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ON THE PROVENANCE OF THE JERUSALEM  
INSCRIPTION OF KING UZZIAH1

Yana Tchekhanovets and Kirill Vach

The Uzziah Tablet, an epitaph regarded as one 
of the most intriguing finds in the field of bibli-
cal epigraphy, was accidentally noticed in 1931 
by E.L. Sukenik in the antiquities collection of 
the Russian Ecclesiastical Mission the Mount 
of Olives. The present article, based on archival 
research, sheds light on the provenance of this 
artifact.

The Uzziah Tablet is a stone plaque with an 
epitaph text written in Aramaic. It is presently 
in the collection of the Israel Museum (inv. no. 
68.56.38). The tablet is a small, almost square 
slab, 35x34 cm. in size, and 6 cm. thick, made 
of local limestone (Fig. 1). A short four-line in-
scription, surrounded by a double border, reads:

לכה התית
טמי עוזיה

מלך יהודה
ולא למפתח

“Here I brought (?) the bones of Uzziah, King 
of Judah; and not to open.”2

The Old Testament describes the deeds of Uzzi-
ah or Azariah, the tenth king of Judah from the 
House of David, who lived in the 8th century 
BCE: his 52-year reign, his wars with the Philis-
tines, and the leprosy that afflicted him (2 Kings 
15; 2 Chron. 26). Judging by the script used in 
the inscription and spelling features of the text, 
the tablet was made several centuries later, in the 
1st century BCE–1st century CE, when the area 
of Jerusalem had increased considerably and the 

ancient royal burial had to be moved to a new 
location.

The stone slab was accidentally noted in 1931 
by Prof. E.L. Sukenik of the Hebrew University 
of Jerusalem, who examined the collection of 
antiquities of Archimandrite Antonin (Kapustin) 
at the Russian Orthodox Ascension Monastery 
on the Mount of Olives in Jerusalem (Sukenik 
1931). About 40 years ago, the inscription was 
put up for auction in the United States and was 
then acquired by the Israel Museum.

The origin of the inscription is unknown. Its 
authenticity immediately raised some doubts: 

Fig. 1. Uzziah Tablet  
(courtesy of Israel Museum, inv. no. 68.56.38)
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many scholars considered the Uzziah Tablet sus-
picious, as an unusual and valuable find without 
a clear archaeological provenance. Since the 
mid-19th century, forgery of antiquities, espe-
cially ancient texts, became extremely common 
in Palestine (Clermont-Ganneau 1885). How-
ever, Sukenik noted the unusual composition of 
the text in the inscription, which had not previ-
ously been found in epigraphic finds of ancient 
Judea, and the use of the archaic form of letters, 
dated much later than the reign of King Uzziah. 
Sukenik also observed that the inscription had 
not been published by its Russian owners and for 
about 40 years lay in the repository of antiqui-
ties without attracting any attention: “Seeing that 
the inscription, was left for a long time, approx-
imately 40 years, in one of the rooms of the Rus-
sian Church without anybody paying the slight-
est attention to it, it is clearly proved that those 
who discovered it, or sold it to the Russians, did 
not know its value. A forger would have stressed 
the importance of the inscription to the prospec-
tive buyer” (Sukenik 1931: 221).

At the end of his report, recounting his con-
versation with the Russian Archimandrite Hi-
eronimos,3 Sukenik notes diary entries of Ar-
chimandrite Antonin (Kapustin), unavailable to 
him, as a potential source of information about 
the place and circumstances of the discovery of 
the Uzziah Tablet (ibid.). 

In general, documentary evidence found in 
the state archives of the Russian Federation is 
extremely important for studying the history of 
archaeological research in Palestine. In this case, 
it provides answers to questions concerning the 
provenance of the Uzziah Tablet.

