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On an ancillary note, I 
should like to state that some 
might suggest that they are 
surprised that a Phoenician 
inscription would be found 
in Israel. Actually, however, 
this should not be surprising. 
After all, Phoenician inscrip-
tions are found throughout 
much of the Levant and 
Mediterranean (see below). 
Moreover, the biblical text 
itself (e.g., 1–2 Kings) affirms 
that there was substantial 
cultural contact between 
Phoenicia and Israel. Fur-
thermore, the archaeological 
remains often confirm this 
(Lipiński 1991). Thus, the 
fact that multiple Phoeni-
cian inscriptions have been 
discovered in Israel during 
the “early period” was pre-
dictable. In sum, the Kefar 
Veradim bronze bowl is a 
superb exemplar of the usage 

of the Phoenician script in early Israel, a reflection of the fact that Israelite scribes 
first wrote with the Phoenician script (not the Old Hebrew script).

A small limestone “tablet” was discovered in 1908 at gezer during Macali-
ster’s excavations (fig. 2.7), in debris from his “Fourth Semitic,” a period Albright 
associated with Iron I (Macalister 1908; Albright 1943). Because the contents of 
the inscription revolve around seasonal agricultural activities (e.g., sowing, har-
vesting, and processing of flax and barley), it is often considered to be some sort 
of an agricultural “calendar.” Naveh has stated that “the script of the gezer Calen-
dar, thought to be the earliest Hebrew inscription known to date, resembles the 
writing of the tenth-century B.C. Phoenician inscriptions from Byblos.” He then 
goes on to state that “at this stage no specifically Hebrew characters can be distin-
guished, and the Hebrew followed the scribal tradition current in Canaan” (Naveh 
1987a, 65). Cross considers the gezer Calendar to be written in the Hebrew lan-
guage (Cross and Freedman 1952, 46–47). Pardee, however, has recently argued 

Fig. 2.7. The gezer Calendar. From Naveh 1987a,  
fig. 54.
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that the language is indeed Phoenician (Pardee in press). In any case, regarding 
the script of the gezer Calendar, Cross has written that “so similar are Phoeni-
cian and Hebrew in the tenth century that it has been difficult for epigraphists to 
establish whether the gezer Calendar was written in a Hebrew or in a Phoenician 
script.” Cross continues and states that “I believe that the first rudimentary inno-
vations that will mark the emergent Hebrew script can be perceived in the gezer 
Calendar, but they are faint at best.” Cross then affirms that “these rudimentary 
features include the elongation of the vertical strokes or legs of such letters as 
’alep, waw, kap, mem, and reš.” To be sure, Cross has not come down hard on this 
subject, though. Rather, again, he has stated that he believes the features that dis-
tinguish the fledgling Old Hebrew script from the Phoenician Mutterschrift are 
“faint at best” (Cross 1980; 2003, 226). 

Ultimately, though, and with all due respect, I must differ with Cross. That is, 
I consider the script of the gezer Calendar to be Phoenician. My reasons are basi-
cally twofold: (1) Elongation is a feature that is already present in Phoenician of 
the late-tenth century and the early-ninth century. Therefore, I cannot consider 
elongation to be a distinctive feature of the Old Hebrew script.2 (2) Moreover, 
features such as the pronounced curvature of kap, mem, and nun that are markers 
of the Old Hebrew script (Naveh 1987a, 66) are absent in the gezer Calendar. For 
these reasons, I consider the script of the gezer Calendar to be pure Phoenician 
(Rollston 2008a, 77–87).3

Regarding its placement within the Phoenician series, I would state that 
certain basic features of the gezer Calendar’s script are typologically later than 
the majority of the Old Byblian inscriptions. For example, the kap is no longer 
trident-shaped (in the gezer Calendar), as the right stroke of this letter has elon-
gated forming a leg.4 Although this sort of elongation (of this stroke) is attested in 
Phoenician of the ninth and eighth centuries, it is not attested in Shipitba‘al (from 
the late-tenth or early-ninth century). The waw of gezer is no longer the bowl-
headed form that is the norm in the earliest of the Royal Byblian inscriptions, 
but is rather the more angular form (cf. the similar fledgling form in Shipitba‘al, 
the latest of the Royal Byblian). Substantial elongation is also present in the final 
strokes of mem and nun, and the best parallels for this are in Shipitba‘al and, 

2. within my discussion of the Tel Zayit abecedary (below), I provide more data about the 
phenomenon of elongation.

3. It is imperative to note that certain aspects of the gezer Calendar are often argued to be 
indicative of the hand of a fledgling student. This is possible, but the fact remains that the letter 
forms reflect important typological features. Similar statements can be made about the Tel Zayit 
abecedary.

4. Note that although there is elongation in the kap of Izbet Sarteh, it is not a lengthening 
of the stroke on the right side.
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of course, Phoenician texts from horizons after Shipitba‘al. Note, however, that 
the stance of mem in the gezer Calendar is still strongly vertical, more so than 
Shipitba‘al. Note also that the main vertical shaft of samek exhibits elongation (but 
this sort of elongation is attested in Ahiram as well). Based on the constellation 
of script data, I date the gezer Calendar to the same basic horizon as Shipitba‘al, 
that is late-tenth or very-early-ninth century. Someone might wish to argue for 
an earlier date for this inscription, but I consider the combined evidence of the 
elongation of the kap, the morphology of the waw, and the substantial elongation 
of mem and nun to be solid evidence for a date in the late-tenth century or the 
very-early ninth century.

The Tel Zayit abecedary (fig. 2.8) hails from an archaeological context that 
Tappy considers to be tenth century (Tappy and McCarter 2008, 5–25). The 
inscription was carved into a stone. Although the second half of this abecedary 
is quite abraded, it is certain that it is a complete abecedary. The script of this 
inscription reflects typological developments not attested in the Kefar Veradim 
bowl inscription, the Azarba‘al, Ahiram, Yehimilk, Abiba‘al, or Eliba‘al inscrip-
tions. For example, kap is not trident shaped, but rather has developed a leg (note 
again that even Shipitba‘al retains the trident-shaped kap). Moreover, the fifth 
stroke of mem and the third stroke of nun are elongated. In addition, the entire 
stance of mem exhibits development, as it has begun to rotate (note, therefore, 
that the mem of Zayit is typologically later than that of gezer). These sorts of 
typological features reflect the fact that the Tel Zayit abecedary is typologically 

Fig. 2.8. Tel Zayit abcedery. Drawing of the two-line inscription by McCarter in  
Tappy and McCarter 2008, fig. 3.8.
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later than the inscriptions of Ahiram, Yehimilk, Abiba‘al, and Eliba‘al, and thus, 
of course, much later typologically than the Azarba‘al Inscription and the Kefar 
Veradim bowl inscription. Of course, there are a modest number of features of 
the Tel Zayit abecedary that are typologically early. Among the most significant 
of these is waw (cf. the typologically later waw of the gezer Calendar). Preserva-
tions of typologically older forms are to be anticipated, however, at times. Based 
on the constellation of palaeographic data, I date this inscription to the late-tenth 
century or the very-early-ninth century (i.e., I date it slightly later than Tappy 
desires to date the archaeological context). Moreover, I consider the Tel Zayit 
abecedary also to constitute another nice example of the usage of the Phoenician 
script in Iron Age Israel. Finally, I believe the preponderance of evidence suggests 
that the Tel Zayit abecedary, the gezer Calendar, and the Shipitba‘al Inscription 
hail from the same basic chronological horizon.

Regarding the script series, however, McCarter has argued in the editio prin-
ceps of the Tel Zayit abecedary that it is not written in the Phoenician script but 
rather a distinct south Canaanite script that derived from the Phoenician script.5 
Moreover, this south Canaanite script is affirmed to be a transitional script that 
“in the tenth century it already exhibits characteristics that anticipate the distinc-
tive features of the mature Hebrew national script” (Tappy and McCarter 2008, 
26, 28). This is considered to be “a major watershed in the evolution of alphabetic 
writing in southern Canaan at the outset of Iron Age IIA, and the principal result 
of this phenomenon emerged as the mature Hebrew national script of the first 
millennium” (42, et passim). Thus, within the editio princeps, it is affirmed that 
the script of the Tel Zayit abecedary is not that of the Phoenician script series, but 
rather is basically a nascent Old Hebrew script.

McCarter’s position regarding the script of the Tel Zayit abecedary is 
important and nuanced. Nonetheless, I understand the data differently. That is, 
I consider the script of the Tel Zayit abecedary to fit nicely within the Phoeni-
cian script series. A major component of the McCarter’s argument that this is 
not the Phoenician script is his contention that elongation is not a real feature of 
the Phoenician script during this horizon. To be precise, it is affirmed that “the 
elongation of ’alep, he, waw, kap, mem, nun, and reš” argues against considering 
this Phoenician and is evidence for the fact that it is a transitional script that 
anticipates the distinctive “features of the mature Hebrew national script.” Fur-
thermore, it is argued that this resistance of elongation is “underscored by the 
persistence into the ninth century of a preference for compact, well-proportioned 

5. Note that within the Tel Zayit abecedary there is just a single example of each letter, and 
some of these are not well preserved!



 THE USE OF THE PHOENICIAN SCRIPT DURINg THE IRON AgE 33

characters of the kind seen, for example, in maritime Phoenician inscriptions 
such as the so-called Honeyman inscriptions from Cyprus and the taršiš from 
Nora in Sardinia” (30).

