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Almost ten years after the find of the first fragment of an inscription at Tel Dan on July 21,
1993, George Athas has published an impressive and scholarly monograph on the
interpretation of the three Aramaic fragments.! After a very thorough investigation of the
archaeological contexts of the finds and a painstaking epigraphical and paleographical
analysis of the inscription, he arrives at the conclusion that the three fragments have been part
of one large monumental inscription. Fragment A contains the remnants of the upper part of
the inscription while fragments B1+2 should be placed below fragment A at about 20-25%
from the bottom.” This well argued position is that convincing that I have to withdraw my
earlier opinion that the fragments had been part of two separate inscriptions.” The language of
the inscription is in Athas’ view Aramaic.* He dates the text to the early eighth century BCE.’

The T’ of the inscription most probably was the Aramaic king Bar Hadad I.°

Athas’ investigation of the inscription itself has lead to some new readings of the tex.t,
the most important of which can be found in A:3-4 where he proposes to read:
[...o80]2%%8-paa-07R- 280 (4) [8:702: .....] (3)
He translates this clause as follows:
(3) [ ... at every] (4) ancient [h]earth on ground of El-Bay[thel .A.}7
His reading is based on three features:
1. In a thorough analysis, based on the stele itself, he observed that the room between the
/ aleph/ and the /bét/ in line 4 should not be construed as an acciciental wide space. In fact

the surface of the stone is damaged but a carved stroke is visible that could only be the

* | would like to thank my colleague Dr Jan A. Wagenaar, Utrecht, for his critical yet stimulating remarks on a
previous draft of this paper.
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remnant of a //amed/ of which the ‘barb’ and half the ‘shank’ have been erased. Therefore,
Athas proposes to read |28 8a.® This evidence-based proposal makes the reading of
Biran and Naveh J'a8-7782 and its generally accepted translation ‘in the land of my father’
inaccurate.”

The first three characters of line A:4 have generally been interpreted as the final part of
the toponym “w1[2* ...], ‘[Is]rael’.'® Athas suggests to construe a proper noun 2878 ...,
‘hearth’.'! This noun also occurs in the Mesha Inscription (KAI 181):11 in the context of
the booty captured by the Moabite king to present before his patron deity Chemosh.

Athas notes that the letters Ja% at the end of line (4) cannot be construed as related to a
root 298, This root only occurs in West Semitic as an orthographic variant of the root 52,
‘to instruct, incite’. A fitting sense cannot be found for this context, however. Next, he
notes that the word p 32 lacks the postpositional definite article indicating that the word is
part of a construct chain. He restores [... 3% into [... 28n]:a%, ‘El-Baythel’, since in his
view no other meaningful alternative can be found.'? Athas connects the deity Bethel with
the stone-god BaiTulos, ‘Baythel”, known from classic sources and often identified with

the Semitic Bethel

On the basis of this proposal Athas draws some interesting but far-reaching conclusions.

These conclusions are reached by connecting his proposed reading with (a) archaeological

evidence from Tel Dan and (b) his general interpretation of lines A:3-4 of the pertinent

inscription.

(a)

During archaeological excavations at Tel Dan, various ‘standing stones’ have been

uncovered. These ‘standing stones’ can be connected to the maxn known from the Hebrew

Bible.!* As regards Tel Dan, Athas refers to two groups.® (1) Along a fortification wall, just

inside the so-called ‘outer gate’, five ‘standing stones’ or maxn dating to the ninth-eighth

century BCE were found. The archaeological context certifies a cultic interpretation of these
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‘standing stones’.'® (2) A cluster of three ‘standing stones’ or masn were discovered at the
g g

base of Dan’s city wall not far away from the gate chambers and the spot were the fragment
B1 was discovered. These three ‘standing stones’ or masn were found on a stone platform.'”
(b)  Athas generally interprets lines A:3-4 as follows. He reads: (3) and my father will
repose. May he go to [ ............. at every] (4) ancient [h]earth on ground of El-Bay]tel ...].
In his view these lines express the wish of Bar Hadad that his father Hazael as deified king
will be joined with the divine and that he will remember [ ... at every] ancient [h]earth on
ground of El-Bay[tel ...]"."*

On the basis of these observations and assumptions Athas proposes that 287[8 ...
refers to the platform not far away from the gate chambers on which three ‘standing stones’ or
maxn were found. He construes Baythel as an Aramaic/Phoenician deity that was represented
by a standing stone. The compound ... 28028, ‘El-Baythel’, is interpreted by him as ‘the
Bethel-stone, El’ that most probably did stand next to the three ‘standing stones’ or mazn just
mentioned. In sum: the Tel Dan inscription contains the remnants of a commemorative stele
devoted to remembrance of the deified father of Bar Hadad IT invoking El, through his Bethel-
stone for help."”

