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West Semites at Tell Seh Hamad:
Evidence for the Israelite Exile?

Bob Becking

1. Introduction*

In the course of the Assyrian expansion to the West during the second half of the
eighth century BCE, Assyrian armies bringing an end to the independence of the so-
called Northern Kingdom captured the city of Samaria. In my opinion the city was
conquered twice: once in 723 by the armies of Shalmanesser V and once in 720 by
Sargon as part of a punitive campaign after a rebellion in the West instigated by
llubi’di, the ruler of Hamath.! In line with the politics of the Neo-Assyrian empire?
deportations in two directions were carried out after the final conquest of Samaria.
Inhabitants from areas conquered by the Assyrians, mainly from Babylonia, were
settled in the territory of the former Northern Kingdom.3 On the other hand,
inhabitants of the former Northern Kingdom were exiled to Assyria. 2 Kgs 17,6 | |
18,11 relates an exilation to «Halah, Habur, the river of Gozan, and the cities of the
Medes». A few traces of Israelite exiles have been found in the village of Halahhu,
Northeast of the Assyrian heartlands, in the Assyrian provincial centre Guzanu, and
in cities of the Assyrian heartland, especially in KalhwNimrud.* These traces cor-
roborate with the Biblical account and make the contents of the Book of Kings, at
least on this point, historically trustworthy. Recently, a group of texts from Tell
Seh Hamad has been published that contain some West Semitic and even Hebrew
names.’ These texts register the sales of plots of land in and around Dir Katlimmu;
their possible bearings on the Israelite exile are the object of this paper.

* 1 would like to thank Meindert Dijkstra (Utrecht), Mark Geller (London), Hartmut Kiihne
(Berlin), Karen Radner (Miinchen), Wolfgang Rollig (Tiibingen) and David Vanderhooft
(Boston) for their helpful comments and critical remarks to earlier drafts of this paper.

! For a discussion as to the historical reconstruction of these events see BECKING 1992
LAMPRICHS 1995, 130-135.

2 See ODED 1979.

3 See BECKING 1981/82; BECKING 1992, 95-104; NA’AMAN & ZADOK 2000.

4 See, e.g., ODED 1979, 12-14.31.61; ZADOK 1979, 35-38; ZADOK 1988, 303-12; BrCk-
ING 1992, 61-93; YOUNGER 1998; ODED 2000, 91-99. Add to this list SAA 15, 280; Gir
84/84 (DoNBAZ 1988, 8): Rev. 22’: see SELZ 1998.

3 POSTGATE 1993.
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Tablet 2:

35 ITLZIZ UD.5.KAM* 36 MU.2 PdpA-NIG.DU-PAB 37 MAN URU.KA .DINGIR.KI 38 LU*.A.BA Pir-
dpy

Month of Sabatu, fifth day, second year of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon. Scribe:
Urad-Nabuy,25

Tablet 3:
21171 8E UD 2 MUME(S) 22 PdpA-NIG.DU-PAB MAN URU.KA.DINGIR
Month of Addaru, 2 years of Nebuchadnezzar, king of the city of Babylon,26

Tablet 4:
18 ITLBARAG UD.10.KAM* MU.5 19 PPA-NIG.DU-PAB MAN URU.KA.DINGIR.K]
19 Month of Nisanu, tenth day, fifth year of Nebuchadnezzar,king of Babylon.2”

This implies that the texts were written in 603/2 BCE (second year of Nebuchadnezzar; $H
1.2 and 3) and 600 BCE (fifth year of Nebuchadnezzar; &H 4)28

It is remarkable that the contents of these texts show many features of the Assyrian
administrative system. I will point at a few aspects:

~ The script of the four tablets is characteristically Neo-Assyrian 29

— The texts have the well-known Neo-Assyrian format of the egirtu.30

—In SH 1:28 one of the witnesses to the purchase of land, Sin-na’id, is indicated
by his profession as the EN.URU, bal ali, «lord of the city». This is a typically As-
syrian indicator for local rulers or chieftains.3!

— The second witness in this text is PISILIM-man-SANGA-PAB, Salmanu-$angd-usur,
who also is a witness in two of the three other texts.32 His profession is that of a
priest, LU* SANGA, $angd, which is an Assyrian title.33 Salmanu-§angd-usur most
probably served as priest of the Assyrian deity Salmanu.34

~ The texts contain formulaic stipulations that are characteristic for Neo-Assyrian
documents that regulate the sale of lands:35

- The payment formula3$: kas-pu gam-mur ta-din «The money has been paid com-
pletely»37.

25 8H 2:35-38; POSTGATE 1993, 114-116.

26 SH 3:21-22; POSTGATE 1993, 116-117.

27 SH 4:18-19; POSTGATE 1993, 117-119,

%8 See also BRINKMAN 1993, 134-135.

