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Filiation.	Administrative	sources	written	in	Aramaic	and	Akkadian	generally	reference	

the	 patronymic	 of	 the	 contractual	 partners.	 In	 this	 work,	 the	 patronymic	 lineage	 is	

indicated	with	use	of	 ‘/’	 and	 ‘//’.	Mibṭaḥiah/Maḥseiah//Yedaniah,	 for	 example,	would	

mean			Mibṭaḥiah,	the	daughter	of	Maḥseiah,	granddaughter	of	Yedaniah.	

	

Use	of	Quotation	Marks.	Quotation	marks	‘…’	are	used	for	a	variety	of	purposes.		

Used	 in	 combination	 with	 ‘Jews’	 or	 ‘Yehudite’,	 the	 quotation	 marks	 indicate	 that	 the	

author	of	the	work	cited	translated	the	gentilic	 אידהי 	other	than	‘Judean’,	the	translation	

preferred	by	the	author	of	this	work.	

In	more	substantial	citations,	the	quotation	marks	are	used	for	verbatim	citations.		
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Introduction	

In	this	work,	I	will	study	the	cultural	identity	of	Judeans	on	Elephantine	Island	during	the	

fifth	 century	 BCE	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	

arrangements	 discovered	 among	 the	 Aramaic	 epigraphic	 material	 from	 Elephantine	

Island.1		

The	 Judean	 community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 important	

historical	communities	for	the	study	of	identity	formation	in	Egypt	during	the	fifth	century	

BCE.	With	 the	 discovery	 of	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	 came	 to	 light	 a	

corpus	of	administrative	and	legal	documents	that	gave	first	hand	insight	into	the	lives	of	

individuals	 in	 the	 south	 of	 Egypt.	 Not	 surprisingly,	 the	 discovery	 of	 these	 papyri	

subsequently	 sparked	 the	 interest	 of	 scholars	 from	 a	 variety	 of	 academic	 fields.	

Subsequently,	archaeologists,	biblical	scholars	and	ancient	historians	have	attempted	to	

study	the	identity	of	its	inhabitants	from	a	wide	variety	of	approaches.	Due	to	the	wide	

variety	 of	 fields	 that	 took	 interest	 in	 the	 community,	 the	 labels	 used	 to	 identify	 the	

members	 of	 the	 Judean	 community	 have	 been	 as	 numerous	 as	 the	 number	 of	 studies	

themselves.	 Some	 scholars	 label	 the	 members	 of	 this	 community	 as	 ‘Jews’,	 some	 as	

‘Judeans’,	 whilst	 others	 identify	 them	 as	 ‘Yehudites’.	 Such	 a	 diverse	 number	 of	 labels	

already	indicates	that	the	identity	of	the	members	of	this	historical	community	has	been	

difficult	to	understand.		

                                                
1	 The	 term	 ‘epigraphic	material	 from	 Elephantine	 Island’	 refers	 to	 a	 collection	 of	 Aramaic	 papyri	 and	
ostraca,	discovered	on	Elephantine	Island,	in	the	south	of	Egypt.	The	majority	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	and	
ostraca	 have	 been	 published	 in	Bezalel	 Porten	 and	 Ada	 Yardeni,	Textbook	 of	 Aramaic	 Documents	 from	
Ancient	Egypt,	4	vols.	(Winona	Lake:	Eisenbrauns,	1986-1999),	which	contain	translations	of	the	Aramaic	
texts	and	images	of	the	documents	drawn	by	Ada	Yardeni.	Additional	Aramaic	ostraca	concerned	with	the	
Judean	 community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	 have	 been	 edited	 and	 published	 in	 Hélène	 Lozachmeur,	 La	
Collection	Clermont-Ganneau:	Ostraca,	Épigraphes	sur	Jarre,	Étiquettes	de	Bois,	2	vols.	(Paris,	2006).	
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The	 difficulties	 related	 to	 the	 identification	 of	 the	 members	 of	 the	 Judean	

community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	 are	mainly	 due	 to	 the	 scholarly	 focus	 on	 ‘religious	

identity’.	The	 label	 ‘Jew’	 already	 implies	 that	 scholars	who	use	 this	 label,	 consider	 the	

members	of	the	Judean	community	to	share,	at	least	part	of,	their	identity	with	the	Jewish	

community	described	in	the	Hebrew	Bible	and	later	Jewish	texts.	In	cases	where	scholars	

use	the	label	‘Judean’	or	‘Yehudite’,	religion	still	remains	the	main	element	in	descriptions	

of	the	identity	of	the	inhabitants	of	the	Judean	community.		

Questions	related	to	the	identity	of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island,	

however,	still	remain	relevant.	Not	only	is	the	collection	of	Aramaic	epigraphic	material	

from	Elephantine	 Island	one	of	 the	most	extensive	 corpora	of	 evidence	on	a	historical	

community	during	 the	Persian	period,	 it	 also	offers	us	 first	hand	 insight	 into	how	 this	

community	adapted	to	a	multicultural	society	in	the	south	of	Egypt.	Studying	the	Aramaic	

papyri	therefore	allows	us	to	study	the	manner	in	which	individuals	during	the	Persian	

period	accustomed	themselves	to	 the	cultural	customs	of	other	cultural	groups,	whilst	

also	retaining	and	expressing	their	own	cultural	identity.	Such	study	is	not	only	relevant	

to	academic	fields	interested	in	the	development	of	cultural	identities	during	historical	

periods	like	the	Persian	period,	or	scholars	focusing	on	cultural	interaction,	but	also	to	

biblical	studies.	The	Persian	period	has	been	an	 important	period	 for	 the	 formation	of	

what	would	later	become	Jewish	religion.	

In	this	work,	I	will,	therefore,	reassess	the	question	of	the	cultural	identity	of	the	

Judean	 community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island,	 by	 demonstrating	 how	 Judeans	 articulated	

their	cultural	identity	by	use	of	distinct	elements	of	Judean	matrimonial	law.2	I	will	do	so	

                                                
2	In	this	work,	I	will	translate	 אידוהי 	as	‘Judean’.	Scholars	have	translated	Aramaic	‘ אידוהי ’	and	its	Akkadian	
(luia-a-hu-du-a-a)	and	Hebrew	( ידוהי )	cognates	as	either	‘Jew’	or	‘Judean’.	The	choice	to	translate	Aramaic	

אידוהי 	as	‘Jew’	is	based	on	the	general	assumption	that	the	individuals	designated	with	this	gentilic	expressed	
their	 identity	 through	 their	 religious	 affiliation,	 whereas	 the	 translation	 ‘Judean’	 also	 takes	 into	
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by	analysis	of	 the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements	discovered	among	 the	

Aramaic	papyri	 from	Elephantine	 Island.	By	 close	examination	of	 their	 contents,	 I	will	

determine	whether	the	Aramaic	papyri	contain	evidence	of	a	distinct	tradition	of	Judean	

matrimonial	law.	The	focus	on	law,	rather	than	religion,	will	prove	to	be	useful	for	our	

objective	to	advance	the	understanding	of	Judean	cultural	identity	on	Elephantine	Island.	

Studies	 that	 focus	 on	 religion	 are	 faced	 with	 some	 methodological	 difficulties.	 The	

Aramaic	 papyri	 are	 not	 concerned	with	matters	 of	 religion,	 but	 only	mention	 religion	

obliquely.	The	documents	are	first	and	foremost	legal	documents.		

By	 relating	 questions	 on	 the	 cultural	 identity	 of	 the	 members	 of	 the	 Judean	

community	on	Elephantine	Island	to	matters	of	Judean	matrimonial	law,	I	will	argue	that	

Judean	matrimonial	legal	customs	were,	in	addition	to	religious	practices,	an	important	

marker	of	Judean	cultural	identity,	by	which	Judeans	distinguished	themselves	from	other	

cultural	groups.			

	

The	Aramaic	Matrimonial	Property	Arrangements:	Sources	on	Judean	Matrimonial	

Law	

Central	to	this	study	are	the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements,	a	collection	of	

three	 complete	 marriage	 agreements	 (TAD	 B2.6,	 TAD	 B3.3	 and	 TAD	 B3.8)	 and	 four	

fragmentary	manuscripts	(TAD	B6.1,	TAD	B6.2,	TAD	B6.3	and	TAD	B6.4).	Although	the	

Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements	have	been	used	previously	for	the	study	of	

Judean	matrimonial	law,	this	is	the	first	work	to	use	these	sources	for	an	inquiry	on	Judean	

cultural	 identity.	 As	 will	 be	 demonstrated	 below,	 the	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	

arrangements	offer	a	unique	opportunity	 to	study	Judean	cultural	 identity	 from	a	new	

                                                
consideration	the	importance	of	other	elements	of	culture,	like	legal	practices	and	some	connection	of	the	
individual	to	a	geographical	location.		



   
 

4 

perspective,	 that	 of	 matrimonial	 law,	 which	 will	 complement	 previous	 studies	 that	

approach	the	cultural	identity	of	the	Judean	community	in	terms	of	language	and	religion.		

	 This	work	is	the	first	to	use	the	term	‘Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangement’	

for	 the	 collection	 of	 Aramaic	 marriage	 agreements.	 In	 previous	 scholarship,	 the	

documents	have	generally	been	labeled	‘marriage	contracts’	or	‘documents	of	wifehood’.	

As	I	will	show,	however,	the	structure	and	contents	of	these	contracts	suggest	that	these	

contracts	are	neither	concerned	with	the	establishment	of	marriage	nor	with	matrimonial	

status.3	 The	 contents	 and	 legal	 clauses	 of	 the	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	

arrangements	are	centered	around	four	transactions.	Two	transactions	were	completed	

prior	to	marriage	and	two	transactions	were	hypothetical	in	nature.	The	transactions	that	

were	completed	prior	to	the	composition	of	the	marriage	agreement	are	the	payment	of	

the	bride	price	and	the	transfer	of	the	dowry	from	the	bride	into	the	communal	home.	The	

two	hypothetical	transfers	are	related	to	the	payment	of	divorce	money	and	the	division	

of	matrimonial	property	in	the	case	of	divorce	or	predecease,	that	is,	a	situation	in	which	

one	 of	 the	 spouses	 would	 come	 to	 pass	 prior	 to	 the	 birth	 of	 any	 children.	 Since	 the	

contents	and	 legal	provisions	are	 concerned	with	 the	movement	and	establishment	of	

rights	 to	matrimonial	property,	 I	 therefore	propose	 to	use	 the	more	appropriate	 label	

‘Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements.’		

	 In	 terms	 of	 content,	 the	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	 arrangements	 are	

concerned	with	 four	 transactions.	 The	 payment	 of	 the	 bride	 price	was	 a	 requisite	 for	

marriage.	Only	after	the	payment	of	the	bride	price	by	the	groom	to	the	agent	of	the	bride,	

could	marriage	be	finalized.	Among	the	Judeans	on	Elephantine	Island,	the	payment	of	the	

bride	 price	was	 not	merely	 symbolic,	 as	 it	would	 become	 in	 later	 Jewish	 culture.	 The	

                                                
3	See	sections	4.1.1	(TAD	B2.6),	4.1.2	(TAD	B3.3)	and	4.1.3	(TAD	B3.8)		for	more	in-depth	discussions	on	the	
contents	and	structure	of	the	three	complete	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements.	
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addition	of	the	bride	price	to	the	dowry	of	the	bride	suggests	that	the	silver	functioned	as	

a	means	for	the	bride	to	support	herself	during	marriage.	Since	the	husband	would	forfeit	

the	bride	price,	the	bride	price	could	also	have	functioned	as	a	deterrent	for	divorce.	Upon	

marriage,	the	bride	would	transfer	her	belongings	into	the	communal	home.	The	Aramaic	

matrimonial	property	arrangements	carefully	list	all	items	and	the	value	of	these	items	at	

the	time	of	the	composition	of	the	contract.	The	function	of	this	list	was	to	ensure	that	the	

husband	would	return	all	goods,	or	an	amount	of	silver	of	the	same	value,	in	the	case	of	

divorce.	The	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements	also	include	legal	clauses	on	

the	division	of	property	in	case	of	divorce	and	regulations	on	inheritance	in	the	case	of	

predecease.			

	 The	legal	language	used	for	the	composition	of	the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	

arrangements	contains	vocabulary	that	is	not	encountered	in	Aramaic	legal	documents	

composed	outside	of	the	context	of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island.	In	the	

Aramaic	marriage	agreements,	 the	bride	price	 is	 consistently	referenced	by	use	of	 the	

Hebrew	 loanword	 רהמ .	 Other	 Hebrew	 loanwords	 used	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	

agreements	include	 הנוכת ,	a	term	used	to	denote	the	dowry	sum,	and	 הדע ,	which	is	to	be	

understood	 as	 a	 reference	 to	 a	 separate	 Judean	 legal	 counsel.	The	use	 of	 such	 unique	

vocabulary	suggests	that	Judeans	attempted	to	incorporate	specific	elements	of	Judean	

law	 into	 matrimonial	 negotiations,	 which	 makes	 the	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	

arrangements	a	source	that	is	especially	suited	for	the	study	of	Judean	cultural	identity.		

	

The	Cultural	Identity	of	the	Judean	Community	on	Elephantine	Island:	State	of	the	

Art	and	Position	of	the	Present	Study	within	Elephantine	Scholarship	

This	 inquiry	 is	not	 the	 first	study	on	the	cultural	 identity	of	 the	 Judean	community	on	

Elephantine	and	as	such,	it	is	inspired	from	preceding	scholarship.	In	this	section	I	will	
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give	 an	 overview	 of	 previous	 scholarship	 on	 the	 topic	 of	 Judean	 cultural	 identity	 on	

Elephantine	 Island,	 in	 order	 to	 show	where	my	 approach	will	differ	 from	 the	 current	

views.	This	will	allow	me	to	subsequently	demonstrate	how	my	approach	will	lead	to	new	

and	original	conclusions	on	the	Judean	cultural	identity	on	Elephantine	Island	during	the	

fifth	century	BCE.	

	 Since	the	discovery	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island,	scholars	have	

been	 interested	 in	 the	 identity	of	 the	main	protagonists	of	 the	manifold	 contracts	and	

administrative	documents.	In	the	initial	edition	of	the	Elephantine	Papyri,	Archibald	Sayce	

and	Arthur	Cowley	had	noted	references	to	what	they	labeled	‘a	Jewish	synagogue’	and	

the	frequent	use	of	personal	names	related	to	the	themes	known	from	the	Hebrew	Bible.4	

Subsequently,	Sayce	and	Cowley	suggested	that	the	Aramaic	papyri	were	evidence	of	the	

existence	of	 ‘a	 Jewish	 community’	 in	 the	 south	of	Egypt,	 from	 the	 time	of	 the	prophet	

Jeremiah.5		

	 The	 identification	 of	 the	 community	 behind	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 as	 ‘Jewish’,	

however,	would	prove	to	become	more	complicated.	The	members	of	the	community	are	

not	solely	identified	as	Judeans	in	the	documents,	but	were	also	identified	as	‘Arameans’.	

In	1915,	Albin	van	Hoonacker	addressed	this	matter	of	dual	identification	in	a	series	of	

lectures	on	what	he	himself	labeled	 ‘a	 Judaeo-Aramean	community	at	Elephantine’.6	 In	

these	 lectures,	 Van	 Hoonacker	 argued	 that	 the	 community	 consisted	 of	 a	 mixed	

population	of	‘Jews’	and	a	‘North-Israelite	element’	which	did	not	directly	descend	from	

the	‘Jews’.	The	‘North-Israelite	element’	rather	fled	Jerusalem	after	the	destruction	of	the	

                                                
4	Archibald	H.	Sayce	and	Arthur	E.	Cowley,	Aramaic	Papyri	Discovered	at	Assuan	(London:	Moring,	1906).	
5	Sayce	and	Cowley,	Aramaic	Papyri,	1-14.	
6	Albin	van	Hoonacker,	Une	Communauté	Judéo-Araméenne	à	Éléphantine,	en	Égypte,	aux	VIe	et	Ve	siècles	av.	
J.-C.	(London:	Oxford	University	Press,	1915).	



   
 

7 

temple	 in	586	BCE.7	According	 to	Van	Hoonacker,	 the	 Judaeo-Aramean	 identity	of	 the	

members	 of	 the	 Judean	 community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	was	 thus	 due	 to	 the	mixed	

population	of	‘Jews’	and	Arameans	from	the	north	of	Israel.	

	 In	 1923,	 Arthur	 Cowley	 published	 a	 new	 edition	 of	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	

Elephantine	 Island,	 which	 included	 the	 papyri	 known	 from	 the	 edition	 by	 Sayce	 and	

Cowley	in	1906	and	new	editions	of	fragments	that	had	previously	been	unpublished.	In	

the	extensive	introduction	to	his	book,	Cowley	included	a	brief	discussion	on	the	identity	

of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island.	Whereas	Van	Hoonacker	deemed	the	use	

of	both	‘Judean’	and	‘Aramean’	to	be	the	effect	of	the	mixed	composition	of	the	community,	

Cowley	 ascribed	 the	 occurrence	 of	 the	 dual	 identification	 to	 scribal	 carelessness.	

According	to	Cowley,	the	members	of	the	community	identified	themselves	more	firmly	

as	‘Jews’.	The	‘looser’	identification	as	‘Aramean’	could	be	a	scribal	mistake	due	to	the	use	

of	the	Aramaic	language.8	

	 A	decade	after	the	revised	edition	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	by	Cowley,	Albert	Vincent	

published	a	book	in	1937	on	‘the	religion	of	the	Judaeo-Arameans	of	Elephantine’.9	In	this	

book,	Vincent	revisited	the	original	thesis	proposed	by	Van	Hoonacker	and	expanded	the	

                                                
7	Van	Hoonacker,	Une	Communauté	Judéo-Araméenne,	3-4.	Specifically,	Van	Hoonacker,	Une	Communauté	
Judéo-Araméenne,	4:		II	n'est	pas	nécessaire	de	supposer,	et	nous	verrons	plus	tard	qu'il	n'est	pas	probable,	
que	 tous	 les	 Judéo-Araméens	 d'Éléphantine-Syène	 étaient	 des	 descendants	 des	 Juifs	 qui,	 après	 la	
destruction	de	Jérusalem	en	586,	et	plus	spécialement	après	le	meurtre	de	Gedalja,	s'étaient	réfugiés	en	
Égypte,	comme	le	raconte	Jérémie	(xliii).	Jérémie	lui-même	parle	en	un	autre	endroit	(xxiv.	8)	des	'restes	de	
Jérusalem'	qui	'sont	établis	en	Égypte',	déjà	sous	le	règne	de	Sédécias,	avant	la	chute	de	Jérusalem.	Reinhard	
Kratz,	“Arameans	and	Judeans:	Ethnography	and	Identity	at	Elephantine,”	in	Israel	 in	Egypt:	The	Land	of	
Egypt	as	Concept	and	Reality	for	Jews	in	Antiquity	and	the	Early	Medieval	Period,	ed.	Alison	Salvesen,	Sarah	
Pearce	and	Miriam	Frenkel	(Leiden/Boston:	Brill,	2020),	82-83,	also	implied	that	the	Judeans	of	Elephantine	
Island	came	from	the	southern	kingdom	of	Judah,	by	stating	that	‘they	call	themselves	Judeans	(not	‘Israel’	
or	‘Israelites’).’		
8	Arthur	Cowley,	Aramaic	Papyri	of	the	Fifth	Century	BC,	2nd	ed.	by	Arthur	Cowley	(Osnabrück:	Otto	Zeller,	
1967),	xvi,	claims	that	‘three	times	(252	[=	TAD	B2.10]	&c)	we	find	an	‘Aramean	of	Elephantine’,	where	the	
man	is	evidently	a	Jew,	but	the	description	may	be	due	to	mere	carelessness.’	
9	Albert	Vincent,	La	Religion	des	Judéo-Araméens	d’Éléphantine	(Paris:	Geuthner,	1937).	
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assumption	 of	 a	 mixed	 composition	 of	 the	 community,	 by	 use	 of	 evidence	 on	 their	

religious	identity.	Similar	to	Van	Hoonacker,	Vincent	therefore	argued	that	the	members	

of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island	would	have	been	‘Juifs	authentiques’,	who	

had	mixed	themselves	with	elements	from	the	north	of	Israel.10		

	 The	late	50’s	of	the	twentieth	century	subsequently	witnessed	the	publication	of	a	

second	collection	of	Aramaic	papyri	by	Emil	Kraeling.11	In	the	historical	introduction	to	

his	edition,	Kraeling	explained	the	dual	identity	of	the	members	of	the	Judean	community	

based	on	the	adaptation	of	 Judeans	to	Aramean	culture.	Similar	 to	Van	Hoonacker	and	

Vincent,	Kraeling	 suggested	 that	 the	 identification	of	 the	 Judeans	as	both	 ‘Judean’	 and	

‘Aramean’	 was	 the	 result	 of	 the	 mixed	 population	 of	 Judeans	 and	 Arameans	 on	

Elephantine	Island.	Contrary	to	his	predecessors,	however,	Kraeling	did	not	think	of	this	

cultural	adaptation	to	limit	itself	to	religion	alone.	According	to	Kraeling,	Arameans	had	

been	settled	on	the	island	after	the	fall	of	Damascus	in	732	BCE,	approximately	200	years	

prior	to	the	employment	of	Judean	mercenaries	by	Pharaoh	Amasis	between	569	and	526	

BCE.	Since	Arameans	had	settled	on	Elephantine	Island	200	years	prior	to	Judeans,	they	

had	been	able	to	dominate	the	region	in	terms	of	their	own	religious	practices	and	use	of	

the	Aramaic	 language.	Here,	 the	 latter	 had	 led	 the	Hebrew	 speaking	 Judeans	 to	 adopt	

Aramaic	as	language	for	communication.12	

	 The	 publication	 of	 additional	 Aramaic	 papyri	 by	 Kraeling	 led	 to	 an	 increase	 of	

scholarly	 interest	 in	 the	study	of	 the	 identity	of	 the	 Judean	community	on	Elephantine	

                                                
10	Vincent,	la	Religion,	8:	‘On	estimera	que	la	colonie	d'Éléphantine	ne	saurait	en	aucune	façon	se	rattacher	
aux	 Samaritains.	 Elle	 s'appelle	 elle-même	 ‘l’armée	 juive’	 et	 non	 ‘l’armée	 samaritaine’.	 Ces	 émigrés	 se	
reconnaissent	donc	eux-mêmes	pour	des	Juifs	authentiques,	si	mêlés	qu'on	les	suppose	avec	des	éléments	
israélites	du	Nord’.	
11	Emil	G.H.	Kraeling,	The	Brooklyn	Aramaic	Papyri:	New	Documents	of	the	Fifth	Century	B.C.	from	the	Jewish	
Colony	at	Elephantine	(New	Haven:	Yale	University	Press,	1953).	
12	Kraeling,	The	Brooklyn	Aramaic	Papyri,	47-48.	



