arabs live.
Between the promenade and Abu Tor, just below the promenade is a green area known as the
Peace Forest. Here the Jerusalem Foundation decided to create a kind of water park for the
diversion of the Jerusalemites (and tourists) who ﬂock to the Haas promenade. And it was here that
one of the most spectacular archaeological ﬁnds in recent years was made.
It was a cold day at the end of November 1990 when I received word at the Antiquities Authority
ofﬁces that an old cave had been discovered in the Peace Forest during the creation of the water
park by the Jerusalem Foundation.
This was hardly surprising. There are numerous archaeological remains in this area. The lower
water aqueduct that carried water in Herodian times (37 B.C.E.–70 C.E.a) from the misnamed
Pools of Solomon, south of Bethlehem, to the Temple Mountb passes through the Peace Forest. In
the valley below the Peace Forest is the Nahalc Etzel (Wadi Yatzal in Arabic), which drains into the
Kidron Valley. The slope of the valley leading up to the tayelet is part of a huge necropolis dating to
the late Second Temple period (ﬁrst century B.C.E.-ﬁrst century C.E.).1 So it was not unusual that
work for the park in the Peace Forest uncovered a burial cave.
Nevertheless, I immediately went to the site. When I arrived, I observed that
the roof of the cave had collapsed. But even while standing outside, I could
see four ossuaries, or bone boxes, in the central chamber of the cave. To
an archaeologist, this was a clear indication that this was a Jewish burial
cave from the Second Temple period, because ossuaries were used only in

Jewish tombs during this period. Ossuaries were used for what is known as
secondary burial. In the initial or primary burial, the body was laid out in
031a niche or recess carved in the wall of the burial cave. Then, after the
ﬂesh had decomposed, the bones were collected and placed in an ossuary,
usually made of limestone and often decorated and inscribed. The
ossuaries were usually placed in a niche in the cave. It seems that the
reburial reﬂects a belief in the physical resurrection of the body for which
purpose the bones were collected and preserved.2 Reburial in ossuaries
appears mainly at the end of the ﬁrst century B.C.E. and in the ﬁrst century
C.E. Reburial in an ossuary was rare in Jewish tombs after the Roman
destruction of Jerusalem in 70 C.E.
Once we got inside the cave through the hole in the roof, we
observed from the architecture another clear indication that this
was a Jewish burial cave. Inside we found four typical niches, or
recesses, carved in the rock walls. Called loculi (kokhim in
Hebrew; singular, kokh), they are rectangular spaces, about 6 feet
deep into the rock and 1.5 feet wide, often with a slightly arched
top. There were three loculi in the west wall of this cave and one
loculus in the south wall. In the latter were two more ossuaries.
Unlike the four ossuaries in the center of the cave, these two
ossuaries were in situ, lying side by side in the loculus.
The cave itself was carved into the soft limestone bedrock
characteristic of the eastern slopes of the Judean desert. It is
crumbly, and the walls of the cave were full of cracks.
It was obvious that an immediate rescue excavation was
required. We assembled equipment and in three days had
excavated the site.d
In addition to the six ossuaries I have already mentioned, we
found the remains of another six ossuaries (a total of twelve), but
the second six were found turned over without covers, scattered
about, and sometimes broken. This indicated that the cave had
been robbed in ancient times, but apparently these tomb robbers
never completed their work. The four ossuaries we observed in
the center of the ﬂoor when we ﬁrst arrived had been removed
from their loculi by modern workmen before we got to the site, as
I was later told by the contractor. Thus, a total of six ossuaries
were in situ when discovered. The other six had been ransacked
by ancient tomb robbers.
Our excavation easily revealed the ﬂoor plan of the cave. A
rectangular pit had been dug inside the entrance, which allowed
ancient mourners to stand erect in the low-ceilinged cave. This
also made it easier to place the deceased’s body in the loculus
and, later, to collect the bones in an ossuary. Such “standing pits”
are typical of Second Temple 032period burial caves. North of the
standing pit, not far from the entrance, was another pit, probably
used as a bone repository, similar in function to the ossuaries.

