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This story, you may be assured, will end in 
Jerusalem. But only in due course. It begins in Adiabene, a 
small semi-independent kingdom near the border of the Parthian 
(Persian) empire in the days before the First Jewish Revolt against 
Rome. The story is told mostly by the first-century C.E. Jewish 
historian Josephus, but occasionally details are added by the 
Mishnah, an early compilation of rabbinic law and commentary.1

Monobazus, the king of Adiabene, had many wives. But he 
really had a passion for his sister Helena—so he added her as his 
wife! Queen Helena had at least two sons by her brother. The 
elder would become Monobazus II. The younger was named 
Izates. Once when Helena was pregnant with Izates, Monobazus, 

R. Steven Notley and Jeffrey P. García

           
Queen Helena’s 

Jerusalem  
  palace —
In a parking lot?



NOT yOUR AVERAGE PARK-
ING LOT. South of the Temple 
Mount—across the road from 
the Dung Gate of the Old 
City—sits the Givati Parking 
Lot. The site’s spectacular 
location in the northern part 
of the City of David is rivaled 
only by the extraordinary 
archaeological remains 
beneath—from the First Tem-
ple through Islamic periods. 
A large structure dated to the 
end of the Second Temple 
period (first century C.E.) may 
well be the palace of Queen 
Helena of Adiabene.S

K
y

V
ie

W
, 

C
o

u
R

T
e

S
y

 o
F

 T
H

e
 i

S
R

a
e

l 
a

n
T

iQ
u

iT
ie

S
 a

u
T

H
o

R
iT

y



30  

sleeping beside her, placed his hand on her belly, 
and a voice called out, telling him to remove his 
hand so as not to cramp the baby who, by the 
providence of God, would have a fortunate end.

When Monobazus died, his son Monobazus II 
became king for a short time to protect the young 
Izates from his father’s jealous sons by his other 
wives. But ultimately Monobazus II gave up the 
throne in favor of his younger brother Izates.

Before Izates had become king, a Jewish mer-
chant in Adiabene named Ananias had taught the 
king’s other wives “to worship God after the man-
ner of the Jewish tradition.”2 Through them, Ana-
nias met Izates and brought him also to Judaism. 
Another Jewish merchant likewise brought Queen 
Helena to the Jewish tradition. Josephus states 
quite flatly: “Helena, Queen of Adiabene, and her 
son Izates became converts to Judaism.”3

With regard to Izates, however, there was a hitch. 
Helena feared that the people “would not tolerate 
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ADIABENE was a kingdom in the upper Tigris region of 
Assyria with its capital at Arbela (modern-day Arbil in 
the Kurdistan region of Iraq). Located near the Parthian 
(Persian) empire’s northern border, Adiabene functioned 
as a vassal kingdom to the Parthian empire during the 
Hellenistic period. In the first century B.C.E., it became 
independent but continued to function nominally as a 
dependent of the Parthian empire.

A RIGHT ROyAL TOMB. Seemingly ageless, the Tomb 
of the Kings—really the tomb of Queen Helena of 
Adiabene—looks nearly the same today as it did in this 
photograph from about 1900. Although partially in ruins, 
its ornate façade hints at the splendor of the tomb in the 
first century C.E. when it was constructed.
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the rule of a Jew over them.”4 Izates apparently did 
not formally convert because he feared his subjects 
would be outraged if they learned that he had been 
circumcised. Ananias told Izates that God would 
pardon him if he refrained from becoming circum-
cised.5 However, another Jew named Eleazar con-
vinced Izates of the importance of circumcision, and 
Izates—wanting very much to be a Jew—“summoned 
his physician and had the prescribed act performed.”6

“Helena, the mother of the king [Izates], saw 
that peace prevailed in the kingdom and that her 

son was prosperous and the object of admiration in 
all men’s eyes.”7 At that point, she felt “a desire to 
go to the city of Jerusalem and to worship at the 
Temple of God.”8

When she arrived, Jerusalem was suffering from 
a famine, so she purchased grain and figs, which she 
distributed to the needy. This was only the begin-
ning of Helena’s charitable endeavors in Jerusalem. 

DAMAGED REMAINS of the intricately carved entrance’s 
double frieze, one above the other, can still be seen. 
Interlaced leaves and fruit with a rosette at the center 
adorn the lower frieze—as can be made out in this very 
precise reconstruction of the tomb entrance executed 
in the early part of the century by master draftsman 
Father Louis-Hugues Vincent of the École Biblique. At the 
center of the upper frieze is a cluster of grapes flanked 
by flower wreaths. On the other side of the wreaths 
are three-leafed acanthuses. The decorations continue 
along the length of the entrance, alternating between 
embossed circles and triglyphs.1 
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ROMANTIC REMAINS. The royal family’s memo-
rial was hewn into the bedrock of what was once 
a quarry. A monumental staircase—30 ft wide 
(above)—leads down to four arched entrances.

To the right of the staircase when going down 
(the southern wall) a single arched entrance 
leads to a ritual immersion pool (mikveh). Two 
arched entrances (opposite) in front of the stair-
case (the eastern wall) lead to the largest ritual 
immersion pool yet to be discovered in Jerusa-
lem.2 The third arched entrance (the northern 
wall) leads to a broad open-air courtyard (85 ft 
by 88 ft). 