   
 

9 

Island.	 In	 a	 paper	 published	 in	 1963,	 Edoardo	 Volterra	 concluded	 that	 the	 categories	

‘Judean’	 and	 ‘Aramean’	 were	 mutually	 exclusive.13	 An	 individual	 is	 either	 Judean	 or	

Aramean,	but	not	both.	 If	 an	 individual	 is	 identified	 in	one	 contract	 as	 ‘Judean’,	but	as	

‘Aramean’	in	another,	both	documents	would	have	dealt	with	two	different	individuals.	

To	support	this	argument,	Volterra	based	himself	on	the	frequent	occurrence	of	similar	

names	within	the	Aramaic	papyri.14		

	 	Contrary	to	Volterra,	Reuven	Yaron	did	not	consider	the	categories	‘Judean’	and	

‘Aramean’	 to	 be	 mutually	 exclusive.15	 According	 to	 Yaron,	 the	 social	 context	 would	

determine	 whether	 the	 members	 of	 the	 community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	 identified	

themselves	 as	 ‘Judeans’	 or	 ‘Arameans’.	 The	 category	 ‘Judean’	 occurs	 in	 documents	 in	

which	 a	 ‘non-Jewish	 factor’	 is	 involved,	whereas	 among	 themselves,	 the	members	 are	

identified	as	‘Arameans’.16	To	Yaron,	this	difference	would	indicate	that	members	of	the	

community	only	identified	themselves	as	‘Judeans’,	in	cases	in	which	it	was	necessary	to	

distinguish	themselves	from	(other)	Arameans.	

	 In	 1968,	 Bezalel	 Porten	 published	 a	 book	 on	 Judean	 life	 in	 the	 community	 on	

Elephantine	Island.17	In	this	work,	Porten	explained	the	identification	of	the	Judeans	as	

‘Arameans’,	based	on	their	use	of	the	Aramaic	language.	Porten	stated	that	Judeans	must	

have	acquired	Aramaic	as	spoken	language	upon	their	arrival	on	Elephantine	Island,	since	

written	evidence	known	from	the	‘Judahite	kingdom’	was	still	written	in	Hebrew.18	The	

                                                
13	Edoardo	Volterra,	“«yhwdy»	e	«'rmy»	nei	papiri	aramaici	del	V	secolo	provenienti	dall'Egitto,”	Rendiconti	
dell’	Accademia	Nazionale	dei	Lincei,	Classe	di	Scienze	Morali	8:18	(1963):	131-173.	
14	Volterra,	“«yhwdy»	e	«'rmy»	nei	papiri	aramaici,”	153:	‘Non	è	sicuro	che	si	tratti	dello	stesso	personaggio,	
data	la	ripetizione	dei	nomi	nella	stessa	famiglia’.	
15	Reuven	Yaron,	“Who	is	Who	in	Elephantine,”	Iura	15	(1964):	167-172.	
16	Yaron,	“Who	is	Who	in	Elephantine,”	172.	
17	Porten,	Archives	from	Elephantine:	The	Life	of	an	Ancient	Jewish	Military	Colony	(Berkeley:	University	of	
California	Press,	1968).	
18	Porten,	Archives,	33.	In	n.	27,	Porten	referenced	the	Lachish	and	Arad	letters	as	evidence	for	the	continued	
use	of	Hebrew	in	Judah.	
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influence	of	the	consistent	use	of	the	Aramaic	language	in	official	communication		within	

the	Persian	Empire,	would	have	 led	to	 Judeans	adopting	Aramaic	as	language	 for	daily	

communication.19	 Similar	 to	Cowley	and	Kraeling,	Porten	 thus	 concluded	 that	 Judeans	

accustomed	themselves	to	the	cultural	customs	of	Arameans	in	the	region.	

	 Other	than	the	scholars	that	preceded	her,	Janet	Johnson	approached	the	question	

of	 the	 ‘Judaeo-Aramean’	 identity	 from	 an	 Egyptological	 point	 of	 view.20	 Johnson	

considered	 the	 category	 ‘Aramean’	 to	 be	 an	 echo	 of	 the	 Egyptian	 administrative	

convention	of	identification	based	on	spoken	language.	In	an	article	published	in	1999,	

Johnson	distinguished	between	the	categories	‘Judean’	and	‘Aramean’	in	terms	of	social	

and	official	identity.	In	administration,	subjects	within	the	Achaemenid	province	would	

receive	an	‘official	identity’	for	categorization,	which	was	generally	based	on	its	spoken	

language.	Whenever	an	individual	appears	within	contracts	as	an	‘Aramean’,	we	should	

therefore	consider	its	identification	to	be	the	result	of	administrative	categorization.	The	

category	‘Judean’,	on	the	other	hand,	was	used	in	social	contexts	in	which	an	individual	

was	 identified	based	on	 its	cultural	 identity,	 that	 is,	cultural	customs	like	religion.21	 In	

essence,	the	conclusions	by	Johnson	are	reminiscent	of	those	offered	by	Yaron.	Johnson,	

like	Yaron,	argued	that	the	use	of	the	social	categories	‘Judean’	and	‘Aramean’	depended	

on	the	social	context.	Contrary	to	Yaron,	however,	Johnson	argued	that	‘Aramean’	was	an	

outside	category,	used	by	the	Achaemenid	administration,	whereas	Yaron	considered	it	

to	be	an	inside	category.	

                                                
19	Porten,	Archives,	33-34.	Porten,	Archives,	33	n.	27:	‘Thus,	out	of	official	contact	with	Saitic	and	Persian	
rulers	and	 living	next	 to	a	body	of	Arameans,	 the	Jews	of	Elephantine	adopted	Aramaic	not	only	as	 the	
language	of	legal	documents	and	official	letters	but	also	as	the	language	of	ordinary	notes	to	one	another,	
as	evidenced	by	the	ostraca’.	Cf.	Kraeling,	The	Brooklyn	Aramaic	Papyri,	47-48.	
20	Janet	H.	Johnson,	“Ethnic	Considerations	in	Persian	Period	Egypt,”	in	Gold	of	Praise,	Studies	on	Ancient	
Egypt	in	Honor	of	Edward	F.	Wente	ed.	Emily	Teeter	and	John	A.	Larson	(Chicago:	Oriental	Institute	of	the	
University	of	Chicago,	1999).	
21	Johnson,	“Ethnic	Considerations,”	212-217.	



   
 

11 

	 In	 2013,	 Alejandro	 Botta	 published	 an	 article	 on	 the	 presence	 of	 Arameans	 in	

Egypt.22	In	this	publication,	Botta	attempted	to	expand	Johnson’s	conclusion	on	the	use	of	

‘Aramean’	and	‘Judean’	as	administrative	and	social	categories.	To	support	the	argument	

that	 ‘Aramean’	was	 indeed	an	administrative	category,	Botta	 listed	two	cases	 in	which	

‘Aramean’	 is	 used	 for	 administrative	 ends.	 The	 first	 case	 is	 concerned	 with	 a	 letter	

composed	 by	 Yedaniah	 and	 his	 colleagues,	 who	 refer	 to	 themselves	 in	 this	 letter	 as	

‘Syenians,	 hereditary	 property	 holders	 in	 Elephantine	 the	 Fortress’.23	 In	 this	 letter,	

Yedaniah	 and	 his	 colleagues	 identify	 themselves	 as	 members	 of	 the	 wider	 Aramean	

administrative	unit.	According	to	Botta,	they	did	so,	in	order	to	receive	a	payment	for	the	

reconstruction	of	 the	temple	on	Elephantine	Island,	shortly	after	 its	destruction	by	the	

priests	of	Khnum.	Similarly,	the	identification	of	a	Judean	woman	in	a	contract	concerned	

with	a	payment	in	silver	would	be	due	to	administrative	reasons.24	

	 In	2014,	Angela	Rohrmoser	revisited	the	theses	by	Van	Hoonacker	and	Vincent	in	

a	book	on	the	temple	cult	of	 ‘the	 Judaeo-Arameans	 from	Elephantine’.25	Similar	 to	Van	

Hoonacker	and	Vincent,	Rohrmoser	argued	that	the	Aramean	and	Judean	identities	of	the	

members	 of	 the	 Judean	 community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	 were	 the	 result	 of	 Judean	

cultural	 adaptation	 to	 Aramean	 cultural	 customs,	 especially	 in	 terms	 of	 religion.	 The	

members	of	the	Judean	community	had	settled	on	Elephantine	Island	since	the	seventh	

century,	far	removed	from	the	homeland	of	Judah.	Consequently,	Judeans	would	cease	to	

distinguish	themselves	from	Arameans	in	terms	of	their	religious	practices.26	

                                                
22	Alejandro	F.	Botta,	“Egypt,”	in	The	Arameans	in	Ancient	Syria,	ed.	Herbert	Niehr	(Leiden:	Brill,	2014).	
23	TAD	A4.10:6: ןמסחהמ אתריב ביב ןנכנוס .	
24	Botta,	“Egypt,”	368-369.	
25	Angela	Rohrmoser,	Götter,	Tempel	und	Kult	der	Judäo-Aramäer	von	Elephantine	(Münster:	Ugarit-Verlag,	
2014).	
26	Rohrmoser,	Götter,	Tempel	und	Kult,	8:	‘Im	Anbetracht	der	räumlichen	Distanz	der	ausländischen	Söldner	
zu	ihrem	Herkunftsland	und	auch	der	Dauer	der	Besiedlung	der	Insel	an	der	Grenze	zu	Nubien	von	ungefähr	
zweihundert	Jahren	ist	es	eher	wahrscheinlich	dass	die	betreffenden	Personen	im	Hinblick	auf	kulturelle	
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	 Between	 2016	 and	 2020,	 Karel	 van	 der	 Toorn	 published	 a	 series	 of	 books	 and	

articles	 on	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 Judean	 community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island,	 in	 which	 he	

approached	the	problem	from	yet	another	point	of	view.27	In	his	article	on	ethnicity	at	

Elephantine	Island,	Van	der	Toorn	presented	what	would	become	his	key	argument	in	the	

discussion.	According	to	Van	der	Toorn,	the	Judeans	of	Elephantine	were	Arameans	with	

a	distinct	‘Jewish’	identity,	who	had	come	to	Elephantine	Island	from	the	Persian	province	

of	Beyond-the-River.28	To	Van	der	Toorn,	the	use	of	‘Aramean’	by	scribes	on	Elephantine	

Island	 is	 to	be	explained	based	on	the	general	Aramean	origins	of	 the	members	of	 the	

Judean	community,	which	he	claimed,	is	supported	by	the	remnants	of	Aramean	culture	

attested	 in	 the	 available	 source	 material.29	 Among	 Arameans,	 however,	 Judeans	

distinguished	themselves	with	distinct	religious	practices,	characterized	by	the	worship	

of	YHWH.30	

                                                
und	religiöse	Abgrenzung	selbst	nicht	so	exakt	zwischen	‘Judäern’	und	‘Aramäern	trennten,	zumal	sie	Ende	
des	5.	Jh.	v.	Chr.	Bereits	seit	diesen	hundertfünfzig	bis	zweihundert	Jahren	in	derselben	Armee,	im	selben	
‘Fählein	(dgl)	dienten’.	
27	For	his	most	 significant	publications	on	 the	 identity	of	the	 Judeans	of	Elephantine,	 see	Karel	van	der	
Toorn,	“Ethnicity	at	Elephantine:	Jews,	Arameans	and	Caspians,”	Tel	Aviv	43	(2016):147-164	and	Karel	van	
der	Toorn,	Becoming	Diaspora	 Jews:	Behind	the	Story	of	Elephantine	 (New	Haven:	Yale	University	Press,	
2020).	For	a	study	by	Van	der	Toorn	on	the	religion	of	the	Judeans	of	Elephantine	Island	specifically,	see	
Karel	van	der	Toorn,	“The	Religion	of	the	Elephantine	Jews,”	in	Torah,	Temple,	Land,	ed.	Markus	Witte,	Jens	
Schröter	and	Verena	Lepper	(Tübingen:	Mohr	Siebeck,	2021),	79-89.	For	his	edition	of	P.	Amherst	63,	which	
serves	an	important	role	in	his	argument	on	the	identity	of	the	Judean	community,	see	Karel	van	der	Toorn,	
Papyrus	Amherst	63	(Münster:	Ugarit-Verlag,	2018).	
28	Van	der	Toorn,	“Ethnicity	at	Elephantine,”	162.		
29	 See	specifically	 the	arguments	on	 the	 ‘Aramean	heritage’	of	 the	 Judeans	 in	Van	der	Toorn,	Becoming	
Diaspora	Jews,	21-41.	
30	Van	der	Toorn,	“Ethnicity	at	Elephantine,”	163.	In	an	earlier	study,	Van	der	Toorn	has	already	claimed	
that	Judeans	distinguished	themselves	from	others	by	their	religious	customs.	Karel	van	der	Toorn,	“Ezra	
in	Egypt?	The	Significance	of	Hananyah’s	Mission,”	Vetus	Testamentum	67:4	(2017):	602-610,	605	stated	
that	‘The	significance	of	Hananyah’s	letter	does	not	reside	in	the	details	about	Mazzoth,	but	in	the	Persian	
decree	on	which	his	mission	was	founded.	The	Jews	had	been	recognized	as	a	distinct	nation	entitled	to	
practice	its	own	religion.	The	prerogative	was	a	duty	too.	Hence	Hananyah’s	emphasis	of	the	Jewish	identity	
of	 his	 audience;	 being	 part	 of	 the	 Jewish	 nation,	 they	 were	 to	 perform	 their	 rituals	 according	 to	 the	
prescriptions	that	were	valid	for	every	Jew	in	the	Persian	Empire’.	After	the	letter	of	Hananyah	to	the	Judean	
community	on	Elephantine	Island,	the	religious	identity	of	the	community	would	thus	have	been	solidified.	
This	argument	is	based	on	an	earlier	statement	by	Kottsieper,	“Die	Religionspolitik	der	Achämeniden	und	
die	Juden	von	Elephantine,”	in	Religion	und	Religionskontakte	im	Zeitalter	der	Achämeniden,	ed.	R.G.	Kratz	
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	 Bob	 Becking	 approached	 the	 question	 of	 the	 identity	 of	 what	 he	 labeled	

‘Yehudites’,	from	a	six-dimensional	approach	in	an	article	published	in	2022.31	According	

to	Becking	it	is	possible	to	establish	the	ethnicity	of	the	Yehudites	based	on	a	set	matrix	

of	criteria.	They	should	share	a	common	proper	name,	a	myth	of	common	ancestry,	shared	

historical	memories,	one	or	more	elements	of	common	culture,	a	link	with	the	homeland	

and	a	sense	of	solidarity.32	To	demonstrate	that	the	Yehudites	do	indeed	share	(most	of)	

these	 features,	Becking	 continued	 to	 cite	evidence	 from	 the	Aramaic	papyri.	 Like	with	

other	 scholars,	 the	 examples	 are	 mainly	 concerned	 with	 religion.	 Becking	 linked	 the	

aspect	of	common	ancestry	to	the	temple	of	YHWH,	which	the	Yehudites	had	built	before	

Cambyses	 came	 to	 Egypt,	 and	 the	 shared	 traditions	 of	 Passover/Mazzot	 festival.	 The	

elements	of	common	culture	are	discussed	in	view	of	the	worship	of	YHWH.33					

	 In	 consideration	 of	 the	 current	 state	 of	 the	 art	 on	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 Judean	

community	on	Elephantine	Island,	I	conclude	that,	to	date,	scholars	have	generally	studied	

Judean	 identity	 during	 the	 fifth	 century	 BCE	 in	 terms	 of	 religion	 and	 language.	 Van	

Hoonacker,	Vincent	and	Rohrmoser,	used	 references	 to	 religion	 to	determine	whether	

Judeans	considered	themselves	to	become	‘less	Judean’	or	‘more	Aramean’	by	inclusion	of	

Aramean	 gods	 into	 the	 temple	 worship	 on	 Elephantine	 Island.	 Van	 der	 Toorn	 used	

religion	to	demonstrate	how	the	cultural	identity	of	members	of	the	Judean	community	

                                                
(Kaiser:	Gütersloher	Verlagshaus,	2002),	157,	who	had	already	argued	that	‘Nimmt	man	all	diese	Hinweise	
zusammen,	so	ergibt	sich,	daß	Hananja	in	Ägypten	als	persischer	Beamter	oder	Beauftragter,	zumindest	
aber	mit	der	Zustimmung	und	Unterstützung	der	persischen	Zentralverwaltung,	die	Belange	der	jüdischen	
Gemeinschaft(en)	regelte.	Dies	impliziert	aber	eine	offizielle	Anerkennung	und	Unterstützung	der	jüdischen	
Gemeinschaft	als	religiöse	Gruppe	in	Ägypten	seitens	der	persischen	Zentralverwaltung,	was	aber	zugleich	
bedeutet,	 daß	der	Status	 der	 jüdischen	Gemeinschaft	 als	 religiöse	Gruppe	 vorher	 nicht	 in	 dieser	Weise	
offiziell	geklärt	war,	d.	h.	sie	war	im	wesentlichen	nur	geduldet	gewesen.		
31	Bob	Becking,	“The	Identity	of	the	People	at	Elephantine”,	in	Elephantine	Revisited:	New	Insights	into	the	
Judean	Community	and	its	Neighbors,	ed.	Margaretha	Folmer	(Pennsylvania:	Eisenbrauns,	2022),	97-110.	
32	For	a	discussion	on	this	matrix,	see	Becking,	“The	Identity	of	the	People	at	Elephantine”,	97.	
33	Becking,	“The	Identity	of	the	People	at	Elephantine”,	98-100.	
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changed	throughout	the	fifth	century	BCE.		In	the	study	by	Becking,	religion	is	conceived	

as	one	of	the	dimensions	by	which	Judeans	expressed	their	identity.	It	is	a	shared	element	

of	common	culture.	Cowley,	Porten,	Johnson	and	Botta,	discussed	the	use	of	the	Aramaic	

language	to	explain	why	Judeans	were,	in	some	cases,	identified	as	Arameans.		

