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Bar Kochba Revolt coftins
saved from grave robbers

* By JUDY SIEGEL-ITZKOVICH

In an operation by police in
Kafr Kanna and the robbery
prevention unit at the Israel
Antiquities Authority (IAA), a
burial cave with several unique
decorated stone ossuaries
(small coffins) that had been
used for the secondary burial of
Jewish bones about 1,850 years
ago, in the days after the Bar
Kochba revolt was discovered.

Kanna (in the Mashhad
Regional Council) is an Arab
town about seven kilometers
northeast of Nazareth in the
Lower Galilee that is revered by
Christians as the site of the New
Testament “miracle” they say
was performed by Jesus when
he turned water into wine.

As part of an intelligence
activity, policemen and IAA
inspectors arrived at a private
lIot in the Mashhad Regional
Council. There, to their aston-
ishment, they saw that exten-
sive infrastructure works had
been carried out on the spot
using heavy engineering tools,
while completely destroying an
ancient burial cave that stood
on the spot. All that remains
of the cave was a single burial
mound.

Inspectors of the authority’s
anti-theft unit noticed a num-
ber of piles of earth in the area
of the lot, which seemed to
be hiding something behind
them. The owner of the land
and responsible for the con-
struction site was asked to
remove the piles of dirt, and
behind them, an ancient burial
cave was discovered, hewn out

OSSUARIES FOUND in a burial cave near Nazareth. (Yuli Schwartz/IAA)

of the rock, with nine burial
mounds in it. To the surprise of
the inspectors, at the entrance
of the cave were found three
decorated stone ossuaries that
had used in ancient times to
collect human bones. They
were empty and not in their
natural place, which raised the
immediate suspicion that the
cave had recently been robbed
of antiquities.

Construction work at the
site was stopped, and several
suspects were summoned for
questioning at the police sta-
tion on suspicion of damaging
antiquities and failing to report
their discovery. At the same
time, the authority’s inspectors
documented and removed the
ancient remains out of concern
that of additional thefts from
the cave.

According to Dr. Eitan Klein,
deputy-director of the IAA’s

robbery prevention unit, “the
ossuaries are made of soft lime-
stone and rectangular in shape,
and they have flat lids that were
adapted to them. The decorat-
ed coffins were used by the Jew-
ish population in the Galilee
during the 2nd to 3rd centuries
CE.

Images related to Jewish buri-
al world and influenced by
Greek culture were carved on
the coffins; on top of one of
them was a model resembling
a mausoleum - sometimes
identified as a “nefesh” - a
memorial “hand” to mark the
deceased). On the other side
of the coffin a circular wreath
was carved with holes drilled
into it, which may symbolize
the victory of the deceased over
death.

These models are very typical
of the stone ossuaries used by
the Jewish population in the

Galilee in the Middle Roman
period. In the past, similar dec-
oration models were discovered
on coffins from the burial site.

Archaeologists who research
the Land of Israel accept the
fact that stone ossuaries were
an exclusive feature of the
burial of the Jewish popula-
tion during the final days of
the Second Temple — mainly in
the 1st centuries BCE until the
time of the Bar Kochba revolt
in the 2nd century CE. Such
burial was prevalent during
this period in the Jerusalem
region, the mountains and the
Judean plains, when most of
the production of these coffins
was carried out in factories that
operated in the Jerusalem and
plains area.

This burial custom became
widespread in the Galilee fol-
lowing a failure of the Bar-Koch-
va rebellion and the arrival of a
Jewish population to the region
from Judea. Therefore, the find-
ing of decorated stone ossuar-
ies in a cave in Kafr Mashhad
points to the existence of a Jew-
ish settlement there.

According to Amir Ganor,
director of the robbery-preven-
tion unit at the authority, “in
this case, there is a suspicion
of serious damage to the antiq-
uities. The diggers completely
destroyed an ancient burial
cave and were allegedly in the
midst of looting another.”

Damaging antiquities is a
criminal offense punishable
by up to five years in prison
and there is a legal obligation
to report any accidental find of
any antiquities to the IAA.
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