The dimensions of the staircase, courtyard and 
ritual immersion pools reflect the grandeur of the 

royal family’s funeral services,3 including no doubt a 
very large number of mourners.4

The courtyard, which was originally faced with 
dressed stones,5 highlights the intricately carved entrance 

to the tomb. 
The three-stepped entrance to the tomb had two ionic 

columns between two antae (pillars projecting from the end 
of a wall). A rocky fragment of one of the column capitals can 

still be seen on the upper part of the tomb’s entrance (see photo-
graph, p. 30).6 

Crowning the multi-room tomb were three pyramids (see recon-
struction, left).7 Very little remains of them today. Only six stones 

from one pyramid were recovered. While very limited, the stones were 
enough for at least one pyramid to be reconstructed.8
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According to the Mishnah, Helena also contributed 
a golden candelabrum above the Temple gate.9 Jose-
phus reports that as a result of her gifts of food dur-
ing the famine, “she has thus left a very great name 
that will be famous forever among our whole people 
for her benefaction.”10 Her son Izates also sought to 
relieve the hardship of the famine; he sent a great 
sum of money to the Jerusalem leaders so they 
might buy provisions. Papyrological and archaeologi-
cal evidence confirms that a serious famine gripped 
Egypt in 45 C.E., and it could well have extended 
into Judea, perhaps providing some confirmation of 
Josephus’s account. In that year the price of grain 
was recorded as being more than twice as high in 
Egypt as it had ever been.11

According to the Mishnah, when Izates went 
off to war, his mother Helena vowed to become a 
Nazirite for seven years if her son returned alive.12 
When he returned, she complied with her vow. 
The completion of this vow required Helena to be 
present in Jerusalem and to offer proper sacrifices 
at the Temple.13

After 24 years on the throne of Adiabene, Izates 
died at age 55. At the news of Izates’s death, Hel-
ena returned from Jerusalem to Adiabene. There, 
“weighed down with age and with the pain of her 
sorrow, she quickly breathed her last.”14

Izates’s elder brother, Monobazus, returned to the 
throne. Then “Monobazus [II] sent [Helena’s] bones 
and those of his brother [Izates] to Jerusalem with 
instructions that they should be buried in the three 

ROLLING STONE. The tomb itself is entered through a 
small opening on the left-hand side of the long entrance 
porch. In antiquity a rolling stone sealed the entrance. 
Among the hundreds of tombs from the necropolis sur-
rounding Second Temple period Jerusalem, only four 
have been found with round “rolling” stones.* Today the 
tomb is unsealed, but the rolling stone is still in place.

*See amos Kloner,  “did a Rolling Stone Close Jesus’ Tomb?” BAR, 
September/october 1999.
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pyramids that his mother had erected at a distance 
of three furlongs from the city of Jerusalem.”15

At this point in our story, archaeology takes 
over—both early and late. Helena’s tomb has long 
been known.16

Josephus tells us that the tomb Helena built dur-
ing her lifetime had three pyramids on top. Pyra-
mids were often erected on tombs of the elite at 
this time.* Some can still be seen on Second Tem-
ple tombs in Jerusalem. The three pyramids on 
Helena’s tomb indicate that the tomb was prob-
ably intended for Helena and her two sons, Izates 
and Monobazus II. (The tomb of the Hasmoneans, 
heroes of the festival of Hanukkah, was topped 
with seven pyramids, two for the mother and 
father and one for each of their five sons.17)

Today Helena’s tomb lies less than a half-mile 
north of the Old City, just as Josephus said. Long-
time readers of BAR will not be surprised to learn, 
however, that it has been mistakenly identified as 
the “Tomb of the Kings.”

How did this happen?
Because of its massive size and elaborate deco-

ration, early European travelers identified it as the 
tomb of the ancient kings of Judea. The well-known 
18th-century English traveler Richard Pococke is 
credited with being among the first to identify the 
tomb as Helena’s,18 a position confirmed by other 
explorers and then by the important 19th-century 
American Biblical scholar and Holy Land geogra-
pher Edward Robinson.19

In 1863 in what is often regarded as the first 
archaeological excavation in Jerusalem, French 
archaeologist Louis Félicien de Saulcy discovered a 
limestone sarcophagus in the tomb, inside of which 
were the remains of a body in a gold-embroidered 
shroud.20 Now, only tiny fragments of the shroud 
remain in storage in the Louvre.21 Two enigmatic 
inscriptions on the sarcophagus—reading “tsadan 
malcathah” and “tsadah malchatha”—seem to refer 
to “Tsadan [or Tsadah] the queen.”22 De Saulcy 
insisted that the sarcophagus belonged to the wife 
of a Judahite king,23 perhaps Jeho-addan (2 Chron-
icles 25:1), the wife of king Joash. Thus de Saulcy 
unwittingly perpetuated the misnomer Tomb of the 
Kings.

The inscription Tsadan/Tsadah remains unclear.24 
Historical sources and the reading of “queen” on 
the inscription have led many to believe that the 
sarcophagus belonged to Queen Helena of Adia-
bene.25 Yet nowhere is Tsadan recorded as Helena’s 
name. It is possible that the sarcophagus may have 
belonged to another queen in the Adiabene fam-
ily, perhaps an unknown wife of either Izates or 
Monobazus.

Before departing the Holy Land amid some 

INSIDE THE TOMB. An intricate maze of chambers and 
hidden passageways underscores the importance of the 
individuals interred in this burial complex. Upon enter-
ing the tomb, one came into Chamber A, an anteroom 
around which Chambers B, D, F and H radiated. Cham-
bers B, D and F contained loculi (opposite, lower)—
kokhim in Hebrew—long burial niches carved into the 
walls, usually at least 6 feet deep. Chamber F also 
contained arcosolia, shallow shelves with arched ceilings 
carved into the chamber’s walls (opposite, upper). Usu-
ally these were used for sarcophagi. Loculi and arcoso-
lia, each intended for individual burials, were common 
features in Second Temple period tombs.

Chambers C and E were located beneath the other 
rooms and accessed through secret tunnels. The passage 
to Chamber C was located behind a moveable stone 
bench in Chamber B, and Chamber E could be accessed 
through a passageway at the end of a loculus in Cham-
ber D. Chambers C and E each contained three arcosolia.