This element too is familiar to us from Jerusalem burial caves of the period.
The ossuaries were decorated in typical patterns and motifs. The
most common motif is the rosette, which appears in a variety of
forms—sometimes with 12 petals, but more frequently with six
petals, both encircled by a double ring. Another common motif is
a zigzag pattern between rosettes and at the edge of the
ossuaries.
Other typical decorations are of an architectural kind. A motif on
one of our ossuaries is a ﬂuted column, topped by a stylized Ionic
capital and set on a stepped base, all in imitation of the entrance
to monumental Jewish tombs that had a column built into the
facade.3
Still another of our ossuaries integrates architectural and ﬂoral
elements, a well-known combination from the period: A date palm
with four fronds acting as a column is set on a stepped base of
four steps. Above the date palm is a stylized Ionic capital, over
which are additional geometric designs. This ornamentation
reﬂects the source of the craftsman’s inspiration: mainly
architectural monuments and the ﬂoral designs that originally
accompanied these monuments.4
The lids of the ossuaries are sometimes ﬂat, sometimes curved
and sometimes gabled. In two ossuaries from this cave, we found
marks on the narrow side of the ossuary and on the cover that
were meant as guides to ﬁt the lid on the box.5
The cave itself appears to be a burial place for a small family. But the relatively large number of
ossuaries inside (12) suggests that this cave was used for a long time.
On ﬁve of the ossuaries were inscriptions—the names of the people whose bones had been placed
inside. Some of the names were common in the period, like Miryam Berat Shim‘on, Miriam,
daughter of Simon.
But the most exceptional and signiﬁcant ﬁnds were the two ossuaries that, for the ﬁrst time in an
archaeological context, contained a form of the name Qafa’, or Caiaphas, a name known to us from
both the New Testament and from the ﬁrst-century Jewish historian Flavius Josephus. I will leave it
to my colleague Ronny Reich to analyze these inscriptions in the 035accompanying article
(“Caiaphas Name Inscribed on Bone Boxes”). Sufﬁce it to say that the form(s) of the name
Caiaphas inscribed on these ossuaries is probably the same as that of the well-known family of
high priests, one of whom presided at Jesus’ trial.
Of the two ossuaries, one is inscribed simply “Qafa’” (ka-FA). On the other, the name is more
complete: “Yehosef bar Qayafa’” (yeh-hoh-SEF bar ka-ya-FA), Joseph, son of Caiaphas, which is
inscribed on the back of the long side of the ossuary, and “Yehosef bar Qafa’” Joseph, son of
Caiaphas) on the narrow side.
The ossuary with the two more complete forms of the name is an especially beautiful one. It is
decorated in a rare and intricate pattern of two circles, each containing six whorl rosettes6 divided

into a center rosette with ﬁve rosettes encircling it.
There is no doubt that this ossuary is special. Its elaborate
decoration must have something to do with the name(s) inscribed
on it. Could this be the ossuary of the high priest who presided at
Jesus’ trial?
Inside this ossuary, we found bones from six different people:7
two infants, a child between two and ﬁve, a young boy between
13 and 18, an adult woman—and a male of about 60 years! (The
other ossuary with a Caiaphas inscription contained the bones of ﬁve individuals with an age and
gender distribution very similar to the one just described—except for the absence of an elderly
male!)
Incidentally, I should mention that, after anthropological study, the bones were given, as is
customary, to the Ministry of Religious Affairs, which then reburied them on the Mount of Olives.
One other ﬁnd has unusual signiﬁcance, although unrelated to the name Caiaphas. In one of the
other ossuaries—the one inscribed “Miriam, daughter of Simon”—a bronze coin of Herod Agrippa I
dated to the year 42/43 C.E. was discovered in the skull of an adult woman.8 Burying the deceased
with a coin placed in the mouth, as was originally the case here, is a pagan custom. The coin
symbolizes a payment to the Greek god Charon for ferrying the deceased’s spirit across the River
Styx. This custom was commonly associated with pagan burials, as for example in a Nabatean
burial at Mampsis in the Negev.9 Now—for the ﬁrst time—we ﬁnd it as well in a Jewish burial in
Jerusalem.
That this is not a complete anomaly in a Jewish burial is
demonstrated by other examples excavated by Rachel Hachlili
near Jericho.e In Jewish cofﬁns (initial burials) at this site, Hachlili
found several coins. In the skull of one woman was a coin minted
by Herod Archelaus (4 B.C.E.–6 C.E.), son of Herod the Great.
Two additional coins—minted by Herod Agrippa I (41–44 C.E.)—
were discovered in a skull in a secondary burial. Hachlili initially
interpreted these coins as having been placed on the eyes of the deceased. This gave rise to a
heated debate in connection with the Shroud of Turin.
Subsequently, however, Hachlili concluded that the coins found in the skull had originally been put
in the deceased’s mouth, not on the eyelids. The two coins “were found stuck together in the skull,
which indicates that they had been placed together, that is, in the mouth, as opposed to separately,
one over each eye.”10
The coin found in the skull from the Caiaphas burial cave is additional proof that in some Jewish
burials from the Second Temple period, a coin was placed in the deceased’s mouth to assure
passage across the River Styx. Coins placed elsewhere in the burial may have served the same
purpose. In Greece, placing 036coins in the mouth was the custom, but in some cases the coin was
placed in the deceased’s hand or elsewhere in the tomb.11
In some Jewish tombs, large sums have been found—many coins were found, for example, in the
prominent Jerusalem burial monument known as the tomb of Jason12—apparently to provide for
the deceased in the afterlife.13