	 By	focusing	on	religion	and	language	as	markers	of	cultural	identity,	scholars	have	

thus	advanced	our	understanding	of	how	 Judeans	on	Elephantine	 Island	marked	 their	

own	identity	or	were	identified	by	the	Achaemenid,	imperial	administration.	They	have	

demonstrated,	for	example,	that	the	adoration	of	YHWH	remained	an	important	element	

of	 Judean	 cultural	 identity	 among	 Judeans	 on	 Elephantine	 Island.	 Worship	 of	 YHWH	

enabled	 Judeans	 to	 distinguish	 themselves	 from	 the	 broader	 context	 of	 ancient	 Near	

Eastern	mercenaries	in	the	south	of	Egypt.	

My	aim	in	this	study	is	to	offer	a	new	and	complementary	perspective	to	the	study	

of	Judean	cultural	identity	by	approaching	questions	related	to	the	identity	of	Judeans	on	

Elephantine	 Island	 in	 view	 of	 Judean	 legal	 customs,	 specifically	 those	 related	 to	

matrimonial	law.	The	Aramaic	papyri	are	a	primary	source	for	the	legal	practices	of	the	

Judeans	 on	Elephantine	 Island	 and	 for	 social	 interactions	 related	 to	 the	 legal	 domain.	

Contracts	related	to	the	joint	ventures	indicate	how	Judeans	collaborated	with	Egyptian	

farmers	to	ensure	a	fruitful	produce	of	barley	on	the	fields	they	had	received	from	the	

Persian	crown	in	exchange	 for	 their	military	services.	Sale	contracts	demonstrate	how	

Judeans	were	able	to	acquire	or	sell	property	on	Elephantine	Island,	which	they	had	often	

bought	from	members	outside	of	the	Judean	community.		

Among	the	Aramaic	papyri	are	also	transcripts	of	court	cases	related	to	disputes	of	

property.	Such	documents	indicate,	for	example,	how	Judeans	behaved	in	court	and	used	

their	 own	 legal	 customs	 in	 addition	 to	 those	 generally	 acknowledged	 by	 the	 judicial	

systems	to	ensure	their	own	rights	to	the	property	of	which	ownership	had	been	disputed.	
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Additionally,	there	are	documents	related	to	more	private	matters	like	the	division	and	

distribution	of	(matrimonial)	property.	Contracts	between	brothers	indicate	how	Judeans	

divided	 the	belongings	of	 the	paternal	 estate	 and	matrimonial	property	arrangements	

demonstrate	the	negotiations	related	to	the	establishment	of	rights	to	property	acquired	

through	marriage.	

	

Judean	Cultural	Identity:	What	about	Cultural	Identity?	

Above,	 I	 have	 stated	 that	 I	 will	 consider	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 Judean	 community	 on	

Elephantine	 Island	 in	 terms	 of	 ‘cultural	 identity’.	 Since	 Judean	 identity	 has	 been	

approached	 in	 view	of	 different	 concepts	of	 ‘identity’,	 it	 is	 only	 appropriate	 to	 briefly	

introduce	my	understanding	of	‘cultural	identity’	and	use	of	this	definition	of	‘identity’	in	

previous	scholarship	on	Judean	identity.	

	 In	this	work,	I	will	use	the	term	‘cultural	identity’	to	refer	to	the	identification	of	

individuals	based	on	shared	traditions	and	cultural	practices	such	as	religion,	language	

and	 law.	 Social	 scientists	 have	 studied	 in-depth	 the	 manner	 in	 which	 individuals	

categorize	the	social	world	into	more	comprehensible	units.	Such	units,	or	social	groups,	

are	each	associated	with	values	and	ideas,	which	can	be	defined	as	the	group’s	‘culture’	or	

‘cultural	traits’.34	If	the	values	and	ideas	of	a	social	group	satisfy	the	social	needs	of	an	

individual,	the	individual	can	become	a	member	of	the	social	group.	By	associating	itself	

with	this	specific	group,	it	can	assume	a	‘cultural	identity’	based	core-values	of	the	‘in-

group’.35	It	is	by	the	process	of	assuming	a	‘cultural	identity’,	that	individuals	distinguish	

                                                
34	Henri	Tajfel,	“Social	Identity	and	Intergroup	Behaviour,”	Social	Science	Information	13	(1974):	65-93.	For	
the	definition	of	the	core-values	of	an	‘in-group’	as	‘culture’,	see	Michael	J.	Halloran	and	Emiko	S.	Kashima,	
“Culture,	Social	Identity	and	the	Individual,”	in	Individuality	and	the	Group:	Advances	in	Social	Identity,	ed.	
Tom	Postmes	and	Jolanda	Jetten	(London:	SAGE	Publications,	2006),	117.	
35	Dechamps	and	Devos,	 “Regarding	 the	Relationship	between	Social	 Identity	and	Personal	Identity,”	 in	
Social	Identity:	International	Perspectives,	ed.	Stephen	Worchel,	J.	Francisco	Morales,	Darío	Páez	and	Jean-
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themselves	from	members	of	other	social	groups	by	adherence	to	specific	cultural	traits,	

like	language,	religion	or	legal	customs.	

	 In	a	number	of	studies	on	questions	of	Jewish	identity,	scholars	have	demonstrated	

the	value	of	studying	Judean	and	Jewish	identity	in	terms	of	‘cultural	identity’,	covering	a	

wide	 range	 of	 periods	 and	 contexts.36	 Yigal	 Bloch	 aimed	 to	 determine	 whether	 the	

adherence	to	the	Sabbath	was	a	shared	marker	of	Judean	cultural	identity	for	Judeans	in	

Egypt	and	Babylonia,	during	the	time	of	the	Exile.37	Geoffrey	Herman	studied	the	Jewish	

community	behind	the	production	of	Jewish	incantation	bowls	and	demonstrated	that	the	

members	of	this	community	differed	from	the	Rabbis	that	produced	the	Talmud.	In	terms	

of	religious	culture,	 the	 Jews	behind	the	 incantation	bowls	would	have	been	more	 like	

their	Aramean	and	Persian	neighbors.38	Gershon	Shafir	demonstrated	that	the	use	of	the	

Hebrew	 language	 was	 important	 in	 the	 formation	 of	 a	 new	 Jewish	 identity	 in	 Late	

Ottoman	Palestine.39		

	 The	discussion	above	on	the	current	state	of	the	art	on	the	cultural	identity	of	the	

Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island	shows	that	scholars	understand	religion	to	have	

                                                
Claude	Deschamps	(London:	SAGE	Publications,	1998),	206.	On	the	motivation	of	individuals	to	favor	their	
own	group	over	the	out-group,	see	John	C.	Turner,	“Social	Comparison	and	Social	Identity:	Some	Prospects	
for	Intergroup	Behaviour,”	European	Journal	of	Social	Psychology	5	(1975):	1-34.		
36	Noah	Hacham	et	al.,	eds.,	A	Question	of	Identity:	Social,	Political,	and	Historical	Aspects	of	Identity	Dynamics	
in	Jewish	and	Other	Contexts	(Boston:	De	Gruyter,	2019).	The	concept	of	 ‘cultural	 identity’	has	also	been	
applied	 in	 studies	 on	 other	 historical	 societies.	 See	 for	 example	 Ray	 Laurence	 and	 Joanne	 Berry,	 eds.,	
Cultural	Identity	in	the	Roman	Empire	(London:	Routledge,	1998).	
37	Yigal	Bloch,	“Judean	Identity	during	the	Exile:	Concluding	Deals	on	a	Sabbath	in	Babylonia	and	Egypt	
under	 the	Neo-Babylonian	and	 the	Achaemenid	Empires,”	 in	A	Question	of	 Identity:	Social,	Political,	and	
Historical	Aspects	of	 Identity	Dynamics	 in	 Jewish	and	Other	Contexts,	 ed.	Noah	Hacham	et	al.	 (Boston:	De	
Gruyter,	2019),	43-69.	
38	Geoffrey	Herman,	“Jewish	Identity	in	Babylonia	in	the	Period	of	the	Incantation	Bowls,”	in	A	Question	of	
Identity:	Social,	Political,	and	Historical	Aspects	of	Identity	Dynamics	in	Jewish	and	Other	Contexts,	ed.	Noah	
Hacham	et	al.	(Boston:	De	Gruyter,	2019),	131-152.	
39	 Gershon	 Shafir,	 “It’s	 All	 Hebrew	 to	Me”:	 The	 Propagation	 of	 the	 Hebrew	Language	 in	 Late	 Ottoman	
Palestine,”	in	A	Question	of	Identity:	Social,	Political,	and	Historical	Aspects	of	Identity	Dynamics	in	Jewish	and	
Other	Contexts,	ed.	Noah	Hacham	et	al.	(Boston:	De	Gruyter,	2019),	349-364.	
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been	 an	 important	marker	 of	 Judean	 cultural	 identity.	 By	worship	 of	 YHWH,	 Judeans	

distinguished	 themselves	 from	other	mercenary	 communities.	 Language,	 on	 the	 other	

hand,	was	considered	an	important	identity	marker	used	to	identify	Judeans	within	the	

broader	context	of	the	state	administration.	In	this	work,	I	will	approach	Judean	cultural	

identity	 from	 another	 important	 Judean	 cultural	 trait,	 namely,	 Judean	 legal	 customs.	

Similar	 to	 religion,	 law	 will	 prove	 to	 be	 an	 important	 cultural	 trait	 shared	 between	

Judeans	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	 and,	 to	 some	 extent,	 between	 Judeans	 in	 Egypt	 and	

Babylonia.		

	

Scope	and	Outline	of	this	Study	

The	central	goal	of	this	study	is	to	advance	our	understanding	of	Judean	cultural	identity,	

by	approaching	the	matter	through	the	lens	of	Judean	matrimonial	law.	To	reach	this	goal,	

I	will	structure	my	work	in	the	following	way:	

	 In	 chapter	 one,	 I	 will	 argue	 that	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island	

contain	 evidence	 on	 the	 existence	 of	 a	 distinct	 Judean	 legal	 tradition.	 Although	 the	

Aramaic	legal	tradition	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	shares	features	with	other	Aramaic	

legal	corpora,	there	are	also	distinct	legal	elements	that	are	unique	to	the	Aramaic	papyri	

from	Elephantine	Island.	The	scribes	behind	the	composition	of	the	Aramaic	legal	papyri	

concerned	with	the	members	of	the	Judean	community	use	a	dialect	distinct	from	other	

Aramaic	scribes.	Babylonian	scribes	use	a	dialect	of	the	Aramaic	language	that	includes	

syntactical	features	and	vocabulary	items	known	from	the	Akkadian	language.	By	relating	

such	differences	in	dialectal	features	in	the	legal	language	used	in	the	Aramaic	papyri,	I	

will	argue	that	Judean	scribes	used	their	own	cultural	background	in	the	composition	of	

contracts	 and	 administrative	 documents.	 A	 division	 of	 the	 scribes	 and	 contractual	

partners	will	 further	allow	me	 to	 support	 this	 argument.	 It	will	be	demonstrated	 that	
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Judean	contractual	partners	generally	hired	Judean	scribes	for	the	composition	of	their	

legal	documents.	In	one	of	the	cases	in	which	an	Egyptian	party	was	involved,	an	Egyptian	

scribe	wrote	the	contract.	This	indicates	that	contractual	partners,	whether	Judean	or	not,	

would	hire	scribes	familiar	with	their	own	legal	background.			

In	chapter	 two	 I	will	discuss	how	 the	proposed	 influence	of	Neo-Assyrian	and	

Egyptian	legal	customs	on	the	development	of	the	Aramaic	legal	law	relates	to	the	Judean	

legal	 tradition	attested	 in	 the	Aramaic	papyri	 from	Elephantine	 Island.	By	an	 in-depth	

discussion	of	the	current	state	of	the	art	on	Akkadian-Aramaic	material,	I	will	argue	that	

the	proposed	influence	of	Neo-Assyrian	legalese	on	the	early	development	of	Aramaic	law	

did	 not	 directly	 affect	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island.	 The	 scholarly	

discussion	on	 the	 interdependency	 of	 Aramaic	 law	on	 a	Neo-Assyrian	Vorlage	 centers	

around	source	material	dated	to	the	Neo-Assyrian	period,	the	majority	of	which	has	been	

discovered	in	modern	Syria.	In	view	of	such	distance	in	time	and	space,	the	influence	of	

Neo-Assyrian	legalese	on	Aramaic	law	is	best	described	in	terms	of	indirect	influence.	In	

the	case	of	the	assumed	Egyptian	influence,	on	the	other	hand,	I	will	demonstrate	that	the	

discussion	 on	 the	 interrelation	 between	 the	 Egyptian	 and	 Aramaic	 legal	 tradition	 is	

generally	based	on	sources	contemporary	to	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island.	

Subsequently,	I	will	show	that	the	administrative	offices	in	the	Achaemenid	province	of	

Egypt	offered	fertile	grounds	for	cultural	exchange	between	Aramaic	and	Demotic	scribes.	

Scribes	were	tasked	with	translating	letters	from	Aramaic	to	Demotic,	and	vice-versa.		

In	chapter	three	I	will	determine	further	how	the	assumed	influence	of	Egyptian	

culture	 on	 Judean	 culture	 is	 manifested	 within	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	

Island	 and	 how	 this	 influence	 relates	 to	 Judean	matrimonial	 law.	 By	 categorizing	 the	

loanwords	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri,	I	will	demonstrate	that	Egyptian	culture	mainly	

influenced	 Judean	 cultural	 customs	 related	 to	 trade	 and	 architecture.	 The	majority	 of	
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Egyptian	 loanwords	 are	 concerned	 with	 commodities	 and	 architectural	 features.	

Subsequently,	I	will	broaden	the	scope	by	including	Old	Persian	and	Hebrew	loanwords	

into	the	discussion.	Whereas	Egyptian	culture	generally	influenced	Judean	everyday	life,	

Old	Persian	culture	mainly	shaped	Judean	administrative	and	legal	practices.	Old	Persian	

loanwords	 relate	 to	weights	 and	 the	 distribution	 of	 salary	 from	 the	 royal	 treasury,	 in	

addition	 to	 loanwords	 related	 to	 judicial	 processes.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 the	 Old	 Persian	

loanwords	 I	 will	 explain	 their	 presence	 based	 on	 the	 distribution	 of	 power	 between	

Judeans	 and	 Persian	 government.	 For	 the	 Hebrew	 loanwords,	 I	 will	 argue	 that	 their	

appearance	 hints	 towards	 the	 inclusion	 of	 distinct	 Judean	 cultural	 elements	 in	 the	

Aramaic	papyri	 from	Elephantine	Island.	The	Hebrew	loanwords	relate	 to	religion	and	

law.	 Hebrew	 loanwords	 related	 to	 law	 are	 mainly	 concerned	 with	 matrimonial	 law.	

Comparison	 with	 the	 Old	 Persian	 loanwords	 thus	 suggests	 that,	 whilst	 Judeans	

accustomed	 themselves	 to	 Old	 Persian	 legal	 customs,	 matrimonial	 law	 remained	

associated	with	Judean	cultural	identity. 

	 In	chapter	four	I	will	discuss	the	variants	in	the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	

arrangements	in	comparison	to	Judean	marriage	agreements	from	Babylonia.	In	chapter	

three,	 I	 demonstrated	 that	matrimonial	 law	 remained	 important	 to	 the	 articulation	 of	

Judean	 cultural	 identity.	 Although	 the	 matrimonial	 property	 arrangements	 share	 a	

general	format,	they	are	not,	however,	homogeneous	compositions.	Two	of	the	Aramaic	

matrimonial	property	arrangements	contain	additional	legal	clauses,	whereas	one	omits	

the	legal	clause	on	the	bride	price,	a	fundamental	aspect	to	Judean	matrimonial	law.	Based	

on	 an	 in-depth	 discussion	 of	 Judean	 matrimonial	 agreements	 from	 Babylonia,	 I	 will	

demonstrate	that	these	variants	are	due	to	the	socio-economic	circumstances	involved	in	

marriage.	Like	the	Aramaic	marriage	agreements,	the	Judean	marriage	agreements	from	

Babylonia	 contain	 variants.	 A	 Judean	marriage	 agreement	 from	 the	 rural	 town	 of	 Āl-
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Yāhūdū	includes	legal	clauses	uncharacteristic	for	Neo-Babylonian	marriage	agreements,	

like	a	second	divorce	clause	and	reference	to	compensation	given	to	the	mother	of	the	

bride.	This	 contrasts	 the	 Judean	marriage	agreement	 composed	among	a	 Judean	 royal	

family	in	Sippar,	which	was	written	according	to	Neo-Babylonian	standards.	Here,	I	will	

explain	 the	difference	based	on	 the	 socio-economic	 circumstances	 involved	 in	 the	 two	

marriages.	 

In	 chapter	 five,	 I	 will	 demonstrate	 how	 the	 variants	 attested	 in	 the	 Aramaic	

matrimonial	property	arrangements	can	be	explained	based	on	the	social	networks	and	

of	 the	 families	 associated	 with	 the	 Judean	 family	 archives	 in	 which	 the	 marriage	

agreements	 have	 been	 discovered.	 Applying	 Social	Network	Analysis	 to	 data	 acquired	

from	the	Aramaic	papyri,	I	will	demonstrate	that	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	

Island	was	 not	 homogeneous	 in	 its	 composition.	 The	 community	 consisted	 of	 distinct	

social	 networks,	 each	 of	 which	 were	 associated	 with	 specific	 social	 and	 economic	

circumstances.	Circumstances	which	also	had	their	influence	on	Judean	matrimonial	law.	

For	 the	Mibṭaḥiah	 family,	 I	 will	 show	 that	 this	 family	was	 able	 to	 include	 prominent	

individuals	into	their	social	networks,	like	priests,	due	to	their	central	position	within	the	

Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island.	Consequently,	this	central	position	within	the	

Judean	 community	 offered	 the	 Mibṭaḥiah	 family	 the	 opportunity	 to	 include	 legal	

conditions	 that	benefited	 their	 cause.	The	other	 side	of	 the	 coin	 is	 represented	by	 the	

Ananiah	 family.	Other	than	the	Mibṭaḥiah	 family,	 this	 family	had	to	come	by	with	only	

limited	 means.	 Such	 limited	 means	 also	 influenced	 the	 composition	 of	 their	 social	

networks.	Other	than	in	the	case	of	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family,	the	social	network	of	Ananiah	

family	did	not	include	prominent	members	of	the	Judean	community.	Consequently,	they	

would	 include	 additional	 legal	 clauses	 into	 their	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	

arrangements	to	compensate	for	any	inequality	or	future	legal	cases.		
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1.	 The	 Judaeo-Aramaic	 Legal	 Tradition	 of	 the	 Elephantine	 Papyri	 from	

Elephantine	Island	

The	main	thesis	of	this	work	assumes	that	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	

contain	evidence	of	a	distinct	tradition	of	Judean	(matrimonial)	law.	The	characterization	

of	the	tradition	of	Aramaic	law	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	as	‘Judean’,	however,	is	not	

self-evident.	 In	 previous	 scholarship,	 the	 legal	 tradition	 has	 been	 labeled	 in	 variant	

different	manners.	Some	scholars	consider	the	Aramaic	legal	tradition	of	the	Elephantine	

papyri	 to	 be	 the	 continuation	 of	 more	 ancient	 Syro-Mesopotamian	 or	 Egyptian	 legal	

customs.	Others	 think	 of	 the	 legal	 tradition	 as	 an	 amalgamation	 of	 the	 different	 legal	

customs	associated	with	the	various	cultures	of	the	mercenaries	in	service	of	the	Persian	

army.	 Since	 some	 form	of	 common	 law	was	 needed	 to	 enable	 interaction	 in	 the	 legal	

domain,	contractual	partners	would	accustom	themselves	to	this	shared	legal	tradition	in	

which	none	of	the	individual	legal	customs	would	have	been	dominant.	