Chamber G could be accessed through a hidden 
opening in the wall under the north arcosolium in Cham-
ber F. The opening, leading into a loculus open at its 
other end, was covered by a stone that had been cut 
to perfectly fit the space. The passage at the end of the 
loculus descended into Chamber G, which contained a 
single arcosolium. 

Queen Helena was likely buried in Chamber G, the 
most difficult room to reach. The importance of this 
chamber is underscored by its position on the same axis 
as the tomb’s façade.9 The inscribed sarcophagus, on 
the other hand—which is supposed by many to belong 
to Queen Helena—was found in Chamber C.

*See geoffrey b. Waywell and andrea berlin, “Monumental Tombs from 
Maussollos to the Maccabees,” BAR, May/June 2007.
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controversy, de Saulcy somehow managed to have 
the sarcophagus shipped to Paris, where it was 
taken to the Louvre. After it was displayed for a 
short time, it went into storage until 1982, when 
there was an exhibition commemorating the 100th 
year of de Saulcy’s death. More recently, the Louvre 
lent the sarcophagus to the Israel Museum for the 
opening of the museum’s new archaeological wing 
in July 2010.

Although the tomb continues to be called 
the Tomb of the Kings (and is so marked at the 
entrance), almost all scholars agree that it is in fact 
Helena’s tomb.26

We turn now to an entirely different kind of 
archaeological problem—the possible discovery 
of Helena’s Jerusalem palace. It is the quest of an 
ongoing excavation (although only one bit of a larger, 
more comprehensive archaeological investigation). 
The excavation is directed by Doron Ben-Ami and 
Yana Tchekhanovets of the Israel Antiquities Author-
ity and is known as the Givati Parking Lot excava-
tion. That is where the excavation is taking place, 
just outside the Old City’s Dung Gate in the northern 
part of the ridge known as the City of David.

Ben-Ami and Tchekhanovets have uncovered 
the remains of a monumental building that was 
part of a spacious architectural complex. The 

building itself has two parts—a northern one and a 
southern one. Of the latter, only a corner has been 
exposed, but its eastern wall is 46 feet long and 
rises to a height of more than 16 feet. The wall is 
more than 3 feet thick and is composed of large, 
roughly cut fieldstones, some of which weigh more 
than 200 pounds.

The interior of the building includes elongated 
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halls preserved to a height of two stories. Three 
of these halls have been excavated, but there may 
be more.

The basement level of the building was sup-
ported by rows of large vaults made of smooth, 
rectangular-cut limestone ashlars.27 The bases of 
these vaults were discovered in situ.

The building was demolished during the Roman 
destruction of Jerusalem in 70 C.E., a date that was 
confirmed by pottery and coins. In the debris were 
scattered fragments of frescoes in shades of red, 
yellow and green framed by thin black lines.

Large architectural fragments with floral pat-
terns were uncovered in secondary use in a later 
Roman rebuild.28 Ornately decorated column drums 
and capitals were incorporated within the peristyle 
plan of a large, later Roman building.29

Adjacent to the northern part of this monumental 
structure were ritual immersion pools (miqva’ot), as 
well as a square collection basin that probably fed 
the pools.30 Such immersion pools were a staple of 
wealthy homeowners near the Temple Mount who 
were particularly concerned with ritual purity.

Although a number of these residences have been 
excavated near the Temple Mount in the Upper 
City, none matches the size and construction of this 
building excavated under the Givati Parking Lot.31 
And this is the only large structure of its kind to 
have been found south of the Temple Mount in the 
City of David. The massive structure, the remains 
of frescoes in various solid colors similar to those 
found in Herod’s northern palace on Masada, and 

THE ADIABENE PALACE? The Israel Antiquities Author-
ity excavation in the Givati Parking Lot has uncovered 
12 different occupational strata, including one with a 
palatial structure from the Second Temple period (recon-
structed here by archaeologists Doron Ben-Ami and 
yana Tchekhanovets). The palace consisted of two main 
units: one, a large structure to the south, and the other, 
a series of plastered water installations—including some 
miqva’ot (ritual baths)—to the north. The south structure 
was divided into elongated halls, some preserved to a 
second story (opposite, lower).

The palace was demolished by the Romans in 70 C.E. 
Thanks to this act of destruction and subsequent reuse 
of architectural elements from the palace, this structure 
has been well preserved. Limestone vaults—such as the 
remains of a barrel vault in the northern hall (right)— 
covered the bottom layer of the palace. The lower 
courses of these vaults were found intact. 

Some of the palace’s architectural fragments (right, 
lower)—such as column bases, capitals and parapets—
were incorporated into the Late Roman peristyle building, 
constructed over the Second Temple period structure’s 
remains. Even the walls of the palace were reused in the 
foundations of the Late Roman structure.
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Sarcophagi from the 
“Tomb of the Kings”

Five sarcophagi were discovered by louis 
Félicien de Saulcy in the Tomb of the Kings, 
which he excavated in 1863. The inscribed 
sarcophagus (right) was found in Chamber C 
(see plan, p. 34). one of the lid’s sides was 
sheered, indicating that the sarcophagus may 
have been altered to fit into the smaller room. 

Two of the sarcophagi—including the one 
with the inscription—are now housed in the 
louvre. Two are on the Temple Mount, one in 
secondary use under the Qayit bey fountain 
(right, middle) and the other outside the islamic 
Museum. The final one functions as a trough 
under a fountain on al-Wad Street in Jerusa-
lem’s old City. 

The other sarcophagi from the tomb are 
decorated more ornately than the so-called 
sarcophagus of Helena in the louvre, which 
raises further questions about who was 
buried in the inscribed coffin. The two-line 
inscription reads ṣdn mlkt/ṣdh mlkth (aramaic: 

atklm Ndx /htklm hdx), which is translated 
as Tsadan the queen/Tsadah the queen.1 
While the first line of the inscription is written 
in Seleucid aramaic script, the second appears 
in aramaic Square Script. 