However, I contend that it would be very difficult to suggest that the elon-
gation of certain letters should be considered to be evidence for or against an 
inscription’s status within a script series. That is, I do not consider elongation 
to be a distinctive marker of a particular national script series. The Phoenician, 
Aramaic, and Old Hebrew script series all reflect elongation (Peckham 1968 
[Phoenician]; Naveh 1970 [Aramaic]; Rollston 1999; 2003a; 2006 [Old Hebrew]). 
For the sake of argument, I will focus here on elongation in Phoenician itself. For 
example, note the elongation present in mem and nun of Shipitba‘al. That is, the 
elongation present in these letters in this early Byblian royal inscription is as great 
as that attested in the Tel Zayit abecedary. No one would suggest (because of the 
elongation in mem and nun in Shipitba‘al) that Shipitba‘al was written in the Old 
Hebrew script; therefore, it stands to reason that it would be a precarious basis for 
suggesting that the Tel Zayit abecedary is written in the Old Hebrew script. Note 
that the relative length of the vertical stroke of the ’alep in the Tell Fakhariyeh 
Inscription (fig. 2.9) is as long as that of Zayit, and all would agree that the script 
of the Tell Fakhariyeh is Phoenician and typologically early (Cross 1995, 408; see 
also Naveh 1987b, 101–13).6 Regarding the he, similar statements can be made. 
Note, for example, that the vertical stroke of he in the Tell Fakhariyeh Inscription 
reflects elongation, even though this is a typologically early Phoenician script. 
The waw of the Tell Fakhariyeh Inscription reflects elongation as well. Regard-
ing kap, it is again critical to note that in the Tell Fakhariyeh Inscription, the kap 
reflects some elongation (i.e., it is no longer just the trident). Furthermore, and of 
fundamental importance, note that there is some significant elongation of kap in 
the sherd from Izbet Sarteh (Cross 1980, 8–14; 2002, 220–27) a sherd normally 
dated to the eleventh century b.c.e. This inscription is certainly not written in the 
Old Hebrew script. Notice also the pronounced elongation present in the Phoeni-
cian script of subsequent centuries, as revealed in the eighth century Kition Bowl 
(fig. 2.10). Again, then, it is very difficult to consider elongation to be a distinc-
tive feature of the Old Hebrew, nascent Old Hebrew script, or a transitional South 
Canaanite script. 

Furthermore, curvature of the vertical downstrokes of kap, mem, nun is an 
important marker of the Old Hebrew script (so also Naveh 1987a, 66), but this 
feature is absent in the script of the Tel Zayit abecedary. At the end of the day, I 

6. Cross states that he does not think the Fakhariyeh Inscription shows much tendency 
“to lengthen final downstrokes” (1995, 407). Nonetheless, I would note that even his drawings 
reveal that there is some significant lengthening of some of the downstrokes in this inscription.
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Fig. 2.9. Tell Fakhariyeh inscription. 
Drawing by P. Bordreuil in Abou-Assaf, 

Bordreuil, and Millard 1982, fig. 3.
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am compelled to affirm that the script of the Tel Zayit abecedary is a fine Phoeni-
cian script of the late-tenth or very-early-ninth century b.c.e.7

Reference should be made to some additional “early” inscriptions that have 
been found in Israel and the script of these inscriptions, specifically those found 
at Hazor Stratum IX and Stratum VIII. Although fragmentary, I would suggest 
that it is readily apparent that none of these inscriptions reflects palaeographic 
features that are demonstrative of the Old Hebrew script, that is, there is noth-
ing that is diagnostic of Old Hebrew (Rollston 2008a; 2008b). Similar statements 
can be made about the (fragmentary) inscriptions from Khirbet Roš Zayit, Beth 
Shemesh, and Tel Batash (Rollston 2008a; 2008b). Of course, some of the Arad 
ostraca are affirmed to have come from horizons antecedent to the ninth century 
(Aharoni 1981). Some of these ostraca are indeed early; however, the inscriptions 
from these early strata are normally faded, abraded, and fragmentary and so pre-
carious bases for definitive statements about the script. Moreover, there has been 
substantial debate about the dates for the strata in which these inscriptions were 
discovered (Herzog 2002). Again, the fact that the Phoenician script persisted 
during the tenth and early-ninth centuries in Israelite territories is a demonstra-
tion that the Old Hebrew script had not yet been developed.

7. For a more detailed critique, see Rollston 2008a.

Fig. 2.10. Kition Bowl with Phoenician inscription. Drawing by the author.
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The Mediterranean, Syria, and Anatolia

Furthermore, inscriptions in the Phoenician script have been found not only 
in ancient Phoenicia and Israel, but in various additional regions. For example, 
Sznycer published a bronze bowl from a tomb in Tekke (Crete), inscribed in the 
Phoenician script. Although corrosion has damaged the letters, the inscription 
arguably consists of four words. Based on the script, Sznycer dated this inscrip-
tion to ca. 900 b.c.e., although he did not wish to exclude a date earlier in the 
tenth century (1979, 91). Cross has argued that he believes there is “not a typo-
logical feature of the script which requires or even suggests a date lower than 
1000 b.c.e.” (Cross 1980; 2003, 229). Cross considered the bet in this inscription 
to date to some point prior to ca. 1000 b.c.e. Also, although Sznycer did not con-
sider the fifth letter of the inscription to be decipherable, Cross read it as an ‘ayin 
and he has stated that it contains the pupil of the eye, a feature that is often con-
sidered to be reflective of an early script. Cross summarized his understanding of 
the script in the following manner: “the archaic forms of ‘ayin and bet require a 
date no later than the end of the eleventh century (ca. 1000 in round numbers), 
and the remaining clear letter forms conform to this dating” (1980, 17; also 2003, 
229). The archaeological context of the tomb is Cretan Early Protogeometric (= 
Attic Late Protogeometric) and has been dated to ca. 950–900 b.c.e. (Catling 
1977, 14).

Obviously, Cross knows that his dating of the inscription to ca. 1000 b.c.e. is 
rather close to the dating of the archaeological context, but nevertheless slightly 
earlier. He notes that there are two viable alternatives. The inscribed bowl may 
have been an heirloom piece, “a half century or so older than the main deposit in 
the Tomb.” Cross draws attention to the fact that Lawrence Stager has suggested 
that there was a Late Minoan (LMIII) lentoid seal stone in the tomb and that 
it is “certainly an heirloom.” Conversely, he suggests a second alternative is that 
“the dates of the Proto-geometric series may be raised a half-century. That is to 
say, the inscription may furnish new evidence that our chronology is in fact low” 
(Cross 1980, 18 n. 19; also 2003, 229 no. 49). I am sympathetic to Cross’s desire 
to date the bowl to ca. 1000 b.c.e. Nevertheless, the morphology and stance of 
the Tekke bet could also be considered an acceptable tenth-century form, or even 
an acceptable ninth-century form (cf. the Nora Stone [fig. 2.14]). The general 
absence of elongation of the third stroke of nun is an archaic feature, however, 
and this argues for a date no later than the tenth or early-ninth century. More-
over, regarding the Tekke ʿayin, I would note that the reading may not be correct, 
as the letter is corroded. In any case, it may be that the dotted ʿayin persisted 
(especially outside the Phoenician homeland) into the tenth and ninth centu-
ries. Based on the constellation of palaeographic data, I am comfortable dating 
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this inscription to the tenth century, although I do not think that the evidence 
allows me to be more precise than this. In any case, the Tekke Bowl is a critically 
important Phoenician inscription and it hails not from the Phoenician homeland 
(Lebanon), but from Crete.

In addition, from the island of Cyprus hails the Honeyman Inscription, a 
monumental Phoenician inscription from the ninth century (Albright 1941). The 
script of this inscription is pure Phoenician. Similarly, the Nora Stone was found 
on the Mediterranean island of Sardinia, and can be dated with substantial cer-
titude to the late-ninth century (Cross 1972; 2003, 250–53). Or again, the Kition 
Bowl (fig. 2.10) was found at Kition on Cyprus, and reflects a fine Phoenician 
cursive of the mid-eighth century (Dupont-Sommer 1970). Similarly, the Seville 
Statuette (Spain) dates to the second half of the eighth century and employs the 
Phoenician script. Also, the Malta Stele, from the late-eighth century, exhib-
its a fine Phoenician script (McCarter 1975). Obviously, the Phoenician script 
was used throughout much of the Mediterranean world. Thus, Israel’s use of the 
Phoenician script was definitely part of a broader phenomenon.

The Phoenician script was also used in northern Syria. The script of the 
Tell Fakhariyeh statue is indicative of this (fig. 3.8). The languages of the Tell 
Fakhariyeh bilingual inscription are Assyrian (a dialect of Akkadian) and Ara-
maic. within the field of Northwest Semitic palaeography, it is the linear script of 
the Aramaic text that has generated a substantial amount of discussion. Specifi-
cally, it has been argued that the linear script resembles the script of the eleventh 
and early-tenth century Phoenician inscriptions. However, various non-palaeo-
graphic data suggest a date in the ninth century. Regarding the script, Naveh has 
stated that it was “reminiscent of the Proto-Canaanite script of the eleventh cen-
tury B.C.E.” (1987b, 103). Naveh was very much cognizant of the fact that (in 
the editio princeps) Abou-Assaf, Bordreuil, and Millard (1982) had made a strong 
case, on the basis of historical, orthographic, and art historical data, for a date 
in the ninth century. Therefore, Naveh concluded that “the only possibility that 
can be taken into consideration is that we have here a very successful artificial 
archaizing script.” He then continued and stated that “it is so extraordinary and 
out of context in the ninth century that it can only be explained by assuming that 
its set of letters was copied without a single failure from a stele of the eleventh 
century” (Naveh 1987b, 109).

Regarding the script of the Tell Fakhariyeh Inscription, Cross has stated 
that it “is typologically pure Phoenician, the Phoenician character of the end of 
the eleventh century B.C.E.” However, with some reluctance, he was willing to 
concede that the text was composed in the ninth century b.c.e. Therefore, he 
argued that the script should be considered a “triumph of archaism” (1995, 409). 
Regarding the precise mechanism that resulted in the archaizing script of the Tell 
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Fakhariyeh Inscription, Cross has stated that a “ninth-century scribe copied ear-
lier script models from Aramaic monuments of the late eleventh century…. He 
ignored the Aramaic script used by contemporary [ninth-century] scribes” (408). 

Conversely, Kaufman has argued that the script of the Fakhariyeh Inscription 
should be understood as a Phoenician script that was used in that region (1982, 
142–45). That is, Kaufman wished to posit that there were “Peripheral Phoeni-
cian scripts” and also a contemporaneous “Standard Phoenician script.” Cross, 
however, has argued that he believes there is a problem with this proposal. Thus, 

Fig. 2.11. A section of the Karatepe inscription (Phoenician). From Naveh 1987a, fig. 46.
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after discussing various minor problems with the notion of a non-standard script 
in geographic peripheries, he states that “an even greater hindrance to the notion 
of a peripheral pocket of archaism is the existence of the gozan Pedestal Inscrip-
tion” (1995, 396). This inscription dates to the late-tenth or early-ninth century 
and uses the standard script of the late-tenth and early-ninth century. gozan (Tell 
Halaf) and Tell Fakhariyeh are separated by about 4 kilometers. Cross believes, 
therefore, that if this region were actually employing a peripheral script that per-
petuated archaic forms, then the gozan Pedestal Inscription, which antedates the 
Fakhariyeh Inscription, should have employed the postulated peripheral script. 
However, because it did not employ the same archaic script as Tell Fakhariyeh, 
Cross affirms that the Fakhariyeh Inscription should be considered an archaizing 
script, not a peripheral archaic script. Sass has also stated that he considers the 
Fakhariyeh Inscription to be “archaizing” (2005, 34, 52, 58).

