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This amulet bears a Phoenician incantation (or perhaps more accurately, two or more incantations) inscribed 
in an Aramaic script, on the basis of which it is dated to the 7th c. BCE. Together with a companion piece, it is 
one of the only stone tablet ‘text amulets’ to bear an inscription in any Canaanite dialect, and is therefore 
unique in several respects. The incantation takes the form of a contract with several beneficent beings against 
two maleficent beings, the ‘Fliers’ and the ‘Stranglers’. 
 The author of the editio princeps, le Comte du Mesnil du Boisson, acquired the two amulets in 1933 from a 
local dealer at the archaeological site of Arslan Taş (Akk. Ḫadāttu ‘new (town)’). This site, located near the 
town of ʻAyn al-ʻArab in the Aleppo Governorate of Syria, was the seat of an Assyrian governor during the 8th 
c. BCE.  
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AT A GLANCE 
Name:  Arslan Taş 1(AT1) a.k.a. KAI 27 
Current Location: Aleppo Museum 
Accession Number:  
Medium: limestone or gypsum tablet 
Dimensions: 8.2 x 6.7 cm 
Language: Phoenician 
Script: Aramaic 
Genre: Incantation  
Findspot/Provenance: Arslan Taş (Syria) 
Year of Discovery: 1933 
Editio Princeps: Mesnil du Boisson 1939 
 
PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION 
Stone tablet (carved from limestone or perhaps gypsum), measuring 8.2 x 6.7 cm in size. The front of the 
amulet depicts three figures, a winged sphinx with a pointed helmet, a recumbent wolf with the tail of a 
scorpion, and a small human figure being devoured by the wolf creature, all carved in low relief. Its back 
depicts a striding warrior figure, wielding a double axe and dressed in a short tunic and Assyrian long coat, 
parted to reveal a leg. The carvings reflect the style of provincial Assyrian art during the 8th and 7th c. BCE.  
 The top of the amulet is perforated by a hole, through which it was likely suspended by a cord or thong, 
perhaps over a door or gate, or somewhere within a house. Cross and Saley (1970, 48–49) argue that it was 
‘too large to be worn as an amulet’ and even suggest that ‘the Arslan Tash plaque was a pagan prototype of the 
mĕzūzāh, the Israelite portal inscription’. 
 Berlejung (2010) compares the form of this amulet with other Mesopotamian ‘text amulets’ manufactured 
from the early third to the first millennium BCE. These amulets take the form of a flattened quadrangular 
writing tablet with an attached loop, the function of which is apparently served by the perforation at the top 
of the present amulet. Typically, the surface of these amulets was completely filled by an incantation or 
several, often fragmentary, incantations, but they were devoid of iconic elements; it was not until the first 
millennium, and more specifically the 7th c. BCE, that amulets depicting figures such as the demon Pazuzu 
start appearing in the archaeological record. 
 
DECIPHERMENT 
Mesnil du Buisson’s 1939 publication of the amulet in Mélanges syriens offerts à M. René Dussaud generated an 
immediate and sustained interest among scholars. Classified by William F. Albright (1939, 5) as ‘one of the 
most interesting documents in Northwest Semitic which have become known during the past few years’, it has 
been the subject of numerous attempts at decipherment by many of the most distinguished epigraphers and 
Semitists of the mid to late 20th century, including Albright himself, André Dupont-Sommer (1939), Theodore 
H. Gaster (1942), Harry Torczyner (1947), Albert van den Branden (1961), Herbert Donner and Wolfgang 
Röllig (as ‘KAI 27’ in numerous editions, starting with the first in 1962), Franz Rosenthal (1969), Frank M. 
Cross and Richard Saley (1970), André Caquot (1973), Giovanni Garbini (1981), John C.L. Gibson (1982), 



Johannes C. de Moor (1983), Christel Butterweck (1988), Jacobus van Dijk (1992), and Dennis Pardee (1998), 
among others.  
 Most of these scholars worked primarily from Mesnil du Buisson’s editio princeps. Torczyner consulted a 
cast of the amulet, as did Caquot, and Cross and Saley worked from two new sets of photographs provided to 
them by the Direction des Antiquités et des Musées of Syria. The most cautious reading is surely that of 
Pardee, who worked with the original amulet and was the first to furnish photographs of its edges for the 
benefit of his readers. 
 
AUTHENTICITY 
For the first half-century after the discovery of the amulet in 1933, its authenticity remained unquestioned. 
Challenges to its authenticity were only recently been proposed, initially by Javier Teixidor (1983), and 
subsequently by Pierre Amiet (1983), Matthias Köckert (2003) and Gregorio del Olmo Lete (2004). As a 
consequence, Jacobus van Dijk (1992, 66) notes that ‘any discussion of the texts and depictions on the Arslan 
Tash amulets must now begin with the question as to whether the tablets are indeed modern forgeries or not’.  
 The challenges to its authenticity are based upon the following objections: 

 It appears to be made from gypsum and could possibly have been produced from a mould (a 
suggestion mooted already by Mesnil du Buisson in the editio princeps); 

 It is uncommonly well-preserved, especially for an artifact composed of what appears to be such a 
friable material; 

 The form of the amulet is a common Mesopotamian type, but it is otherwise unattested among those 
bearing incantations in Northwest Semitic languages; 

 The figures on the amulet (the striding warrior figure, the sphinx, and the dog-like creature) reflect 
different cultural traditions, and have been brought together in an unorthodox manner; 

 The text follows Canaanite orthography and grammar for the most part, but is rendered in an Aramaic 
script; 

 The language of the text is likewise a ‘mixture’ of Aramaic and Canaanite forms. 

These objections have been addressed by Jacobus van Dijk (1992), Dennis Pardee (1998), Frank M. Cross and 
Richard Saley (2003), José-Ángel Zamora (2003), and Rüdiger Schmitt (2004), all of whom defend the 
authenticity of the incantation. The first two objections need not concern us here; even if the amulet were a 
modern reproduction (which is emphatically rejected by the aforementioned scholars), our primary concern 
would still remain that which is reproduced. As for the other objections, they do underline the tablet’s unique 
nature and its challenges to our understanding of contemporary artistic, linguistic and other conventions, but 
as far as its authenticity is concerned, they are far from conclusive. 
 