Who was Queen Tsadan/Tsadah? Since the 
bones in the sarcophagus were of a young 
woman, she could not have been Helena.2 
Perhaps she was another royal, an unknown 
wife of one of Helena’s sons.

it seems that Queen Helena was buried 
in Chamber g—the least accessible room 
and the only one in the tomb designed for a 
single burial. We may have a remnant of Hel-
ena’s sarcophagus in the ornate lid (below) 
found in Chamber g. if so, it is no accident 
that its artwork matched the tomb’s façade.

1 ada yardeni, Jonathan Price and Haggai Misgav, “123. Sar-
cophagus of Queen Ṣadan from the ‘Tomb of the Kings’ with 
aramaic inscription, 1 c. Ce,” in Hannah M. Cotton et al., eds., 
corpus inscriptionum iudaeae/palaestinae, vol. 1.1 (berlin: de 
gruyter, 2010), pp. 165–167.
2 louis Félicien Joseph Caignart de Saulcy, Voyage en Terre 
sainte, vol. 1 (Paris: didier, 1865), p. 379.
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the private immersion pools all indicate that this 
structure was in fact a palatial residence. Nearby in 
the ruins of a later Byzantine building in the Givati 
Parking Lot, a Roman-period gold earring inlaid 
with pearls and emeralds was found which may 
have originated in this palace.

But how can we know whether this was in fact 
Helena’s palace? No ancient source gives us the 
precise location of Helena’s palace. But Josephus 
does provide some topographical clues of its loca-
tion—and the Givati Parking Lot fits.

Three rival Jewish factions controlled differ-
ent portions of Jerusalem during the ultimately 
unsuccessful defense of the city that culminated 
in the Roman destruction of 70 C.E. In demarking 
the division between the areas controlled by John 
of Gischala and Simon ben Giora, Josephus men-
tions “the palace of Helena.”32 Although Josephus’s 
description is not easy to understand and requires 
considerable background to follow, it does appear 
that Helena’s palace is located between the Ophel 
(the area immediately south of the Temple Mount) 
and the City of David (or Lower City) immediately 
south of the Ophel.33 The monumental building in 
the Givati Parking Lot excavation lies within this 
general area.

In his description of the Roman destruction 
of the city, Josephus reports that Roman troops 
set fire to an area that included the Ophel, “the 
flames spreading as far as the palace of Queen 
Helena which was in the center of the acra.”34 
For Josephus, the Greek term acra can refer to 
any height, hilltop or citadel. Here it refers to the 
City of David generally. The monumental build-
ing currently under excavation in the Givati Park-
ing Lot is at the highest point in the City of David. 
It descends steadily to its southernmost point at 
the Pool of Siloam. Archaeologists Ben-Ami and 
Tchekhanovets are correct when they observe that 

Helena’s palace is the best known candidate for 
the monumental building they have found in their 
excavation.

Further excavations may help to determine 
with greater certainty whether this monumental 
building is in fact Queen Helena’s palace.35 In the 
meantime, we must be satisfied with the intriguing 
suggestion. a

A PEARL OF GREAT PRICE. A gold earring inlaid with 
pearls and emeralds recovered in the Givati Parking 
Lot is a masterpiece of craftsmanship: A large pearl is 
enclosed in a coiled gold hoop from which dangle two 
pendants, each adorned with a gold-encircled emerald 
and a pearl. While found in a later Byzantine building, the 
earring itself is dated to the Roman period and is similar 
to those depicted in the Fayum portraits from Egypt—also 
from the Roman period—which show women wearing 
gold necklaces and earrings decorated with emeralds and 
pearls. Could this have been Queen Helena’s earring?

n o T e s  o n  pa g e  6 2

biblicalarchaeology.org/sarcophagi
visit us online to see more images of the sarcophagi from 
Queen Helena’s tomb.
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Petrie. Furthermore, the social norms of 
Victorian and Edwardian Britain were not 
accommodating to independent women 
like Murray.

Sheppard begins by looking at Murray’s 
early life in India and describes how this 
background helped prepare her for the 
vibrant career she would have.

Sheppard then examines Murray’s time 
as a student at University College London 
(UCL), the only English university at the 
time that would admit women and, there-
fore, the only option for women like Mar-
garet seeking a higher education.

Murray then spent two seasons in Egypt 
working as a field archaeologist. She still 
had to confront and cross gendered spaces 
in this environment. Despite the challenges 
of fieldwork, and of being a woman in a 
leadership position, she thrived.

Murray’s career from 1904 to 1935 is 
covered in three chapters. The first is an 
examination of her career at UCL. The 
second is dedicated to Murray’s work 
with women’s suffrage and improving 
the conditions of women at UCL. In her 
autobiography, My First Hundred Years,1 
Murray did not acknowledge her role 

in the suffrage movement, but in reality 
she spent a great deal of time and effort 
working to achieve an equal standing 
for women both inside and outside the 
classroom.

The third chapter in this section of 
Sheppard’s book is dedicated to Murray’s 
engagement with the public, most notably 
her unwrapping of the mummy at the 
Manchester Museum in 1908. Murray was 
able to change the way the public viewed 
the study of Egypt—from the sensational 
to the rational.

Following this examination of Murray’s 
career, Sheppard changes her focus and 
explores Murray’s devotion to the study 
of witchcraft and the history of religion. 
For Murray, this interest was a natural 
progression from her mainstream aca-
demic interests.

In retirement Murray devoted her time to 
education in both the public and private sec-
tors. She also continued to work with Petrie, 
who was then excavating in Palestine.

Kathleen L. Sheppard does a wonderful 
job demonstrating the diversity and rich-
ness of Margaret Murray’s life and career, 
and how much she contributed on both 

R E V I E W S

C a T a L O G  C a P S u L e
The Art of Empathy: The Mother of Sorrows in Northern 
Renaissance Art and Devotion
By David s. Areford
(london: d giles ltd, in association with the Cummer Museum 
of art & gardens, 2013), 64 pp., 50 color illustrations, $17.95 
(paperback), copies may be ordered through www.gilesltd.com.