29 POSTGATE 1993, 109: Hel1zer 1994, 113; KOHNE 1995, 83; Or10 1999, 69 1 312;
ODED 2000, 95.

2% See RADNER 1997, 60-61. §H 1 and 3 are labelled in their Aramaic legends as MmN,

31 See POSTGATE 1993, 109, with literature.

32 SH 1:29; 3:23; 4:20.

33 See also BRINKMAN 1993, 132.

34 See RADNER 1998,

33 As has been recognized by, e.g., HELTZER 1994, 113; see generally RADNER 1997,
316-356.

36 See POSTGATE 1976, 16-17; RADNER 1997, 349-350.
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~ Acquisition-formula38: 484 ta-al-pi-u-te a-na gi-mir-ti-3ij za-rip lag-qi «The field
is acquired by purchase»3¥; .34 za-nip lag-gi «The field is acquired by pur-
chase»*0,

~ Exclusion of litigation-formula4t: tu-alr] de-e-nu da-ba-buy NU-51 «There is no
reversion, lawsuit or litigation»42,

— Penalties for litigation-formula: This «clause» regulating events that might oc-
cur in the future, often is the lengthiest and most complex «clause» in Neo-Assyr-
tan Legal Documents.43 It generally consists in two elements: (a) Contravention
and (b) Penalty. Both elements are attested in the tablets under consideration. (a)
man-nu $4 ina ur-ki§ u ma-te-ma i-zaq-qu-pa-a-ni IGUL-u-n1] lu-u Pha-na-nu lu-u
AMES -84 Ju-u A.MES A.MES -5 TA P10-A-A8 TA AMES -3 TA A.MES AMES -5 de-e-nu
da-ba-bu ub-ta-u-ni «Whoever, at any time in the future, whether Hananu, or his
sons, or his grandsons (and) against Adad-aplu-iddina, or his sons, or his grand-
sons, initiate lawsuit or litigation», (b)10 MA.Na KU.BABBAR SUM-an «he shall
pay ten minas of silvers.44

These observations lead to the conclusion that although Dur-Katlimmu was
politically and military under Babylonian rule, Assyrian administrative and religious
customs were still unbroken 45

5. West Semites ar Tell Séh Hamad

In the four texts under consideration various persons, sellers. buyers as well as
witnesses, appear bearing West Semitic names 46 The names are distributed over the
four documents in the following way:

SH1:
Language Number Percentage
West Semitic 21 67,7 %
Mesopotamian 10 323 %
Total 31 100 %

37 SH 2:16-17; 3:13-14; 4:13-14. The absence of this formula in $H | can be explained
by referring to the specific conditions of this sale: Hananu, the seller, seems to have been
forced to sell his land to pay off a fine incurred by his son, Adad-milki-ere§: see POSTGATE
1993, 113.

*8 See POSTGATE 1976, 17, RADNER 1997, 351-352.

39 SH 1:17-19.

“O3H 2:18-19; 3:14-15; 4:14-15.

41 See POSTGATE 1976, 17-18; RADNER 1997, 353-356; NA’AMAN & ZADOK 2000, 169.
“28H 1:19-20; see also $H 2:19-21: 3:15.17.

#3 See POSTGATE 1976, 18-20.

44 8H 1:21-27. The other texts have different wordings. SH 2 and 3 stipulate divine inter-
vention.

*7 Sec also BRINKMAN 1993, 132; KUHNE 1995, 83.

%6 For an outline see FALES 1993,
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who had married foreign wives®3; (¢) the (half) tribe of Manasseh; on Iron Age
seals®?; in the Royal Inscriptions of Esarhaddon’® and Ashurbanipal.”!

ah-zi-id-a-u’?

He is the father of Dadi-larim, one of the witnesses.

The name Ahaziah is attested’ in the Hebrew Bible: YT IIR (Var. 1UIR) as the
name of (a) a king of Israel’; (b) a king of Judah’; on Iron Age Paleo-Hebrew
inscriptions: (a) seals;’5 (b) a bulla from Jerusalem?” and (c) on a seal impression on
a royal storage jar from Lakish.” Biran and Naveh have proposed to read the Tel
Dan Inscription: 8 SOTETIZ R «[Ahaz}iah, the son of [Jehoram]».7?
This reading, though almost generally accepted, is far from certain since it is based
on the assumption that the inscribed fragments A and B1+2 from Tel Dan were to be
Joined to one inscription.8° In a Neo-Assyrian contract on a sale of land from Nabula
ah-zi-ila-a-u), the father of the witness hal-mu-su is mentioned.8!

sa-me-e ’-id-a-u8?

He is the father of Am-yadi’, one of the witnesses.