TRANSLITERATION AND TRANSLATION 
A 1lḥš⌈t⌉[|]⌈l⌉ʿ<p>tʾ| A Incanta⌈tion for⌉ Athe F<l>iersA;  
ʾlt 2ssm|bn pdr{š} the oath of Ssm, son of Pdr:  
3šʾ ʾlw 4wl|ḥnqt|ʾ5mr| Take to him, and say to the Stranglers, 
bt ʾbʾ 6bl tbʾn The house (in which) I come, you (f.pl.) will not come, 
B 7wḥṣr|ʾdrk 8bl|tdrkn|  B and the courtyard (in which) I enter, you (f.pl.) will not enter, 



 

k[[r]]9rt|ln|ʾlt 10ʿlm ʾšr| Aššur has made an eternal pact with us. 
krt 11ln|wkl bn ʾlm  He and all the divine beings have made it with us, 
12wrb|dr kl|qdšn and the leader(s) of the council of all our holy ones, 
13bʾlt|šmm|wʾrṣ⌈|ʿ14d⌉ ʿlm|  by the oath of heaven and earth ⌈for⌉ever, 
bʾlt|bʿl C 15…]⌈n⌉ ʾrṣ| by the oath of Baal, C …] the Earth, 
bʾ⌈lt⌉[… D 16[ʾ]št ḥwrn| by the oath of […] D [the w]ife of AḤawrānA 
ʾš|[[d]]tm|py 17wšbʿ|ṣrty| whose utterance is perfect, and her seven rival-wives, 
wšm18n⌈w⌉|ʾšt|bʿl q[d]š and the eighth, the wife of the h[ol]y master. 
E 19lʿptʾ|bḥdr|ḥšk  E 19To the AFliersA in the dark chamber, 
20ʿbr pʿm|pʿm|ll z 20pass by immediately this night! 

F 21…]⌈b⌉bty|ḥṣ⌈t⌉|hlk F 21…] in his house, hit the road! 
G 22m⌈nʿ⌉t|lpy23ptḥ24y| G 22I have de⌈nied access⌉ to the opening of 23his doorway, 
wʾ25wr|l26mzzt| 24and will bring 25light to 26the doorpost.  
yṣʾ|šmš 27⌈k⌉ss The Sun is rising, 27⌈like⌉ the moth 

28ḥlp|wld[r] 29ʿp 28vanish, and forever 29fly away! 
 
PHILOLOGICAL COMMENTARY 

1–6) This portion of the text (Section A) surrounds the figures on the front of 
the amulet. 
 
ʿ<p>tʾ: Mesnil du Buisson 
(1939a) originally identified 
the last word of this line as the 
divine name ʿtʾ, an Aramaic 
form of the Canaanite goddess 
Anath. Albright (1939) 

compares it with a form which appears later in this inscription 
(line 19), interpreting it as a putative Aramaic G-stem 
participial form, ʿ⌈p⌉tʾ ‘flying (f.sg.)’. Despite the fact that such a 
verb is not attested in Aramaic outside of Targum Onqelos 
(where it appears only as a gloss to the more usual Aramaic root 
meaning ‘to fly’, prḥ), and that the expected participial form 
would be ʿʾptʾ or ʿyptʾ (but certainly not ʿptʾ), Albright’s 
interpretation has been adopted by most subsequent scholars, 
albeit with some minor reservations (for a dissenting view, see 
Torczyner 1947). Cross and Saley (1970) and Caquot (1973) 
reject Albright’s claim that there is room for a pe in this word, 
arguing that an error must have been made in writing the line, 
and emend his reading accordingly to ʿ<p>tʾ, which they 
interpret as a plural form, ‘the fliers’.  
 

ʿptʾ ‘the Flyer(s)’ 

The word is seemingly unique to this 
inscription, unless it can be related to an 
equally enigmatic form in the Yeḥawmilk Stele. 
Among the items that Yeḥawmilk dedicated to 
the Lady of Byblos in the courtyard of her 
temple, he lists whʿ⌈p⌉t ḥrṣ ‘and the golden ʿpt’ 
(line 5). Donner and Röllig (1962, KAI 10) 
identify this term with the winged Egyptian sun 
disk, or ʿ3py, on the grounds of the phonetic 
similarity between the two words and the clues 
provided by the context. Indeed, such a design 
adorns the top of the Yeḥawmilk Stele. 

Most scholars (save Torczyner 1947) identify 
the ʾptʾ with the ‘sphinx’ depicted on the front. 



ʾlt: While Albright (1939) and Cross and Saley (1970) follow 
Mesnil du Buisson 1939 in translating this word as ‘goddess’, 
Rosenthal (1969) and Caquot (1973) translate it here and in later 
lines (9 and 14), as ‘oath’, cognate with Heb. ʾālāh. Caquot also 
reads the last character on this line as an exceptionally long (5 
mm) word divider rather than the right-hand descending stroke of 
a shin, as it has traditionally been interpreted.  
 
pdr šʾ: Mesnil du Buisson (1939a) reads this as a divine name, 
pdrššʾ, in which he is followed by nearly all other scholars who 
have examined the inscription, including Albright (1939), Dupont-
Sommer (1939), Cross and Saley (1970), Donner and Röllig 
(1962), Avishur (1979), Gibson (1982), and de Moor (1983). A 
second opinion was first suggested by Torczyner (1947), who 
reads šʾ as the m.sg. imperative form of the verb √nšʾ ‘to take’, and 
was subsequently adopted by Rosenthal (1969), Caquot (1973), 
Lipiński (1974), Garbini (1981), Sperling (1982), and Pardee 
(1998). In support of Torczyner’s reading, Caquot notes (p. 47, fn. 
8) that the phrase tšʾ ʿl sptyk appears in the Sfiré Inscription 
(111:14–15); as well as in Ps. 16:4, ûḇal-ʾɛśśāʾ ʾɛṯ-šəmôṯām ʿal-
śəp āṯāy ‘and I shall not take their names upon my lips’.   
 