The grief on her face is evident: red, swollen 
eyes, tear-stained cheeks and an intense, unwavering gaze. 
At first glance, the viewer would know that this woman is in 
distress. The reason behind her grief becomes immediately 
clear to anyone familiar with Renaissance art. The subject of 

Mother of Sorrows, by the 15th-century painter known as the Master of the Stötteritz 
Altarpiece, is Mary the mother of Jesus. This image is meant to capture and convey her 
intense grief upon seeing Jesus crucified.

The Art of Empathy: The Mother of Sorrows in Northern Renaissance Art and Devo-
tion by David S. Areford examines this painting in detail. Dated to 1470, the oil painting 
with gilding on a wood panel measures just 8 75 by 6.5 inches. It currently resides in the 
Cummer Museum in Jacksonville, Florida and, as one of the few surviving works by the 
Master of the Stötteritz Altarpiece, was declared the “most important discovery in early 
German painting [in decades]” by art historian Colin Eisler of New York University. 

Not only does the catalog explore the technique used to create and conserve this 
extraordinary painting, but it also delves into its historical context, comparing it to 
other pieces of art and exploring how the original viewers would have responded. 
Areford argues that the painter aimed to evoke one main emotion: empathy. Thus, 
the catalog also includes an examination of why we empathize and the importance of 
empathy for a medieval audience.—M.S.

1 References are also found in the Talmud.
2 Antiquities 20.34.
3 Antiquities 20.17.
4 Antiquities 20.39.
5 Antiquities 20.42.
6 Antiquities 20.43–46.
7 Antiquities 20.49.
8 Antiquities 20.49.
9 Mishnah, Yoma 3.10.
10 Antiquities 20.53.
11 See the comment on Antiquities 20.51 by Louis 
H. Feldman, trans., in Jewish Antiquities, vol. 9, 
Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
Univ. Press, 1965), p. 416; cf. Antiquities 20:101. 
This is likely the famine during the reign of 
Claudius that is also mentioned in Acts 11:28–30.
12 Mishnah, Nazir 3.6.
13 Mishnah, Nazir 4.4. According to the Talmud, 
Sukkah 2b, Helena also had a sukkah in Lydda; 
its roof was higher than the law permitted.
14 Antiquities 20.94.
15 Antiquities 20.95; see also Jewish War 5.55,147.
16 Pausanias, Description of Greece 8.16.5; 
Eusebius, Historia Ecclesiastica 2.12.3; Jerome, 
Epitaphium Sanctae Paulae 9:1.
17 1 Maccabees 13:28.
18 Richard Pococke, A Description of the East and 
Some Other Countries, vol. 2.2 (London, 1743), 
pp. 20–21.
19 Edward Robinson, Biblical Researches in 
Palestine and the Adjacent Regions: A Journal of 
Travels in the Years 1838 & 1852, vol. 1 (Jerusa-
lem: Universitas Booksellers, 1970), pp. 356–364.
20 Amos Kloner and Boaz Zissu, The Necropolis 
of Jerusalem in the Second Temple Period (Leu-
ven: Peeters, 2007), p. 133.
21 This was confirmed in a private message 
by the Louvre’s Département des Antiquités 
Orientales.
22 Maximiliam Kon, Kivre Ha-Melachim: nefesh 
malkey beit hadayav (Jerusalem: Dvir, 1947), 
pp. 71–74 [Hebrew]; see Rachel Hachlili, Jew-
ish Funerary Customs, Practices, and Rites in 
the Second Temple Period, Supplements to the 
Journal for the Study of Judaism 94 (Leiden: 
Brill, 2005), p. 168; “The meaning of the name 
is not clear. Scholars identified the inscription 
with Queen Helene of Adiabene … ” Fitzmyer 
and Harrington have read the dalet in Tsadah/
Tsadan as a resh, thus reading, Tsarah/Tsaran; 
Joseph A. Fitzmyer and Daniel J. Harrington. 
A Manual of Palestinian Aramaic, Biblica et 
Orientalia 34 (Rome: Bible Institute Press, 1978), 
p. 243.
23 Félicien de Saulcy, Voyage en Terre Sainte, vol. 
1 (Paris: Didier, 1872), pp. 393–394.
24 At least one scholar is of the opinion that the 
inscription is from a later period. See Jacqueline 
Pirenne, “Aux origines de la graphic syriaque,” 
Syria 40 (1963), pp. 106–137.
25 Kon suggested that the only thing certain 

Helena’s Palace
continued from page 39

academic and social fronts despite her dis-
advantage as a woman in a man’s world.

Adam John Fraser is the librarian at the 
Palestine Exploration Fund in London.
1 (London: W. Kimber, 1963).
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regarding the sarcophagus with the inscription 
is that it belonged to a descendant of the Adia-
bene family; Kon, Kivre Ha-Melachim, p. 73.
26 Hachlili, Jewish Funerary Customs, p. 36; 
Doron Ben-Ami and Yana Tchekhanovets, “Has 
the Adiabene Royal Family ‘Palace’ Been Found 
in the City of David?” in Katharina Galor and 
Gideon Avni, eds., Unearthing Jerusalem: 150 
Years of Archaeological Research in the Holy City 
(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2011), p. x.
27 Ben-Ami and Tchekhanovets, “Adiabene Royal 
Family ‘Palace,’” p. 234.
28 Ben-Ami and Tchekhanovets, “Adiabene 