I concur with the affirmation that the script of Tell Fakhariyeh is archaizing. 
In fact, I contend that archaizing is a recognized phenomenon, and Fakhariyeh is 
a textbook case of archaizing. Regarding the Northwest Semitic script series, it is 
readily apparent that it is Phoenician (though the language is Aramaic). Further-
more, I should like to note further that in my opinion there is sufficient evidence 
within the script itself (heretofore not sufficiently recognized) that is suggestive 
of the fact that this inscription does not date to the eleventh or tenth centuries. 
That is, I think the case for archaizing need not be based just on prosopographic 
or art-historical data. For example, regarding the waw of Tell Fakhariyeh, I 
would note that there are no parallels for this form in the Phoenician script of 
the eleventh or tenth centuries. Rather, the horizontal base of waw in Fakhariyeh 
reflects substantial typological development from the forms of waw attested in 
the eleventh and tenth centuries (cf. Naveh 1987b, 109). Moreover, the vertical 
downstroke of the samek of Tell Fakhariyeh intersects with the bottom horizontal 
but not with the top two horizontals. Striking, however, is the fact that during 
the eleventh and tenth centuries the vertical downstroke begins at (or above) the 
top horizontal and thus intersects with all three horizontals. At this time, there 
are no parallels for the Fakhariyeh form in the Phoenician script of the eleventh 
or tenth centuries b.c.e. Furthermore, this palaeographic evidence dovetails with 
the orthographic evidence. That is, within the Northwest Semitic text of the 
Fakhariyeh Inscription (i.e., the Aramaic text), the full-blown system of Aramaic 
matres lectionis (“vowel letters”) is used. This is strong evidence against a date in 
the eleventh or tenth centuries b.c.e. Of course, the prosopographic evidence is 
also suggestive of a date in the ninth century, but I concur with Cross (1995, 400) 
about the fact that the prosopographic evidence cannot be considered decisive.

Moreover, from the region of Anatolia, the Phoenician script is also well-
attested. Among the most important of these Phoenician inscriptions from the 
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late-eighth century is the Karatepe Inscription (fig. 2.11). within this inscription 
the Anatolian (Neo-Hittite) regent Azatiwada also commissioned a Phoenician 
inscription, to parallel his native Hittite Hieroglyphic rendition (Röllig 1999). 
This inscription is among the longest of the Iron Age Phoenician inscriptions.

Regarding other important Phoenician inscriptions, note that the Kilamuwa 
Inscription from the late-ninth century (fig. 2.12) is written in the Phoenician 
language rather than the local dialect and arguably the Phoenician script, that is, 
the prestige script and language of that chronological horizon and region. Also, 
the Panamuwa I Inscription and the Panamuwa II Incription, both from Sam’al 
during the eighth century are written in an Aramaic dialect, but employ the 
Phoenician script. Moreover, the Bar-Rakib Inscription is written in the standard 
Old Aramaic dialect, but the script continues to be the Phoenician script (see 
Naveh 1987a, 79–80). The Phoenician script of these later inscriptions all reflect 
developments that distinguish them from the Phoenician script of the tenth and 
early-ninth centuries, but the differences are modest (e.g., development of a leg 
for the dalet, consistency of top-left stance of bet, consistent strong horizon-
tal stance of mem and nun, further lengthening of top-right stroke of taw, etc). 
Nevertheless, the script of these inscriptions is definitely the Phoenician script. 

Fig. 2.12. Stele of Kilamuwa, king of Yaudi. From Naveh 1987a, fig. 45.
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Again, this demonstrates that the use of the Phoenician script in Israel during 
the tenth century and early-ninth century was part of a broader phenomenon, 
attested not just in Israel, but in various regions. 

Finally, the Phoenician script also continued to be used in the Phoenician 
homeland during these horizons (e.g., Sarepta Inscription) and succeeding ones. 
Moreover, for subsequent decades and centuries, the typological development 
of the Phoenician script continued. For example, the Byblian Phoenician lapi-
dary inscription known as the Son of Shipitba‘al Inscription (fig. 2.13; Dunand 
1937, 31) provides substantial data about script morphology, stance, and ductus 
of Phoenician of ca. 500 b.c.e. within this period, the ʾalep now normally con-
sists of a main vertical shaft and two ticks on the right side of the vertical—a 
remnant of the horizontal crossbars of previous periods; the mem consisted of 
four strokes (sometimes less) and it was a schematized version of the mem from 
previous horizons; the šin no longer consisted of four strokes or stroke segments, 
but of three, and now it looked very similar to the trident-shaped kap of pre-
vious centuries. In addition, the top-left stroke of the taw became vestigial and 
no longer extended to the left of the top-right stroke. Furthermore, the top-right 
stroke had elongated substantially (vis-à vis-the early Phoenician script). That 
is, as time marched on, so also did the typological development of Phoenician 
(Peckham 1968).

Finally, I should like to stress that although the Phoenician script was used 
across such wide geographic regions, 
there is substantial continuity of the 
Phoenician script during any given 
chronological horizon regardless of 
the region from which it hails, or, at 
times, even the language in which 
the text was written. I would attri-
bute this to the presence of continued 
cultural contact and to the nature of 
the trans-regional Phoenician scribal 
apparatus.8

8. For the scribal apparatus in ancient Israel, see Rollston 2006. The epigraphic evidence 
suggests that a similar apparatus for scribal education was present for Phoenician.

Fig. 2.13. Son of Shipitba‘al. Fragment B. 
Drawing by the author.
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The Major “Daughter” Scripts: Old Hebrew and Aramaic

Based on the preceding discussion it is readily apparent that the Phoenician script 
flourished in the Levant during the Iron Age. Nevertheless, two major daughter 
scripts developed from the Phoenician Mutterschrift and these became indepen-
dent national scripts: the Old Hebrew script and the Aramaic script. These script 
series have been the subject of substantive analyses (Naveh 1970; 1987a; Cross 
1961; 1962a; 1962b; Rollston 1999; 2003a; 2006; 2008a; 2008b). For each of these 
scripts, there are diagnostic features, that is, there are features that distinguish the 
Hebrew script from the Phoenician and the Aramaic and there are features that 
distinguish the Aramaic script from the Phoenician and the Old Hebrew. 

Distinctive National Script(s)

Old Hebrew and Moabite

There is sufficient data to state that the Old Hebrew script became a distinct 
national script during the ninth century b.c.e. The earliest evidence for the 
Old Hebrew script hails from the region of Moab. This region had been under 
Israelite hegemony during the ninth century and it can reasonably be postu-
lated that Moabite scribes began to use the fledgling Old Hebrew script during 
this period of Israelite hegemony. Along these lines, Naveh has written that 
“strange as it may seem, the first distinctive features of Hebrew writing can be 
discerned in the scripts of the ninth-century Moabite inscriptions, namely, the 
stele of Mesha and the fragmentary inscription which mentions Mesha’s father 
Kemošyat.” I am in general agreement with Naveh. Of course, the language of 
the Mesha Stele is Moabite (as Naveh duly notes), but the script is nevertheless 
Old Hebrew (1987a, 65).

Among the most important of the distinctive features of the fledgling Old 
Hebrew script is the curvature of the terminal portions of the downstrokes of 
several letters, namely, kap, mem, and nun. That is, there is a general absence of 
curvature in these letters in the Phoenician series of the tenth and ninth centu-
ries b.c.e. (e.g., Nora Stone; fig. 2.14), but pronounced curvature is present in 
the script of the Mesha Stele and the El-Kerak Inscription (i.e., the Kemošyat 
Inscription; fig. 2.15). Furthermore, this curvature is present in the Old Hebrew 
inscriptions attested at Kuntillet ‘Ajrud dating to the late-ninth or early-eighth 
centuries b.c.e. and the earliest of the Old Hebrew inscriptions from Samaria.

During succeeding chronological horizons, the Old Hebrew script and the 
Phoenician script continue to develop along different trajectories. For example, 
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the stance of certain 
letters in Old Hebrew 
is different from that 
of  contemporar y 
Phoenician. Thus, 
the Old Hebrew bet 
is recumbent (or, in 
the earliest period, 
upright), but the 
standard Phoeni-
cian bet is top-left 
(or, in certain cases, 
upright). Moreover, 
sometimes it is the 
general morphol-
ogy of certain letters 
that distinguishes the 
Old Hebrew series 
from the Phoeni-
cian. For example, 
the Old Hebrew taw 
and the Phoenician 
taw reflect very dif-
ferent morphologies. 
Thus, within the 
Phoenician series, a 
characteristic feature 
is the lengthening of 
the top-right stroke, 
and the (relative) 
shortening of the 
t o p - l e f t  s t ro k e . 
The Old Hebrew 
taw consists of two 

intersecting strokes, 
without the extreme 

reduction of the length of the top-left stroke, in contrast to Phoenician. During 
most chronological horizons, therefore, there is no difficulty in distinguishing 
between the Phoenician script and the Old Hebrew script. Of course, this attests to 
the fact that there was a distinct scribal tradition in ancient Israel. 

Fig. 2.14. Nora Stone. Drawing by the author.
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It is prudent for 
me to say something 
about the origins 
and aegis of the Old 
Hebrew scr ipt .  I 
reiterate the point 
(discussed above) 
that there is no evi-
dence for a distinct 
Old Hebrew national 
script during the tenth 
century. Rather, I con-
tend that such a script 
is first attested only in 
the ninth century. The 
late-tenth and early-
ninth centuries are 
the time during which 
Israel came of age. It 
is during this horizon 
that monumental Israelite architecture is attested in the archaeological record and 
it is during this horizon that epigraphic evidence begins to attest to the fledg-
ling power of Israel in the Levantine world. I contend that the fledgling Israelite 
kindom(s) made a conscious decision to create a national Hebrew script during 
this time period, thereby formally breaking with the Phoenician Mutterschrift 
that had been used prior to this in Israel. The creation of the Old Hebrew script 
was, I believe, a nationalistic statement, not merely an evolutionary development.