ʾlw: Mesnil du Buisson (1939a) reads ʾlh, as do most other 
scholars, albeit without any agreement as to its meaning (he 
interprets it as ‘his god’, Albright (1939) translates ‘O, god’, 
Rosenthal (1969) translates ‘these’, and Donner and Röllig (1962) 
translate it simply ‘god’). Cross and Saley (1970), who likewise 
translate it as ‘god’, nonetheless read the final consonant as waw 
and not he. They view this letter as a dittograph for the initial 
character of the following line, an interpretation which Caquot (1973) rejects as improbable on the grounds 
that ʾlw is followed by a word divider, in which he is followed by Teixidor (1983). Pardee (1998) is skeptical 
about the presence of the word divider, but also rejects Cross and Saley’s dittography hypothesis. Sperling 
(1982, 5) reads this word as ʾlt ‘oath’, with a ‘taw which has been partly obliterated’, but this view is likewise 
rejected by Pardee, who notes that the inscription is reasonably well preserved at this point. Against the 
otherwise generally defective nature of the orthography, Caquot suggests that it is a plene spelling of the 
Phoenician demonstrative ʾl ‘these’, cognate with Mishnaic Hebrew ʾɛllū and identifiable with the form 
transcribed ily in the Poenulus of Plautus. Pardee, on the other hand, interprets ʾlw as a preposition cognate 
with Hebrew ʾĕlê ‘to’, the final waw possibly representing the third masculine singular possessive suffix after a 
long vowel, which would be consistent with the defective orthography of the text. 
 

Ssm bn Pdr 

The divine names ssm and pdr are attested 
elsewhere, albeit largely in the form of 
theophoric personal names (Fauth 1970). The 
characters ssm occupy three sides of a stone 
pendant in the shape of a pyramid, the fourth 
side of which is occupied by the branch of a 
date palm (Clermont-Ganneau 1898). Schwartz 
(1996) identifies this figure with Akk. sissinnu 
‘fruited branch of date palm’ and the legendary 
St. Sisinnios, who (together with his brothers 
Sines and Synodoros) is invoked to defend 
infants against a female demon, much like the 
Senoy, Sansenoy, and Semangelof of Jewish 
tradition. 

Wiggermann (2000, 229) notes that the full 
name ssm br pdr is likewise engraved upon a 
bronze statue of the Assyrian demon Pazuzu at 
the Ashmolean (1892.43), allegedly from the 
Egyptian site of San el-Hagar (ancient Tanis), 
although this reading is contested (Berlejung 
2010, 14). Representations of Pazuzu (in the 
form of amulets and figurines) were popular 
during the 7th and 6th c. BCE, as his image was 
used to protect infants from the female demon 
Lamaštu (Heeßel 2002, 96).  



 

ḥnqt ʾmr: The text here mentions another of the intended 
recipients of the incantation, the ḥnqt ‘strangler(s)’ who are likely 
plural in number, as all of the following verbs which refer to 
them take feminine plural endings (tbʾn ‘you go’ and tdrkn ‘you 
enter’). The following word, ʾmr, is the locus of some scholarly 
debate. Mesnil du Buisson (1939a) reads it as ‘lamb’ and 
identifies the whole phrase with the Arabic khānūq al-ḥamal 
‘strangler of lambs’, which is one of the epithets of the Qarīna, or 
Arab Lilith. This reading has been endorsed by most of his 
successors, including Albright (1939) and Cross and Saley 
(1970). Torczyner (1947) reads this word as the imperative form 
of the verb √ʾmr, parallel with šʾ ‘take’ in the preceding line, a 
reading which has been endorsed by Rosenthal (1969) and 
Caquot (1973).  
 Albright (1939) was the first to parallel the following lines 
(5–8) with a passage in the Akkadian Utukkū Lemnūtu series of 
exorcistic incantations, Tablet III, lns. 161–162 (Geller 2007:107/201): 
 

a-šar al-la-ku la tal-lak The place I go, you may not go, 
a-šar [e]r-ru-bu la te-ru-ub The place I enter, you may not enter. 

 
7–14) This portion of the text (Section B) surrounds the striding warrior 
figure on the back of the amulet. 
 
krt: Mesnil du Buisson (1939a) discerns a nun at the end of line 8, which 
Albright (1939) emends to kaph, but notes that it appears to have been 
erased already at the time of its inscription (hence [[k]]). Cross and Saley 
(1970) read the erased letter 
as a resh, with the following 
resh beginning line 9 
produced by dittography, a 

reading endorsed by Röllig (1974) and Pardee (1998).  
 
ʾšr: Mesnil du Buisson (1939a) reads the second word in this line 
as the Hebrew relative pronoun ʾšr. Dupont-Sommer (1939) and 
Albright (1939) propose the name of the Canaanite goddess 
Asherath, restoring a final taw. Cross and Saley (1970) concur 
with this reading, save for the restoration; they see its absence as 
‘an isogloss with Hebrew’ (p. 45, fn. 17), even though the 
orthography of the inscription otherwise conforms to Phoenician 
practice, and the other proper nouns are recognizably Aramaic in 

ḥnqt ‘the Stranglers’ 

The ḥnqt ‘stranglers’ frequently appear 
elsewhere in the corpus of incantation texts, 
occasionally in connection with liliths, as Gaster 
(1947) notes with several examples, to which 
can be added Gordon (1934) and Texts G and J 
from Gordon 1937). Cross and Saley (1970) also 
cite an Ugaritic parallel, ʾltm ḫnqtm ‘the two 
strangler goddesses’. 

Most scholars (save Torczyner 1947) identify 
the ḥnqt with the wolf-like creature depicted on 
the front. 