Royal Family ‘Palace,’” p. 234.
29 See Doron Ben-Ami and Yana Tchekhanovets, 
“A Roman Mansion Found in the City of David,” 
Israel Exploration Journal 63 (2013), pp. 164–173; 
Ben-Ami and Tchekhanovets, “Adiabene Royal 
Family ‘Palace,’” p. 234.
30 Ben-Ami and Tchekhanovets, “Adiabene 
Royal Family ‘Palace,’” p. 236.
31 Ben-Ami and Tchekhanovets, “Adiabene Royal 
Family ‘Palace,’” p. 236.
32 Jewish War 5.253.
33 Here is the passage from Josephus mentioning 
Helena’s palace: “Simon occupied the Upper City 

and the great wall as far at the Kidron (Valley); 
and a portion of the ancient wall where it bent 
back to the east from Siloam and descended until 
the palace of Monobazus (II), king of Adiabene 
beyond the Euphrates. He held also the spring 
and the Akra, that is the Lower City as far as the 
(palace) of Helena, mother of Monobazus” (Jew-
ish War 5:252–253). Josephus uses Helena’s pal-
ace and that of her son Monobazus II to mark the 
northern line of Simon’s occupation of the Lower 
City. The palace of Monobazus II was located 
near the ancient wall that coursed (north)east 
from the Pool of Siloam along the eastern slopes 

S T R a T a  a n S W e R S

How Many? (from p. 14)
Answer: Eight

Similar to Russian dolls and Chinese boxes, 
the elite in ancient Egypt were buried in 
a series of coffins stacked one inside the 
next, the outermost layer(s) formed by a 
sarcophagus or sarcophagi—a rectangular, 
box-like container of stone or wood. Impor-
tant figures, such as Pharaoh Tutankhamun 
who ruled Egypt in the 14th century B.C , 
were buried in as many as eight coffins and 
sarcophagi, each decorated with materials 
and symbols with religious significance and 
elements from temple architecture. As such, 
they defined a protected and sacred space 
around the deceased in which the afterlife 
transformations could take place.

While few burials of Egyptian Pharaohs 
have survived intact, all eight coffins and 
sarcophagi were recovered from the tomb 
of Tutankhamun during Howard Carter’s 
famous excavation in the Valley of the 
Kings in 1922. Becoming increasingly 
elaborate, the burials include, from the 
outside in:
1. A sarcophagus of gilded wood (Shrine I)
2. A sarcophagus of gilded wood (Shrine II)
3. A sarcophagus of gilded wood (Shrine III)
4. A sarcophagus of gilded wood (Shrine IV)
5. A sarcophagus of quartzite with a gran-

ite lid
6. An anthropoid (human-shaped) coffin of 

gilded wood
7. An anthropoid coffin of gilded wood, 

including large sections with inlays of 
glass and semiprecious stones

8. An anthropoid coffin of solid gold

The layering continues at both ends of 
the list: Inside the innermost coffin was the 
famous gold mask, which, together with 
gold trappings, constitutes still another 
layer, i.e., the facade of the mummy. 
Thereafter follows the many layers of the 

mummy-bandaging, separated by jewelry 
and personal equipment that probably 
made up full ceremonial costumes, nested 
inside one another like the coffins. Due 
to the fragile state of the textiles on the 
mummy, only one such costume has been 
identified with certainty, but there can 
be little doubt that there were others. 
Likewise, the layering continues beyond 
and outside the outermost sarcophagus 
(Shrine 1), with the decoration of the sar-
cophagus chamber itself and perhaps also 
the antechamber and the corridor leading 
to the outside world.—Anders Bettum

Anders Bettum holds a Ph.D. from the Uni-
versity of Oslo, Department of Culture Stud-
ies and Oriental Languages. His dissertation 
Faces Within Faces: The Symbolic Func-
tion of Nested Yellow Coffins in Ramesside 
Egypt (December 2012), further explores the 
burial practice of nesting coffins in ancient 
Egypt.

What Is It? (from p. 18)
Answer: (A) Medical instrument

Vessels like this small, hollow, bell-shaped 
cup from Israel were used for the medical 
treatment of cupping. The earliest records of 
the practice of cupping—placing heated cups 
on the skin to improve blood flow—were 
found in the Ebers Papyrus, an Egyptian 
medical document dating to 1500 B.C.E , and 
the Greek physician Hippocrates’s corpus 
of medical texts in 400 B.C.E. Archaeolo-
gists have also uncovered cupping vessels in 
China from 1000 B.C.E. Vessels used for cup-
ping were made from a variety of materials, 
including bronze, horn, pottery and bamboo, 
and were typically shaped as balls or bells 
with diameters of 1 to 3 inches.

This bronze cupping glass came from 
Masada, a desert fortress in the Judean 

wilderness near the Dead Sea that was 
occupied by Jewish rebels during the First 
Jewish Revolt (66–73 C.E.). The glass was 
found in the destruction layer of 73 C E.—
when the Romans defeated the rebellion—
with several coins inside, a clever hiding 
spot that remained concealed for nearly two 
millennia until Israeli archaeologist Yigael 
Yadin uncovered it in the 1960s. Amnon 
Ben-Tor suggests that the rebels may have 
been using this therapy during their con-
finement in the fortress.1 Another scholar 
who studied the cupping glass, however, 
believes it belonged to a Roman physician 
and was taken as loot by the rebels, who hid 
it with the accompanying shekels.2

There were two practices of cupping: 
dry and wet. For dry cupping, the vessel 
was heated over a flame or in hot, scented 
oil and then placed on an individual’s 
skin, normally on the back, with the hol-
low opening against the skin. As the cups 
cooled, they became suctioned to the skin 
because of the low pressure area that was 
created. For wet cupping, small incisions 
were made in the skin, and the heated cups 
were placed over them. As they cooled, 
blood was drawn out from the incisions. 
This process was meant to help the body 
heal itself by improving blood flow and 
purging any impurities. Although pain-
less, cupping left a mark on the skin—a red 
circle where the cup was set. This therapy 
is still used today as a form of alternative 
medicine around the globe—from Beijing 
to Beverly Hills—although the preferred 
materials for the vessels are no longer 
bronze but glass and plastic.