Aramaic

Although the Phoenician script had been used during preceding horizons to 
write inscriptions in the Aramaic language, a distinct Aramaic script is attested in 
Aramaic inscriptions from the late-eighth century b.c.e. (Naveh 1970; 1987a, 80). 
There are several major features of the Aramaic script that distinguish it from the 
Phoenician script. For example, the the heads of bet, dalet, and reš had opened 
in the Aramaic script and these open-headed forms are regnant from the late-
eighth century onward. This is not the case for the Phoenician script. In addition, 
the ‘ayin had developed an open-headed form in the Aramaic script during the 
eighth century b.c.e., but this is not the case for the Phoenician script. Further-
more, the single-barred h et becomes very common in the Aramaic script of the 

Fig. 2.15. El-Kerak inscription. Drawing by the author.
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late-eighth century, but this is not a feature of the Phoenician script at this time. 
Thus, it is readily apparent that a distinctive Aramaic cursive script is attested 
during the eighth century, a script that is different from the Phoenician Mutter-
schrift. In addition, because the features for Aramaic noted here are not attested 

Fig. 2.16. Aramaic script. From Naveh 1970, fig. 2. 1: Hamat bricks (eighth century);  
2: lion weights from Nineveh (late-eighth century); 3–4: Nimrud ostracon  

(late-eighth century); 5–6: Assur clay tablets (mid-seventh century);  
7: Assur ostracon (mid-seventh century).
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in Old Hebrew either, it is readily apparent that the Aramaic script differs from 
Old Hebrew as well. The end result is that full-blown national scripts are attested 
in the Northwest Semitic record.

Basically, then, it can be stated that the alphabet developed during the early-
second millennium b.c.e. The early alphabetic script was succeeded by the 
Phoenician script. From the Phoenician script, the Old Hebrew and Aramaic 
scripts developed. These three national scripts (Phoenician, Old Hebrew, and 
Aramaic) and their congeners (Ammonite, Edomite, Moabite) were used in the 
Levant during various horizons of the Iron Age.

I believe that for each of these national scripts, there was a major scribal 
apparatus and that scribes were formally educated members of the elite class. 
In the following chapters, the focus will be upon the Israelite scribal apparatus 
that produced the lion’s share of the Old Hebrew inscriptions. Before turning to 
this topic, it will be instructive to summarize various types of inscriptions so as 
to demonstrate something of the diversity of the epigraphic record during the 
Iron Age.



Chapter 3 
The Nature of the Northwest Semitic  

Epigraphic Record: Form and Function

The corpus of Northwest Semitic inscriptions is diverse in a number of ways. 
There is variation with regard to the media: stone, papyrus, vellum, metal, and 
clay are attested. The varied media required different tools. That is, inscriptions 
made with pen and ink, chisel, and incising tools are all attested. Moreover, 
there is variation with regard to the function of the epigraphic materials. Some 
were intended to tout a victory and some were intended to taunt and warn a 
vanquished enemy. Some were intended as religious displays, and some for the 
keeping of ephemeral records and missives (e.g., tax receipts and letters). Some 
were intended to record activities of the elites and some for the purpose of 
recording “history.” Some inscriptions functioned within certain components of 
the cult. Some may have had mantic function as well. To be sure, many inscrip-
tions will have had multiple functions. That is, the Northwest Semitic epigraphic 
evidence is broad and deep. In this chapter, the varied forms and functions of 
the epigraphic record will be discussed so as to provide a window into the nature 
and function of writing during various horizons of the Iron Age. Attempting to 
organize these ancient inscriptions into categories is difficult and although the 
categories I employ are governed by heuristic principles, they should not be con-
sidered rigid (see Millard 1972). Still, the diverse epigraphic data remain the best 
tools for limning the portrait.

I. Monumental Stone Inscriptions

The Amman Citadel Inscription (fig. 3.1) is a fine monumental inscription found 
on the citadel of Amman, ancient Rabbat Amman, the capital of the Ammonite 
kingdom (Aufrecht 1989, 154–63). It has often been dated to the ninth century 
on the basis of its script (a lapidary series of the ninth century). word dividers are 
used within this inscription. Although this inscription is not complete, and there 
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is some damage to the surface, sufficient text is preserved for it to be affirmed 
with some confidence that this inscription is a “monumental dedicatory inscrip-
tion.” For example, at the beginning of the first preserved line, the inscription 
arguably refers to Ammonite national deity Milkom, a deity also mentioned in 
the Bible (e.g., 1 Kgs 11:5; Jer 49:3). There is also reference to “building,” followed 
by two words that can be translated as “entrances of the courts.” Also present 
is a formulaic statement about the presence of “peace” (šlm). The fact that this 
inscription is engraved in an elegant hand on a prepared stone is reflective of the 
fact that this inscription was intended to be permanent.

Although there has been substantial unanimity in the scholarly literature 
about the fact that this is a dedicatory inscription, there has also been some dis-
cussion about the nature of the building that was being dedicated. Some have 
reasonably suggested that it was a temple. Others have suggested that a royal 
building, perhaps a palace, was being dedicated. The presence of the divine name 
“Milkom” cannot be considered decisive evidence for the proposal that this was a 
temple, because deities were believed to commission and sanction the building of 
both temples and palaces. For this reason, it can be concluded that this is a dedi-
catory inscription, but its precise focus must remain a moot point. 

Fig. 3.1. Amman Citadel  
inscription. Photo courtesy of  
B. Zuckerman and M. Lund-
berg, west Semitic Research.
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The monumental inscription from Tel Miqne (ancient Ekron; fig. 3.2) con-
sists of five lines of text (gitin, Dothan, and Naveh 1997). The surface had been 
prepared with precision and meticulousness, and the script was engraved with 
substantial attention to detail. word dividers are used within this inscription. The 
medium is limestone. within this inscription the scribe (or stonemason) even 
chiseled the ceiling line on the stone, demonstrative of rare form and assiduous-
ness. Though scribes of Iron Age Northwest Semitic would sometimes formally 
“line” the text (with chisel, engraving tool, or ink; e.g., the Honeyman Inscrip-
tion), it is common for scribes to refrain from doing this. (I would argue that 
some scribes did not consider it necessary for the production of a “straight” line 
of text.) Scribes of ancient Northwest Semitic would “hang” the letters from the 
ceiling line. The placement of the letters of this inscription vis-à-vis the ceiling 
line is thus the norm.

The archaeological context of the Miqne Stele and the content of the text 
converge in the most dramatic fashion. The archaeological context is a temple 
complex and the text of the inscription is that of a royal dedication of a temple. 
The text can be read as follows: “The son of Achish, the son of Padi, the son of 
Yasid, the son of Ada, the son of Ya’ir, ruler of Ekron built this temple.” within 
the inscription there is reference to a divine name (that of a goddess) and then 
a traditional petition: “May she bless him, and guard him and lengthen his days 
and may she bless his land.” Based on the archaeological context and the histor-

Fig. 3.2. Miqne-Ekron stele inscription. Drawing by the author.
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ical content, this inscription can be dated in all likelihood to the seventh century 
b.c.e. 

Some of the personal names on this inscription are of particular interest, 
among them Padi of Ekron. To be precise, Padi King of Ekron is mentioned in 
the annals of Sennacherib (Pritchard 1969, 287–88) and from these annals it is 
stated that the Judean King Hezekiah had, with the complicity of the elites in 
Ekron, deposed Padi and imprisoned him in Jerusalem. From the context of Sen-
nacherib’s discussion, it is readily apparent that Padi had not joined the coalition 
of Levantine states that had formed against Sennacherib, hence, the ire of various 
alliance members, including Hezekiah (and thus Padi’s imprisonment). Never-
theless, Sennacherib’s punitive campaign in 701 b.c.e. was most successful and he 
was able, among other things, to decimate Judah (he refers to destroying forty-
six fortified cities in Judah), kill the elites of Ekron that had surrendered Padi, 

Fig. 3.3. Tel Dan stele. Drawing by the author.
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demand the release of Padi from Jerusalem, and restore Padi to the throne of 
Ekron (cf. 2 Kgs 18–19; Isa 36–38). In essence, therefore, the Miqne Stele consti-
tutes a fine example of a monumental inscription in a major Philistine city and it 
also dovetails and augments some of the ancient Near Eastern data regarding the 
Philistines. 

The stele in fig. 3.3 was found during excavations at the site referred to as 
Tel Dan (Biran and Naveh 1995). Based on the archaeological context and espe-
cially the historical content, the inscription can be dated to the ninth century 
b.c.e. within this inscription, the “author,” that is, the king that commissioned it, 
states that the kings of Israel and Judah had made incursions into his land during 
the reign of his father. The text then notes, “Hadad made me king” and “Hadad 
went before me.” This inscription refers to the deity being part and parcel of the 
selection, coronation, and military success of the Syrian king. The affirmation of 
divine support is a fairly common motif in ancient texts and it is therefore pre-
dictable that various texts of the Hebrew Bible contain similar affirmations about 
Yahweh’s support of an Israelite king (e.g., 1 Sam 9–10 focusing on Yahweh’s sup-
port of David). The Tel Dan Stele, therefore, as also in the case of the Bible, is 
simply reflecting ancient assumptions about divine support of a monarch, a stan-
dard form of royal apologia. 

In any case, at this juncture the Tel Dan Stele states that the new Syrian king 
engaged the king of Israel (Jehoram son of Ahab) and the king of the House of 
David (Ahaziah son of Jehorah) in battle, and slew them. The textual evidence 
points to the Syrian identity of the commissioning king. Hadad, affirmed to be 
the god that sanctioned his coronation (“Hadad” is the theophoric element in the 
names of various Syrian kings, such as “Hadadezer,” 1 Kgs 11:23), is the Syrian 
storm god. Moreover, the language of the Tel Dan Stele is Old Aramaic, as indi-
cated, for example, by the direct object marker yt (line 10), which is the norm 
in Aramaic (although often ʾyt is attested), but not Hebrew or Phoenician. Fur-
thermore, the verb yhk (“he went” line 3) is Aramaic, not Hebrew or Phoenician, 
and the independent personal pronoun ʾnh (line 5) is Aramaic, not Hebrew or 
Phoenician. Furthermore, the word for “land” in the inscription is written ʾrq. 
In Hebrew and Phoenician s  was employed to write etymological d  (and thus in 
Hebrew and Phoenician the word is written ʾrs ). within Old Aramaic, however, 
qop was the grapheme used to write etymological d . Thus, a Syrian (“Aramean”) 
king is stating in this inscription that he has made punitive campaign(s) against 
kings of Israel and Judah and slain them. Based on a constellation of archaeo-
logical, epigraphic, and historical data, most argue that the Syrian king who 
commissioned this inscription was Hazael.

within the ancient Near Eastern world, it was common for a victor to erect 
a victory stele. Such texts were often erected on the soil of the vanquished foe, 
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Fig. 3.4. Mesha stele. From Dearman 1989, fig. 1.
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narrating the deeds of the victor and serving to suggest to the vanquished that 
resistance would be futile. Of course, sometimes a stele might also be erected on 
foreign soil primarily to confirm the hegemony of the figure that commissioned 
it. However, in the case of the Tel Dan Stele, it is victory that is being acclaimed, 
not simply hegemony: thus, it is a paradigmatic victory stele that sent a strong 
signal to the Israelites, even though most Israelites were not capable of reading it.