ʾšr ‘Aššur’ 

The chief Assyrian deity Aššur is also one of the 
protective geniuses mentioned in the Neo-
Assyrian anti-demonic amulet published by 
Farber (1989:103–108). Berlejung (2010, 29–
30) identifies the striding warrior figure on the 
reverse with Aššur, not only because Aššur is 
the first being named on the reverse but also 
because the striding warrior figure shares 
characteristics with the traditional depiction of 
Aššur, such as the bud on the crown.  



form rather than Hebrew or Phoenician. Gaster (1942) also interprets this word as a proper noun, but as the 
name of the god Aššur, in which he is followed by Rosenthal (1969) and Caquot (1973). 
 
bʾlt: Nearly all scholars follow Mesnil du Buisson (1939a) in reading the first sign of this word as a beth. Pardee 
(1998) notes that it resembles a waw, daleth, or resh in form, while admitting that writing this character the 
rounded edge of the amulet might have posed some difficulty to the scribe, thereby accounting for the 
aberrant form. 
 
bn ʾlm: For this phrase, cf. Job 1:6 way-yāḇōʾû bənê ʾĕlōhîm ‘and the sons of God came’. Albright (1939, 8, fn. 
19) suggests that bənê ʾĕlōhîm is equivalent to the plural of ʾel, ‘just as in Biblical Hebrew bənê ʾāḏām is the 
plural of ʾāḏām’. 
 
qdšn: Albright (1939) emends the final word of this line to qdš⌈t⌉, whereas Torczyner (1947) interprets the 
final nun as the first person plural possessive suffix. Cross and Saley (1970, 44, fn. 10) vindicate the original 
reading of the editio princeps, arguing that ‘the nun [of qdšn] could not be clearer on the new photographs 
(pace Albright). The reading dr of KAI also imposes itself’, comparing it to the phrase dr ʾlm ‘council of gods’ in 
the Karatepe Inscription B III 18-IV. 
 
ʿd ʿlm: Along the right-hand side of the tablet between the final signs of lines 12 and 14 are two signs that 
resemble three vertical strokes, closed entirely along the top but only partially from the left along the bottom. 
Working from Mesnil du Buisson’s original cast of the amulet (obtained from Mesnil du Buisson himself), 
Caquot (1973) discerns a line divider and an ayin here, which he reads together with the upper part of a daleth 
by the left foot of the god at the beginning of line 14, giving the reading ‘forever’. Most subsequent scholars 
have endorsed this reading, but Pardee (1998) has misgivings about it, without being able to substitute an 
alternative reading. He finds no trace of the daleth identified by Caquot and attributes it to a scratch on the 
photograph. 
 

15) Line 15 (section C of the text) is inscribed upon the bottom of the amulet. 

ʾrṣ: Caquot (1973) reads the upper part of a lamed at the beginning of the line, and 
restores [ʾdn k]⌈l⌉ ʾrṣ ‘Lord of All the Earth’ on the basis of the length of the lacuna (cf. ʾăḏôn kol-hāʾāreṣ in 

Josh. 3:11, 13; Mich. 4:13; Zech. 4:4; 6:5; and Ps. 97:5.). Pardee (1998) defends Mesnil du Buisson’s original 
reading, and adds that the gap at the edge of the text could accommodate as many as three or four characters. 
 
bʾlt: Of the last three letters of the line, only traces remain. Caquot (1973) suggests it might equally be 
reconstructed bʾl[ty] ‘by his pact’ or bʾl[m] ‘by the gods’, and that the main text of the inscription ends here. In 
his reading, the remainder of the text on the surrounding edges is not the continuation of this incantation, but 
rather the start of a new one, beginning with the word which he restores as [lḥ]št ‘incantation’. Pardee (1998) 
differs, noting that the text on the edges of the second amulet from Arslan Taş can only be read as a 
continuation of the main text. 
 



 

16–18) These lines 
(composing 

section D of the 
text) are found 
inscribed upon the 
surrounding edges 
of the amulet. 

Pardee (1998) notes that the traditional numbering of these 
lines is entirely arbitrary, as there are no abrupt edges to divide 
the text of the inscription. 
 
ʾšt ḥwrn: Mesnil du Buisson (1939a) reconstructs the initial word 
as [ʾ]št ‘wife’, a suggestion which has been adopted by most 
subsequent translators, including Albright (1939), Rosenthal 
(1969), Donner and Röllig (1962), and Pardee (1998), with 
Torczyner (1947) and Caquot (1973) dissenting. Cross and Saley 
(1970, 44, fn. 12) reconstruct a lamed at the very beginning of 
this line, which they identify as a dittograph carried over from 
the last line, and reject the shin drawn by Mesnil du Boisson, 
which they declare (with some justification) to be ‘an overlarge, 
late Aramaic š, quite impossible in this script’. Caquot and 
Pardee (1998) defend the original reading of this character, 
with Pardee noting that the lateral strokes of the shin of this 
inscription are occasionally elongated to form a diamond-shape 
at the base of the letter, which can be lost due to wear and tear. 

 
ʾš tm py: Mesnil du Buisson (1939b, 424) reads qš ⌈d⌉tm py ‘Qš, (the one) whose mouth is perfect’, but Albright 
(1939) reads the first word as the relative pronoun ʾš and the initial character of the second word as a scribal 
error, already erased at the time of its composition. His reading has been generally adopted, e.g. Gaster 
(1942), Rosenthal (1969), Cross and Saley (1970), with reference to the Akkadian formula ša pušu ellu ‘whose 
mouth/utterance is pure’, and Pardee (1998). Dupont-Sommer (1939) reads the phrase as ⌈r⌉tm py ‘his mouth 
is bound’, which Caquot (1973) endorses, drawing attention to the long sloping stroke that characterizes the 
initial defaced letter. He compares this verb to the Arabic form ʾartam- ‘having a broken nose; speaking 
unintelligibly’, which is in turn related to the verb ratama ʾanfahu ‘he broke his nose’).  
 

wšbʿ ṣrty: Mesnil du Buisson’s (1939) reading of these signs is almost universally accepted, with only Teixador 
(1983) contesting it. Caquot (1973) correctly notes that the referent of the possessive pronoun on this phrase, 
which most scholars translate ‘and his seven concubines’, cannot refer to a masculine entity (as the word ṣrt 
properly refers to rival-wives, not concubines, and men cannot have rival-wives). While Rosenthal (1969) 
interprets the referent of this pronoun as ʾšt ḥwrn ‘Ḥawrān’s wife’, Caquot has rejected this reading and 
therefore follows Mesnil du Buisson (1939a) in translating this phrase ‘and seven (are) my rival-wives’.  