1 Amnon Ben-Tor, Back to Masada (Jerusalem: 
Israel Exploration Society and Washington, DC: 
Biblical Archaeology Society, 2009), p. 176.
2 Malka Hershkovitz, “A Roman Cupping Vessel 
from Masada,” Eretz Israel 20, Jerusalem (1989), 
pp. 275–277 (in Hebrew; English summary pp. 
204*–205*).
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of the City of David. The palace of Queen Helena 
is described together with “the spring” and “the 
Akra.” Routinely, when Josephus refers to “the 
spring” in Jerusalem, he has in mind the western 
opening at which the Gihon flows out from rocky 
escarpment on the slope of the City of David.

For Josephus the Greek term akra (height, 
hilltop, citadel) can refer to various designations in 
Jerusalem. In the passage concerning the palace of 
Helena, he qualifies the term to mean “the Lower 
City” which would include the area of the City of 
David. He is here demarking the northernmost 
point of the southern neighborhood held by Simon 
where it meets the Ophel under John’s control. 
These geographical markers suggest that Helena’s 
palace was in the Lower City between the Ophel 
and the western outlet for the Gihon spring where 
it begins its descent to the pool of Siloam.
34 Jewish War 6.355.
35 Ben-Ami and Tchekhanovets, “Adiabene Royal 
Family ‘Palace,’” pp. 235–237. The editors of 
the volume in which their article appears state 
flatly that according to Ben-Ami and Tchek-
hanovets, this monumental building “consti-
tuted one of the palaces built by the Adiabene 
Dynasty in the first century C.E.” See Galor and 
Avni, Unearthing Jerusalem, p. xv.
c a p T I o n  e n D n o T e s :

1 Ruth Jacoby, “The Decoration and Plan of 
Queen Helena’s Tomb in Jerusalem,” in Bianca 
Kühnel, ed., The Real and Ideal Jerusalem in 
Jewish, Christian, and Islamic Art: Studies in 
Honor of Bezalel Narkiss on the Occasion of His 
Seventieth Birthday, Journal of the Center for 
Jewish Art (Jerusalem: Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem, 1998), pp. 460–461.
2 Yonatan Adler, “Ritual Baths Adjacent to 
Tombs: An Analysis of the Archaeological 
Evidence in Light of the Halakhic Sources,” 
Journal for the Study of Judaism 40 (2009), 
pp. 55–73. This, of course, excludes the Pool of 
Siloam discovered in 2004 near the southern 
end of the City of David, since the original pur-
pose of the stepped pool is still debated.
3 Steven Fine, “Death, Burial, and Afterlife,” in 
Catherine Hezser, ed., The Oxford Handbook of 
Jewish Daily Life in Roman Palestine (New York: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 2010), p. 445. 
4 Adler, “Ritual Baths,” p. 72.
5 Rachel Hachlili, Jewish Funerary Customs, 
Practices, and Rites in the Second Temple Period, 
Supplements to the Journal for the Study of 
Judaism 94 (Leiden: Brill, 2005), pp. 36–37.
6 Maximilian Kon, Kivre Ha-Melachim: nefesh 
malkey beit hadayav (Jerusalem: Dvir, 1947), p. 
51 [Hebrew].
7 Antiquities 20.95.
8 Kon, Kivre Ha-Melachim, pp. 74–77.
9 Jacoby, “Decoration and Plan,” p. 462.

of March 13, 4 B.C. Hence, the date of Jesus’ 
birth is often given as 4 B.C. But physics 
professor John A. Cramer has pointed out 
that there was another lunar eclipse vis-
ible in Judea—in fact, two—in 1 B.C., which 
would place Herod’s death—and Jesus’ 
birth—at the turn of the era.

BAR reader Jeroen H.C. Tempelman 
replies that the 4 B.C. eclipse is much more 
likely for several reasons, including the fact 
that Josephus also says that Herod died 
shortly before Passover. The 4 B.C. eclipse 
occurred in March; therefore it is more likely 
that this eclipse marked Herod’s death.

Professor Cramer responded that 
Josephus also relates that the lunar eclipse 
occurred sometime between a fast and Pass-
over (March/April). It is commonly thought 
this refers to the fast of Yom Kippur, the Day 
of Atonement (September/October).

However, BAR reader Suzanne Nadaf 
points out below that there is more than 
one fast in the Jewish calendar; and the 
fast Josephus referred to may be the Fast of 
Esther, which could produce a different date. 

A Different Fast
John Cramer responds to Mr. Tempel-
man’s letter to the editor (January/
February 2014) that Herod’s death 
occurred between a “fast” and Passover. 
Mr. Cramer acknowledges that the fast of 
Yom Kippur fits the eclipse but doesn’t 
fit the time frame of occurring near 
Passover. There is, however, another fast 
that occurs exactly one month before 
Passover: the Fast of Esther! The day 
before Purim is a fast day commemorat-
ing Queen Esther’s command for all Jews 
to fast before she approached the king. 
Purim fell on March 12–13, 4 B.C. So there 
was an eclipse and a fast on March 12–13, 
4 B.C., one month before Passover, which 
would fit Josephus’s statement bracketing 
Herod’s death by a fast and Passover.
SuZanne nadaF
BROOKLYN, NEW YORK

John A. Cramer responds:
This suggestion seems plausible and, if I 
recall correctly, someone has already raised 

Luke say he was born during Herod’s reign. 
When did Herod die? It is commonly said 
to have occurred in 4 B.C. This in turn is 
based on Josephus, who says that there was 
a lunar eclipse shortly before Herod died. 
This is thought to refer to the lunar eclipse 

Q&C
continued from page 12

ART JEWELRY BY POPPY

www.jewelrybypoppy.com

“For the message of the cross is foo ishness to those
who are perishing  but to those of us who are
being saved it is the Power of God ”  I Corinthians 1:18

BUTTERFLY WING

Enlarged to Show Detail

3769 Tuxhorn Rd. Springfield, IL  62712       217.679.3060



68 M a y / J u n e  2 0 1 4

for scholars; it was important to the com-
mon people as well. Since much of the 
population couldn’t read, the stories of 
the Bible were told through the visual 
arts. The various depictions of Cain’s 
death demonstrate that generations of 
people familiar with the story were inter-
ested in knowing that Cain’s life did not 
have the happy ending that Genesis seems 
to allow. Rather than accept an ending to 
the story that seemed unjust, they pre-
ferred a version with a more satisfactory 
conclusion. It was important that God not 
let Cain get away with murder, even if it 
meant changing the details to protect the 
innocent while punishing the guilty.