The biblical account (2 Kgs 9; cf. Hos 1:4–5) states that it was Jehu of Israel 
(r. 843–815 b.c.e.) who slew Jehoram of Israel and Ahaziah of Judah (i.e., the 
House of David) in a bloody coup. The Tel Dan Stele, however, attributes this to 
a Syrian king, most likely Hazael. It may be that Biran and Naveh are correct in 
stating that there is a “serious contradiction between the Dan inscription and the 
biblical narrative in 2 Kings 9” (Biran and Naveh 1995, 18). Nevertheless, it is 
also plausible to suggest that Hazael and Jehu had formed, at one point, a political 
alliance. After all, Hazael was a usurper who had assassinated Ben Hadad so as 
to assume the throne of Damascus (2 Kgs 8:7–15) and Jehu was a usurper who 
wrested the throne of Israel from Jehoram of Israel. In the face of such machi-
nations, one could envision the attractiveness of a political alliance between the 
usurpers. Some might counter that this is sheer speculation, however, there is a 
text in the book of Kings that suggests there may have been just such an alliance: 
“whoever escapes from the sword of Hazael, Jehu shall kill” (1 Kgs 19:17). I think 
that it is therefore plausible for Hazael to have claimed to have slain Jehoram of 
Israel and Ahaziah of Judah by proxy, even if the coup de grâce was wielded by his 
ally Jehu. Some have suggested that this inscription did not hail from the time 
of Hazael of Syria (Athas 2003), but I continue to consider it most convincing to 
conclude that the epigraphic and biblical evidence dovetail most nicely with the 
position that the Sitz im Leben were the reigns of Hazael of Damascus and Jehu of 
Israel. Regardless, the Tel Dan stele contains a scintillating monumental inscrip-
tion detailing tensions and contact between Syria, Israel, and Judah.

The Mesha Stele (dating to the ninth century b.c.e.; fig. 3.4) is among the 
most impressive of all Iron Age Northwest Semitic inscriptions (Dearman 1989). 
within this inscription, King Mesha of Moab provides his patronymic (son of 
Kemoshyat) and refers to himself as a “Daibonite.” He then states that Kemosh, 
the national god of Moab (1 Kgs 11:7), had been “angry” with Moab and had 
allowed it to be subjected to the hegemony of King Omri of Israel. Omri’s son and 
successor (not named in the inscription) had desired to continue with the same 
“foreign policy.” However, Mesha affirms that Kemosh “returned” and assisted 
Mesha in numerous military campaigns against Israel, resulting in the restora-
tion of much territory to Moab (e.g., Nebo and Yahas ). Of course, the Hebrew 
Bible contains the motif of the anger of Yahweh resulting in foreign hegemony 
and destruction (e.g., Judg 3–4; 2 Kgs 17; 2 Kgs 23), but also often in restora-
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tion. In addition to killing many people, Mesha states that he “took the vessels 
of Yahweh,” the national god of Israel (Smith 2002, 182–99; Rollston 2003b) and 
“dragged these vessels before Kemosh.” Of course, the practice of removing the 
cult objects of vanquished foes was a common practice in the ancient Near East, 
attested in various regions (cf. 1 Sam 4–6; 2 Sam 6; Kutsko 2000, 103–23). Natu-
rally, the Mesha Stele also lauds Mesha himself for his many building projects. He 
claims to have rebuilt gates, restored retaining walls, dug cisterns, and (re)built 
cities such as Aroer. Of course, this is standard royal rhetoric for ancient inscrip-
tions of this sort. 

The genre and function of the Mesha Stele can be distinguished from that 
of the Tel Dan Stele. The Mesha Stele was erected in traditional Moabite terri-
tory and was intended to laud the Moabite King for his victories over Israel. In 
addition, within the Mesha Stele, there is substantial attention devoted to “public 
works” projects, something that would be predictable for an inscription that 
would be intended primarily for the Moabite citizenry. The Mesha Stele, there-
fore, functions as a paradigmatic memorializing stele.

The script was engraved onto the stele with enormous precision. It is the Old 
Hebrew script, arguably used here because Israel’s hegemony hindered the devel-
opment of a distinct Moabite script. word dividers are used in the inscription. 
There are many similarities between the language of the Moabite Stele and Old 
Hebrew and Phoenician. For example, etymological (proto-Semitic) d is repre-
sented by s, not q or ʿ as in Aramaic. Also, the definite article is prepositive h, not 
postpositive ʾ as in Aramaic. Moreover, the nota accusative is ʾt, not ʾyt or yt as 
in Aramaic. However, though similar to Hebrew, it is certain that the language of 
the Mesha Inscription is not Hebrew. Note, for example, that the masculine plural 
marker is nun, not mem, as it is in Hebrew and Phoenician. Thus, the Mesha 
Stele is written in the Moabite language, a language that is similar to, but different 
from, Phoenician and Old Hebrew.

The material about Mesha detailed in the Mesha Stele parallels some of the 
material in the Hebrew Bible (2 Kgs 3:4–8). Mesha had been under the hegemony 
of Israel, but rebelled. There are some putative tensions between the biblical 
account and the epigraphic account, but they are of modest consequence. Accord-
ing to the Mesha Stele, for example, Mesha rebelled during the reign of Omri’s 
son (i.e., Ahab). However, according to the text of Kings, the rebellion took place 
after Ahab’s death. Someone might suggest that the term “son” (Moabite bn, as 
in Hebrew) could mean “descendent” and thus could refer to Omri’s grandson 
and conclude that there is thus no real tension. This would be a tenable posi-
tion, but I nevertheless believe that the Mesha Stele contains a nice example of 
the complementary nature of some of the epigraphic and biblical materials. This 
monumental inscription also provides priceless data about the Moabite language, 



 NATURE OF THE NORTHwEST SEMITIC EPIgRAPHIC RECORD 55

as well as about the complex political relationship that existed between Moab and 
Israel during a segment of the ninth century. 

It has sometimes been suggested that there was no tradition of monumental 
inscriptions in ancient Israel. However, there actually is some evidence to dem-
onstrate that monumental inscriptions were produced in Israel: a remnant of that 
tradition is the fragmentary Samaria Stele (fig. 3.5; Crowfoot and Crowfoot 1957, 
pl iv). The surface of the limestone is of high quality. The letters were chiseled 
with precision, the work of a master. This inscription has been dated to the eighth 
century, but a date in the ninth century would also be possible. The most fun-
damental point, though, is that this inscription reflects the same basic features, 
in terms of medium and quality of script, that are characteristic of monumental 
script traditions in Phoenicia, Aram, Moab, Ammon, and Philistia and therefore 
it would be difficult to posit that there was no such tradition in ancient Israel as 
well. 

Moreover, it is reasonable to argue that there was also a monumental tradi-
tion in Judah. Although there is again a dearth of evidence, there is not a complete 
absence of evidence. For example, during excavations at the Ophel in Jerusalem, 
an inscription with four lines of text was found (fig. 3.6; Ben-Dov 1994). The 
medium is Jerusalem limestone. The script of this inscription is that of the late-
eighth century (or the very-early-seventh century) and reflects some of the finest 
cursive forms attested in the entire corpus of Iron Age Old Hebrew. Although the 
text is so fragmentary that attempts to discern the nature of the inscription are 
precarious, it constitutes evidence that there was also a monumental tradition in 
Judah.

Fig. 3.5. Samaria stele. Drawing by the author.

Fig. 3.6. Ophel stele. Drawing by the author.
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Among the most important of Iron Age Northwest Semitic inscriptions are 
the international treaty texts from Sefire (fig. 3.7; Fitzmyer 1995). This corpus 
consists of three stelae, written in Old Aramaic, in a beautiful lapidary script. 
These stelae are written in scriptio continua: that is, there are no word divid-
ers, nor are there spaces between words. Stelae I and II are engraved on several 
sides (suggestive of a truncated pyramid), but Stele III is flat and engraved on 
just one side. Because the Sefire Inscriptions were not found in situ in a primary 
archaeological context, and because the stones are broken, there has been some 
discussion about the sequencing of the three stelae. Regardless of this, because 
there is so much text preserved, these stelae are invaluable sources of data.

King Mati‘el of Arpad, a region in North Syria, is arguably a vassal of King 
Bar-ga’yah of a neighboring region. The text of the treaty consists of an introduc-
tion, stipulations, list of gods, and curses. within the introduction, the parties 
are introduced and the treaty is said to be binding for Bar-ga’yah and Mati‘el and 

Fig. 3.7. Sefire treaty tablet. From Fitzmyer 1995, pl. 3.
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also their sons and grandsons. within ancient Near Eastern treaties, the gods and 
goddesses of the parties are named as witnesses and the Sefire Inscriptions are 
paradigmatic in this regard. The Sefire Inscriptions invoke a number of deities, 
including Marduk, Nabu, Nergal, Shamash, Kur, Sin, Zarpanit, Nikkar, Hadad of 
Aleppo, ’El, and ‘Elyan. 

Stipulations of the suzerain are a fundamental component of a treaty text, 
and the Sefire Inscriptions contain various pericopes within this domain. There 
is, for example, reference to the fact that Mati‘el must surrender any person that 
may “utter evil” against Bar-ga’yah so that he might take appropriate measures. 
Fugitives that might flee to Mati‘el for sanctuary must be surrendered as well. 
Moreover, any ambassador who might be sent by or to Bar-ga’yah must be 
granted safe passage, without exception. Although the treaty discourages Mati‘el 
from becoming involved in problems arising out of succession, there is also a 
statement that Mati‘el must even make a punitive campaign against any of Bar-
ga’yah’s relatives (“brothers” or “sons”) or high officials who attempt to usurp his 
throne. Naturally, any attempt by Mati‘el to assassinate Bar-ga’yah is affirmed to 
be a fundamental breach of the treaty. Indeed, deviation from any of the stipula-
tions is considered to be a demonstration that the vassal is unfaithful (šqr). 