ḥwrn ‘Ḥawrān’ 

The god Ḥawrān is known from his frequent 
appearances in Canaanite personal and place 
names, as well as occasional appearances in 
Ugaritic, Egyptian, Hittite, and even a second 
century BCE Greek inscription from Delos, in 
which he is identified with Heracles. Astour 
(1968) identifies him with the Phoenician 
healing god Ešmun. Cross and Saley (1970) note 
that his epithet bʿl qdš, which appears in line 18, 
recalls  šr qdš ‘holy prince’, the epithet of Ešmun 
in the inscriptions of Ešmunʿazor (KAI 14, 17) 
and Bodʿaštart (KAI 15, 16). Albright (1968, 
138, fn. 73) cites this same epithet in support of 
emending the divine name Σουρμουβηλος of the 
Phoenician History of Philo of Berytus to 
Ουρουμβηλος, which he posits as the Greek 
rendering of Phoenician Ḥūrūn-Bʿel. 

Dupont-Sommer (1939) and Wiggermann 
(2000, 229) identify the striding warrior figure 
with Ḥawrān. 



 
šmnw ʾšt: The reading šmnh ‘eight’, initially proposed by Mesnil du Buisson (1939a) and followed by all 
subsequent scholars, is peculiar, as the form šmn would be expected in its place, given the generally defective 
orthography of the inscription. Albright (1939), Cross and Saley (1970), and Pardee (1998) consider this an 
example of Aramaic influence. Torczyner (1947) argues against the reading ‘eight wives’ on the grounds that 
the suppletive form nšʾ would be expected as the plural of ʾšt, but singular forms do occasionally appear in the 
place of plurals in the Hebrew Bible, cf. 2 Kings 22:1 ben-šĕmōneh šānāh ‘eight years old’ or the kĕṯîḇ of 2 Kings 
8:17 ûšmōneh šānāh mālaḵ bîrûšālām ‘and he ruled eight years in Jerusalem’.  
 If we were to restore the heavily damaged final character as a waw rather than a he, it would assume the 
form of the third masculine singular possessive suffix after a long vowel, just as in word ʾlw ‘to him’ in line 3, 
which is likewise read with a final he by Mesnil du Buisson (1939a), Albright (1939), Rosenthal (1969), and 
Donner and Röllig (1962). Such a form, the precursor of the (late) Punic suffix -m, is predicted by 
Huehnergard (1991, 190), but not elsewhere attested; the more common allomorph of this suffix, a yod, could 
also be restored here.  
 If this is the correct reading, then the referent is not clear: the suffix appears to be anchorless, and 
possibly serves to render the noun it modifies definite. This function of the third person possessive suffixes is 
attested, albeit generally as a relic, in every branch of Semitic (Huehnergard and Pat-El 2012). In this case, it 
should be translated, ‘the eighth, the wife of the holy master’, referring once again back to the wife of Ḥawrān 
at the beginning of the line (without the need to posit multiple harems). Alternatively, we could appeal to 
Skehan’s interpretation of the suffix on the form yrḥw in the Gezer Calendar, as a proleptic suffix of the sort 
found attached to nouns and infinitives, which are themselves followed by a noun or pronoun in apposition, to 
which the suffix refers (cited as a personal communication in Cross and Freedman 1952, 47, fn. 10; for several 
other examples of this suffix in Phoenician and Biblical Hebrew, see Sivan 1998, 103–105) In that case, the 
text would be translated ‘his eighth, (namely) the wife of the holy master’. 
 
bʿl qdš: In the incantation text BM 91776 (published as Segal 2000, 036A), mention is made of the ‘eight sons 
of Baal’ (ln. 16: tmnyʾ bny byl) but not to any of his wives. It stands to reason that one (py) plus seven rival 
wives (wšbʿ ṣrty) equals eight wives in total, without the need to unnecessarily posit multiple harems of divine 
wives. Torczyner (1947) restores the final word of the line as qdšy ‘holy’, accidentally reading the initial beth 
of line 6 again here as a yod. All subsequent readings have followed Torczyner, albeit without restoring the 
final yod.  

 
19–21) These lines (section E) are engraved upon the ‘sphinx’, which ‘has 
the body and (curved and raised) tail of a lion and a human (not bearded 
and therefore perhaps female) face’ (Berlejung 2010, 23). 

 
ʿbr: Originally read by Mesnil du Buisson (1939) as ʿbd, the reading ʿb rī ‘pass by!’ was first suggested by 
Albright (1939), and has been retained by most other scholars. Caquot (1973) prefers to read ʿbr as the perfect 
ʿabró, ‘she has passed by’. 
 



 

pʿm pʿm: Against Mesnil du Buisson (1939a), who translates this phrase as a divine name, Albright (1939), 
Gaster (1942 and 1947), Cross and Saley (1970) all translate it as ‘now, now!’ (which Gaster compares with 
ἅρτι ἅρτι or ταχύ ταχύ in Greek charms), and Rosenthal (1969) reads it as ‘time and again’.  
 
ll z: Mesnil du Buisson (1939a), Cross and Saley (1970), and Caquot (1973) all discern a final nun followed by 
a word divider, just off the chest of the Sphinx beneath the second ayin in line 3 of the surrounding 
inscription, and therefore interpret the word as the Aramaic form llyn ‘night demons’. Neither Albright (1939) 
nor Dupont-Sommer (1939) perceive the nun, and Butterweck (1988), and Pardee (1998) outright reject any 
mention of Lilith or ‘night demons;’ Butterweck proposes to read ll wym ‘night and day’, and Pardee reads ll z 
‘this night’ (or ll zn, if indeed the nun is present) in its place. 

 
21) This line (section F) is engraved upon the wolf-like creature, which ‘has 
a canine body, two long, pointed ears which are stretched backwards (in 
profile), a horn on its forehead and a curved scorpion’s tail raised upward’ 

(Berlejung 2010, 23). 
 
bbty: The initial word is extremely difficult to read. Mesnil du Buisson (1939a) draws something very much 
like a nun in his line drawing, but does not add the expected stroke descending parallel to its head. In the 
commentary, he initially reads it as a waw, and then subsequently (1939b) as a zayin, followed by a mim in 
either case. Other epigraphers (Dupont-Sommer 1939, Albright 1939, Donner and Röllig 1971, Caquot 1973) 
read the same mim, giving the word mbzt ‘the robber(s)’, but Cross and Saley (1970) and Pardee (1998) 
discern a beth. Mesnil du Buisson (1939a) likewise followed the first two letters with a zayin, which he 
subsequently (1939b) abandoned. 
 