	 Although	the	legal	language	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	does	

indeed	share	features	with	the	Syro-Mespotamian	and	Egyptian	legal	traditions,	they	also	

contain	distinct	features	that	are	only	found	within	the	Aramaic	papyri.	In	this	chapter	I	

will	demonstrate	 that	 a	 number	 of	 these	 features	were	 part	 of	 a	 distinct	 Judean	 legal	

tradition,	 based	 on	 a	 detailed	 analysis	 of	 Aramaic	 papyri	 composed	 by	 scribes	with	 a	

Judean	cultural	background.		

	 The	 analysis	 will	 include	 a	 discussion	 on	 the	 Aramaic	 legal	 language	 used	 by	

Judean	 scribes	 vis-à-vis	 scribes	 with	 an	 Ancient	 Near	 Eastern	 or	 Egyptian	 cultural	

background.	 Based	 on	 differences	 in	 the	 vocabulary	 used	 by	 Judean	 scribes	 and	 their	

Ancient	Near	Eastern	and	Egyptian	colleagues	for	the	composition	of	legal	documents,	it	

will	be	demonstrated	that	different	legal	traditions	existed	side	by	side.	Furthermore,	it	

can	be	argued	that	a	pattern	can	be	noted	 in	the	division	of	 Judean	scribes	among	the	
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Aramaic	papyri,	which	reveals	a	preference	of	Judean	contractual	parties	to	hire	scribes	

with	 a	 Judean	 cultural	 background.	 In	 the	 final	 section	 before	 I	 will	 present	 the	

conclusions	of	this	section,	I	will	put	Judean	law	on	Elephantine	Island	in	perspective	with	

Judean	 legal	practices	 from	Babylonia.	This	 first	comparative	section	will	 indicate	that	

Judeans	 in	Egypt	and	Babylonia	shared	legal	customs	that	are	otherwise	unique	to	the	

legal	environment.	

	 	First,	 however,	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 discuss	 the	 current	 state	 of	 the	 art	 on	 the	

characterization	of	the	legal	tradition	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri.	The	discussion	will	

demonstrate	how	the	study	of	Aramaic	law	has	developed	and	began	to	emphasize	the	

distinct	 origins	 and	 features	 of	 each	 of	 the	 separate	 corpora	 of	 Aramaic	 legalese.	 A	

premise	on	which	 I	will	base	my	 further	arguments	on	 the	existence	of	 a	 Judean	 legal	

tradition	on	Elephantine	Island.	

	

1.1	 The	Aramaic	Legal	Tradition	of	the	Aramaic	Papyri	 from	Elephantine:	The	

Current	State	of	the	Art	on	its	Characterization	

Since	the	publication	of	the	first	editions	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island,	

scholars	have	been	interested	in	the	development	of	the	attested	legal	formulae	and	the	

relation	of	the	Aramaic	legal	tradition	to	other	legal	traditions	known	from	antiquity.	The	

complexity	 of	 the	 legal	 formulation	 had	 been	 noted,	 which	 subsequently	 led	 to	 the	

conclusion	that	the	legal	tradition	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	could	not	have	been	invented	ex	

nihilo	by	Aramean	scribes	upon	arrival	on	Elephantine	Island.40	Scholars	therefore	began	

                                                
40	As	described	by	Mark	Lidzbarski,	“Review	of	Sayce,	A.H.	and	Cowley,	A.E.,	Aramaic	Papyri	Discovered	at	
Assuan,”	DLZ	 27	 (1906):	 3205-3215,	 3207:	 ‘Die	Urkunden	 sind	 sehr	 detailliert,	 und	 alle	 Eventualitäten	
werden	 in	 ihnen	 vorgesehen	 und	 eingehend	 erörtert.	 Zu	 einigen	 hat	 es	 sicherlich	Gegenstücke	 für	 die	
andere	Partei	gegeben,	so	bei	A	eine	Erklärung	des	Maḥsejah	an	Qonijah	über	die	ihm	übertragenen	Rechte,	
bei	K	eine	Zusicherung	des	Jedonjah	an	Maḥsejah	über	den	ihm	zufallenden	Sklaven.	Die	festen	Formeln,	in	
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to	trace	back	the	origins	of	the	Aramaic	legal	tradition	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	

Elephantine	Island	to	legal	material	from	other,	more	ancient,	legal	traditions.		

	 Between	1908	and	1912,	Lajos	Blau,	Jacob	Epstein	and	Leopold	Fischer	published	

a	series	of	independent	works	concerned	with	the	study	of	the	Aramaic	legal	papyri	in	

relation	to	later	Jewish	law.41	In	these	publications,	they	characterized	the	source	material	

as	‘Judaeo-Aramaic’,	since	they	considered	the	similarities	between	the	two	corpora	as	

evidence	 of	 a	 continuous	 Jewish	 legal	 tradition.	 Notwithstanding	 the	 difference	 in	

language,	both	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	and	the	Talmud	were	understood	to	

serve	as	written	evidence	of	a	then	current	tradition	of	Jewish	law.42		

Eugène	Revillout	argued	that	some	elements	of	the	Judaeo-Aramaic	legal	tradition	

are	reminiscent	of	Egyptian	cultural	practice.43	He	had	noted,	for	example,	the	similarities	

between	 the	 bride	 price	 ( רהמ )	 mentioned	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 and	 its	 Egyptian	

equivalent	 known	 from	 sources	 written	 in	 Demotic.44	 Revillout	 explained	 these	

similarities	based	on	the	principle	of	locus	regit	actum,	i.e.	development	under	influence	

of	local	customs,	and	subsequently	emphasized	the	Egyptian	influence	on	the	material	by	

use	of	the	label	‘Egypto-Aramaic’.45	Unlike	Talmudists	like	Blau,	Revillout	emphasized	that	

                                                
denen	die	Sprache	der	Dokumente	sich	bewegt,	setzen	eine	lange	Entwicklung	dieses	Schrifttums	und	somit	
ein	altes	ausgedehntes	Handelsleben	in	Syrien	voraus’.		
41	 For	 the	 key	 publications	 of	 Blau,	 Epstein	 and	 Fischer,	 see	 Lajos	 Blau,	 “Az	 Assuani	 Aram	 Papyrusok	
Talmudi	Világításban,”	Magyar-Zsidó	Szemle	24	(1907-1908):	222-238,	Jacob	N.	Epstein,	“Notizen	zu	den	
jüdisch-aramäischen	Papyri	 von	Assuan,”	 JJLG	6	 (1908/09):	 359-373,	 Leopold	 Fischer,	 “Glossen	 zu	 den	
jüdisch-aramäischen	Papyri	von	Assuan,”	JJLG	8	(1910/11):	371-377	and	Leopold	Fischer,	Die	Urkunden	im	
Talmud:	Zusammengestellt,	Erklärt	und	mit	den	Ausgrabungen	Verglichen	(Berlin:	Mayer	&	Müller,	1912).	
42	 The	 term	 here	 is	 translated	 from	 the	 original	 German	 ‘Jüdisch-Aramäischen	 papyri’.	 Blau	 did	 not	
specifically	use	the	term	‘Judaeo-Aramaic’,	yet	he	did	consider	the	papyri	to	belong	to	the	same	tradition	as	
Epstein	and	Fischer	did.	See	for	example,	Blau,	“Az	Assuani	Aram	Papyrusok,”	237-238.	
43	 See	 the	discussion	on	 ‘les	contrats	Égypto-Araméens	d’Éléphantine’,	 in	Eugène	Revillout,	Les	Origines	
Égyptiennes	du	Droit	Civil	Romain	(Paris:	Geuthner,	1912),	52-60.	
44	Revillout,	Les	Origines	Égyptiennes,	56-58.	
45	Revillout,	Les	Origines	Égyptiennes,	52.	
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whilst	 the	 legal	 tradition	 itself	might	have	been	 ‘Jewish’	 in	origin,	 it	was	 influenced	by	

Egyptian	law.46	

The	 majority	 of	 scholars	 active	 during	 the	 earliest	 period	 of	 studies	 on	 the	

Elephantine	papyri,	however,	 focused	on	the	study	of	Aramaic	 law	as	originating	 from	

Assyrian	and	Babylonian	legal	traditions.47	In	a	series	of	publications,	they	attempted	to	

illuminate	 the	 Syro-Mesopotamian	 background	 of	 the	 Aramaic	 documents.48	 In	 the	

introduction	to	his	edition	of	the	Aramaic	papyri,	Cowley	included	the	argument	that	‘the	

courts	over	which	the	 אליחבר 	(=	garrison	leader)	and	the	 ךרתרפ 	(=	official)	presided,	with	

their	assessors	( איניד ),	administered	no	doubt	the	law	of	the	Persian	empire,	but	this	law,	

like	so	much	else,	was	evidently	taken	over	by	the	conquerors	from	the	Babylonians,	or	

was	based	on	their	system’.49	M.	Lidzbarski	similarly	concluded	that	the	Aramaic	papyri	

must	have	been	influenced	by	some	kind	of	Babylonian	Vorlage.50	F.E.	Peiser	supported	

this	notion,	by	commenting	on	the	verbatim	similarities	between	Akkadian	and	Aramaic	

                                                
46	Studies	that	relate	the	Aramaic	legal	tradition	known	from	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	
to	Demotic	sources	are	especially	relevant	to	this	study.	For	now,	however,	it	is	not	necessary	to	introduce	
these	studies	more	in-depth.	The	relationship	between	Aramaic	and	Demotic	sources	will	be	discussed	in	
sections	2.2,	2.3	and	2.4.	
47	See	for	example,	Theodor	Nöldeke,	“Die	Aramäischen	Papyri	von	Assuan,”	ZA	20	(1907):	130-150	and	the	
Assyriological	 comments	 in	 the	 footnotes	 that	 accompany	 the	 edition	 of	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	
Elephantine	 by	 Ungnad	 in	 Arthur	 Ungnad,	 Aramäische	 Papyrus	 aus	 Elephantine:	 Kleine	 Ausgabe	 under	
Zugrundelegung	vond	Eduard	Sachau’s	Erstausgabe	(Leipzig:	J.C.	Hinrichs’sche	Buchhandlung,	1911).	For	an	
in-depth	discussion	on	these	works,	see	Yohanan	Muffs,	Studies	in	Aramaic	Legal	Papyri	from	Elephantine,	
ed.	with	a	prolegomenon	by	Baruch	A.	Levine	(Leiden:	Brill,	2003)	4-7.	
48	 Syro-Mesopotamian,	 in	 this	 work,	 refers	 to	 the	 legal	 traditions	 of	 the	 Ancient	 Near	 East	 from	 the	
beginnings	of	the	second	millennium	to	the	latter	half	of	the	first	millennium	BCE.		
49	Cowley,	Aramaic	Papyri,	xxix.	Among	the	examples	cited	by	Cowley	are	the	legal	clause	used	to	refer	to	a	
fine	in	the	case	of	a	breach	of	contract	( ןתני 	 ףסכ ,	the	Aramaic	equivalent	of	the	Akkadian	kaspi	iddin)	and	
vocabulary	items	such	as	 ירג ,	the	equivalent	of	the	Akkadian	garu,	which	in	the	context	of	law	should	be	
translated	‘initiating	proceedings	against’.	
50	Lidzbarski,	review	of	Aramaic	Papyri	Discovered	at	Assuan,	by	Sayce,	A.H.	and	Cowley,	A.E.,	DLZ	27	(1906):	
3205-3215,	 3207,	 who	 also	 argued	 that	 ‘Selbstverständlich	 sind	 sie	 durch	 die	 babylonischen	
Geschäftsurkunden	beinflust’.	
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legal	terminology.51	The	characterization	of	Aramaic	law	as	continuation	of	the	Akkadian	

legal	 traditions	 became	dominant	 in	 the	 study	 of	 the	 law	of	 the	Aramaic	 papyri	 from	

Elephantine	Island.		

The	publication	of	an	additional	collection	of	Aramaic	papyri	by	Kraeling	led	to	an	

increase	of	 scholarly	 interest	 in	what	would	become	generally	known	as	 ‘the	Aramaic	

legal	tradition’.	With	access	to	a	more	substantial	corpus	of	contracts	and	administrative	

texts,	scholars	could	now	describe	its	legal	tradition	in	significantly	more	detail.	Not	only	

did	this	lead	to	new	insights	on	the	origins	of	the	Aramaic	legal	tradition,	but	this	also	led	

to	the	development	of	the	study	of	Aramaic	law	into	a	proper	discipline.	One	of	the	first	

scholars	to	contribute	considerably	to	this	development	was	Yaron.52	Based	on	the	new	

additions	to	the	collection	of	legal	texts,	Yaron	was	able	to	describe	in	detail	the	format	

and	 contents	 of	 the	Aramaic	 legal	 texts	 known	 at	 the	 time.	With	 this	 research,	 Yaron	

advanced	the	understanding	of	the	general	legal	background	of	the	Aramaic	papyri.	

Yaron	also	responded	to	the	work	of	Jacob	Rabinowitz,	who	had	written	on	‘Jewish	

law’	and	its	influence	on	other	legal	systems	known	from	antiquity	a	few	years	prior	to	

the	publication	by	Yaron.53	In	this	work,	Rabinowitz	had	claimed	that	Jewish	law	must	

have	had	significant	influence	on	Egyptian	and	Babylonian	law	among	others,	due	to	the	

various	similarities	between	the	phraseology	of	the	Jewish,	Babylonian	and	Egyptian	legal	

corpora.	Notwithstanding	the	value	of	notes	by	Rabinowitz	on	the	similarities	between	

                                                
51	See	for	example,	F.	E.	Peiser,	review	of	Die	Jüdisch-Aramäischen	Papyri	Papyri	von	Assuan,	by	W.	Staerk,	
OLZ	10	(1907):	622-627,	in	which	he	noted	about	the	use	of	 ירג 	in	the	Aramaic	papyri:	‘Es	ist	eigenartig,	dass	
dieser	Terminus	altbabylonischer	Rechtsurkunden	sich	so	lang	gehalten	hat	und	ihr	auftaucht,	während	er	
in	Babylon	in	Abgang	bekommen	war.’	
52	For	the	key	publications	by	Yaron	during	this	period,	see	Reuven	Yaron,	“The	Schema	of	the	Aramaic	
Legal	Documents,”	JSS		2	(1957):	33-61,	Reuven	Yaron,	“Notes	on	the	Aramaic	Papyri	II,”	JNES	20	(1961):	
127-130,	Reuven,	Yaron,	“Aramaic	Marriage	Contracts	from	Elephantine,”	JSS	3	(1958):	1-39	and	Reuven	
Yaron,	“Aramaic	Marriage	Contracts:	Corrigenda	and	Addenda,”	JSS	5	(1960):	66-70.	
53	Jacob	J.	Rabinowitz,	Jewish	Law:	its	Influence	on	the	Development	of	Legal	Institutions	(New	York:	Bloch	
Publishing	Company,	1956).	
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various	corpora	of	legal	texts,	Yaron	did	not	endorse	Rabinowitz’s	final	conclusion.	Yaron	

stated	that	whilst	 the	similarities	are	 indeed	present	and	could	be	explained	based	on	

mutual	 influence	 between	 ancient	 legal	 documents,	 the	 legal	 tradition	 of	 the	 Aramaic	

papyri	should	not	be	labeled	‘Jewish’.	According	to	Yaron,	the	origins	of	Aramaic	law	are	

Ancient	Near	Eastern,	rather	than	Jewish.54		

A	substantial	addition	to	the	field	of	study	on	the	legalese	of	the	Elephantine	papyri	

and	 individuality	 of	 the	Aramaic	 legal	 tradition	was	Yaron's	 book	 entitled	 ‘Law	of	 the	

Aramaic	 papyri’.55	 In	 this	work,	 Yaron	 offered	 a	 detailed	 study	 of	 the	 contents	 of	 the	

Aramaic	legal	papyri	and	their	schemata	and	described	the	various	legal	institutions	these	

documents	represent.	In	the	final	two	chapters	of	his	book,	Yaron	addressed	the	possible	

origins	of	the	legal	tradition	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	and	its	relation	to	other	legal	systems	

known	 from	 antiquity	 and	 later	 Jewish	 tradition.56	 He	 addressed	 notable	 similarities	

between	the	contents	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	and	documents	written	in	Demotic	and	the	

cuneiform	 script.	 Due	 to	 the	 factors	 like	 time	 and	 geography,	 Yaron	 was	 hesitant,	

however,	 to	 draw	 any	 conclusions	 based	 solely	 on	 similarities.	He	 claimed	 that	 in	 the	

study	of	comparative	law,	scholars	should	be	aware	of	the	conditions	that	would	make	

direct	 influence	 of	 either	 the	 Egyptian	 or	 Syro-Mesopotamian	 legal	 systems	 on	 the	

Aramaic	unlikely.	 In	 the	 case	of	 similarities	between	 later	 Jewish	 (legal)	 texts	and	 the	

Aramaic	 papyri	 from	Elephantine	 Island,	 Yaron	 concluded	 that	 ‘there	 is	 no	 direct	 line	

                                                
54	See	for	example	Reuven	Yaron,	“Jewish	Law	and	Other	Legal	Systems	of	Antiquity,”	JSS	4	(1959):	308-
331,	321.		
55	The	English	version,	Reuven	Yaron,	Introduction	to	the	Law	of	the	Aramaic	Papyri	(Oxford:	Clarendon	
Press,	 1961),	 appeared	 simultaneously	 to	 the	 Hebrew	 version,	 Reuven	 Yaron,	Ha-Mišpāṭ	 šel	 Mismeķēy	
Yev	[The	Law	of	the	Elephantine	Documents]	(Jerusalem:	The	Hebrew	University,	Mif’al	ha-Shikhpul,	1961).	
Besides	a	more	extensive	discussion	on	the	scholarly	history	on	the	topic	of	the	Aramaic	legal	formulae	in	
the	Hebrew	version,	both	versions	are	nearly	identical. 
56	See	Yaron,	Law	of	the	Aramaic	Papyri,	99-128.	
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leading	from	the	former	to	the	latter’,	since	‘the	Elephantine	documents	and	the	Talmud	

are	the	products	of	different	times	and	different	countries’.57		

	 Yohanan	 Muffs	 subsequently	 published	 a	 work	 on	 the	 origins	 of	 the	 so-called	

‘satisfaction	clause’,	‘your	heart	is	satisfied’	( ךבבל	ביט ),	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	

Elephantine	and	the	origins	of	this	clause	in	cuneiform	evidence.58	Based	on	a	detailed	

analysis	of	the	occurrence	and	use	of	this	specific	clause,	Muffs	attempted	to	show	that	

the	origins	of	Aramaic	law	could	be	traced	back	to	a	previous	tradition	of	cuneiform	law.	