John Byron is professor of New Testament 
at Ashland Theological Seminary in Ash-
land, Ohio.

1 Book of Wisdom 10:3–4; Testament of Adam 3:5; 
Augustine, City of God 15.20; Genesis Rabbah 
22:12; Ecclesiastes Rabbah 6:2; Pirqe de-Rabbi 
Eliezer 30.
2 In Genesis 4:23, Lamech boasts “I have killed a 
man for wounding me, a young man for striking 
me.” Modern commentators view this statement 
as an example of Hebrew parallelism rather 
than a claim by Lamech to have killed two 
separate people. But ancient interpreters often 
understood the verse to mean that Lamech 
killed both Cain and a younger son.
3 For a more detailed discussion of the Lamech 
legend and other ways that interpreters 
changed the story, see my Cain and Abel in Text 
and Tradition: Jewish and Christian Interpreta-
tions of the First Sibling Rivalry, Themes in 
Biblical Narrative 14 (Leiden: Brill, 2011).

The Lamech legend was very popular 
in late antiquity through the Middle Ages 
and came to include details far beyond 
anything found in Genesis 4. In these 
later versions Lamech is a blind—but 
skilled—hunter who hunts with the help 
of his son Tubal-Cain, who directs his 
father’s bow toward the game. One day, 
however, the young boy mistakes a sound 
in the bushes for a wild animal. Lamech, 
with his son’s assistance, shoots the ani-
mal and then sends him to see what they 
have caught. When Tubal-Cain reaches 
the spot, he realizes that they have killed 
Cain. Lamech becomes distressed to the 
point that he blindly claps his hands 
together and accidently kills his son as 
well.2 While this ending certainly adds 
more tragedy to the tale of Cain and 
Abel, it also achieves some key results. 
First, it ensures that Cain finally pays the 
ultimate price for his murder of Abel (cf. 

Genesis 9:6; Exodus 21:12–14,24). Second, 
the description of Lamech as a blind man 
frees him from being accused of the same 
crime as Cain. Cain’s death is an accident, 
which makes Lamech innocent of pre-
meditated murder, which wasn’t the case 
when Cain murdered Abel. At the same 
time, any apparent besmirching of God’s 
justice toward Abel is removed.3

While most modern readers of the 
Bible are unfamiliar with the Lamech 
legend, it was well known in the past. 
Its popularity is evidenced, for instance, 
in the way it was displayed on a column 
capital in the Cathedral of Saint-Lazare 
in France (c. 1146, shown on p. 24). 
Variations of the legend also appear in the 
façade of the Modena Cathedral in Italy 
(c. 1180) and in several illuminated manu-
scripts including the Egerton Genesis Pic-
ture Book (c. 1360), the Holkham Bible Pic-
ture Book (c. 1325) and Le Livre de bonnes 
moeurs by Jacques Legrand (c. 1490). 
Knowing the ending to the Cain and Abel 
story was not just an academic question 
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a u T H O R S
R. Steven Notley (“Queen Helena’s Jerusalem Palace,” p. 28) 
is Distinguished Professor of New Testament and Christian 
Origins at Nyack College, NYC. He has published many 
books and articles, including The Sacred Bridge with Anson 
F. Rainey, The Sage from Galilee with David Flusser and Para-
bles of the Sages with Ze’ev Safrai.

Jeffrey P. García (“Queen Helena’s Jeru-
salem Palace,” p. 28) is a lecturer in Bible 
at Nyack College, NYC. He is a Ph.D. 
candidate in Hebrew and Judaic Studies 
at New York University under the direc-
tion of Prof. Lawrence Schiffman.

Alan Millard (“New Jerusalem Inscrip-
tion,” p. 49) is Emeritus Rankin Profes-
sor of Hebrew and Ancient Semitic 
Languages at the University of Liv-
erpool and author of Eponyms of the 
Assyrian Empire, Reading and Writing 
in the Time of Jesus and Treasures from 
Bible Times, among others.

Wayne T. Pitard (“Circular Signa-
tures,” p. 55) is professor of Hebrew Bible in the Depart-
ment of Religion and director of the Spurlock Museum at 
the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. He has pub-
lished extensively on ancient Syrian texts and Syria’s rela-
tions with Israel.

Notley

García

Millard

Pitard

in 876 B.C.E. During its 150 years of exis-
tence, Samaria was renowned as a place 
of luxury, where the urban elite enjoyed 
a life qualitatively different from their 
brethren in the countryside.*

When the kingdom of Israel was con-
quered by the Assyrians in the late eighth 
century B.C.E., no one yearned for the 
rebuilding of Samaria as an Israelite city, 
for without the Israelite state it had lost 
its raison d’etre. In the ensuing centuries, 
others lived and built at the site, but the 
Israelite character of Samaria was no lon-
ger a unifying force. With the state gone, 
the city no longer had a purpose.

Contrast this with the reaction follow-
ing the destruction of Jerusalem by the 
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*norma Franklin, “lost Tombs of the israelite Kings,” 
BAR, July/august 2007.
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