The name Shemaiah is attested®? in the Hebrew Bible: W DBY (Var. 71°D0DY) as
the name of over 20 different persons, one of them Shemaiah the Nehelamite, a false
prophet in Babylon and contemporary with Jeremiah®*¢; on some 15 Iron Age Paleo-
Hebrew seals®S and bullae.86 Next to that the name occurs in the delivery-list on
papyrus B from Wadi Murabba‘at®” and in letters from Arad and Lakish.®8 The
hypocoristic form 3% is attested on a royal seal 89

8 Ezra 10:30.33.

69 (1) AVIGAD 1963, cf. DAVIES 1991, 161; LEMAIRE 1998, 228 No. 114; (2) BORDREULL &
LEMARE 1982, 24-25 + Pl. V:5; ¢f. Davies 1991, 225: (3) AVIGAD 1986, 103,

70 me-na-si-i king of Judah; Nin. A-F epis. 21({BORGER 1967, 60):55.

"I mi-in-se-e king of Judah; Cyl. C ii:44; see ZADOK 1988, 125. 302.

72 8H 1:32.

73 See also FALEs 1993, 142

74 1 Kgs 22:40. 50. 52; 2 Kgs 1:2. 18: 2 Chr 30:35. 37,

752 Kgs 8-10//2 Chr 22.

76 (1) AVIGAD 1962, No. 19; see DAVIES 1991, 164; (2) McCowN 1947, 163 No. 3: see
DAvies 1991, 228.

77 SHOHAM 1994, No. 1.

78 USSISHKIN 1996, 58, No. 266/1: BARKAY & VAUGHN 1996, 67.

79 BIRAN & NAVEH 1995,

80 See BECKING 1996.

81 Gir. 84/84 (DoNBaz 1988, 8) Rev. 22’; see SELZ 1998,

82 SH 1:33.

83 See also FALES 1993, 148: ZADOK 1995, 3.

84 Jer 29:24-31; see, e.g., DUKsTRA 1983,

35 DaviEs 1991, 501-02.

86 DEUTSCH 1999, No. 42; 90; DEUTSCH & HELTZER 1997, No. 90.

87 Mur(7):2,4; cf. RENZ 1995, 285-87.

88 Arad(7):31,5; 39,2. 7-8: Arad(6):27,2; Lak(6):1.4,6; 19,4; see RENZ 1995, 5.y.
89 DEUTSCH 1999, 61-63.204-205.
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In a neo-Babylonian contract dated in 498 BCE, $d-ma-ah-id-ma is the tather of
the witness Abdu-Yahu.%0

To the observations, a few remarks will be made. Heltzer construes the name ah-id-
2! to be a hypocoristicon of Ahi-yahd.9? This interpretation, however, is not con-
vincing in view of the 'aleph in the name. With Fales, I construe the name to be
West Semitic.”> Moreover, Heltzer states that the names ha-na-na® and hal-li-si*
can be understood as hypocoristic Hebrew or Aramaic names and that it would be a
safe guess to assume that at least one of these names was of Hebrew origin.?® These
names, however, are of a too common West Semitic character to assume a Hebrew
background.97

It is remarkable that three of the four names coincide with names of Israelite or
Judean kings. This might be pure coincidence, but on the other hand one is tempted
to assume that Israelites in Mesopotamia were expressing their ethnic identity be
naming their offspring after Israelite kings.

Within the text $H 1, and in the reality around the text, the four Israelites play
different roles. ha-za-gi-id-a-u is expressis verbis mentioned as a landowner. The
other three are fathers of witnesses. Postgate has observed that «in a land sale we
often meet the owners of adjacent property among the witnesses».?% Although the
text SH 1 does not hint at the local function or social position of the sons of the
three Israelite under consideration, it can be assumed that they took part in the public
life at Dur-Katlimmu.

One final remark on the three persons just mentioned should be made. The sons
of me-na-se-e; ah-zi-id-a-u and sa-me-e ’-id-a-u do not bear Israelite or Hebrew names.
Adad-milki-ere$'is an Assyrian name. Dadi-larim and Am-Yadi' are to be construed
as Aramaic personal names.®® This fact reflects the tendency among Israelites in
Mesopotamia to give — as time goes by — their offspring non-Yahwistic and even
non-Israelite names. This process can be seen as an indication for assimilation to the
local culture and to the gradual loss of ethnic identity.190

90 JOANNES & LEMAIRE 1999, T. 1:21.

91 8H 1:35.

92 HELTZER 1994, 115; see also COLE 1998,

93 FALES 1993, 141-142.

94 8H 1:1.

55 SH 1:34

96 HELTZER 1994, 115; ODED 2000, 96, is of the same opinion as regards hal-li-si.
97 See also FALES 1993, 145; SCHWERMER 2000a: STRECK 2000.
98 POSTGATE 1976, 9.

99 See FALES 1993, 143.144.

100 See also BECKING 1992, 92-93; HELTZER 1994, 115-116.
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