In	his	 conclusion,	he	 listed	 the	 similarities	between	 the	Aramaic	 legalese	encountered	

within	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	and	Neo-Assyrian	legal	documents.	Based	on	

these	similarities	Muffs	argued	that	the	Neo-Assyrian	legal	tradition	must	have	influenced	

the	Aramaic	 through	what	he	 labeled	 the	 ‘Aramaic-Assyrian	 symbiosis’.	Based	 on	 this	

assumption,	 he	 concluded	 that	 other	 Aramaic	 legal	 traditions	 would	 not	 differ	

significantly	from	the	Aramaic	dockets	and	papyri	from	Elephantine.59	To	Muffs,	Aramaic	

law	was	a	universal	phenomenon,	which	derived	from	an	Assyrian	Vorlage.	He	did	not	

expect	 any	 significant	 derivations	 in	 later	 corpora	 of	 Aramaic	 law,	 excluding	 the	

possibility	of	individuality	within	the	Aramaic	legal	tradition.60	Other	than	Yaron,	Muffs	

did	not	think	of	the	legal	tradition	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	to	be	

unique	with	regard	to	its	social	context,	but	rather	considered	it	as	a	continuation	of	the	

Assyrian	legal	tradition	transposed	in	Aramaic.		

                                                
57	Yaron,	Law	of	the	Aramaic	Papyri,	128.		
58	See	specifically	Muffs,	Studies,	27-28.	
59	On	his	arguments	and	the	theory	of	the	Aramaic-Assyrian	symbiosis,	see	Muffs,	Studies,	189-192.	Here	I	
quote	Muffs,	Studies,	192	on	the	suspected	contents	of	the	Samaria	papyri:	 ‘It	may	be	expected	that	the	
formulary	used	in	these	deeds	[=	the	Samaria	papyri]	will	exhibit	characteristics	to	be	found	in	the	Aramaic	
dockets	and	especially	in	the	Elephantine	papyri’.	
60	Muffs,	Studies,	193:	‘Furthermore,	there	can	be	little	doubt	that	subsequent	Near	Eastern	legal	documents	
written	 in	 Aramaic,	 Syriac,	 or	 Hebrew	 are	 all	 reflexes	 of	 the	 older	 Aramaic	 common-law	 tradition	
represented	by	the	Assyrian	and	Babylonian	dockets	and	by	the	Elephantine	papyri’.	
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The	inclusion	of	new	evidence	on	Aramaic	law	in	the	study	of	Aramaic	law	led	to	

new	 insights	 on	 the	 individuality	 of	 the	 legal	 tradition	 of	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	

Elephantine	vis-à-vis	other	corpora	of	Aramaic	legal	texts.	Whereas	Yaron	and	Muffs	were	

predominantly	 concerned	 with	 the	 study	 of	 the	 legalese	 of	 the	 Elephantine	 papyri,	

Eleonora	Cussini	broadened	the	spectrum	by	including	Aramaic	contracts	from	various	

other	regions	and	historical	periods.61	Similar	to	Muffs,	Cussini	focused	on	a	specific	topic	

in	the	study	of	Aramaic	law,	namely,	documents	of	sale.	She	included	in	her	work	Aramaic	

evidence	 from	 Saqqara,	 papyri	 discovered	 at	Wadi	 el-Daliyeh,	 Murabba‛at	 and	 Naḥal	

Ḥever	as	well	as	Aramaic	epigraphic	material	from	Dura	Europos	and	Palmyra.		

Subsequently,	Cussini	noticed	important	differences	between	the	individual	legal	

traditions.62	According	to	Cussini,	the	legal	formulae	of	the	Samaria	papyri	do	not	share	

the	majority	of	their	features	with	the	Elephantine	papyri,	which	indicates	that	the	two	

sets	of	legalese	derive	from	different	traditions.	Consequently,	Cussini	suggested	that	the	

implication	by	Muffs,	who	expected	the	general	character	of	Aramaic	law	to	be	more	or	

less	 homogenic,	 should	 be	 revised.	Whereas	Muffs	 claimed	 that	 the	 Elephantine	 legal	

tradition	shares	its	features	with	the	Neo-Assyrian,	Cussini	argued	that	the	legalese	of	the	

Samaria	papyri	 is	mostly	reminiscent	of	Babylonian	 legal	customs.63	By	discerning	the	

different	possible	origins	of	the	Aramaic	corpora	studied,	Cussini	was	the	first	to	address	

the	individuality	of	the	Elephantine	Aramaic	legal	tradition.		

The	 observations	 by	 Cussini	 on	 the	 individuality	 of	 the	 legal	 tradition	 of	 the	

Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island,	were	expanded	by	Douglas	Gropp	in	his	edition	

                                                
61	Eleonora	Cussini,	“The	Aramaic	law	of	Sale	and	the	Cuneiform	Legal	Tradition”	(PhD	diss.,	John	Hopkins	
University,	1992).		
62	For	an	overview	and	in-depth	description	of	the	texts	used	by	Cussini,	see	Cussini,	The	Aramaic	Law	of	
Sale,	10-22.	
63	Cussini,	The	Aramaic	Law	of	Sale,	237.	
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on	the	Samaria	papyri.64	In	her	own	work,	Cussini	had	only	limited	access	to	editions	of	

the	 Samaria	 papyri,	 which	 limited	 the	 possibilities	 of	 comparison	 between	 the	

Elephantine	and	Samaria	corpora.	Gropp,	on	the	other	hand,	having	edited	the	corpora	

himself,	recognized	the	full	potential	of	the	Samaria	papyri	for	the	understanding	of	the	

development	 of	 Aramaic	 law.	 By	 using	 this	 potential,	 Gropp	 identified	 a	 series	 of	

processes	 that	 contributed	 to	 the	 development	 of	 the	 legal	 tradition	 of	 the	 Aramaic	

Samaria	papyri.		

According	to	Gropp,	Aramaic	scribes	may	first	have	adopted	scribal	practices	from	

Babylonian	scribes,	which	resulted	in	some	literal	translations	of	Babylonian	legal	clauses	

into	 Aramaic.65	 Secondly,	 Aramaic	 scribes	 modified	 the	 original	 phraseology	 of	

Babylonian	documents	of	sale	by	including	terminology	from	other	legal	genres,	resulting	

in	 a	 tradition	 that	 did	 not	 resemble	 any	 of	 the	 original	 Babylonian	 legal	 traditions	

anymore.66	 The	 first	 proposition	 already	 is	 of	 relevance	 to	 the	 discussion	 of	 the	

individuality	 of	 the	 Elephantine	 legal	 tradition,	 since	 it	 demonstrates	 their	 different	

origins,	whereas	 the	 second	proposition	 shows	how	 the	 legal	 tradition	of	 the	Samaria	

papyri	developed	into	an	independent	product	of	the	Aramaic	scribes	in	Babylonia.		

Gropp’s	third	proposition	relates	to	the	implementation	of	cultural	elements	into	

the	 existing	 tradition	 of	 Aramaic	 law.	 According	 to	 Gropp,	 scribes	 in	 Palestine	

incorporated	the	legal	formulae	developed	by	Aramaic	scribes	in	Babylonia	into	their	own	

‘native’	legal	tradition,	which	resulted	in	cultural	elements	being	implemented	into	the	

                                                
64	Douglas	M.	Gropp,	Wadi	Daliyeh	II	and	Qumran	Miscellanea,	Part	2:	The	Samaria	Papyri	from	Wadi	Daliyeh	
(Oxford:	Clarendon	Press,	2001).	
65	See	for	example	Aramaic	 ףסכב ןבז  and	 ןירמג ןימד ץרחש ,	which	are	wordily	translations	of	the	Akkadian	ana	
kaspi	iddin	and	šīm	ḫariṣ/šīmī	gamrūti	respectively.	As	rightfully	noted	by	Gropp,	The	Samaria	Papyri	from	
Wadi	Daliyeh,	21-22,	the	use	of	 ןבז ,	‘to	sell’	by	the	Aramaic	scribes	behind	the	Samaria	papyri	and	use	of	 בהי ,	
‘to	give’	by	the	Aramaic	scribes	on	Elephantine	Island	to	indicate	sale,	is	a	first	indication	of	the	different	
(cultural)	backgrounds	of	both	traditions.	
66	See	the	discussion	in	Gropp,	The	Samaria	Papyri	from	Wadi	Daliyeh,	25-30.	
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already	 existing	 Babylonian	 Aramaic	 legal	 tradition.	 Gropp	 identified	 these	 cultural	

elements	based	on	comparison	with	legal	texts	from	the	Hebrew	Bible	and	the	Aramaic	

papyri	from	Elephantine.67	Among	the	examples	that	he	listed	are	clauses	concerned	with	

heirs	and	expression	of	perpetuity,	which	the	Samaria	papyri	share	with	both	the	Aramaic	

papyri	 from	Elephantine	 Island	and	 texts	 from	 the	Hebrew	Bible	 concerned	with	 legal	

contexts.68	 To	 Gropp,	 these	 are	 all	 reflections	 of	 what	 he	 labeled	 ‘Palestinian’	 legal	

praxis.69		

Andrew	 Gross	 revisited	 the	 question	 to	 what	 extent	 evidence	 on	 Aramaic	 law	

demonstrates	internal	continuation	and	to	what	degree	the	Aramaic	legal	tradition	uses	

legal	concepts	inherited	from	cuneiform	traditions.70	Based	on	the	study	of	three	different	

clauses	in	a	large	selection	of	Aramaic	legal	sources,	Gross	concluded	that	it	is	possible	to	

discern	 both	 general	 continuation	 and	 local	 innovation.	 Continuation	 in	 the	 Aramaic	

sources	is	indicated	by	the	use	of	legal	elements	that	recur	in	documents	of	Aramaic	law	

from	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 historical	 periods	 and	 geographic	 distance.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	

however,	Gross	also	demonstrated	the	influence	of	different	streams	of	tradition	on	the	

work	 of	 ‘Aramean’	 scribes	 in	 various	 places	 during	 a	 variety	 of	 historical	 periods.	 To	

                                                
67	It	should	be	noted,	however,	that	not	all	of	the	individual	examples	are	useful	in	the	discussion.	Examples	
that	are	more	questionable	are	those	not	directly	related	to	a	legal	context,	which	include	the	reference	by	
Gropp,	The	Samaria	Papyri	from	Wadi	Daliyeh,	30	to	the	use	of	the	verb	in	Dan.	7:18	and	Dan.	7:22	to	denote	
the	transfer	of	the	kingship	from	God	to	the	holy	ones 	)ןינוילע ישידק(	 and	reference	to	the	truthful	witnesses	
( םינמאנ םידע )	in	Isa	8:2	as	parallel	to	the	Aramaic	 ןנמיהמ	אידהש 	in	Gropp,	The	Samaria	Papyri	from	Wadi	Daliyeh,	
32.	Cf.	Yaron,	Law	of	the	Aramaic	Papyri,	115-116,	who	had	likewise	discerned	such	elements,	which	he	
himself	labeled	‘Syrian’.		
68	See	for	example	the	clause	on	the	perpetuity	of	the	outcome	of	transactions	listed	in	contracts,	expressed	
with	the	concept	of	‘eternity’.	In	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Samaria,	such	perpetuity	is	expressed	with	Aram.	

אמלעל ,	‘(until)	forever’,	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island,	the	clause	is	phrased	’ םלע דעו אמוי ןמ ’,	
‘from	this	day	(onwards)	until	forever’.	In	the	Hebrew	text	of	the	Hebrew	Bible,	where	it	occurs	in	Deut.	
15:17,	for	example,	where	perpetuity	is	expressed	in	adjectival	use	to	the	object	traded,	i.e.,	‘he	will	be	to	
you	a	slave	for	life’,	literally,	an	‘eternal	slave’	 )םלוע דבע( .	
69	Gropp,	The	Samaria	Papyri	from	Wadi	Daliyeh,	32.	
70	Andrew	D.	Gross,	Continuity	and	Innovation	in	the	Aramaic	Legal	Tradition	(Leiden:	Brill,	2008).	
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Gross,	 this	 would	 have	 been	 the	 main	 reason	 for	 the	 occurrence	 of	 regional	 variants	

within	the	spectrum	of	Aramaic	law.71	

	 Botta,	 like	 Revillout,	 attempted	 to	 demonstrate	 the	 influence	 of	 Egyptian	 legal	

practices	on	the	development	of	Aramaic	law.72	In	his	work,	he	included	comments	on	the	

general	character	and	nature	of	the	Aramaic	legal	tradition	as	can	be	found	in	the	Aramaic	

papyri.	According	to	Botta,	this	specific	tradition	of	Aramaic	law	is	the	result	of	‘decades	

of	adaptation	and	assimilation	to	the	new	context’	and	thus	does	not	reflect	any	of	 ‘the	

original	legal	and	formulary	tradition	of	each	of	the	ethnic	groups	which	are	represented	

in	the	documents’.	He	concluded	that	the	law	encountered	in	documents	composed	for	

other,	 non-Judean	 or	 Aramean,	 members	 of	 the	 community	 ‘would	 not	 display	 great	

differences	 regarding	 legal	 practices	 and	 formulae’.73	 Botta	 expanded	 this	 notion	 by	

stating	 that	 the	 legal	 tradition	was	 the	 result	 of	 the	 accumulation	 of	 a	wide	 range	 of	

independent	 legal	 customs.	 He	 claimed	 that	 scribes	 had	 developed	 a	 tradition	

independent	from	any	cultural	specifics	to	fulfill	the	need	of	a	common	legal	ground	for	

contractual	partners	of	different	cultural	backgrounds.74	

Based	 on	 the	 discussion	 of	 previous	 scholarship	 on	 the	 origins	 and	 nature	 of	

Aramaic	 law,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 discern	 two	 significant	 trends.	 In	 early	 scholarship	 on	

Aramaic	 law,	scholars	have	attempted	to	trace	the	origins	of	 its	legal	 formulae	back	to	

some	 form	of	 Assyro-Babylonian,	 Egyptian	 or	 ‘Jewish’	Vorlage	 in	 order	 to	 explain	 the	

existence	of	such	complex	legal	formulation	within	a	migrant	community.	Although	the	

works	 of	 these	 scholars	 have	 contributed	 significantly	 to	 the	 understanding	 of	 the	

                                                
71	Gross,	Continuity	and	Innovation,	194.	
72	Alejandro	F.	Botta,	The	Aramaic	and	Egyptian	Legal	Traditions	at	Elephantine:	An	Egyptological	Approach	
(London:	T&T	Clark,	2009).	
73	Botta,	The	Aramaic	and	Egyptian	Legal	Traditions,	44.	
74	Botta,	The	Aramaic	and	Egyptian	Legal	Traditions,	10.	
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Aramaic	 legal	 tradition	 attested	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island,	 the	

classification	 of	 this	 legal	 tradition	 as	 a	 continuation	 of	 either	 Syro-Mesopotamian	 or	

Egyptian	law	does	not	seem	to	justify	the	complexity	of	its	origins	and	composition.		

Subsequently	to	the	works	of	early	scholarship	on	the	Aramaic	legal	papyri	from	

Elephantine	Island,	scholars	have	tried	to	emphasize	the	distinct	character	and	origins	of	

the	different	attestations	of	Aramaic	law,	which	includes	the	legal	tradition	attested	in	the	

Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island.	To	these	scholars,	the	corpora	of	Aramaic	law	

are	not	simply	the	continuation	of,	for	example,	Assyrian	or	Babylonian	law,	but	are	rather	

the	product	of	Aramaic	scribes	behind	its	production.	Based	on	distinct	features	attested	

in	the	Samaria	papyri,	Cussini	was	already	able	to	determine	that	the	tradition	of	Aramaic	

law	attested	in	the	Samaria	papyri	was	related	to	Babylonian,	rather	than	Assyrian	law,	

as	 had	 been	 proposed	 earlier	 by	 Muffs.	 Gropp	 expanded	 the	 thesis	 by	 Cussini	 by	

addressing	the	cultural	elements	shared	between	the	Hebrew	Bible,	Aramaic	papyri	from	

Elephantine	Island	and	the	Aramaic	legal	papyri	from	Samaria.	According	to	Gropp,	these	

features	would	 indicate	 that	Aramaic	 scribes	did	not	merely	 copy	Syro-Mesopotamian	

legal	 formulae,	but	 reworked	 the	Syro-Mesopotamian	 legal	 language	 to	 suit	 their	own	

legal	context.	A	process	in	which	Aramaic	scribes	incorporated	their	own	legal	customs	

into	the	available	stock	of	Syro-Mesopotamian	legal	formulary.				

 

1.2	 From	 Aramaic	 to	 Judean	 Law:	 The	 Aramaic	 Papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 as	

Sources	on	Judean	Law	

Scholars	interested	in	Aramaic	law	have	thus	begun	to	emphasize	the	individuality	of	each	

of	the	Aramaic	legal	traditions	encountered	within	the	individual	corpora	on	Aramaic	law.	

According	to	these	scholars,	each	of	the	respective	traditions	developed	under	distinctive	

social	circumstances.	Such	notion	on	individuality	and	development	of	legal	corpora	in	
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set	social	circumstances	has	significant	consequences	for	the	study	and	characterization	

of	the	legal	tradition	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island.	If	distinct	

legal	features	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	indicate	that	scribes	incorporated	elements	

of	 their	 own	native	 legal	 tradition	 into	 the	 legal	 documents	 they	 composed,	 it	will	 be	

possible	 to	determine	whether	 the	Armaic	papyri	produced	by	 the	 Judean	community	

contain	evidence	on	Judean	law.		

	 In	this	section,	I	will	demonstrate	that	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	

contain	evidence	for	a	Judean	legal	and	formulary	tradition.	To	do	so,	I	will	distinguish	

documents	written	by	scribes	with	a	Judean	cultural	background	from	documents	written	

by	scribes	with	an	Aramaic	or	Babylonian	background.	This	distinction	also	includes	the	

cultural	 backgrounds	 of	 contractual	 parties	 who	 employed	 the	 service	 of	 scribes	 to	

compose	the	Aramaic	documents.	The	cultural	background	is	mainly	determined	by	the	

names	of	either	the	scribes	or	contractual	parties.	The	distinction	between	documents	

written	by	scribes	with	a	Judean	cultural	background	and	documents	produced	by	scribes	

with	 an	 Aramean	 or	 Babylonian	 background	will	 be	 supported	 by	 an	 analysis	 of	 the	

dialectal	 features	 of	 the	 Aramaic	 language	 used	 by	 the	 respective	 scribes.	 Finally,	 the	

evidence	 from	 Elephantine	 will	 be	 put	 into	 perspective	 by	 a	 comparison	 with	 legal	

material	concerned	with	Judeans	in	Babylonia	to	demonstrate	the	presence	of	a	distinct	

Judean	 legal	 and	 formulary	 tradition	 with	 Judean	 groups	 during	 the	 Neo-	 and	 Late	

Babylonian	periods	in	the	rural	areas	of	Babylonia	and	the	city	of	Sippar.75	 

The	 names	 and	 patronymics	 of	 the	 scribes	 can	 be	 used	 to	 distinguish	 between	

documents	written	by	 Judean	scribes	and	 scribes	with	an	Egyptian,	Aramean	or	other	

                                                
75	See	sections	4.2	and	4.3	for	an	in-depth	analysis	of	the	Judean	marriage	agreements	from	Babylonia	and	
their	importance	for	the	study	of	the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements	from	Elephantine	Island.	
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ancient	Near	Eastern	background.76	Of	the	total	of	27	Aramaic	papyri	which	document	the	

name	of	the	scribe,	19	have	been	written	by	Judean	scribes.	Eight	of	the	27	documents	

were	composed	by	non-Judean	scribes.	Two	are	Aramean,	one	 is	of	Egyptian-Aramean	

descent	and	two	seem	to	have	a	Babylonian	and	(Persian-)Babylonian	background.77		

Name	of	the	Scribe	 Cultural	Background	 Documents		 Location	

Gemariah/Aḥio	 Judean	 TAD	B4.2	 -	

Hosea/Hodaviah	 Judean	 TAD	B4.3		

TAD	B4.4	

-	

-	

Pelaṭiah/Aḥio	 Judean	 TAD	B2.1	 -	

Nathan/Ananiah	 Judean	 TAD	B3.1	

TAD	B2.6	

TAD	B3.3	

TAD	B2.7	

-	

-	

-	

-	

Mauwziah/Nathan	 Judean	 TAD	B3.5	

TAD	B2.9		

TAD	B3.8	

TAD	B6.4	

-	

-	

-	

-	

Haggai/Šemaiah	 Judean	 TAD	B3.4	

TAD	B3.6	

TAD	B3.10	

-	

Elephantine	

Elephantine	

                                                
76	Here,	it	should	be	noted	that	identification	based	on	names	alone	is	not	without	difficulty,	especially	in	
the	case	of	the	documents	from	Elephantine.	Despite	these	difficulties,	however,	the	names	can	serve	as	a	
first	criterion	for	the	distinction	of	the	separate	cultural	backgrounds	of	the	scribes.	See	table	1	(composed	
by	the	author	of	this	work),	which	contains	an	overview	of	the	respective	scribes,	their	cultural	background,	
the	documents	each	scribe	has	written	and	the	location	where	the	documents	were	drafted.		
77	 Whilst	 the	 names	 of	 Peṭeisi/Nabunathan	 and	 Raukhšana/Nergalšezib	 are	 Egyptian	 and	 Persian	
respectively,	their	patronym	suggests	a	background	in	Aramean/Akkadian	culture.	
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TAD	B3.11	

TAD	B3.12	

TAD	B4.678	

Elephantine	

Elephantine	

-	

Itu/Abah	 Aramean	 TAD	B2.2	 Syene	

Shaweram/Ešemram	 Aramean	 TAD	B3.13	 Syene	

Nabutukulti/Nabuzeribni	 Babylonian	 TAD	B2.11	 Elephantine	

Bunni/Mannuki	 Babylonian	 TAD	B3.2	 -	

Attarshuri/Nabuzeribni	 Babylonian	 TAD	B2.3	

TAD	B2.479	

Syene	

Syene	

Peṭeisi/Nabunathan	 Egyptian-Aramean	 TAD	B2.8	 Syene	

Raukhshana/Nergalšezib	 Persian-Babylonian	 TAD	B3.9	 -	

Table	1:	Overview	of	the	scribes,	their	cultural	background,	the	documents	they	have	written	and	location	

where	the	respective	documents	had	been	composed.	