Curses are pronounced against Mati‘el should he prove unfaithful. Among 
the curses that are mentioned are things such as the following: “May Mati‘el be 
blinded” and “may his wives be stripped and the wives of his sons and nobles,” 
“may Arpad and her associated cities be burned with fire,” and “may Hadad sow 
them with salt and weeds, and may they not be mentioned again.” Moreover, 
things such as the following are also included: “may seven nurses suckle a young 
boy, but may he not have his fill,” and “though seven mares suckle a colt, may it 
not be sated,” and “may the locust devour Arpad for seven years.” Blessings are 
also present, such as “may the gods keep all evil away from his day and from his 
house.” Curses are also pronounced upon any that might wish to efface or destroy 
the text of the treaty: “may he and his son die in oppressive torment.” Promises 
such as “if you obey, then I shall not be able to raise a hand against you.”

The Sefire Inscriptions can be dated with confidence to the mid-eighth cen-
tury, based on historical data present in them. The terminus post quem cannot be 
ascertained with absolute certitude, but an Akkadian text records the fact that 
Mati‘el did enter into a treaty with the Assyrian king Aššurnirari V in ca. 754–753 
b.c.e. The terminus ante quem of the Sefire Inscriptions is ca. 740 b.c.e., the year 
in which Tiglath-Pileser III made Arpad a formal part of the Assyrian Empire, 
thus date some time before or after 754–753 b.c.e., but not later than 740 b.c.e. 
for the inscriptions is likely. Ultimately, the Sefire Inscriptions constitute a super-
lative exemplar of a treaty text, engraved into stone and displayed in some public 
space so as to function as a constant reminder of the treaty and its obligations. 
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Fig. 3.8. Tell Fakhariyeh statue. Photo courtesy of Adam Bean.
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II. Inscriptions on Statuary

Modern Tell Fakhariyeh is the site of ancient Sikan, located on the bank of 
the Habur River in northeastern Syria. Across the Habur is the site of Tell Halaf 
(ancient gozan). The Tell Fakhariyeh Statue (fig. 3.8) is a stunning piece of art, 
standing more than five feet high, of a governor of gozan named Had-Yith‘i. 
Engraved into the statue is a bilingual inscription, with the long Neo-Assyrian 
cuneiform text on the front of the statue and the parallel Old Aramaic version 
on the back of the statue (Abou-Assaf, Bordreuil, and Millard 1982). within the 
inscription, Sass-nuri (Shamash-nur) is referred to as the father of Had-Yith‘i. 
Sass-nuri has plausibly been identified with a known Assyrian official of the mid-
ninth century b.c.e. The script of the Aramaic text is Phoenician, with numerous 
typological features that are quite archaic and similar to the script of the late-
second millennium, but the Aramaic orthography reflects conventions that are 
indicative of the first millennium, with final and internal matres lectionis. Based 
on the convergence of a constellation of data, this statue and inscription can be 
dated with confidence to the ninth century b.c.e. (for additional details regarding 
the script see above, pp. 37–39).

The Aramaic text, which differs very modestly from the Neo-Assyrian text, 
begins with the affirmation that the statue is the “likeness of Had-Yit‘i” the “king 
of gozan.” The text continues by stating that the inscribed statue has been placed 
“before Hadad of Sikanu,” affirmed to be the “great Lord, lord of Had-Yit‘i.” 
Hadad of Sikanu is lauded as the “irrigation master of heaven and earth” and 
the “giver of prosperity and provider of pasture and watering-place for all the 
lands.” He is also affirmed to be the source of “libation vessel, for all the gods, 
his brothers.” Had-Yit‘i states that he desires for Hadad-Sikanu to “keep him in 
good health and to lengthen his life.” He also desires for the health and longev-
ity of his family and citizenry, and also that his “prayer may be heard.” A curse is 
pronounced upon any that might efface the inscription on the statue, or on any 
of the cultic vessels: “may Hadad my lord not accept his food and his water … let 
him sow but not harvest … and may one hundred cows nurse a calf, but let it not 
be satisfied, and may one hundred women nurse a child, but let it not be satisfied, 
and let one hundred women bake bread in an oven, but not fill it … and may 
Pestilence, the plague of Nergal, not be cut off from his land” (Kaufman 1982). 

This inscription is a royal temple dedication. The motifs that are present 
(e.g., beseeching of various types of blessings) are the standard motifs for a dedi-
catory inscription (see also the Eqron Stele). Moreover, the presence of curses 
against those who might wish to efface the inscription are a standard motif in 
inscriptions of various genres. The inscription also attests to the bilingualism that 
is often part of the scribal establishment in the ancient Near East.
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The Amman Statue Inscription (fig. 3.9; Aufrecht 1989, 43–109) was dis-
covered several decades ago in the Jordanian city of Amman. Along the front 
base of this statue is an inscription that has been lightly incised into plaster. Since 
the time of its discovery, some of the plaster has flaked off. At the time of its 
discovery, there was debate about the readings, but most have concurred with  
/Yrhʿzr/, a personal name meaning “the moon god has assisted,” followed by a 
patronymic. Some have argued that the script is Aramaic, but some have sug-
gested it is Ammonite. In any case, this inscribed statue is a superb demonstration 
of the combination of fine Ammonite artwork and the epigraphic capabilities of 
Ammonite scribes.

Fig. 3.9. Amman 
statue inscription. 
Photo courtesy of 
B. Zuckerman and 

M. Lundberg,  
west Semitic  

Research.



 NATURE OF THE NORTHwEST SEMITIC EPIgRAPHIC RECORD 61

III. Religious Display Text on Plaster

Among the most famous of inscriptions on plaster are the Deir ‘Alla Plaster Texts 
(fig. 3.10). Tell Deir ‘Alla is a high tell, located very close to the Jordan River. 
There has been much discussion about this inscription, which is written in ink, 
and its importance (Hackett 1980). It has often been assumed that the inscription 
was originally on an interior wall of a building. However, based on the fact that 
the edges of the inscription are thinner and curved backward it is more convinc-
ing to conclude that a plaster base had been applied to an object (rather than to a 
wall) and the scribe then penned the ink text onto the plaster (cf. Dan 5). 

Two major depositions were found in a small room. The group of fragments 
found at the base of the wall (Combination II) are believed to have been closest 
to the floor of the room in antiquity and the group of fragments located fur-
thest from the same wall (Combination I) are believed to have been positioned 
higher. The assumption is that Combination I was part of the upper portion of 
the inscription and thus fell further from the wall and Combination II was lower 
and thus fell close to the base of the wall. But both groups are normally believed 
to have been part of the same inscription. 

Fig. 3.10. Deir ‘Alla plaster text, Combination 1. Photo courtesy of B. Zuckerman and M. 
Lundberg, west Semitic Research.
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Cross has dated the Deir ‘Alla Plaster Texts to ca. 700 b.c.e. and argues that 
the script is Ammonite (Cross 1973). Joseph Naveh has argued that the script 
is Aramaic and that it dates to the mid-eighth century (Naveh 1987a, 109). In 
addition, there has been substantial discussion about the language of the Deir 
‘Alla Plaster Texts, with some suggesting that they are written in an Aramaic 
dialect and some arguing that they are written in a Canaanite dialect. During 
recent years, John Huehnergard (1989) has proposed that the language is neither 
a Canaanite dialect nor an Aramaic one, but rather a third branch of Northwest 
Semitic.

Combination I refers to Balaam son of Beor, a figure attested in biblical lit-
erature with the same patronymic (Num 22–24). In Combination I, he is referred 
to as a “seer of the gods.” The gods are reported to have come to him in a night 
vision. within this vision, Balaam saw an assembly of the Šaddayyin (“gods of 
the mountains”; cf. Hebrew ’El Shadday, meaning “god of the mountain,” not, 
as used to be supposed, “god almighty”) and the decree of this assembly was to 
“ordain darkness rather than eternal light,” “the respected one (now) respects 
(others) and the one who gave respect is (now) re[spected]. Also, the [foolish] 
laugh at the wise,” “the poor woman prepares myrrh” (rather than the priestess), 
and “hyenas give heed to chastisement.” After this theophany, Balaam fasts and 
weeps. McCarter (1980) has argued that Combination I consists of a series of 
reversals of the traditional roles and functions of the world. The second combi-
nation contains references to “El’s satisfaction,” travel to the “House of Eternity,” 
“the house where the traveler does not rise and the bridegroom does not rise,” 
and the “worm from the tomb.”

The contents of the complex of rooms (of which the room with the plas-
ter texts were a part) were varied, with many loom weights, pottery, and some 
inscriptions on stone. It has been described at times as a “sanctuary,” but this 
interpretation seems strained because of the absence of cultic vessels. It has also 
been described as a “weaving installation.” Nonetheless, I would suggest that the 
Deir ‘Alla plaster texts must have had some function as religious-display texts. 
Significantly, Millard (1985, 307) has suggested that they comprise a literary text 
that was part of a scroll that was copied onto the plaster at Deir ‘Alla. Notably, the 
Hebrew Bible contains references to writing on plaster (Deut 27:2–8; Dan 5).

IV. Inscribed Cultic, Royal, and Prestige Items

A magisterial inscribed incense altar (fig. 3.11) was discovered at the site of 
Tell Mudeyineh (modern Jordan), a site that is some 20 kilometers southeast 
of Madaba, in ancient Moab (Dion and Daviau 2000). Among the words of the 



 NATURE OF THE NORTHwEST SEMITIC EPIgRAPHIC RECORD 63

inscription are the following: “The incense altar which Elishima made.” The 
archaeological context of this inscription has been argued to be ca. 800 b.c.e. Sig-
nificantly, the script of this inscription is not Phoenician, Aramaic, or Hebrew. 
Rather it reflects features that are most diagnostic of the Transjordanian script(s), 
especially Moabite (e.g., the “broad-headed” mem, an important typological fea-
ture). In my opinion, the script of this inscription can be dated to ca. 800–750 
b.c.e. Note that some have suggested that the dating Dion and Daviau have pro-
posed is too high (Routledge 2003, 184–212). Of course, this is precisely the sort 
of item that could have been used for some time and so discussions about the 
associated pottery may or may not be relevant for the dating of the inscription 
(and the same is true for the carbon dates). That is, this altar could have been 
used for decades after it was made. Regardless, though, this inscribed piece is 
demonstrative of the sorts of objects that were inscribed in the ancient Near East, 
including the Trans-Jordanian region of ancient Moab.