In my opinion, the coin found in the burial in our cave unequivocally demonstrates a pagan Greek
custom observed, though very rarely, by Jews in Jerusalem at this time. Furthermore, I believe we
must now regard coins discovered in the context of Jewish tombs from the Second Temple period
to be elements connected to the burial ceremony, despite the fact that they have not always been
found in direct relation to the skulls or bodies of the deceased. It has recently been suggested that
this pagan custom might have been conﬁned to Jericho,14 but this argument is no longer tenable.
The custom was also observed in Jerusalem.
This custom must be seen as part of a wide range of pagan inﬂuences on the Jewish population at
this period. Likewise, the discovery of leather sandals in the tombs near Jericho15 indicate that they
were a necessary accoutrement for the deceased’s last journey,” as was the Greek custom.16 The
red color on part of the ossuaries, not only in our cave but elsewhere17 may symbolize the nonJewish ritual of pouring blood on the bones of the deceased,18 or the equivalent to the “magic
Greek custom of painting the inner sides of stone or clay sarcophagi.”19

Our burial cave also contained some common pottery, two small oil lamps and a small glass bottle.
But a ﬁnal discovery—two iron nails—deserves special mention: Apparently these were used to
scratch the inscriptions on the ossuaries in the cave after the bones had been collected and placed
in them and even after some of the ossuaries had been placed in their loculi. This is evident from
the fact that some of the inscriptions were written perpendicularly, from the bottom to the top of the
ossuary. But more of this in the following article by Ronny Reich.
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Garo Nalbandian
Underneath what is now a stretch of road (at center in photo) in Jerusalem’s Peace Forest, to the
south of the Golden Dome of the Rock and the El Aqsa mosques (at top in photo; also see map),
workers building a water park in November 1990 accidentally uncovered an ancient burial cave.
Such a ﬁnd was not in itself surprising—the surrounding area was used as a huge necropolis
during the late Second Temple period (ﬁrst century B.C.E.–ﬁrst century C.E.). More intriguing to
archaeologists were four ossuaries visible through the collapsed roof of the cave; they soon
discovered eight others. Inscriptions on two of the ossuaries found here indicate that this was the
burial chamber of the Caiaphas family and that one ossuary may have held the remains of the high
priest who interrogated Jesus and then handed him over to Pontius Pilate for trial (Matthew 26:57–
68).

Garo Nalbandian
One of the ossuaries discovered in the burial cave. Decorated with two six-petaled rosettes within
concentric circles, the bone box displays a ﬂuted column on a stepped base and topped by an Ionic
capital.
Ossuaries were used primarily in the roughly one hundred years preceding the Roman destruction

of Jerusalem in 70 C.E. and probably reﬂect a belief in the physical resurrection of the body after
death. The deceased was placed in a recess carved into the wall of a burial cave; after the ﬂesh
had decomposed, the bones were collected and placed in an ossuary—a container usually of
decorated limestone.