Additionally,	a	distinction	between	documents	can	be	made	based	on	the	location	

where	the	documents	had	been	composed.	Five	documents	mention	Syene,	whereas	five	

others	 indicate	 that	 they	 have	 been	 written	 in	 Elephantine.80	 Of	 the	 five	 documents	

written	 on	 Elephantine	 Island,	 four	 have	 been	 composed	 by	 the	 Judean	 scribe	

Haggai/Šemaia	 and	 one	 by	 the	 Babylonian	 scribe	 Nabutukulti/Nabuzeribni.	 The	

documents	penned	in	Syene	on	the	other	hand,	were	all	drafted	by	non-Judean	scribes.	

                                                
78	Reconstructed	by	Porten	and	Yardeni	based	on	paleography.	
79	TAD	B2.4	was	composed	on	 the	same	day	as	TAD	B2.3,	 since	both	contracts	are	concerned	with	 the	
conveyance	of	a	house	to	the	original	owner’s	daughter.	 In	the	first	contract,	the	rights	of	the	house	are	
transmitted	from	Maḥseiah	to	Mibṭaḥiah.	In	the	second	contract,	Maḥseiah	conveys	rights	to	his	then	son-
in-law	Yedaniah	to	invest	in	the	renovation	of	the	property.	Since	either	of	these	transactions	would	have	
required	a	written	contract,	the	choice	for	one	scribe	to	write	the	contracts	on	one	day	is	self-evident,	which	
explains	why	two	contracts	concerned	with	Judeans	were	written	by	Attarshuri/Nabuzeribni,	rather	than	
an	additional	Judean	scribe.	
80	In	the	other	cases,	the	location	is	either	lost	or	omitted	by	the	scribe.	Possible	reasons	for	the	omission	
are	unknown.	
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Here,	 the	 frequent	 use	 of	 the	 identity	 markers	 ‘Aramean	 of	 Syene’	 and	 ‘Judean	 of	

Elephantine’,	to	indicate	one’s	membership	to	either	the	Judean	or	the	Aramean	garrison,	

can	explain	 the	dichotomy	of	 Judean	and	Aramean	scribes.	 Judeans	were	 stationed	on	

Elephantine	Island,	Arameans	in	Syene.	It	is	therefore	likely	that	Aramean	scribes	would	

also	be	the	functionaries	stationed	in	Syene,	who	supplied	their	fellow	Arameans	with	the	

correct	legal	guidelines.	

	 When	the	division	based	on	the	cultural	background	of	the	scribes	and	contractual	

partners	 is	 combined	 with	 the	 location	 where	 the	 documents	 were	 composed,	 it	 is	

possible	 to	 discern	 an	 additional	 pattern.	 In	 the	 majority	 of	 contracts	 written	 on	

Elephantine	Island,	both	scribes	and	parties	have	Judean	backgrounds,	which	implies	that	

Judean	scribes	were	predominantly	stationed	on	Elephantine	Island.	On	the	island	they	

were	employed	mainly	by	Judeans	to	write	contracts	and	other	legal	documents.	In	his	

study	on	the	law	of	the	Aramaic	papyri,	Yaron	had	already	commented	on	this	recurrent	

pattern	by	stating	that:	

	

‘the	nationality	of	the	scribes	is	of	obvious	importance,	since	it	was	their	

task	to	supply	the	proper	formulas	for	the	documents,	to	find	the	proper	

legal	expression	for	the	wishes	of	the	parties’81	

	

With	this	statement,	Yaron	suggested	that	 individuals	would	select	scribes	with	whom	

they	 shared	 their	 cultural	 background,	 since	 they	 would	 be	 most	 familiar	 with	 the	

specifics	 of	 their	 own	 legal	 tradition.82	 He	 thus	 implied	 that	whilst	 the	 Aramaic	 legal	

                                                
81	Yaron,	Law	of	the	Aramaic	Papyri,	12-13.	
82	Contra	Botta,	“Egypt,”	376,	who	claimed	that	 ‘This	citation	supports	the	assumption	that	the	Aramaic	
documents	 written	 in	 Egypt	 did	 not	 belong	 to	 one	 and	 only	 one	 legal	 and/or	 scribal	 tradition’.	 This,	
however,	does	not	make	sense,	since,	if	the	inhabitants	of	Elephantine	shared	one	legal	tradition,	they	did	
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formulae	 themselves	 might	 have	 had	 their	 origins	 in	 cuneiform	 tradition,	 the	 legal	

tradition	they	preserved	could	have	been	distinctly	Judean.	

The	Judean	character	of	the	legal	tradition	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	can	be	

established	 based	 on	 contracts	 composed	 by	 scribes	 without	 a	 Judean	 cultural	

background,	 which	 involved	 Judean	 contractual	 partners.	 TAD	 B2.6	 is	 an	 Aramaic	

matrimonial	 property	 arrangement	 concerned	 with	 stipulating	 the	 legal	 conditions	

related	to	the	division	of	matrimonial	property	in	case	of	a	divorce	or	predecease,	that	is,	

the	death	of	one	of	the	spouses	prior	to	the	birth	of	any	son	or	daughter.	In	the	case	of	

TAD	B2.6,	 the	 contractual	 parties	 are	 of	 different	 cultural	 backgrounds.	 The	 groom	 is	

Egyptian,	whilst	the	bride	herself	is	Judean.	The	choice	for	a	Judean	scribe	would	therefore	

not	have	been	self-evident	in	the	case	of	TAD	B2.6.	The	presence	of	a	Judean	scribe	can	be	

explained	by	the	fact	that	the	groom	had	already	been	active	in	the	community	prior	to	

marriage	and	possibly	 conducted	 trade	with	 Judeans,	hence	 the	 reference	 to	a	 Judean	

storing	his	possessions	with	Esḥor.83	The	activity	of	Esḥor	within	the	Judean	community	

could	 have	 led	 to	 a	 more	 lenient	 stance	 towards	 Judean	 cultural	 practice,	 since	 his	

marriage	 to	Mibṭaḥiah,	 according	 to	 Judean	matrimonial	 practice	 related	 to	 the	 bride	

price.84	Furthermore,	after	marriage	Esḥor	seems	to	have	adopted	the	Hebrew/Aramean	

                                                
not	have	to	select	scribes	with	whom	they	shared	their	cultural	background.	Furthermore,	Yaron	rather	
implied	that	the	contractual	partners	did	indeed	select	those	scribes	who	were	familiar	with	their	own	legal	
tradition.	
83	See	TAD	B2.9:	‘Esḥor	your	father	took	goods	from	Šelomam	son	of	Azariah.	Moreover,	he	said	there	are	
goods	which	were	placed	on	deposit’.	
84	In	Egyptian	culture,	the	groom	would	endow	his	family-in-law	with	a	bride	price	consisting	of	both	silver	
and	grain,	referenced	in	Demotic	sources	as	 ‘šp	n	s.ḥm.t’.	 In	this	contract,	however,	Esḥor	presented	his	
father-in-law	 with	 silver	 only,	 a	 Judean	 practice	 also	 attested	 in	 the	 other	 two	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	
property	arrangements,	TAD	B3.3	and	TAD	B3.8.	The	fact	that	Esḥor	accustomed	himself	to	Judean	legal	
practices	related	to	the	payment	of	the	bride	price,	however,	does	not	mean	that	all	stipulations	included	in	
TAD	B2.6	are	exclusively	Judean.	As	will	be	demonstrated	in	section	4.1.1,	TAD	B2.6	contains	elements	of	
Egyptian	matrimonial	law.	
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name	Nathan.	This	supports	the	relation	between	the	cultural	background	of	the	scribe	

and	the	existence	of	a	distinct	Judean	legal	tradition	on	Elephantine	Island.	

Similar	to	the	exceptions	discussed	above,	situations	in	which	Judean	contracts	are	

drafted	 by	 Aramean	 scribes	 in	 Syene,	 can	 be	 explained	 based	 on	 the	 social	 and	 legal	

context	 in	which	the	contract	had	been	composed.	 In	464	BCE,	a	certain	Khwarazmian	

named	Dargman	instigated	a	lawsuit	against	the	Judean	Maḥseiah/Yedaniah,	of	which	the	

Aramaic	document	TAD	B2.2	serves	as	proof	in	writing.	The	text	was	drafted	in	Syene,	by	

the	Aramean	scribe	Itu/Abah.	The	choice	for	an	Aramean	scribe	can	be	explained	by	the	

fact	 that	 the	plaintiff	was	non-Judean.	To	guarantee	 that	 legal	 conditions	which	would	

benefit	him	most	were	 included	 into	the	contract,	Dargman	must	have	chosen	a	scribe	

familiar	 with	 his	 legal	 background,	 rather	 than	 a	 scribe	 knowledgeable	 of	 the	 legal	

tradition	of	his	opponent	Maḥseiah.	 Similarly,	an	Egyptian-Aramean	scribe	wrote	TAD	

B2.8,	a	contract	concerned	with	the	distribution	of	matrimonial	property	in	Syene.	Again,	

the	 choice	 for	 this	 scribe	 can	 be	 explained	 in	 view	 of	 the	 cultural	 background	 of	 the	

instigating	 party.	Here,	 the	 Egyptian	 builder	 Pi	must	have	 needed	 the	 legal	 advantage	

offered	by	a	scribe	familiar	with	Egyptian	law.85	

More	difficult	 to	explain	are	those	cases	 in	which	the	choice	of	scribe	 is	not	 too	

obvious,	that	is,	those	legal	cases	in	which	Judeans	employed	a	scribe	with	an	Egyptian	or	

Aramean	cultural	background.	An	example	of	a	legal	case	in	which	this	is	the	case,	is	TAD	

B3.9,	a	contract	concerned	with	the	adoption	of	a	child	named	Yedaniah/Taḥwa.	Although	

Yedaniah	 was	 given	 for	 adoption	 to	 Uriah/Maḥseiah	 by	 another	 Judean,	

Zaccur/Mešullam,	 the	 contract	 was	 composed	 by	 the	 Persian-Babylonian	 scribe	

                                                
85	In	this	case,	Egyptian	dominance	is	indicated	by	the	oath	sworn	to	Sati	by	the	Judean	woman	Mibṭaḥiah.	
Similarly,	the	loan	of	grain	attested	in	TAD	B3.13	must	have	taken	place	under	the	legal	conditions	of	the	
lender,	i.e.	the	one	who	would	dictate	the	legal	conditions	to	the	transaction.	In	this	case,	it	was	an	Egyptian	
of	Syene,	hence	the	fact	an	Aramean	scribe	was	employed	to	write	the	contract.		
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Raukhšana/Nergalšezib.	 Similar	 to	 the	documents	discussed	above,	 the	 choice	 for	 this	

scribe	 can	 be	 explained	 based	 on	 the	 social	 context.	 Contrary	 to	 the	 other	 cases,	 the	

adoption	of	Yedaniah	was	declared	and	possibly	finalized	in	the	presence	of	the	leader	of	

the	 garrison,	 Vidranga.	 Consequently,	 it	 is	 not	 difficult	 to	 assume	 that	 Vidranga	 was	

responsible	for	the	selection	of	a	scribe	capable	of	drafting	a	contract	according	to	his	own	

legal	tradition.		

The	conclusions	on	the	existence	of	a	distinct	Judean	legal	tradition	on	Elephantine	

Island	 can	 also	 be	 supported	 by	 an	 analysis	 of	 linguistic,	 dialectal	 differences	 in	 the	

Aramaic	 language	 used	 for	 the	 composition	 of	 legal	 documents.	 Margaretha	 Folmer	

studied	in-depth	the	orthographical	differences	between	documents	written	by	scribes	

within	 ‘eastern’	 names	 and	 the	 Judean	 scribes	 of	 Elephantine	 and	 subsequently	

discovered	that	scribes	with	eastern	names	employed	a	dialect	of	Aramaic	different	from	

the	Aramaic	used	by	Judean	scribes.86	This	form	of	Aramaic	is	reminiscent	of	the	Aramaic	

found	 within	 official	 documents,	 such	 as	 the	 documents	 belonging	 to	 the	 Aršāma	

correspondence,	 the	 Aḥiqar	 framework	 and	 the	 Aramaic	 version	 of	 the	 Bisotun	

inscription.	 Furthermore,	 the	 dialect	 of	 these	 scribes	 is	 characterized	 by	 frequent	

influence	 of	 the	 Akkadian	 language	 on	 the	 Aramaic	 syntax	 and	 vocabulary.	

Nabutukulti/Nabuzeribni,	for	example,	employs	 יז 	to	indicate	kinship	relations,	whereas	

the	 Judean	scribes	on	Elephantine	Island	would	use	a	possessive	suffix	 for	 the	kinship	

relations	of	the	contractual	partners.87		

                                                
86	As	stated	in	Margaretha	L.	Folmer,	The	Aramaic	Language	in	the	Achaemenid	Period:	A	Study	in	Linguistic	
Variation	 (Leuven:	Uitgeverij	Peeters	&	Departement	Oosterse	Studies,	 1995),	 43-44.	See	also	 Folmer’s	
discussion	on	the	importance	of	the	native	tongue	of	the	scribe	for	any	conclusions	on	the	Aramaic	papyri	
in,	Folmer,	The	Aramaic	Language	in	the	Achaemenid	Period,	28-34.	
87	In	this	case	the	use	of	 יז ,	reflects	Akkadian	‘x	ša	x’,	the	so-called	anticipatory	genitive.	Compare	the	use	of	
יז ,	with	the	consistent	use	of	possessive	suffix	in,	for	example,	TAD	B2.3:15	and	TAD	B3.10:21.	In	this	matter,	
the	Aramean	scribe	Itu/Abah	distinguishes	himself	from	both	Judean	and	Babylonian	scribes,	by	use	of	a	
combination	of	prefix	‘ל’	and	a	possessive	suffix	to	indicate	kinship	relations.	See	for	example	TAD	B2.2:12-
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The	native	language	of	the	scribes	from	Syene	also	seems	to	have	had	its	influence	

on	the	formulation	of	legal	clauses.	In	terms	of	syntax,	two	of	the	three	scribes	with	an	

Akkadian	and	Aramean	background	introduce	the	apodosis	of	the	conditional	clause	with	

a	 particle	 רחא ,	 ‘then,	 thereupon’.88	 This	 contrasts	 the	 lack	 of	 any	 particle	 in	 contracts	

drafted	by	the	Judean	scribes	from	Elephantine,	who	generally	use	a	combination	of	two	

verbs	in	the	prefix	tense.	Furthermore,	the	construction	of	 להכ ,	‘to	be	able	to’,	+	infinitive,	

encountered	in	TAD	B2.11	is	more	reminiscent	of	Akkadian,	rather	than	the	use	of	 להכ 	+	

prefix	 tense	which	 is	more	 regularly	 found	within	 Judean	 documents.89	 In	 addition	 to	

syntactic	variants,	Akkadian	and	Aramean	scribes	use	legal	vocabulary	that	differs	from	

the	legalese	encountered	in	the	documents	written	by	Judean	scribes.	Whereas	the	latter	

describe	the	concept	of	the	hypothetical	plaintiff	with	Aramaic	 רבג ,	 literally	‘person’,	or	

שיא ,	‘man’,	Aramean	and	Akkadian	scribes	frequently	use	 שנא ,	‘man’	or	‘individual’.90			The	

origins	of	the	use	of	 שנא 	are	unknown,	yet	its	occurrence	does	seem	to	point	towards	the	

influence	of	a	different,	most	likely	Akkadian,	legal	tradition	on	the	work	of	the	respective	

scribes.91		

                                                
13: 	See	daughter’.	your	or	son	your	you,	(…)	daughter	my	or	son	my	I,‘ ךל הרבו ךל רבו התנא )...( יל הרבו יל רבו הנא	
also	Stephen	A.	Kaufman,	The	Akkadian	Influences	on	Aramaic	(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1974),	
130-131	for	a	discussion	on	the	influence	of	Akkadian	on	the	Aramaic	language	in	terms	of	the	use	of	the	
anticipatory	 genitive.	 Also	 see	Holger	Gzella,	A	Cultural	History	 of	 Aramaic:	 From	 the	Beginnings	 to	 the	
Advent	of	 Islam	 (Leiden:	Brill,	2015),	189,	who	argues	 that	 ‘Occasional	phonetic	 spellings	instead	of	 the	
standard	etymological	ones	even	in	formal	texts	such	as	contracts	point	to	the	use	of	(another	variety	of)	
Aramaic	as	a	vernacular.	Such	spellings	seem	to	occur	with	a	higher	frequency	in	sub-standard	documents,	
in	 particular	 private	 communications	 on	 ostraca,	 but,	 by	 and	 large,	 even	 the	 latter	 evidently	 aspire	 to	
Achaemenid	conventions.’	
88	Folmer,	The	Aramaic	Language	in	the	Achaemenid	Period,	721.	 רחא 	occurs	in	TAD	B3.13,	composed	by	
Šaweram/Ešemram	and	TAD	B2.11,	written	by	Nabutukulti/Nabuzeribni.		
89	The	use	of	 להכ 	+	infinitive	is	found	in	the	work	of	Nabutukulti/Nabuzeribni	(TAD	B2.11:	 השרמל )...( להכא אל ,	
‘I	will	not	be	able	(…)	to	bring	a	suit	(against	you)’).		
90	The	use	of	 שנא 	is	preferred	by	Nabutukulti/Nabuzeribni	(TAD	B2.11)	and	Raukhšana/Nergalšezib	(TAD	
B3.9).		
91	Folmer,	The	Aramaic	Language	in	the	Achaemenid	Period,	721.	On	the	interpretation	of	the	use	of	 שנא ,	see	
Folmer,	The	Aramaic	Language	in	the	Achaemenid	Period,	717	n.	55.		
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The	presence	of	 the	dialectal	 features	noted	 in	 the	Aramaic	papyri	 leads	me	 to	

believe	that	Judean	scribes	incorporated	elements	of	a	legal	tradition	separate	from	that	

of	their	Aramean	and	Babylonian	counterparts.	Not	only	are	there	notable	differences	in	

the	syntactical	features	of	the	documents	written	by	Judean	and	Aramean	or	Babylonian	

scribes,	but	there	are	also	differences	in	the	legal	vocabulary	used	to	phrase	conditional	

clauses	and	reference	to	hypothetical	plaintiffs.	Such	differences	in	syntax	and	use	of	legal	

vocabulary	suggests	that	the	concepts	of	law	used	by	Judean	scribes	find	their	origins	in	

a	legal	tradition	different	from	the	legal	elements	used	by	their	Aramean	colleagues.		

