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A LEAD COFFIN FROM THE ROMAN PERIOD AT HORBAT OHAD,
KiBBUTZ BET GUVRIN

DANIEL VARGA AND RINA TALGAM
(Pp. 11%-18%)

In 1993, a salvage excavation was conducted
in a tomb at Horbat Ohad, within Kibbutz Bet
Guvrin (map ref. NIG 190322/613841, OIG
140322/113841), which was damaged during
infrastructure work. The tomb (Plan 1) was
hewn into soft limestone (girfon) bedrock in
a general northwest—southeast direction. The
southeastern part of its ceiling was destroyed.
The tomb’s opening is in the north; it was
blocked with three ashlars of soft limestone. A
lead coffin and its lid (Fig. 1) were recovered
from the tomb. Within the coffin were the bones
of a female aged 17-20 years and an intact
candlestick-type glass bottle, found atop the lid
(Fig. 8; studied by Natalya Katsnelson), dated
between the end of the third and the beginning
of the fourth centuries CE.

The coffin was badly preserved. It is decorated
with mythological, as well as geometric and
floral motifs. A rope-like decoration surrounds
the lid and divides it into six square panels.
The left panel is divided into two rectangular
panels, each populated with a scene depicting
a winged Eros hunting a lion (Figs. 3, 4). The
second, third and fourth panels from the left
are divided into triangles, two of which depict
drunken Heracles holding a drinking vessel
while riding a carriage driven by two centaurs
(Figs. 5, 6); the centaur in the foreground plays
a lyre, and the centaur behind it plays a pan
flute. The fifth and sixth panels are each divided
into four squares, within which are circles
housing medallions composed of four tendrils.
The long walls of the coffin are decorated with
motifs similar to those on the lid. Only one of
the short walls was preserved, with a panel of a
winged Eros hunting a lion and two medallions
composed of four tendrils (Fig. 7).

The coffin is another addition to the lead
coffins frequently found along the Israeli and
Phoenician coast, and known also from inland
sites, such as Jerusalem and Bet She‘arim. An
identical relief depicting drunken Heracles was
identified on a lead coffin which is thought
to have been found in Gaza(?). Therefore, it
is suggested the the coffin from Bet Guvrin
was produced in Gaza or in Ashgelon. The
decorations seem to indicate that the deceased
was pagan, but this is not certain. The scene
of Heracles might suggest the continuity of
Phoenician traditions in Bet Guvrin up until the
third century CE. Alternatively, it may point
to the existence of the cult of Heracles in the
Roman city of Bet Guvrin, which was settled
by Roman veterans by the end of the second
century CE. The decorative motifs on the
coffin, as well as the glass bottle, point to a date
in the third century CE.

CAPTIONS TO ILLUSTRATIONS

Plan 1. The tomb, plan and section.

Fig. 1. The lead coffin and the lid covering it.
Fig. 2. The lid.

Fig. 3. The lid: decorations on the two left
panels.

Fig. 4. The lid: panel depicting Eros hunting a
lion.

Fig. 5. The lid: decorations on the two middle
panels.

Fig. 6. The lid: rectangular panel, depicting
drunken Heracles riding a carriage driven by
two centaurs.

Fig. 7. Decoration on one of the short walls.
Fig. 8. Glass bottle.
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