Among the most interesting of the early Byblian inscriptions are some 
inscribed clay pegs (fig. 3.12). The function of these pegs has been the subject of 
some discussion. Based on parallels from Mesopotamia, I would argue that they 
served dedicatory and memorializing functions at the time of the completion or 
renovation of monumental structures such as temples and palaces. They may also 
have had some sort of protective function. The inscriptions on these cones are 
often personal names, and it would be plausible to argue that they are the per-
sonal names of officials and benefactors. Again, such pieces are reflections of the 
varied and sundry materials that could be the medium for an inscription.

Fig. 3.11. Mudeyineh incense altar inscription. Drawing by the author.
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The Tell Siran bottle is made of bronze and inscribed (fig. 3.13; Aufrecht 
1989, 203–11). It was found during a salvage expedition in Amman Jordan. It 
is quite small (ca. 10 cm long), and at the time of discovery was still sealed with 
a pin protecting its contents of dried barley and wheat. This inscription con-
sists of eight lines and the letters have all been executed with care. The script is 
Ammonite as is the language, and it is normally dated to the sixth century. word 
dividers are sometimes used in the inscription, but not with absolute consistency 
(such inconsistency is normal in inscriptions). 

The person who commissioned this inscription was “Amminadab king of 
the Ammonites, the son of Has s al’il king of the Ammonites, the son of Ammi-
nadab king of the Ammonites” (note the papponymy, that is, naming a child after 
a grandfather). This inscription is, of course, royal. The text of this inscribed 
royal prestige object is very interesting, and is consistent with the sort of memo-
rializing that marks royal inscriptions: “May the produce of Amminadab … the 
vineyard, and the gardens, and the pit, and cistern cause rejoicing and glad-
ness for many days and distant years.” That is, royal inscriptions routinely laud 
ad nauseum the accomplishments of the commissioning monarch. In sum, this 

Fig. 3.12. Inscribed peg from Byblos. Drawing by the author.

Fig. 3.13. Tell Siran bronze bottle inscription. Photo courtesy of B. Zuckerman and  
M. Lundberg, west Semitic Research.
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inscription is Ammonite, was found in the capital of the Ammonite kingdom, 
and is a reflection of the fact that the Ammonite scribal apparatus was very capa-
ble and sophisticated. 

A beautiful but broken bronze bowl from Umm Udeinah is inscribed very 
lightly along the outer rim, probably with the name of its owner (fig. 3.14; Zaya-
dine and Bordreuil 1986, 146). The inscription was originally read as l’lšmr [b]
n ʾlyzn. However, various readings have been proposed since the editio princeps. 
Based on my collations of this inscription in Amman, and on new photographs, 
I cautiously read this inscription as lʾlšmr [b]n ʾlʿzr, that is, “Belonging to 
’Elshamar bin ’Elezer.” Based on the script and the archaeological context, I date 
the inscription on this bowl to the late-seventh or early-sixth century (there is a 
stunning open-headed ‘ayin in the inscription). Of course, inscribed bowls are a 
reasonably common commodity, with the Kefar Veradim bowl (fig. 2.6) being a 
similar fine exemplar.

Late Bronze Age Ugarit has produced some sterling inscribed prestige 
objects. Among the most impressive are the inscribed adze heads (fig. 3.15). It 
would be difficult to consider these to have been intended for normal use. Rather, 
I would suggest that these were prestige objects, probably with an (initial) formu-
laic function or dedicatory use, perhaps commemorating the work on a temple 
or palace. That is, this inscribed adze falls into the well-established category of 
inscribed prestige objects. 

During the twentieth century, several arrowheads with archaic inscriptions 
began to surface, most of them on the antiquities market, but a few from excava-
tions (fig. 3.16). The script of these inscribed arrowheads is often dated to the 
terminal horizons of the Late Bronze Age and the initial horizons of the Iron 
Age. Often they will contain the word “arrow” followed by a personal name and 
a patronymic. There has been substantial discussion about their function. For 

Fig. 3.14. Umm Udeinah 
inscribed bowl. Photo of 
author by M. Lundberg.
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example, Cross has suggested that the inscribed arrowheads were used in archery 
contests (Milik and Cross 2003, 303–8). Thus, according to Cross, because the 
name of the archer was inscribed on the arrowhead, determinations about win-
ners (and losers) would be facile. McCarter (1996, 79) has suggested that they 
were actually used in battle and so the presence of the name on an arrowhead 
served to facilitate the division of plunder (the retrieved arrowhead would 
identify the person responsible for the kill). Although these are all plausible pro-
posals for the function of the inscribed arrowheads, I suggest that they should be 
considered inscribed prestige objects. They may have served as display pieces, 
heirlooms, or funerary items. As such, I do not think that they were used primar-
ily in actual warfare or archery contests. Rather, I suspect that they were primarily 
“mantel pieces,” similar in nature to inscribed adze heads.

V. Ink Ostraca, Ink Jar Inscriptions, and Incised Pottery

The term “ostracon” is used in the narrow sense for an ink inscription written 
on a broken piece of pottery. Normally, an ostracon was the medium selected 
for documents that served some sort of immediate, ephemeral function. That is, 
ostraca were definitely not intended to be archived. Fortunately, however, because 
of the hardness of the medium (i.e., fired pottery), many ostraca have survived 
to be found in various parts of the ancient Near East, especially the Levant (fig. 
3.17). Some one hundred ostraca were discovered at the Israelite city of Samaria 

Fig. 3.15. Adze head from Ugarit. Drawing by the author.

Fig. 3.16. Ø Inscribed arrowhead from el-Khadr. Drawing by Nathaniel E. greene.
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(Reisner, Fisher, and Lyon 1924). These ostraca from Samaria were, in essence, 
economic dockets of sorts, recording the receipt of a commodity and a statement 
about its distribution. For example, Samaria Ostracon 17a reads as follows: “In 
the tenth year, from Azah, for gadyaw: a jar of refined olive oil.” Based on a con-
stellation of data, including the archaeological context, the “year” reference can 
be understood with substantial certitude as referring to the tenth regnal year of 
Jeroboam II of Israel (i.e., ca. 776 b.c.e.). There has been some discussion about 
the precise function of these ostraca from Samaria. They could be “receipts” for 
agricultural commodities given to the royal administration at Samaria (e.g., a “tax 
receipt” of sorts). It is also possible, however, that they are records of disperse-
ments from the crown for those serving the administration in some fashion (i.e., 
“pay stubs” of sorts). Note that the script of the Samaria Ostraca is Old Hebrew, 
and reflects a very nice cursive hand of the early-eighth century b.c.e.

Many of the extant ostraca (in various languages) are letters, communicat-
ing a variety of messages. This is true of many of the Old Hebrew ostraca from 
Arad, a number of which are very well preserved (Aharoni 1981). Ancient let-
ters often employed an “epistolary structure,” although there is much variation 
(Pardee 1982). Arad Ostracon 1 (fig. 3.18) contains the name of the addressee, 
and then uses the transition word “now” (Hebrew ‘t). At that juncture, there is an 
order to give the Kittim (often understood to be foreign mercenaries; the term 
derives from the place name “Kition,” a city on Cyprus) various foodstuffs. This 
constitutes the body of the letter. Arad was the site of a Judean fortress during 
much of the Iron Age and this letter is arguably an example of some military 

Fig. 3.17. Samaria ostracon 17A. 
Drawing by the author.
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correspondence. The script is 
the Old Hebrew script of the 
terminal horizon of Judean 
history, that is, the late-sev-
enth and early-sixth century. 
The palaeographic evidence 
corresponds nicely with the 
archaeological context (i.e., 
Arad Strata VI–VII date to this 
horizon). 

Lachish Ostracon 3 (an 
Old Hebrew ostracon; fig. 5.9) 
contains a fuller epistolary 
form. For example, it begins 
by referring to both the sender 
and the addressee: “Your ser-
vant Hosha‘yahu has sent to 
tell my lord Ya’ush.” Then 
it contains a greeting: “May 
Yahweh cause my lord to hear 
a message of peace.” Then, the 
transition word “and now” is 
employed and the body of the 
letter begins. The letter refers to 
troop movements: “Coniah son 
of ’Elnathan has gone down into 
Egypt” and there is also reference to a prophetic warning: “Beware!” The script 
of the Lachish II corpus (of which Lachish 3 is a part) is the Old Hebrew script of 
the terminal period of Judean history as well (Tur Sinai 1938). That is, the script 
reflects the same basic typology as that of the Arad VI–VII Ostraca. 

An Old Hebrew letter from Yavneh Yam (“Mesad Hashavyahu”; fig. 3.19) 
ostensibly contains a plea from a “harvester” to an official (Naveh 1960). From 
the contents of the letter it can be deduced that a senior supervisor of the harvest-
ing (Hoshaiah the son of Shobay) had seized a harvester’s garment. within the 
letter, the harvester states that he was completing his tasks as usual, harvesting 
grain, measuring it, and storing it. The harvester also claims that he has witnesses 
who can testify to the veracity of his account of things. He then affirms in a very 
emphatic manner that he is “innocent of guilt.” At the conclusion of the letter, 
he requests that the official listen to his plea and mandate that the garment be 
returned. 

Fig. 3.18. Arad ostracon 1. Drawing by the author.
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This letter is important because it can be dated on the basis of the archae-
ological context and script to the second half of the seventh century and thus 
is helpful in providing some data about the morphology and ductus of the Old 
Hebrew script during a horizon when there is not a superabundance of Old 
Hebrew epigraphic material. Moreover, the petition connects with biblical data 
focusing on the “taking of a garment in pledge.” A text within the Covenant 
Code, for example, states that “if you take a neighbor’s cloak as surety, you must 

Fig. 3.19. Yavneh Yam letter. From Naveh 1987a, fig. 67.
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restore it before the setting of the sun” (Exod 22:26; cf. Lev 6:1–7; Deut 24:12–17; 
Amos 2:8). That is, this letter constitutes a concrete example of the sort of misuse 
of power that various legal texts in the Hebrew Bible critique. 

Sometimes ostraca will simply contain a list of names. This is the case, for 
example, with Lachish Ostracon 1 (fig. 3.20; Tur Sinai 1938). It reads as fol-
lows: “gemaryahu son of His s ilyahu; Ya’zanyahu son of T obshillem; H agab son 
of Ya’zanyahu; Mibt ah yahu son of Yirmeyahu; Mattanyahu son of Neriyahu.” 
There is a similar ostracon from Tel Ira containing a small list of names (Beit-
Arieh 1999, 403). Moreover, similar lists of names are also found in papyri from 
Elephantine in Egypt, sometimes associated with accounts. with Lachish 1, the 
precise function remains opaque.