	

1.3	 The	Judean	Legal	Tradition	from	Egypt	in	Perspective:	Elements	of	a	Judean	

Legal	Tradition	in	Sources	from	Babylonia	

The	 Judean	 character	 of	 the	 legal	 concepts	 attested	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	written	 by	

Judean	scribes	can	also	be	supported	by	comparison	with	other,	contemporary	corpora	

of	legal	documents	concerned	with	Judeans	in	Babylonia.92	With	the	publication	of	this	

material	came	to	light	new	information	on	the	lives	of	Judean	exiles,	who	had	been	settled	

in	the	rural	areas	of	Babylonia	to	till	the	land	and	support	the	Babylonians	in	their	military	

endeavors.	Other	than	the	texts	from	the	Hebrew	Bible,	the	newly	published	cuneiform	

documents	described	the	events	of	the	Babylonian	exile	from	the	perspective	of	Judean	

farmers,	 rather	 than	 the	 elite.	 This	 allowed	 scholars	 to	 study	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 how	

Judeans	adapted	themselves	to	life	in	Babylonia	and	how	they	accustomed	themselves	to	

                                                
92	Laurie	E	Pearce	and	Cornelia	Wunsch,	Documents	of	Judean	Exiles	and	West	Semites	in	Babylonia	in	the	
Collection	of	David	Sofer	(Bethesda,	Maryland:	CDL	Press,	2014).	This	edition	will	henceforth	be	referenced	
by	its	siglum	CUSAS	28.	
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the	new	socio-cultural	 context	 in	which	 they	had	been	 settled	 by	 the	Babylonian	king	

Nebuchadnezzar	II.93		

	 The	texts	allow	us	to	study	Judean	cultural	identity	in	Babylonia	during	the	Neo-	

and	 Late-Babylonian	 periods	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 law.	 Similar	 to	 the	 collection	 of	

Aramaic	papyri	discovered	on	Elephantine	Island,	the	majority	of	cuneiform	evidence	on	

the	 lives	 of	 Judeans	 in	Babylonia	 consists	 of	 contracts	 and	 administrative	 documents.	

Among	the	documents	discovered	in	Babylonia	are	marriage	contracts,	concerned	with	

marriages	 between	 Judean	 brides	 and	 their	 Babylonian	 husbands,	 the	 division	 of	 the	

inheritance	of	Judean	traders	and	administrative	documents	that	list	the	income	gained	

from	Judean	trade	ventures	within	the	major	Babylonian	cities.	The	cuneiform	evidence	

on	 the	 lives	 of	 Judeans	 in	 Babylonia	 thus	 offers	 an	 important	 parallel	 to	 the	 Aramaic	

papyri	from	Elephantine,	from	which	much	information	can	be	gained	on	Judean	cultural	

practices	 related	 to	 the	establishment	of	 rights	 to	property	and	marriage.	Comparison	

between	 the	 two	 corpora	 can	 help	 to	 validate	 whether	 or	 not	 certain	 elements	 of	

matrimonial	law	encountered	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	are	distinctively	Judean.		

	 The	cuneiform	tablets	concerned	with	Judeans	in	Babylonia	that	have	been	edited	

and	published	also	 include	 Judean	marriage	agreements.94	One	of	 these	 contracts	was	

composed	 in	Āl-Yāhūdu	and	 is	concerned	with	the	marriage	between	the	 Judean	bride	

Nanaya-Kānat	and	the	Babylonian	groom	Nabû-bān-aḫi.95	The	contract	is	of	interest	to	

                                                
93	 For	 a	 first	 introduction	 on	 the	 integration	 of	 Judean	merchants	 into	Babylonian	 society,	 see	Tero	E.	
Alstola,	Judeans	in	Babylonia:	A	Study	of	Deportees	in	the	Sixth	and	Fifth	Centuries	BCE	(Leiden:	Brill,	2019).		
94	Two	contracts	are	concerned	with	the	marriage	of	Kaššāya,	the	daughter	of	a	Judean	royal	merchant	in	
Sippar.	For	the	editions	of	the	marriage	agreements	of	Kaššāya,	see	Yigal	Bloch,	“Judeans	in	Sippar	and	Susa	
during	the	First	Century	of	the	Babylonian	Exile:	Assimilation	and	Perseverance	under	Neo-Babylonian	and	
Achaemenid	Rule,”	JANEH	1	(2014),	142-152.	For	the	edition	of	the	marriage	agreement	from	Āl-Yāhūdu,	
see	Kathleen	Abraham,	“West	Semitic	and	Judean	Brides	in	Cuneiform	Sources	from	the	Sixth	Century	BCE,”	
AfO	51	(2004/5):	198-219.	
95	The	marriage	contract	will	be	referred	to	as	 ‘AYMC’,	an	abbreviation	of	Āl-Yāhūdu	Marriage	Contract	
introduced	by	Kathleen	Abraham.	
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the	 current	 study,	 since	 it	 contains	 evidence	 on	 distinct	 Judean	matrimonial	 customs.	

Although	the	 contract	 itself	was	 composed	according	 to	Babylonian	 legal	 customs,	 the	

contract	 also	 contains	 legal	 clauses	 that	 are	 non-characteristic	 for	 Neo-Babylonian	

marriage	contracts.	Rather	than	the	standard	formula	 for	divorce,	AYMC	combines	the	

simple	Neo-Babylonian	divorce	clause	‘should	PN	release’	(i-na	u4-mu	PN1	ana	PN2	un-dáš-

šir)	with	the	negative	verba	solemnia,	that	is,	the	statement	by	the	groom	that	‘she	is	not	

a	wife’	(ul	DAM	šì-í).	Although	the	use	of	the	negative	verba	solemnia	is	characteristic	for	

marriage	 contracts	dated	 to	 the	Old-Babylonian	period,	 they	do	not	occur	 in	 contracts	

dated	to	the	Neo-Babylonian	period.	Based	on	the	occurrence	of	a	similar	divorce	clause	

that	 occurs	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island,	 it	 can	 be	 argued	 that	 the	

addition	of	a	second	divorce	clause	in	AYMC	must	have	been	the	result	of	Judean	cultural	

influence.96		

The	 Judean	marriage	 agreement	 from	 Āl-Yāhūdu	 is	 not	 the	 only	 contract	 that	

contains	 legal	 elements	 non-characteristic	 of	 its	 legal	 environment.	 Similar	 to	 AYMC,	

marriage	contracts	concerned	with	marriages	between	Egyptians	in	Babylonian	contain	

cultural	 elements	 that	 are	 not	 found	 within	 the	 standard	 Neo-Babylonian	 marriage	

contract.	 Contrary	 to	 Neo-Babylonian	 matrimonial	 practice,	 the	 Egyptian	 bride	

mentioned	in	BMA	no.	34	is	allowed	to	initiate	divorce	and	BMA	no.	34	and	BMA	no.	35	

both	include	the	payment	of	indirect	dowry,	the	so-called	biblu,	by	the	groom	to	the	bride.	

The	 addition	 of	 the	 two	matrimonial	 practices	 is	 uncharacteristic	 for	 Neo-Babylonian	

marriages,	 yet	 are	 well-known	 from	 Demotic	 and	 Hieratic	 matrimonial	 property	

arrangements.	 Babylonian	 marriage	 contracts	 that	 witnessed	 marriages	 between	

                                                
96	Also	see	the	discussion	on	the	structure	and	formulas	of	Nanaya-kānat’s	marriage	contract	in	Abraham,	
“West	Semitic	and	Judean	Brides	in	Cuneiform	Sources,”	202-206.	
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Egyptians	 were	 thus,	 like	 AYMC,	 subject	 to	 cultural	 influence	 from	 the	 side	 of	 the	

contractual	parties.		

Based	on	the	similarities	between	the	Judean	and	Egyptian	marriage	agreements	

Kathleen	Abraham	had	stated	that	‘it	would	be	a	mistake	to	rely	solely	on	socio-economic	

or	legal	explanations	and	deny	the	Aramaic	parallels’,	to	which	she	added	that	‘they	[=	the	

similarities]	are	not	mere	coincidence’,	but	are	‘significant	in	the	sense	that	they	reflect	

the	 bride’s	 side’s	 desire	 to	 emulate	 some	 of	 its	 homeland	 marriage	 customs’.97	 The	

parallels	between	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	and	cuneiform	tablets	do	

indeed	 suggest	 that	 Judeans	 felt	 a	 need	 to	 preserve	 elements	 of	 their	 own	 cultural	

practices	outside	of	Judah.		

In	 my	 view,	 however,	 the	 similarities	 suggest	 something	 more	 than	 just	 the	

proposed	desire	of	Judeans	to	emulate	‘some’	of	its	homeland	marriage	customs.	Rather,	

to	me,	this	desire	indicates	that	Judeans	in	Babylonia,	especially	in	Āl-Yāhūdu,	attempted	

to	express	their	own	Judean	identity	and	distinguish	themselves	from	Babylonians	based	

on	 the	 inclusion	of	native	 Judean	matrimonial	 legal	 customs.	By	negotiating	 their	own	

terms,	 even	 in	a	 context	dominated	by	Babylonian	culture,	 Judeans	 could	 still	 express	

their	own	Judean	identity.	

	

1.4	 Conclusion:	 The	 Aramaic	 Papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island	 as	 Source	 on	

Judean	Law	

In	 this	 chapter,	 I	 have	 argued	 that	 the	 legal	 tradition	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	

Elephantine	Island	can	be	labeled	‘Judean’,	based	on	three	arguments.	First,	a	pattern	has	

                                                
97	Abraham,	“Negotiating	Marriage	in	Multicultural	Babylonia,”	55.	This	holds	true	for	other	elements	of	
Judean	culture	too.	See	for	example	the	study	by	Bloch,	referenced	in	n.	in	this	work,	which	demonstrates	
that	Judeans	in	both	Egypt	and	Babylonia	identified	themselves	as	Judeans	by	adherence	to	the	Sabbath.	
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been	noted	 in	 the	distribution	of	 Judean	and	non-Judean	scribes	among	 the	papyri.	 In	

most	 cases,	 Judeans	 would	 hire	 scribes	 with	 a	 Judean	 cultural	 background	 for	 the	

composition	of	their	legal	documents.	Only	when	a	contractual	partner	with	a	non-Judean	

cultural	 background	 was	 included	 in	 the	 transaction,	 would	 they	 deviate	 from	 this	

pattern.	Such	cases	include	situations	where	a	non-Judean	would	initiate	or	govern	the	

transaction,	 like	 in	 the	 case	 of	 a	 loan	 of	 grain	 described	 in	 TAD	 B3.13.	 Some	 legal	

processes,	such	as	adoption,	would	have	required	the	presence	of	a	specialized	scribe,	

even	if	both	contractual	partners	were	Judean.	The	majority	of	legal	contracts,	however,	

were	 composed	 by	 scribes	 with	 a	 Judean	 cultural	 background,	 which	 indicates	 that	

Judeans	would	prefer	a	scribe	with	knowledge	of	their	own,	Judean,	legal	tradition.	

	 Secondly,	 linguistic	 evidence	 suggests	 that	 the	 legal	 language	 of	 Judean	 scribes	

originated	 from	 a	 legal	 tradition	 different	 from	 the	 traditions	 of	 their	 Ancient	 Near	

Eastern	 and	 Egyptian	 colleagues	writing	 in	 Aramaic.	 Judean	 scribes	 use,	 for	 example,	

Aramaic	 רבג ,	 ‘person’,	 or	 שיא ,	 ‘man’,	 to	denote	the	hypothetical	plaintiff.	 Scribes	with	a	

Babylonian	or	Aramean	cultural	background,	prefer	the	use	of	Aramaic	 שנא .	Other,	more	

substantial	 dialectal	 differences,	 relate	 to	 the	 formulation	 of	 legal	 clauses	 in	 general.	

Scribes	with	a	Babylonian	cultural	background	seem	to	prefer	the	use	of	 להכ 	combined	

with	an	infinitive	to	introduce	the	apodosis		of	conditional	clauses.	Judean	scribes	on	the	

other	hand,	do	not	use	such	extensive	grammatical	structures	to	combine	the	apodosis	

with	protasis.	 Such	differences	 in	 the	use	of	 specialized	 legal	 vocabulary	suggests	 that	

scribes	incorporated	elements	of	their	own,	native,	legal	traditions	in	the	composition	of	

contracts	and	administrative	documents.	

	 Third,	 the	 comparison	with	 Judean	 legal	documents	 from	Babylonia	has	 shown	

that	Judeans	in	Egypt	and	Babylonia	shared	distinct	elements	of	matrimonial	law.	Judeans	

in	Babylonia,	 like	 Judeans	 in	Egypt,	continued	to	 include	elements	of	 their	own	Judean	
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legal	 tradition	 in	 legal	 documents,	 like	 an	 additional	 clause	 to	 initiate	 divorce.	 The	

inclusion	 of	 such	 distinct	 elements	 of	 law	 into	 legal	 documents	 composed	 in	 a	 legal	

context	dominated	by	Babylonian	law,	distinguished	Judeans	from	other	social	groups	in	

Babylonia.	 Furthermore,	 the	 fact	 that	 Judeans	 in	 Egypt	 and	Babylonia	 shared	 cultural	

practices,	which	are	otherwise	unique	to	the	legal	context	in	which	they	are	encountered,	

also	supports	my	conclusion	on	the	existence	of	a	distinct	Judean	legal	tradition	within	

the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island.	Although	it	is	difficult	to	determine	whether	

Judeans	in	Babylonian	adhered	to	a	distinct	legal	tradition,	since	no	evidence	written	by	

Judean	scribes	has	been	unearthed,	we	do	have	legal	material	written	by	Judean	scribes	

from	Egypt.	The	linguistic	evidence	combined	with	the	evidence	on	distinct	legal	customs	

leads	me	to	believe	that	the	legal	tradition	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	can	indeed	be	

characterized	as	‘Judean’.		
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2.	 Cultural	 Encounters	 in	 Assyria	 and	 Egypt:	 Contextualizing	 Syro-

Mesopotamian	 and	 Egyptian	 Influence	 on	 the	 Development	 of	 the	 Judean	 Legal	

Tradition			

In	the	previous	chapter,	I	have	characterized	the	legal	tradition	attested	in	the	Aramaic	

papyri	 from	Elephantine	 Island	 as	 ‘Judean’.	 I	 have	 done	 so,	 based	 on	 distinct	 features	

noted	in	legal	papyri	composed	by	Judean	scribes.	An	important	element,	however,	has	

not	yet	been	considered.	Although	the	Aramaic	do	indeed	contain	unique	features	which	

distinguish	 them	 from	other	 legal	 papyri,	 they	 also	 share	 various	 elements	with	 legal	

documents	from	Syro-Mesopotamia	and	Egypt.	Such	elements	include	similarities	in	the	

use	 of	 legal	 language	 and	 composition	 of	 legal	 formulas.	 In	 previous	 scholarship,	 the	

similarities	 between	 the	 Aramaic	 legal	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island	 and	 Syro-

Mesopotamian	 and	 Egyptian	 legal	 material	 have	 been	 explained	 in	 terms	 of	

interdependence.	 In	 other	 words,	 the	 Aramaic	 legal	 tradition	 would	 have	 developed	

under	the	influence	of	Syro-Mesopotamian	and	Egyptian	influence.	

Subsequently,	 the	 question	 arises	 how	 the	 proposed	 Syro-Mesopotamian	 and	

Egyptian	influence	on	the	Aramaic	papyri	relates	to	the	cultural	practices	of	the	Judean	

community	on	Elephantine	Island. In	this	chapter	I	will	consider	this	question	of	influence	

in	 terms	of	direct	and	 indirect	 influence.	Direct	 influence	entails	cross-cultural	contact	

between	Judeans	and	individuals	associated	with	either	Syro-Mesopotamian	or	Egyptian	

culture.	 Indirect	 influence,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 encompasses	 cross-cultural	 interaction,	

which	had	taken	place	prior	to	the	composition	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	

Island.	In	other	words,	cultural	influence	which	did	not	involve	the	members	of	the	Judean	

community.		

To	determine	whether	the	Syro-Mesopotamian	and	Egyptian	influence	on	the	legal	

tradition	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	should	be	considered	in	
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terms	 of	 direct	 or	 indirect	 influence,	 I	 will	 discuss	 the	 available	 evidence	 on	 the	

interaction	 between	 Akkadian-Aramaic	 and	 Demotic-Aramaic	 documents	 and	 the	

channels	 of	 transmission	 through	 which	 influences	 could	 have	 entered	 the	 Aramaic	

documents.		

 
2.1	 The	Aramaic-Assyrian	 Symbiosis:	 The	Relationship	between	Neo-Assyrian	

Legal	Documentary	and	the	Aramaic	Papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	

In	this	section	I	will	concern	myself	with	a	discussion	on	scholarly	works	related	to	the	

interrelationship	 between	 the	 Syro-Mesopotamian	 and	 Aramaic	 legal	 traditions.	 By	

discussing	the	studies	that	are	part	of	this	state	of	the	art	in	chronological	order,	from	the	

earliest	periods	of	Elephantine	scholarship	onwards,	I	will	identify	how	the	scholarly	view	

on	the	influence	of	Syro-Mesopotamian	legalese	on	Aramaic	law	has	been	envisioned	and	

specified	 since	 the	 discovery	 of	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island.	 In	 the	

conclusion	 to	 this	 section,	 I	will	 relate	my	observations	 to	 the	manner	 in	which	Syro-

Mesopotamian	influence	on	Aramaic	law	relates	to	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	

Island.	

	 The	 argument	 that	 Aramaic	 law	 finds	 its	 ultimate	 origins	 within	 the	 Assyro-

Babylonian	legal	traditions	is	noticeably	dominant.	Since	the	early	years	of	scholarship	on	

the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island,	 scholars	 like	 Lidzbarski,	 Nöldeke	 and	

Ungnad	had	noted	the	almost	wordily	similarities	between	the	Aramaic	 legal	 formulae	

and	the	formulary	known	from	cuneiform	evidence.	Subsequently	they	assumed	that	the	

origins	of	Aramaic	law	are	to	be	found	in	Assyrian	and	Babylonian	legal	material.	In	the	

years	to	follow,	scholars	like	Cowley	aimed	to	establish	the	dependency	of	the	Aramaic	

legal	 tradition	on	some	Syro-Mesopotamian	Vorlage,	 by	 listing	Aramaic	 legal	 formulae	
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with	 equivalents	 in	 Assyrian	 and	 Babylonian	 legal	 material	 discovered	 in	 regions	

throughout	the	Ancient	Near	East.98		

Although	 the	 meticulous	 comparison	 between	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	

Elephantine	 Island	 and	 Syro-Mesopotamian	 legal	 material	 by	 early	 Elephantine	

scholarship	 led	 to	 a	 more	 fundamental	 understanding	 of	 the	 meaning	 and	 origins	 of	

Aramaic	legal	formulae	attested	in	the	papyri,	the	mentioned	scholars	did	not	discuss	the	

channels	 of	 transmission	 through	 which	 elements	 of	 Syro-Mesopotamian	 legalese	

entered	Aramaic	law.	By	means	of	comparative	approach,	scholars	rather	considered	the	

entire	scope	of	legal	material	 from	Syria	and	Mesopotamia	to	be	a	source	of	 influence,	

without	recognition	of	distance	in	time	and	space	between	the	Syro-Mesopotamian	and	

Aramaic	legal	sources	under	study.		