The burial of King Uzziah

According to the Bible, the kings of Judah were 
buried within the city. This custom was already 
indicated in the story about the death and burial 
of David, the first king who ruled in Jerusalem 
(1 Kings 2:10). The prohibition of burying the 
dead within the boundaries of the city did not 
extend to royal burials. The same formula was 
used in the Book of Kings in recounting the 

death of Uzziah/Azariah: “So Azariah slept with 
his fathers; and they buried him with his fathers 
in the city of David” (2 Kings 15:7). However, 
his burial is described differently in Chronicles: 
“So Uzziah slept with his fathers, and they bur-
ied him with his fathers in the field of the burial 
which belonged to the kings; for they said, He is 
a leper” (2 Chron. 26:23). Josephus, who lived 
about eight centuries later, mentioned that the 
leper king “was buried alone in his own gar-
dens” (Antiquities, IX.10.4). Archaeologically, 
the location of the royal necropolis of Jerusalem 
has not yet been established. Dozens of rock-cut 
tombs, including ones of courtiers going back 
to the times of the Jewish monarchy, have been 
discovered around the City of David, the oldest 
part of historical Jerusalem. However, these are 
all located outside the city boundaries and there 
were no royal tombs among them (Ussishkin 
1993). It is also impossible to identify the place 
of Uzziah’s gardens. It is known that the “royal 
gardens” or the “fields of Kidron” (2 Kings 23:4; 
Jer. 52:7; Neh. 3:15) were located to the south 
of Jerusalem in a small fertile valley irrigated by 
the waters of the Kidron stream, but the palace 
and gardens of the leper king should have been 
located in a secluded place away from the city  
(2 Chron. 26:19–21; cf. 2 Kings 7:3–10).

Thus, the original place of Uzziah’s tomb is 
unknown. It could have been located outside the 
ancient city boundaries, but with the expansion 
of Jerusalem under Herod the Great or his suc-
cessors (1st century BCE–1st century CE), it 
ended up within the city. Apparently, until that 
time, the tomb remained intact and was not loot-
ed, and therefore the remains of the king would 
have been moved elsewhere. 

It has been previously proposed by E. 
Ben-Eliyahu (2000) that the remains of King 
Uzziah were reburied on the Mount of Olives, 
based upon medieval Jewish sources, including 
the text of a guidebook of Jerusalem, dated to 
the 9th–10th centuries, discovered in Cairo Ge-
nizah: the text mentions a long staircase, lead-
ing to the summit of the mountain, where the 
castle of King Uzziah stood, known as his tomb 
(Braslavi 1964).
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The Uzziah Tablet in the collection of 
Archimandrite Antonin

Our initial task was to find out when the Uzzi-
ah Tablet became a part of the Russian collec-
tion of antiquities at the Ascension Monastery. 
We began our search with photographs from the 
collection of the Russian Imperial Palestine Or-
thodox Society, which are kept at the State Mu-
seum of the History of Religion (GMIR) in St. 
Petersburg.4 Among other things, the collection 
contains three photographs showing the Russian 
archaeological collection assembled by Archi-
mandrite Antonin in detail.5 Since a catalog of 
this collection was never compiled, these three 
photographs are the most reliable source of in-
formation about Kapustin’s collection. The Uz-
ziah Tablet is clearly visible on two photographs 
(inv. No. П-6155 and П-6157), taken most likely 
in the 1880s–1890s. It stands in a far and poor-
ly lit corner and is turned upside down (Fig. 2). 
Therefore, it was acquired during the lifetime of 
Archimandrite Antonin, and was possibly found 
on one of the plots of land being developed by 
the Russian Church at that time or perhaps pur-
chased from an antiquities dealer. The position 
of the inscription captured in the photographs 
is puzzling: Archimandrite Antonin knew basic 
Hebrew and could not have made a mistake by 
accidentally turning the text upside down. And 
most importantly, if the tablet entered the Rus-
sian collection during Kapustin’s lifetime, why 
didn’t he or any of the European scholars whom 
he knew well and who lived and worked in Jeru-
salem publish the rare find?6

The Uzziah Tablet in diary entries of 
Archimandrite Antonin

In search of information, we turned to the diary 
of Archimandrite Antonin. The mostly unpub-
lished diary includes all his Palestinian years, 
from his appointment to the position of the head 
of the Russian Ecclesiastical Mission in the Holy 
Land in 1865, until his death in 1894. It is an 
interesting and detailed source for the history of 
Jerusalem in the last third of the 19th century, 

presenting the most important events and per-
sonalities of the Holy City. The original note-
books are preserved today in the Russian State 
Historical Archive (RGIA) in St. Petersburg,7 
printed copies are kept in the archive of RIPOS 
at the State Museum of the History of Religion 
(GMIR) in St. Petersburg.

Our examination of the diary for 1887 brought 
us useful information. The entry from July 1, 
1887, largely dealing with author’s suffering 
from a dental abscess, mentions, among evening 
events: “Tea and everything else. A stone with 
ancient Hebrew inscription – the words מלך יהודה 
can be read.”8 There are no more details about 
the tablet, but the entry clearly speaks about it. 
The entries of the following days confirm this 
assumption.