An ostracon from Arad (fig. 3.21) contains the word “reign” and so can 
arguably be classified as some sort of a royal ostracon. Although fragmentary, 
it begins with the words: “I myself have begun to reign in….” The second and 
the third lines of this inscription refer to “strength of the arm” and the “king of 
Egypt.” Millard (1985) has suggested that this is a “literary ostracon.” Cross (2003, 
135–37) has made a similar suggestion for an ostracon from Horvat ‘Uza. Thus, 
although literary texts were normally penned on papyrus or vellum, such logia 
were ostensibly also penned on potsherds as well.

Sometimes inscriptions were penned on complete pottery vessels, rather 
than on broken pieces of pottery; therefore, technically speaking they are not 
ostraca. This is the case with the pithoi from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud (fig. 3.22; Meshel 
1978). These inscriptions were penned on complete (unbroken) vessels. Among 
the most interesting features of these 
is the fact that one of them refers to 
“Yahweh and his Asherah.” Old Hebrew 
inscriptions with similar content have 
been found at Khirbet el-Qom (Dever 
1969–70). There has been a substantial 
amount of discussion in the secondary 
literature about the basic import of the 
phrase “Yahweh and his Asherah”. Some 
have suggested that the “asherah” of this 
inscription is a cult object, not the deity. 
Some have suggested that it is indeed a 
reference to the famed Levantine god-
dess known as “Asherah” (Dever 2005). 
McCarter (1987, 137–55) has sug-
gested that the term “asherah” should be 
understood as a reference to the “culti- Fig. 3.20. Lachish Ostracon 1. Drawing 

by the author.
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cally available presence.” I am most comfortable considering this to be a reference 
to the goddess herself. Some have objected to this and stated that personal names 
do not take pronominal suffixes in Hebrew. That is, they argue that because of the 
word “his” the word “asherah” cannot be a divine name. It must, they suggest, be 
considered a cult object. However, within Semitic languages, personal names can 
have pronominal suffixes, and I consider this to be precisely the case with this 
inscription.

Obviously the inscriptions from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud and Khirbet el-Qom are 
very important and they suggest that Israelite religion was diverse and that some 

Fig. 3.21. Arad 88. Drawing by the author.

Fig. 3.22. Kuntillet ‘Ajrud pithos inscription. From Meshel 1978, pl. 12.
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ancient Israelites believed that Yahweh had a divine feminine consort (Smith 
2002; Rollston 2003). Indeed, it is convincing to argue that Israelite religion was 
certainly not monotheistic at its inception. In fact, within the Hebrew Bible, there 
are: (1) texts that can be considered pure polytheism (e.g., gen 6:1–4); (2) texts 
that accept Yahweh as the national god of Israel (e.g., Exod 20: 1–3), but do not 
understand him to be the head of the pantheon (Deut 32:8–9, reading with 
Qumran and the lxx Vorlage); (3) texts that accept Yahweh as the national god 
of Israel and also the head of the pantheon (e.g., Job 1–2); (4) and late texts (i.e., 
late-seventh and sixth centuries) that posit that Yahweh is not only Israel’s god, 
but also the only god, that is, texts that affirm pure monotheism (Jer 10:5; Isa 
44:9–20). Significantly, however, monotheism was a late development, not some-
thing that was present in the earliest forms of Israelite religion. The inscriptions 
from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud and Khirbet el-Qom can be understood as reflecting the 
notion that Yahweh is the national god of Israel, but they certainly also antedate 
the development of monotheism. 

In Ugaritic literature, the goddess associated with the god El (the “head of 
the pantheon”) is Asherah. Although Yahweh’s association with Asherah does not 
necessarily signify a rise in his status, I think it plausible to argue that Yahweh’s 
association with Asherah is a result of the fact that he is now the head of the pan-
theon and so becomes linked with the goddess associated with the head of the 
pantheon. That is, because Yahweh became the head of the pantheon, he gets the 
goddess. Regardless of the precise manner in which the religious content of these 
inscriptions is understood, they constitute some of the most important religious 
texts within the Old Hebrew corpus.

Sometimes, rather than writing on pottery with ink and a reed pen, pottery 
was incised on a pot (or potsherd) after firing. For this type of inscription, a very 
sharp stylus and a strong hand were required, but even then it was difficult for 
a scribe to produce the script with fine precision. Nevertheless, inscriptions on 
fired pottery (sometimes broken, sometimes not) were a common product of the 
scribal apparatus. A fine example of this is an Old Hebrew inscription referred 
to as the Barley Letter (fig. 3.23; Crowfoot and Crowfoot 1957). This inscription 
has been incised into a glazed piece of pottery from the Israelite capital city of 
Samaria. The script is a stylish (even flamboyant) Old Hebrew cursive and can be 
dated to the chronological horizon around the time of the Assyrian destruction 
of Samaria (i.e., ca. 722 b.c.e.). Note that these Old Hebrew inscriptions hail from 
the terminal period of the Northern Kingdom of Israel, and thus post-date the 
Reisner Samaria ostraca (Reisner, Fisher, and Lyon 1924).

Sometimes pottery was incised before firing. The scribe (or a potter trained 
to produce at least a tolerable script) would inscribe the clay when it was leather-
hard. This was a more opportune time to inscribe than after firing because of the 
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Fig. 3.23. Samaria barley letter. Incised 
after firing. Drawing by the author.

relative ease with which it could be done. Moreover, for the modern palaeogra-
pher, these inscriptions sometimes constitute superb samples for determinations 
regarding ductus (i.e., the number, direction, and order of strokes). For example, 
an inscription from Tel Ira was inscribed before firing (fig. 3.24; Beit-Arieh 1999, 
411). Three letters are preserved in a pristine fashion: lamed, ʿayin, and zayin. The 
lamed was made with a flowing downward stroke. The ʿayin was formed with two 
strokes, something that can also be discerned from many of the exemplars of this 
letter preserved in ink, but rarely so clearly as in this inscribed sherd. Most strik-
ing of all is the fact that the ductus of the zayin can be determined with precision: 
the top horizontal was inscribed first, the vertical stroke was penned second, and 
the bottom horizontal last. The reason this can be ascertained is because of the 
damming patterns (the wet clay “wash” pushed into the path of previous strokes) 
evident in the strokes.

Although it is most common for inscriptions in fired pottery, whether broken 
or not, to be incised with a sharp stylus, there are also some inscriptions that were 
chiseled into fired pottery. On a superb, though fragmentary, example from the 
Judean site of Tel Ira (fig. 3.25; Beit Arieh 1999, 409), each chisel mark of the two 
preserved letters, pe and lamed, is visible.

Sometimes jar handles would be inscribed. Numerous inscribed jar handles 
were excavated at gibeon, often referred to by its Arabic name el-Jib (Pritchard 
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1959; 1960). The majority of these were found in a cistern, that is, in a second-
ary context. Based on the script of these inscriptions, some have dated these 
inscriptions to the terminal period of Judean history (ca. 587 b.c.e.); however, I 
have argued that the script of the gibeon inscribed jar handles suggests that they 
were produced during the late-eighth or early-seventh century (Rollston 2006). 
Many of these inscriptions contain the word gibeon and then the letters Gdr 
(though some have read Gdd). Although there are several tenable proposals for 
understanding the meaning of these letters, I suggest that gdr (a low stone fence 
or stone wall) is a very attractive reading. Thus, gb‘n gdr would refer to walled 
vineyards in the vicinity of gibeon. Note that a personal name is also normally 
present (e.g., Azariah, Amariah), arguably the name of a vintner or manager. Sig-
nificantly, some of the gibeon inscribed jar 
handles were inscribed before firing, and 
this fact has been of considerable usefulness 
in determining the ductus of the letters. 
For example, the jar handle drawn in fig. 
3.26 is number 14. It was inscribed before 
firing and substantial data are discernable 
regarding the ductus of the letters based on 
patterns of damming.

VI. Papyri, Seals, and Bullae

Papyrus was used widely in the ancient 
Levant as a medium for writing documents, 
especially those that were intended to be 

Fig. 3.24. Tel Ira inscription. Drawing by the author.

Fig. 3.25. Tel Ira inscription. Chiseled 
after firing. Drawing by the author.
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permanent. Thus, contracts, deeds of purchase, marriage licenses, divorce cer-
tificates, and literature were often written on papyri. The Hebrew Bible contains 
references to papyrus (and vellum). For example, the book of Jeremiah refers to 
the fact that King Jehoiakim of Judah listened to an official read three or four 
columns (dltwt) of a papyrus scroll containing Jeremiah’s oracles. He then peri-
odically took a penknife, cut off portions of the scroll, and threw the severed 
columns of text into a temple fireplace (Jer 36:20–23). Of course, even without 
the vindictiveness of an angry monarch, papyrus documents from Iron Age 
Syria-Palestine have rarely survived into the modern period. One of the docu-
ments that has survived, however, is an Old Hebrew document referred to as the 
Murabba‘at Papyrus (Milik 1961, 93–100). This papyrus fragment is a palimpsest, 
that is, there was an initial text that was penned on this papyrus, but then at some 
later point, someone attempted to remove (by scraping) the original text so as to 
reuse the papyrus to write a different text. To be sure, the “underwriting” (i.e., 
the first text) is faded and abraded. The “upper-writing” (i.e., the second text) is a 
crude list of names. Cross has argued that both date to the first half of the seventh 
century b.c.e. (2003, 116–24). Obviously, this papyrus constitutes a nice example 
of the reuse of a writing surface.

Although Iron Age Levantine papyri have rarely survived, associated bullae 
(and the seals used to produce the bullae) often have survived. In essence, ancient 
papyri documents were written and then rolled. A string was then wrapped 
around the rolled papyrus scroll and a small, rounded piece of soft clay would 
be placed on the string (the impressions from the strings are consistently visible 
on the reverse side of bullae). Then the seal(s) of one (or more) of those indi-

Fig. 3.26. gibeon inscribed jar handle. Drawing by the author.
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Fig. 3.27. Umm Udeinah seal J14653.

Fig. 3.28. Umayri seal J16685, inscribed on both sides.

Fig. 3.29. Umayri seal J19332.

Fig. 3.30. La-melek jar handle.
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