Jerusalem: Location of Caiaphas family tomb.

Zvi Greenhut, Israel Antiquities Authority
A look inside the tomb. When archaeologist Zvi Greenhut arrived at the burial chamber, he
discovered six ossuaries scattered about the cave, the victims of tomb robbers. Two ossuaries,
however, remained undisturbed and four others had only recently been moved by workmen.

Garo Nalbandian
Sundry artifacts from the tomb include this ceramic oil lamp (shown partially reconstructed), found
amid the ﬁll in the standing pit just inside the entrance.

Garo Nalbandian
A pot found in the tomb.

Garo Nalbandian
A small glass bottle measuring 4.33 inches, possibly for holding precious liquids, was found in the
tomb.

Zvi Greenhut, Israel Antiquities Authority
The entrance. Mourners visiting the tomb would have had to crawl through a narrow entryway,
shown here from the outside.

Zvi Greenhut, Israel Antiquities Authority
The entrance. Mourners visiting the tomb would have had to crawl through a narrow entryway,
shown here from the inside. Directly in front of the inner side of the entrance is the standing pit dug
to allow ancient mourners to stand upright in the low-ceilinged cave while visiting their dead. See
plan and section drawing of cave.

Plan of the burial cave. Entering through a collapsed portion of the roof, excavators found four
ossuaries in the center of the chamber and noted four 6-foot-deep by 1.5-foot-wide arched niches
(I–IV on plan) carved into the cave’s soft limestone walls. Known as loculi (singular loculus, kokh
and kokhim in Hebrew), these niches were an architectural tipoff that the cave had probably been
used for Jewish burials. Four ossuaries had been removed from their niches by the workmen
building the water park above the cave; two ossuaries were in situ inside loculus IV and six others
were scattered about the interior of the cave. To the right of the entrance on the drawing is another
pit, probably a bone repository, with a function similar to ossuaries.

Section drawing of the burial cave. See plan.

Garo Nalbandian
Fit for a high priest. The most intricately carved ossuary in the burial chamber lay undisturbed in
niche IV (as seen in this photo). Decorated with two circles each containing ﬁve whorl rosettes
surrounding a center rosette, the ossuary twice bears, with a slight variation in spelling, the name
“Yehosef bar Qafa”’ (Joseph, son of Caiaphas). Inside the ossuary were the remains of six people:
two infants, a child between the ages of two and ﬁve, a youth aged 13 to 18, an adult female and a
man about 60 years old. Given the name inscribed on the ossuary, together with the extravagance
of its decoration, the excavators wondered whether the remains of the 60-year-old man might well
be those of the high priest described in the New Testament as interrogating Jesus and then
delivering him to the Roman authorities.

Zvi Greenhut, Israel Antiquities Authority
Fit for a high priest. The most intricately carved ossuary in the burial chamber lay undisturbed in
niche IV. The companion ossuary in niche IV bears the name Shalom, Salome in Greek and a
variant of Shlomzion.

Garo Nalbandian
Styx and bones. A bronze coin minted in 42/43 C.E. during the reign of Herod Agrippa I, proved to
be yet another signiﬁcant ﬁnd in the Caiaphas burial chamber. Discovered inside the skull of an
adult woman interred in an ossuary marked “Miriam, daughter of Simon,” the coin is the ﬁrst known
example of a pagan custom practiced at a Jewish burial in Jerusalem, although a similar case was
found in a tomb near Jericho. The coin may represent payment to the Greek god Charon in
exchange for safe passage for the deceased’s spirit across the River Styx—or some version of this
custom.
This coin was apparently placed, in accordance with the custom of the Greeks, in the mouth of the

deceased; coins could also be placed in the deceased’s hand or elsewhere in the tomb. Zvi
Greenhut, the excavator of the Caiaphas tomb believes that all coins found in Jewish tombs from
the Second Temple period, whether found in direct connection to the buried body or not, must be
considered related to this burial custom.

Zvi Greenhut, Israel Antiquities Authority
Arched niches. Loculus I (right) and loculus II, carved into the west wall of the Caiaphas burial
chamber. The niches, on average, measure 2.3 feet high, 1.5 feet wide and 6 feet deep. Ossuaries
were deposited in these chambers.
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