ḥṣt hlk: Mesnil du Buisson (1939a) and Donner and Röllig (1962) read the final two words as mḥṣt hlk 
‘destroyer(s)’, or ‘striker(s), go away!’ from the root √mḥṣ, but Albright (1939) reads them as pḥṣt hlk 
‘crusher(s), go away!’ seeing in pḥṣ a metathesized form related to Heb. pāṣaḥ ‘to crush (bones)’, and has been 
followed by most subsequent scholars. In his second article, Mesnil du Buisson (1939b) and reads the 
uncertain initial letter as a word divider, in which he is followed by Caquot (1973), who interprets ḥṣt hlk as 
ḥūṣūt halkó ‘she hit the road (Heb. ḥûṣôṯ)’ on the grounds that the putative imperative form hl kī is unattested 
elsewhere. Pardee (1998) subscribes to Caquot’s reading. 

 
22–29) The following lines (section G) are inscribed upon and beside the 
‘striding warrior’ figure, ‘an upright, standing, dressed and crowned, 
bearded male, smiting god. He stands in step position, is girded with a 
sword and holds an axe in his raised right hand. He wears a three-tiered 
(?) long and open skirt over a short kilt, recalling a Neo-Assyrian style. 
On his head with shoulder-long hair he wears a horned crown topped by 
a bud’ (Berlejung 2010, 24). 
 



mnʿt: No scholarly consensus has developed around the initial word of the inscription on the striding warrior, 
with most scholars seeing in it a proper noun, and generally an otherwise unattested one at that (Mesnil du 
Buisson (1939a), Torczyner (1947), and Rosenthal (1969) read sz zt, Albright (1939) and Donner and Rölling 
(1962) read sz⌈y⌉t, and Cross and Saley (1970) read s⌈sm⌉|). By contrast, Gaster (1947, 187) interprets sz zt as 
a ‘representation of that hissing and spitting which was a frequent element of incantations and which is 
similarly represented in other texts’, and Caquot (1973) reads it as ⌈mṣ⌉ʾ| ‘rising’, a nom d’action from the verb 
√yṣʾ attested further along in the same line. Pardee (1998) elects not to translate it at all, agreeing only that 
the final sign is an aleph followed by a word divider. 
 In Mesnil du Buisson’s photograph and line drawing (1939a, 423), there appears to be room for four 
consonants, of which the second is a nun and the fourth is a taw. In the photograph of the reverse in Pardee 
(1998, 47), the third consonant appears quite clearly to be an ayin. The initial consonant appears much more 
like a mim than a samekh, suggesting the reading mnʿt ‘I have withheld or denied’. For the use of lə- with the 
complement of this verb, cf. Ps. 84:12 lōʾ yimnaʿ-ṭôḇ ləhōlḵîm bəṯāmîm ‘no good thing will He withhold from 
them that walk uprightly’. 
 
lpy ptḥy: For lpy ‘at the entry’, see Pr. 8:3 ləyaḏ-šəʿārîm ləp î-qāreṯ məḇôʾ pəṯāḥîm tārōnnāh ‘Beside the gates, at 
the entry of the city, at the coming in at the doors, she crieth aloud’. Most scholars follow Mesnil du Buisson 
(1939a) in ignoring the pe, even if it is readily apparently from his photograph. Albright (1939) reads ly/ptḥ 
[rḥ]⌈m⌉/y ‘and let her womb be opened’, in which he is followed by Donner and Röllig (1962). Caquot (1973) 
denies the existence of either the pe or the yod, and Pardee (1998) identifies the pe as a word divider and the 
yod either as a zayin or a series of dots. Cross and Saley (1970) read a lamed following this word, but Pardee 
rejects this reading as a line dividing the arm from the chest. 
 
wʾwr: This collection of signs was initially read wt/wd|l by Mesnil du Buisson (1939a). Albright (1939 reads 
wt/⌈ld⌉ ‘and let her give birth’, as do Donner and Röllig (1962). Cross and Saley (1970) read wʾl/⌈y⌉rd ‘and let 
him not come down’, but Pardee (1998) objects to the lamed and the yod that they have restored, for which he 
can find no traces. Caquot (1973) reads wʾ/wr|l ‘and light to’ instead, despite the otherwise defective nature of 
the orthography. Gibson (1982) follows Caquot’s reading of the signs, but interprets the form as a D-stem 
perfect form from the root √ʾwr, namely ʾiwwró or ʾiwwír  ‘s/he has illuminated’, as does Pardee. In light of my 
reading of the preceding verb as mnʿt ‘I have denied (access)’, with which this form is clearly parallel, I 
suggest the D-stem imperfect ʾawwir ‘I shall illuminate’. 
 
mzzt: As in line 22, Mesnil du Buisson (1939a) reads this as the proper noun sz zt, and Albright (1939) 
likewise reads it as the proper noun sz⌈y⌉t. Cross and Saley (1970) see a mzzt or ‘doorpost’, which has been 
endorsed by most subsequent scholars. 
 
yṣʾ: Contra Mesnil du Buisson and all subsequent scholars, who read it as the (G-stem) perfect yaṣoʾ ‘he has 
come forth’, Caquot (1973) reads this verb as a C-stem causative form yūṣiʾ ‘he (=the Sun) has brought forth’, 
with mṣʾ ‘rising’ (line 22) and ʾwr ‘light’ (line 25) as its objects. It could also be read as the G-stem imperfect 
yiṣiʾ ‘he comes forth’, as I have in the translation. 
 



 

kss: Cross and Saley (1970) read this word as lssm ‘to Sasom’, a reading which Caquot (1973) rejects on the 
grounds that he can find no trace of the mim on the cast, and that nun is a much more likely reading for the 
initial letter than lamed. He relates it to Hebrew participial form nōsēs ‘sick’ (cf. Isaiah 10:18) and the Aramaic 
nsīs ‘feeble’, but if it is indeed a finite verbal form, as Caquot translates it, rather than a participle, the doubled 
final radical indicates that it can only reflect a D-stem form, and in the D-stem this root means ‘to trouble’ or 
‘weaken’ someone (rather than to be weakened). Pardee (1998) rejects Caquot’s restoration of the initial letter, 
arguing that he can find no head and suggests that either w ‘and’ or k ‘like, as’ was intended, followed by the 
word ss ‘horse’. In light of the verb ʿp ‘fly’ that follows, perhaps ss ‘moth’ (Akkadian sāsu(m), Hebrew sās, 
Syriac sāsā) might be a more suitable candidate. 
 
