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The ongoing excavations
of Jerusalem never seem
to stop yielding amazing

treasures that bring to life the Bible
and the history of the Jewish peo-

ple in its holiest of cities.  This lat-
est discovery comes on the heels of
the disgraceful UNESCO resolu-
tion that by implication seeks to
deny the historic relationship of the
city to the Jews and their history. 

The recent discovery of what
may be the personal seal impres-
sion of Isaiah the Prophet, coming
soon after the discovery close by of
the seal impression of Hezekiah
the King, serves as a welcome
affirmation of the Jewish connec-
tion to Jerusalem, something we
thought would have been self-evi-
dent to Jews, Christians, and even
Muslims. 

Our story starts in 2015 with the
announcement that a bulla (seal
impression) of King Hezekiah was
found in the archaeological exca-
vations directed by Dr. Eilat Mazar
of the Hebrew University at the
area known as the Ophel, south of

the Temple Mount. Dr. Mazar had
been excavating in this part of the
city for some thirty years, having
started there under her grandfather
Professor Binyamin Mazar, a great
archaeologist who also served
as president of the Hebrew Univ-
sity. 

The term Ophel (spelled with an
ayin) is used a few times in the
Bible to refer to a raised area
between the City of David in the

south and the present-day Temple
Mount in the north. This area con-
tained the palace and surrounding
structures built in the Solomonic
period, ca. 970-930 BCE.  

Dr. Mazar arranged for my wife
and me to tour these excavations
last summer, and it brought back
memories of the time her grandfa-
ther had spent with us showing us
his southern wall excavations some
40 years earlier.  

The announcement in 2015 con-
cerned a bulla that preserved the
actual seal impression of King
Hezekiah. It was one of 37 that had
been recovered. A bulla is a clay
seal that is pressed onto a cord that
closes a vessel or a sack, or seals a

legal contract. The bulla itself is a
bit less than half an inch in diame-
ter. The owners, or in the case of
legal documents the parties to the
agreement or witnesses, impress
their seal (chotam) onto the clay as
a signature. Numerous examples of
such seal impressions, including
others of known biblical personali-
ties, have been found in excava-
tions.  

The text revealed in 2015, writ-
ten in the old Hebrew script,

read as follows: le-Hezekiah
Achaz Melech Yehudah, “to
Hezekiah (son of) Achaz, King of

Judah (Yehudah),” referring of
course to the kingdom of Judah
after the split of the kingdom that
occurred immediately after the
death of King Solomon. 

This seal, like that of Isaiah,
who most likely is the prophet,
was found through wet sifting
(wetting and then straining) debris
that came from outside a building
that  — at least at the end of the
kingdom of Judah, close to the
destruction (586 BCE) — was
used as a royal bakery. 

Perhaps what is most amazing is
that Dr. Mazar’s colleagues, while
cleaning other bullae just a few
years later, realized that they had

recovered a bulla that may be the
seal of the prophet Isaiah. It had
been found only ten feet away
from Hezekiah’s! Dr. Mazar has
been cautious in avoiding the
claim that this must be the seal of
Isaiah the Prophet but seems to

favor this view, and with good rea-
son.

The preserved part of the bulla
has three sections.  On the top is
the image of a deer, a symbol of
blessing.  Then there are two lines
of text in the old Hebrew script,
with a bit of text broken off the left
side.  The first line is le-Yisha and
the second has navi (without the
final alef). The most likely propos-
al is that the text should be
restored as le-Yisha[yahu] navi or
perhaps ha-navi. Other possible
readings are less likely.  So it is
safe to say that we probably (but
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Perhaps most amazing is that a
recovered bulla that may be the seal of
the prophet Isaiah had been found only

ten feet away from Hezekiah’s! 

The ancient bulla (seal impression) which may have belonged to the prophet Isaiah.

The excavations at Ophel, south of the Temple Mount in Jerusalem.
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not definitely) have an original
seal impression of the prophet
Isaiah.

In Isaiah’s lifetime, the power of
Assyria was on the rise, and the
Assyrians demanded fealty and
tribute from the surrounding
nations, including the northern
Kingdom of Israel and Judah to
the south.  

From the beginning of
Hezekiah’s rule in ca. 727

BCE, he followed the approach of
his father, Achaz, by maintaining
loyalty to Assyria. He therefore
managed to escape the Assyrian
armies who destroyed the Northern
Kingdom and exiled many of its
inhabitants in 722 BCE. But a few
years later, from about 712, he
began to resist and ultimately
rebelled against Assyria.  During
the period of accommodation, he
succeeded in bringing about col-

lective teshuvah, a religious reform
of great proportions. 

In all of this, Isaiah the Prophet
was a strong influence and sup-

porter. Throughout this period,
Hezekiah used the Ophel buildings

for parts of his administration. In
701 BCE the Assyrians sought to
put down his rebellion and sent
their forces to Judah where they
destroyed numerous towns and
cities throughout the country, as
shown by archaeological research
and by Assyrian annals written in
the Assyrian dialect of Akkadian,
the language of Mesopotamia. The
Book of Kings tells us of the
miraculous deliverance of
Jerusalem from Assyria. 

It is amazing that the seals of
King Hezekiah and the Prophet

Isaiah were found so close to each
other. The Bible teaches us that the
lives of these two men were close-

ly tied to each other and, in turn, to
the history of the southern
Kingdom of Judah. Their names
appear together in the same verse
15 times in the Bible. The Talmud
(Berachot 10a) tells us of this
close relationship, so close that the
king could teach the prophet a les-
son valuable for all of us even in
the worst of circumstances: “Never
give up hope even when there is a
sword on your neck.”

Is there any reason to wonder
why these two inspired leaders had
the merit to have their signatures
discovered so close to each other in
time and place? These discoveries
certainly remind us that no amount
of anti-Israel or anti-Semitic propa-
ganda can overturn the truths of his-
tory. The connection of the Jewish
people and the city of Jerusalem
will not be severed!

Dr. Lawrence H Schiffman is
Judge Abraham Lieberman
Professor of Hebrew and Judaic
Studies and Director of the Global
Network for Advanced Research in
Jewish Studies at New York
University
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Is there any reason to wonder why
these two inspired leaders had their

signatures discovered so close to each
other in time and place? 
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