This is an intriguing proposal, but is it correct? As with many (re)constructions of the
past it is difficult to testify this hypothesis by a procedure of falsification. Athas might be
right in his re-enactment of the past. I, however, think that the following considerations will
weaken his position.

(1) Athas renders the noun S81[& ... with ‘hearth’, thus following the traditional translation.*
He even extends the meaning of this noun when he proposes a reference to the platform.
In doing so, he overlooks the important analysis of Stephan Miinger that this word should
be construed as containing the proper noun 7R, ‘lion’, and the theophoric element 7,
‘El/god’*" This implies, that an ‘Ariel’ cannot be a ‘hearth’ or a ‘platform’ for ‘standing

stones’ or maxn, but should be regarded as a lion-shaped representation of a deity.

16 A Biran, Biblical Dan, Jerusalem, 1994, 23845,

' Biran and Naveh, “Tel Dan Inscription’, 1-3 with Fig. 1 and 2. See also T. Haettner Blomquist, Gates and
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(CB OT, 46), Stockholm, 1999.
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* Athas, Tel Dan Inseription, 209-10; DNWSI, 101.
*' 8. Miinger, "Ariel’, in: DDD®, 88-89.



(2) Athas renders the noun P in the expression 27%p 82 with ‘ground” instead of the more
common ‘land’. He construes the noun as referring to a plot of land and not so much to a
state entity.”> He correctly observes that this meaning is attested in some ostraca and
documents from Elephantine.” What is correct for the Official Aramaic of the Persian
Period, is not, however, true for the group of dialects that can be labelled as Old Aramaic.
The meaning ‘ground, terrain, plot of land’ for P is not yet found in Old Aramaic
Inscriptions. As far as I can see, the noun always refers to a territorial entity.

(3) Bethel was a god of Phoenician origin. The oldest attestation of the deity can be found in a
curse formula in the ‘treaties’ of Esarhaddon. In case King Baal of Tyre or one of the
vassals of Esarhaddon would break the oath “Bethel and Anath-Bethel will deliver you
into the paws of a man slaughtering lion”.* The name Bethel occurs as a theophoric
element in Aramaic personal names, but not earlier than in the Neo Babylonian pe:riod.26
The prominent place of a Phoenician deity in an Aramaic inscription of the early ninth
century BCE is odd.

(4) Athas construes ... 7sn]s, ‘Fl-Baythel’, as a compound name meaning ‘the Bethel-
stone, EI’. This proposal is based on the traditional interpretation of the divine names
Anath-Bethel/Yaho, Herem-Bethel and Eshem-Bethel attested in the ‘Jewish’ documents
from Elephantine. According to this view the divine names should be construed as
compound names containing the names of two deities. In this interpretation Anath-
Bethel/Yaho would be the consort of Yahé who was venerated under the name Bethel in
Elephantine too.?” Recent investigations, however, have made clear, that these names in
Elephantine should be construed as containing a proper noun in connection with a divine
name, Herem-Bethel, for instance, would mean: ‘the consecrated object of Bethel”.”® This

implies that in case we have to read the divine name ‘El-Baythel’ in the Tel Dan

2 Athas, Tel Dan Inscription, 211.
3 Athas, Tel Dan Inscription, 211 note 73; see also DNWSI, 110.
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inscription A:4, this name cannot be interpreted as a compound name containing two
divine names. Two further remarks should be made. In case we have to read the divine
name ‘El-Baythel’ in the Tel Dan inscription A:4, then the element ‘El’ should be
construed as a proper noun, leading to a translation ‘the deity Bethel/Baethyl’, which is
not very meaningful. In Gen. 31:13, the name El-Bethel is not present. The text should be
read as S8 587 om, “I am El, (with the name) Bethel”.” These considerations make
Athas’ proposal rather unconvincing.
These considerations and arguments imply that Athas bold statement that ‘No other
meaningful alternative for understanding this lexeme (=... ]'378) can be found’3“, should be
treated with some care. In my view, the noun P& should be rendered with ‘land; territory’
suggesting that [...]2%% would be the name of an as yet unknown king whose name contains
the theophoric element 7.
In sum: Athas’ proposal is interesting, intriguing and innovative, but not convincing. I
hope to have made clear that the Aramaic inscription from Tel Dan only refers to the Aramaic

deity Hadad (A:5 and B:4) but not to other divine beings, neither Dod’' nor Bethel.

> See J.C. de Moor, The Rise of Yahwism: The Roots of Israelite Monotheism. Second and Enlarged Edition
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