ḥlp: Mesnil du Buisson (1939a) and Albright (1939) ḥl ‘give birth’, Torczyner (1947) ḥld ‘abide’. 
Cross and Saley (1970) and Caquot (1973) reject these other interpretations and instead read ḥlp, which they 
translate as ‘disappear’ on the basis of Isaiah 2:18 wə-hā-ʾelîlîm kālîl yaḥălop  ‘and the idols shall utterly pass 
away’. Pardee (1998, 28) reads the final letter as ‘un {b} sûr’, rejecting all previous readings, but is unable to 
translate the word thereby rendered. 
 
wldr: Cross and Saley (1970) and Caquot (1973) compare this expression to Hebrew lədōr wādōr ‘from 
generation to generation’, i.e. forever. Pardee (1989) reads it as wlr ‘and LR’, but admits that he is unable to 
decide whether the third sign is a daleth or a resh. He discerns another sign or possibly two afterwards, but is 
unable to endorse either the nun suggested by Mesnil du Buisson (1939a) or the resh suggested by Cross and 
Saley, due to the lack of a clear head. 
 
ʿp: Cross and Saley (1970) were the first to identify the characters upon the knee of the striding warrior, and 
have been followed by most subsequent scholars. Pardee (1998) cautions that the apparent simplification of 
these two characters is otherwise unparalleled within the inscription, but it might be argued that this 
simplification was necessitated by the small surface upon which the scribe was constrained to write the two 
letters. 
 

Script Analysis 
In the editio princeps, Mesnil du Buisson (1939, 422) notes that the forms of the characters are ‘beaucoup plus 
archaïque’ than the inscriptions of the 5th c. BCE theretofore discovered in Syria and Egypt. He suggests, partly 
on the basis of the script and partly on the basis of the images, that the amulet was carved after the Assyrian 
conquest of Ḥarrān in 610 BCE. Albright (1939, 7) says that Mesnil du Buisson’s 6th century date is too late, 
and that a ‘seventh-century date may be regarded as almost certain’, classifying the script as 
 

…lapidary Aramaic, sometimes including some cursive forms; in general all forms may be duplicated 
in Aramaic documents from Aššur and Nineveh, especially on clay tablets or bullae with Aramaic 
texts gouged into them on both sides with a stylus, just as we find in our case. About a dozen of the 
latter are known; nearly all are roughly triangular in shape and their dates range from 674 B.C. over 
665 and 659 to after 648. None of them can be later than the destruction of Aššur by the Medes in 
614 B.C. or than the fall of Nineveh in 612. 



 
Only one year after the initial publication and Albright’s own observations, the Danish expedition at Hama 
published a preliminary report on their seven years of excavations (Ingholt 1940), including the initial 
publications of eleven Aramaic graffiti inscribed upon red-slipped bricks (subsequently republished by Donner 
and Röllig 1962 as KAI 203–213). The bricks were found in a secure archaeological context, and can therefore 
be confidently dated to the mid-eighth century BCE, on the basis of both the stratigraphy and epigraphy. Their 
script corresponds closely to that of the amulet, and combines lapidary and cursive features in much the same 
way that the amulet does, as Albright observes. With regard to this mixture of features, Cross observes that 
‘three styles of Aramaic script were in contemporary use in the seventh century: a lapidary in a state of 
decline, a full cursive which evolved into the chancellery hand of the Persian empire, and a semicursive (or 
semiformal if you prefer—it stands between the other two styles, influenced by both)’, in a personal 
communication to Pardee (1998, 53).  
 In the following script chart (illustrated in Tables 1), I have separated those characters engraved upon the 
figures and those engraved in the text surrounding the figures, because the form of the figures provides an 
obvious constraint upon their size and shape that may result in mechanical differences. 



 
Table 1: Chart of Characters Inscribed upon the Amulet 
Obverse and Reverse (Sections A and B) Bottom and Edges (Sections C and D) Figures (Sections E, F, and G) 

 



The conservative form of the aleph, which is nearly identical in the Hama graffiti and the amulet, suggests the 
eighth century, after which the two horizontal strokes of the Aramaic aleph came to meet at a common 
juncture with the vertical. The beth is more characteristically cursive than lapidary. In opening at the top, it 
demonstrates a typically Aramaic development of the eighth century, but does not appear to participate in the 
ligatures and clockwise turn that were characteristic of later cursive inscriptions. A similar development has 
also occurred in the daleths, ayins, and reshs, the heads of which appear open in the amulet, unlike the 
equivalent characters in the Hama graffiti. 
 The waws of the inscription are typical of the ‘inverted h’ form of the early Phoenician and Aramaic 
inscriptions, with the downstroke gracefully slanting to the right, as in later Phoenician inscriptions. As a 
consequence, they are not always easily distinguished from the resh or daleth. The head of the waw has largely 
retained its form and has not yet merged to a single horizontal stroke, as in the Aramaic inscriptions of the 
sixth century. 
 Also suggestive of the Hama graffiti is the cursive ḥeth, in which the three horizontal stroke have merged 
into a single stroke, a characteristically Aramaic development of the mid-eighth century. In most of the 
examples of ḥeth, save for the one in line 28, the middle stroke touches the top of the left-hand vertical. This 
form closely resembles the amulet’s sole example of a he, in which the two lower horizontal strokes have 
merged into one stroke and likewise join the uppermost stroke, a development which had not yet taken place 
in the script of the Hama graffiti.  
 The lamed of the amulet is distinctive, if only because it sometimes appears to consist of a single stroke, 
gracefully arching to the right at the bottom, and otherwise appears as two strokes joined at a sharp angle, 
nearly perpendicular to one another, possibly necessitated by the difficulty of carving an arch in such a 
surface. 
 As already noted, most of the ayins on the amulet are open, but this opening can occur almost anywhere 
on the character, suggesting that the openings are not necessarily consistent with the ideal form of the 
character, but rather the result of difficulties inherent in carving upon the surface of the amulet (Pardee 
1998). 
 Pardee also notes that the shins of the amulet fall into two variants: a four-stroke variant (representing a 
w) and a reduced three stroke variant in which the middle two strokes have formed a ligature. 
 The taws consist of two lines, a longer vertical, gently inclined downward from right to left, and a shorter 
horizontal stroke, which begins either on the vertical stroke or to its immediate left and slopes downward to 
form an acute angle, in the majority of cases. 
 