The next time the tablet appeared was in the 
entry from July 14:

“I became seized with a desire to understand 
the meaning of the Hebrew Eleonskaya inscrip-
tion, called Gesenius and Euting for help,9 but 
ran aground at the first word לכה. How to find 
out if the lamed belongs to the root of the word 
or is a preposition to some laughing person…10 
Bah! And what if instead of בכה, one should read 
 here? There is no end to the perplexity. By לכה
the way, I rummaged through 20–30 packages in 
the closet, and suddenly found a Russian map of 
Palestine there.” 11

Father Antonin attempted to decipher the in-
scription on his own but did not really succeed. 
The most important evidence of this entry is that 
the inscription was called “Eleonskaya,” that is, 
“from the Mount of Olives,” which means that 
it reached Archimandrite Antonin from the plot 
on the top of the Mount of Olives. Construction 
on this site brought a large number of archae-
ological discoveries. Among other things, buri-
als of the early Roman period and a Byzantine 
monastery with church and burial caves, as well 
as stone and mosaic inscriptions in Greek and 
Armenian, were discovered there.12

On the next day, July 15, Antonin Kapustin 
wrote:

“I don’t have any pain; I drank my carbon-
ate, prayed, and started preparing the mail, after 
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Fig. 2. Archaeological collection of Archimandrite Antonin (Kapustin). The Uzziah Tablet is seen on the right.  
Courtesy of GMIR (photographic collection of Russian Imperial Palestine Orthodox Society, inv. no. П-6157)
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making an imprint from the Jewish inscription on 
wetted paper [...]. At 4 o’clock, two Russian let-
ters and one French letter, adressée au Ministère 
des Etrangers à Paris, were ready.”13

Confronted with the fact that he could not 
understand the inscription on his own, Kapustin 
made an imprint from papier-mâché and sent the 
copy with a cover letter to Paris, to the address 
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. We can easily 
guess to whom the letter was addressed: Charles 
Clermont-Ganneau, the great French orientalist 
and specialist in Semitic epigraphy worked in the 
Foreign Ministry, and shortly before that, in 1882 
returned to his homeland after many years living 
in Palestine. Clermont-Ganneau and Archiman-
drite Antonin had close, friendly relations. The 
name of this French scholar and diplomat often 
appeared on the pages of Kapustin’s diary, and 
publications of Clermont-Ganneau on the Pales-
tinian finds are full of references to the “Russian 
Archimandrite.” Correspondence between them 
continued after Clermont-Ganneau had departed 
for France; one of their main topics was discus-
sion of new Palestinian finds and scholarly news.14

For a whole month, the inscription did not ap-
pear in the diary entries. Archimandrite Antonin 
was busy building the church in Gethsemane, 
but he also often visited the Mount of Olives: 
there at this time the bell tower was being com-
pleted and the church was being painted. There 
are no archaeological notes in the diary for July 
and August. Finally, a month later, on August 20, 
Kapustin wrote:

“While I was still sitting at tea, I was handed 
a large package from the French consulate with a 
letter and brochures from Ganneau in Paris. The 
orientalist scholar doubts the authenticity of the 
inscription with the name of Uzziah, the King 
of Judah, and informs me that a certain Rabbi 
Löwy, in turn, doubts the stone of the Moabite 
King Mesha.”15

Preliminary conclusions

The diary entries make it possible to establish 
the following. The inscription of Uzziah, named 
in the diary “from the Mount of Olives,” came 

into the possession of Kapustin on July 1, 1887. 
Apparently, it was brought from the Russian plot 
on the Mount of Olives and was not sold to him 
by a dealer of antiquities, in which case Archi-
mandrite Antonin usually recorded in detail who 
sold him a particular object and the amount he 
paid for it. The exact location and circumstances 
of the discovery were not indicated, perhaps due 
to the poor state of health of the diary’s author 
or some loss of interest in archeology on his part 
by that time.

After his toothache passed, Antonin Kapus-
tin returned to working on the find: he tried to 
decipher the inscription on his own, made an 
imprint and wrote C. Clermont-Ganneau who 
was undoubtedly one of the leading Semitolo-
gists of the time and a good friend of Kapustin. 
A month later, a response with the final verdict 
came from Paris: the inscription was a fake. Ful-
ly relying on the opinion of Clermont-Ganneau, 
Archimandrite Antonin, without consulting any-
one else, decided to keep the tablet, but did not 
show any further interest in it. This may explain 
its place in the collection as recorded in the pho-
tographs—in a dark corner and upside down. Af-
ter so many years in Jerusalem, archaeological 
disappointments should have become familiar 
to him; moreover, the Antonin Kapustin collec-
tion of antiquities includes numerous forgeries 
(Tchekhanovets and Belyaev 2019: 243–244).

Many questions related to the origin and fate 
of the inscription remain unresolved. Charles Cl-
ermont-Ganneau, who made major contributions 
to research on Palestine’s antiquities, had a rare 
archaeological instinct and was in many ways 
ahead of his time. He was the first scholar to 
declared war on forgers of antiquities and even 
collected many examples of epigraphic forgeries 
in his small but extremely entertaining brochure 
(1885). It is possible that the text of the tablet 
on the reburial of the remains of a biblical king 
seemed too implausible to the French scholar to 
be a real. However, if the inscription was indeed 
extracted from the ground during construction 
on the Russian site on the Mount of Olives, Cl-
ermont-Ganneau could not have had grounds for 
such a categorical judgment. Perhaps Kapustin 
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Notes
1	 The present article is submitted with affection and 

appreciation to Hillel Geva, admired scholar and 
Jerusalem encyclopedist. The primary results of this 
study were at first reported at the 42nd Archaeological 
Congress in Israel, held at Tel Aviv University in April 
2016, and were briefly published in Russian: Tchekha-
novets and Vach 2017.

2	 For a complete bibliography on the inscription, see A. 
Yardeni and J. Price, no. 602, in: Cotton, Di Segni, Eck 
et al., CIIP I/1, 2010. 

3	 Archimandrite, later Archbishop Hieronimos 
(Chernov), the Head of the Russian Ecclesiastical 
Mission in Jerusalem in 1922–1925, lived in the Mis-
sion until his departure from Palestine in 1933.

4	 On the collection, see Fedotov 2015. Our study of the 
collection of Holy Land photography became possible 
through the generous help of Ekaterina Terukova, the 
deputy director of GMIR, and Peter Fedotov, the col-
lection’s curator. Today, the collection is accessible 
online: www.palestina.indrik.ru

5	 On the archaeological interests of Archimandrite 
Antonin and his collection, see Guruleva 2007; 
Belyaev, Butova, and Lisovoi 2009; Tchekhanovets 
and Belyaev 2019.

6	 Cf. the well-known and repeatedly published “head 
of Herod,” acquired by Kapustin and subsequently 

transferred to the Hermitage Museum: Clermont-Gan-
neau 1896:259–266.

7	 Собрание Св. Синода. Ф. 834. oп. 4. д. 1118–1132. 
For detailed description of the source and its research 
history, see Vach 2013. Publication of the manuscript 
started in 2010 and will continue for many more years.

8	 Шифр ИППО: Б.IV.853/29. С. 125.
9	 Wilhelm Gesenius (1786–1842) and Julius Euting 

(1839–1913), 19th century orientalists, authors of 
textbooks on Semitic grammar.

10	 The meaning of this phrase is unclear.
11	 Шифр ИППО: Б.IV.853/29. С. 125.
12	 See Dmitrevsky 1885 [2006]; Tchekhanovets 

2018:55–76.
13	 Шифр ИППО: Б.IV.853/29. С. 125–126.
14	 The personal archive of Clermont-Ganneau is 

distributed among several French archives and is 
difficult to access. We are sincerely grateful to the 
Russian historian Irina Mironenko-Marenkova who 
worked in France, identified a number of letters from 
Archimandrite Antonin in the extensive correspon-
dence of Clermont-Ganneau, and kindly shared the 
results of her unpublished research with us. Unfortu-
nately, the letter with the information about the Uzziah 
inscription, possibly revealing the circumstances of its 
discovery, has not yet been found.

15	 Шифр ИППО: Б.IV.853/29. С. 150.

himself was not sure of the inscription’s origin or 
did not describe the circumstances of its discov-
ery in the letter to Paris in sufficient detail. One 
way or another, the inscription, subsequently ne-

glected, would have to gather dust in the Russian 
collection for another 40 years until, in 1931, it 
was accidentally rediscovered by Eliezer Lipa 
Sukenik.
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