Language 
Even if the script of the incantation is Aramaic and it was discovered within what would have been Aramaic-
speaking territory, the language in which it is composed is decidedly not Aramaic. This was immediately 
evident to Mesnil du Buisson (1939a, 422), who confidently identifies it as ‘Canaanite, or at any rate a dialect 
clearly related to that of Ras Shamra’. This assessment was sufficient for most scholars, and the classification 
of the language was never addressed in a systematic fashion.  
 Albright (1939) and Torczyner (1947) were quick to identify it as ‘Hebrew’, although Albright qualifies 
this by noting that the language is ‘almost throughout pure Phoenician in grammar, and verbal and stylistic 
parallels to Ugaritic as well as to Biblical Hebrew literature are frequent and close’ (p. 7). Donner and Röllig 



 

(1962) and Garbini (1981) opt to classify it as ‘Phoenician’ instead. Others were not so confident; Rosenthal 
(1969, 658) considers it to be an ‘undetermined Canaanite dialect’, and Gibson (1982) describes it as a ‘mixed 
dialect’.  
 It was Cross and Saley (1970) who first systematically addressed the language of this text, by drawing 
attention to its orthography. They note that orthography regularly follows Phoenician rather than Aramaic 
practice, even if there are a few Aramaisms, which is to say that the orthography is otherwise consistently 
‘defective’, with no indication of word-final or word-internal vowels. Consequently, forms such as ʾmr, krt, tm, 
ʿbr, hlk, yṣʾ, ḥlp, and ʿp can only be parsed through contextual clues; as discussed earlier, it is impossible to tell 
whether an isolated form like hlk might represent halók ‘he went’, halkó ‘she went’, halkū  ‘they (m.) went’, hl k 
‘go (m.sg.)!’, hl kī ‘go (f.sg.)!’, hl kū ‘go (m.pl.)!’, or even hūlik ‘going (m.sg.)’, to name a few possibilities. 
Whenever the authorities disagree about the parsing of a given form, I have furnished a provisional 
vocalization, in order to avoid any ambiguity. 
 Cross and Saley also observe the complete absence of the definite article from the incantation, in which 
respect it is similar to archaic and archaizing Hebrew poetry. The other ‘Canaanite’ features of the inscription, 
typical of the contemporary dialects of Hebrew and Phoenician but not of Old Aramaic, include: 

 The use of the word bn ‘son’ rather than its Aramaic equivalent br in the proper name ssm bn pdr; 
 The collapse of the diphthong *ay in the words bt ‘house’, ll ‘night’, and šmm ‘heavens’; 

Exclusively Phoenician features of the inscription include: 

 the feminine morpheme -t is retained on the noun (e.g. lḥšt ‘incantation’, ʾlt ‘oath’) but possibly lost on 
the verb (e.g. ʿbr ‘she passed’, hlk ‘she went’ if these are not imperative forms); 

 The third masculine singular possessive suffix appears as -y on the singular noun (e.g. py ‘her mouth’, 
ṣrty ‘her co-wives’, and ptḥy ‘his door’) and possibly -w after a long vowel (e.g. ʾlw ‘to him’, and 
perhaps šmnw ‘his eight’), as opposed to Hebrew -w/-h(w) and Old Aramaic -h; 

 The form of the relative pronoun is ʾš, as opposed to Hebrew ʾšr and Old Aramaic zy. 

The Aramaic features of the inscription are limited to nouns referring to supernatural beings. These include: 

 The postponed definite article -ʾ appears twice on the proper noun ʿptʾ (lines 1 and 19); 
 The preservation of the diphthong in the first syllable of the proper noun Ḥwrn (line 16). This form 

presumably reflects the Aramaic form of the name, Ḥawrān, rather than the expected Canaanite (and 
defectively written) form ḥrn Hōrōn (or Phoenician Hūrūn). 

Neither the inscription’s orthography, nor the absence of the definite article within it, are relevant to the 
question of its classification. Orthography is properly a system of rules governing a writing system, rather than 
the language in which it is composed, and while the presence of a definite article might give us a clue to the 
language of the inscription, its absence is hardly conclusive. For these reasons, both are insufficient as criteria 
for classification. Nor, for that matter, are any of the nouns that have been adduced as evidence in favor of 
one language or another relevant, as such words could just as easily have been borrowed as inherited from an 
earlier stage of the language. 
 It is far safer to restrict our search for relevant criteria to innovations among the morphemes (per Hetzon 
1976), such as the forms of the feminine endings or the possessive suffixes. In the case of the former, the 
language of the inscription clearly retains the endings on the noun, as does Phoenician, but such retentions are 



of limited value for classification, ‘since shared retentions can always occur independently without a common 
period of development’ (Greenberg 1957, 49). The loss of the final -t on the verb would indeed be a relevant 
criterion, which would securely place the language of the incantation within Canaanite rather than Aramaic, if 
any secure examples could be adduced. 
 As for the possessive suffixes, the forms found within the text provide the clearest indication of the 
language in which it is composed. Within Phoenician, the forms that these suffixes take are determined not by 
whether they are attached to a noun or a verb, or for that matter to a verb in the perfect or the imperfect, but 
solely by whether they follow a consonant (in which case they are not marked) or a vowel (Huehnergard, 
1991, 183). This is due to a series of sound changes and other innovations, outlined in Huehnergard (1991, 
186–192), as a result of which the system of pronominal suffixes was completely restructured through 
analogy. Given that this series of innovations and the attendant restructuring occurred only in Phoenician, we 
can confidently identify the language of this text as Phoenician.  
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