Muffs	was	the	first	to	contextualize	the	influence	of	the	Syro-Mesopotamian	legal	

formulary	on	the	Aramaic	legal	formulae	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	

Island,	by	identifying	the	proximate	corpus	of	cuneiform	used	by	Aramaic	scribes	in	the	

development	 of	 the	 Aramaic	 legal	 tradition.99	 Similar	 to	 scholars	 like	 Nöldeke	 and	

Ungnad,	Muffs	assumed	that	the	origins	of	the	Elephantine	legal	formulary	are	to	be	found	

in	Syro-Mesopotamian	legal	texts,	since	according	to	Muffs,	 ‘the	Ancient	Near	East	was	

characterized	by	a	remarkable	cultural	continuity’.	Legal	norms	did	not	cease	to	exist,	but	

were	simply	‘transformed	into	a	new	linguistic	garb	and	in	their	new	form	continued	their	

functions	as	of	old’.100		For	the	Aramaic	formulary,	this	would	thus	mean	that	they	are	the	

recipient	of	over	two	millennia	of	‘cuneiform	legal	experience’	and,	therefore,	the	result	

of	a	 ‘culmination	of	developments	and	inner-Assyriological	trends,	an	amalgamation	of	

                                                
98	 See	section	1.1	 for	an	 in-depth	discussion	on	 the	scholarly	works	 that	attempted	 to	demonstrate	 the	
dependency	of	the	Aramaic	legal	tradition	on	Syro-Mesopotamian	law.		
99	Muffs,	Studies,	179-180.	
100	Muffs,	Studies,	13.	
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various	cuneiform	traditions’.101	Like	the	scholars	that	preceded	him,	Muffs	considered	

the	Aramaic	legal	tradition	to	be	the	continuation	of	Mesopotamian	legal	norms	among	

Aramean	communities.		

	 Contrary	to	his	predecessors,	however,	Muffs	did	not	consider	the	Aramaic	legal	

tradition	to	be	the	recipient	of	two	millennia	of	Syro-Mesopotamian	legal	traditions.	On	

the	 contrary,	Muffs	 thought	 of	 the	 Aramaic	 scribes	 who	 developed	 the	 Aramaic	 legal	

traditions	to	have	drawn	their	 inspiration	 from	a	proximate	corpus	of	cuneiform	legal	

documents	in	a	specific	socio-cultural	context,	rather	than	‘organically	unrelated	pieces	

of	cuneiform	tradition	that	happen	to	converge	over	a	long	period	of	time’.102	Based	on	a	

significant	number	of	similarities	between	legal	formulae	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	

from	Elephantine	Island	and	the	Neo-Assyrian	legal	formulary,	Muffs	was	able	to	identify	

the	proposed	corpus	on	which	Aramaic	scribes	would	have	based	their	own	Aramaic	legal	

tradition	 with	 the	 Neo-Assyrian	 legal	 tradition.	 The	 Aramaic	 verb	 דבא ,	 which	 literally	

means	‘to	lose’,	for	example,	used	in	the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements	to	

indicate	the	loss	of	the	bride-price	in	case	of	a	divorce,	for	example,	is	more	reminiscent	

of	 	 the	Neo-Assyrian	 clause	kaspišu	 ḫaliq,	 ‘his	 silver	 is	 lost’,	 than	 to	 the	more	 general	

Akkadian	expression	ina	kaspišu	illi	or	qāssu	ina	kaspišu	illi.103	Another	clause	used	in	the	

Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	 arrangements,	 טוח	דעו	םחמ ,	 ‘from	 straw	 to	 string’	 is	

paralleled	 closely	 by	 the	 Neo-Assyrian	 lu	 ḫāmu	 lu	 ḫuṣābu	 ibtataq	 ‘he	 divided	 (the	

property),	may	it	be	straw,	may	it	be	splinter’.104	

                                                
101	Muffs,	Studies,	13-14.	
102	Muffs,	Studies,	180.	
103	Literally:	‘he/his	hand	goes	up	from	the	silver’.	Note	that	‘to	be	lost’	is	more	accurately	translated	‘to	
forfeit’	in	legal	contexts.		
104	The	two	examples	presented	above	are	but	two	of	the	twelve	clauses	quoted	by	Muffs.	For	the	others,	
see	Muffs,	Studies,	181-187.	
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	 Aware	of	the	fact	that	the	proposed	influence	of	the	Neo-Assyrian	legal	tradition	

on	 Aramaic	 law	 could	 not	 be	 based	 on	 linguistic	 evidence	 alone,	 Muffs	 included	 a	

discussion	on	a	corpus	of	what	he	labeled	‘Aramaic	dockets’	discovered	in	Tell	Ḫalaf.	105	

By	use	of	this	small	corpus	of	Aramaic-Akkadian	bilingual	texts	dated	to	the	Neo-Assyrian	

period,	Muffs	was	able	to	establish	his	theory	on	the	influence	of	the	Neo-Assyrian	legal	

tradition	 on	 early	 Aramaic	 law.106	 The	 Aramaic	 epigraphs	 written	 on	 the	 cuneiform	

documents	from	Tell	Ḫalaf	indicate	that	Aramaic	scribes	worked	in	close	proximity	to	the	

Neo-Assyrian	scribes	responsible	for	the	composition	of	legally	valid	cuneiform	contracts.	

Contact	 between	 Neo-Assyrian	 and	 Aramaic	 scribes	 and	 the	 general	 availability	 of	

cuneiform	contracts	to	the	Aramaic	scribes	would	inevitably	have	led	to	the	incorporation	

of	Neo-Assyrian	legal	concepts	into	Aramaic	law.	

	 The	Aramaic-Assyrian	symbiosis	as	presented	by	Muffs	has	shortcomings	due	to	

the	general	approach	used	for	the	reconstruction	of	the	socio-cultural	context	behind	the	

production	of	the	bilingual	Aramaic-Akkadian	source	material.	In	the	introduction	to	his	

work,	Muffs	stated	that	he	aimed	to	study	the	interrelation	between	the	Aramaic	and	Neo-

Assyrian	from	the	perspective	of	what	he	labeled	the	‘Assyriological	approach’.	By	use	of	

this	approach,	Muffs	attempted	to	offer	an	alternative	to	the	studies	by	Rabinowitz	and	

Kutcher,	who	approached	the	study	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	from	

                                                
105	The	use	of	the	term	‘Aramaic	dockets’	by	Muffs	is,	however,	confusing.	In	his	work,	Muffs	used	the	term	
‘dockets’	to	refer	to	short	Aramaic	epigraphs	written	or	carved	on	legal	documents	written	in	the	cuneiform	
script.	Subsequently	to	the	study	by	Muffs,	new	bilingual	Aramaic-Akkadian	material	has	been	discovered	
and	 published,	which	 includes	 a	 small	 corpus	 of	 triangular	 shaped	 dockets.	 To	 prevent	 any	 confusion	
between	the	two	types	of	bilingual	texts,	this	work	will	refer	to	the	Aramaic	inclusions	inked	or	carved	on	
cuneiform	tablets	as	‘Aramaic	epigraphs’,	in	line	with	the	later	work	of	Fales	and	others.	
106	The	editions	of	the	Aramaic-Akkadian	material	were	published	by	Delaporte	in	1912.	In	this	edition,	
Delaporte	 published	 the	Aramaic-Akkadian	material	 known	 at	 the	 time	 in	 two	parts.	 	 Louis	Delaporte,	
Épigraphes	 Araméens:	Etude	 des	 Textes	 Araméens	Gravés	 ou	 Ecrits	 sur	 des	 Tablettes	 Cunéiformes	 (Paris:	
Geuthner,	1912),	23-49	contain	editions	and	discussions	on	the	Neo-Assyrian	material,	whereas	Delaporte	
Épigraphes	Araméens,	51-84	covers	bilingual	documents	from	the	Neo-Babylonian	period.		
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the	vantage	point	of	later	Aramaic	legal	traditions,	and	Yaron,	who	claimed	the	Aramaic	

legal	tradition	on	Elephantine	Island	to	be	a	self-contained	legal	system.	Muffs	therefore	

studied	the	Aramaic	deeds	 from	Elephantine	Island	 ‘neither	as	a	self-contained	system	

nor	as	the	prototype	of	the	later	Aramaic	common	law	formulary,	but	rather	in	the	light	

of	the	millennia-old	cuneiform	legal	tradition’.107		

	 It	 is	 the	 focus	of	 the	 ‘Assyriological	 approach’	and	 subsequent	 treatment	of	 the	

source	material	that	limits	the	scope	of	the	study	by	Muffs	on	the	interrelation	between	

the	Aramaic	and	Neo-Assyrian	legal	traditions.	By	implying	an	unconditional	dependence	

of	Aramaic	law	on	the	preceding	three	centuries	of	cuneiform	law,	which	entered	Aramaic	

law	through	medium	of	Neo-Assyrian	legal	documents,	Muffs	excluded	any	possibilities	

of	the	cultural	input	by	Aramaic	scribes	into	the	development	of	Aramaic	law	during	the	

seventh	 century	 BCE.	 Aramaic	 scribes	 are	 envisioned	 as	 passive	 recipients	 of	 Neo-

Assyrian	legal	customs,	which,	according	to	Muffs,	retained	their	initial	legal	values	within	

the	culture	of	Aramaic	scribes.108		

New	 Aramaic-Akkadian	 bilingual	 material	 published	 after	 the	 study	 by	 Muffs,	

however,	has	demonstrated	the	existence	of	a	native	tradition	of	Aramaic	 law,	already	

during	the	seventh	century	BCE.	A	more	nuanced	analysis	of	this	new	source	material	has	

shown	that	this	already	existing	Aramaic	legal	tradition	also	had	its	influence	on	the	Neo-

Assyrian	material.	 This	 evidence	 demonstrates	 that	Aramaic	 scribes	 active	 during	 the	

seventh	 century	 were	 not	 merely	 recipients	 of	 elements	 of	 the	 Neo-Assyrian	 legal	

tradition.		

                                                
107	For	a	detailed	description	of	the	Assyriological	approach,	see	Muffs,	Studies,	12.	
108	This	especially	reflected	in	the	claim	by	Muffs,	Studies,	13,	that	cuneiform	antecedents	received	in	newer	
legal	traditions	in	the	Ancient	Near	East	‘continued	their	function	as	of	old’.	
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	 One	of	the	scholars	who	contributed	significantly	to	a	more	nuanced	picture	on	the	

socio-cultural	interaction	between	Aramaic	and	Neo-Assyrian	scribes	is	Frederick	Fales.	

Fales	published	a	new	edition	of	the	Aramaic	legal	documents	dated	to	the	Neo-Assyrian	

period,	which	included	not	only	revised	versions	of	editions	published	prior	to	his	new	

edition,	but	also	of	hitherto	unpublished	Aramaic	epigraphic	texts	written	on	cuneiform	

documents.	Similar	to	the	editors	who	preceded	him,	Fales	had	noted	the	importance	of	

the	corpus	for	the	study	of	the	(Old-)Aramaic	language	and	law	during	the	Neo-Assyrian	

period.	 He	 distinguished	 himself	 from	 his	 predecessors,	 however,	 by	 including	 an	

additional	 discussion	 on	 the	 typology	 of	 the	 source	 material	 itself.109	 In	 his	 general	

overview	of	the	Aramaic-Akkadian	bilingual	source	material,	Fales	included	an	extensive	

overview	of	the	different	typologies	of	the	Aramaic	legal	material	and	divided	the	texts	

accordingly	among	three	different	categories	and	accordingly	discussed	the	position	of	

Aramaic	within	the	administration	of	the	Neo-Assyrian	Empire.110		

	 The	first	category	consists	of	conveyance	texts,		documents	relevant	to	the	transfer	

of	ownership	over	commodities.	The	discovered	texts	of	this	typology	are	all	bilingual	in	

nature	and	the	Aramaic	texts	are	often	secondary	to	the	contents	written	in	the	cuneiform	

script,	confined	to	the	margins	of	the	clay	tablet.	In	the	case	of	conveyance	documents,	the	

function	of	the	Aramaic	epigraphs	remains	debated.	In	view	of	the	brevity	of	the	Aramaic	

                                                
109	Frederick	M.	Fales,	Aramaic	Epigraphs	on	Clay	Tablets	of	the	Neo-Assyrian	Period	(Roma:	Università	degli	
studi	La	Sapienza,	1986),	47-105.	
110	Note	that	the	general	terminology	and	characterization	of	the	categories	is	based	on	Nicholas	Postgate,	
Fifty	Neo-Assyrian	Legal	Documents	(Warminster:	Aris	&	Phillips	1976),	1-62.	The	fourth	category	discussed	
consists	of	 judicial	documents	and	are	therefore	not	relevant	to	the	current	study	for	now.	The	division	
between	contracts	and	conveyance	documents	is	in	line	with	a	general	distinction	between	documents	of	
these	typologies	known	from	Neo-Assyrian	practice.	Conveyance	documents	are	generally	referred	to	with	
Akk.	dannutu	or	Aram.	 תנד ,	which	translates	to	‘valid	legal	document’	or	‘deed’.	Contracts,	on	the	other	hand,	
are	 referred	 to	with	Akk.	egirtu	 or	Aram.	 תרגא ,	which	 is	a	 ‘written	document’.	By	use	of	 this	distinction	
owners	of	archives	would	be	able	 to	distinguish	easily	between	administrative	documents	or	contracts.	
Both	are,	however,	documents	of	legal	nature.	On	the	textual	categories,	see	Fales,	Aramaic	Epigraphs	on	
Clay	Tablets,	8-9	and	T.	Kwasman,	“Two	Aramaic	Legal	Documents,”	BSOAS	63	(2000):274-283,	280.		



   
 

54 

texts	and	its	placement	on	the	left	margin	of	the	cuneiform	tablet,	it	could	be	argued	that	

the	function	of	Aramaic	was	limited	to	archival	purposes.111	In	a	bilingual	society	in	which	

Akkadian	 remained	 the	 dominant	 language	 for	 administration,	 native	 speakers	 of	

Aramaic	would	have	needed	some	mnemonic	tool	to	be	able	to	identify	their	contracts	

within	any	given	archive.	In	addition,	the	Aramaic	epigraphs	demonstrate	a	certain	degree	

of	 standardization,	 which	 might	 indicate	 that	 the	 epigraphs	 served	 the	 purpose	 of	

secondary	notarization.		

	 The	 second	category	 contains	 contractual	documents,	which	were	 composed	 to	

serve	as	written	evidence	on	 the	 legal	obligations	of	 the	parties	 involved	 in	any	given	

transaction.	The	most	common	types	of	contracts	attested	among	the	Aramaic-Assyrian	

evidence	relate	to	loans	of	silver	and	barley.	In	such	cases,	the	creditor	of	either	silver	or	

barley	must	have	required	written	evidence	to	ensure	the	return	of	the	commodities.	Like	

the	 first	category,	bilingual	documents	related	to	 loans	contain	brief	notes	 in	Aramaic,	

which	possibly	served	to	ensure	quick	identification	in	the	archives.	

	 The	 third	 category	 is	 represented	by	a	 corpus	of	unilingual	Aramaic	 legal	 texts	

written	on	clay	tablets.	In	form	and	shape,	the	unilingual	Aramaic	texts	written	on	clay	

resemble	their	cuneiform	counterparts	in	significant	detail.	The	unilingual	contracts	are	

shaped	like	Neo-Assyrian	cuneiform	tablets	and	their	contents	are	structured	according	

to	Neo-Assyrian	 legal	standards	with	use	of	proper	Neo-Assyrian	 legal	vocabulary	and	

terminology.112	 In	 terms	 of	 their	 contents,	 unilingual	 contracts	 of	 category	 three	 are	

generally	concerned	with	loans	and	other	economic	activities.		

	 The	unilingual	Aramaic	 tablets	are	of	 special	 interest	 to	 studies	on	 the	 cultural	

exchange	between	Assyrian	and	Aramaic	scribes.	As	has	been	argued	by	Fales,	the	nature	

                                                
111	Fales,	Aramaic	Epigraphs	on	Clay	Tablets,	13.	
112	Fales,	Aramaic	Epigraphs	on	Clay	Tablets,	15.	
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of	 unilingual	 contracts	 indicates	 that	 the	 contractual	 parties	 considered	 the	 Aramaic	

language	 sufficiently	 authoritative	 for	 the	 composition	 of	 a	 legal	 contract	 with	 all	 its	

implications.	He	adds,	however,	that	unilingual	Aramaic	contracts	are	shaped	and	written	

according	to	Neo-Assyrian	standards,	which	suggests	that	the	weight	and	significance	of	

the	Assyrian	legal	customs	was	still	felt	among	contractual	partners	with	a	background	in	

Aramean	or	other	West-Semitic	culture.113		

Stefan	Kaufman	published	an	edition	of,	what	he	labeled,	‘an	Assyro-Aramaic	egirtu	

ša	 šalmu’,	 an	 Aramaic	 contract	 related	 to	 a	 loan	 of	 silver.114	 The	 document	 itself	 is	

internally	dated	to	the	mid-seventh	century,	to	the	eponym	year	of	Aššur-gārua-nēri,	and	

in	 spite	of	 the	 absence	 of	 any	 reference	 to	 a	place	 of	 composition,	 it	 is	 likely	 that	 the	

document	was	drafted	in	the	region	of	Harran.115	The	characteristics	of	the	tablet	itself	

are	in	line	with	the	characteristics	of	the	second	category	of	documents	discussed	above.	

The	 contract	 is	 made	 out	 of	 clay	 and	 shaped	 like	 the	 traditional	 Neo-Assyrian	 legal	

document.	In	addition,	the	three	stamp	seal	impressions	impressed	into	the	clay	following	

the	 introductory	 lines	 are	 in	 accordance	 with	 Neo-Assyrian	 legal	 practice.	 To	 all	

appearances,	it	would	therefore	seem	that	the	Aramaic	scribe	behind	the	composition	of	

the	 Aramaic	 contract	 written	 on	 clay	 must	 have	 used	 a	 Neo-Assyrian	 Vorlage	 whilst	

writing	this	very	legal	document.	

The	contents	of	the	contract	itself,	however,	indicate	that	the	Aramaic	scribe	did	

not	exclusively	adduce	the	legal	formulae	and	related	vocabulary	from	the	Neo-Assyrian	

                                                
113	Fales,	Aramaic	Epigraphs	on	Clay	Tablets,	15.	
114	Stephen	Kaufman,	“An	Assyro-Aramaic	Egirtu	Ša	Šalmu,”	in	Essays	on	the	Ancient	Near	East	in	Memory	of	
Jacob	Joel	Finkelstein,	ed.	Maria	de	Jong	Ellis	(Hamden,	CT:	Archon,	1977).	The	text	will	be	referred	to	as	
‘AECT	58’,	in	accordance	with	its	categorization	in	Fales,	Aramaic	Epigraphs	on	Clay	Tablets.	
115	Kaufman,	“An	Assyro-Aramaic	Egirtu	Ša	Šalmu,”	119.	The	reconstructed	origins	of	the	contract	are	of	
importance,	 since	 it	will	be	demonstrated	 that	 tablets	written	 in	 the	outer	 regions	of	 the	Neo-Assyrian	
Empire	contain	more	frequently	legal	elements	unknown	from	Neo-Assyrian	legal	practice.	
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legal	tradition.	In	the	commentary	on	the	edition	of	the	tablet,	Kaufman	had	already	noted	

that	the	text	of	the	Aramaic	contract	contains	elements	unknown	from	Neo-Assyrian	legal	

practice	or	the	Akkadian	legal	language	in	general.	He	consequently	attributed	the	unique	

elements	to	‘native	Aramaic	legal	practice’.116	The	witnesses	are	introduced	with	use	of	

the	Aramaic	 ןדהש ,	‘witnesses’	instead	of	the	expected	translation	of	Akkadian	maḫar,	‘in	

front	 of’	 or	 ‘before’.117	 Such	 use	 of	 	 ןדהש 	 to	 reference	 witnesses	 is	 uncommon	 in	 the	

Aramaic	material	from	the	Assyrian	heartland,	yet	it	does	have	its	parallels	in	the	Aramaic	

papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island.	 In	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri,	 witnesses	 are	 consistently	

referenced	 to	with	Aramaic	 דהש .	 Similarly,	 the	 so-called	 ‘subjective	 style’	 in	which	 the	

contract	was	 composed	 is	uncharacteristic	 for	Neo-Assyrian	 legal	material.	 In	general,	

legal	transactions	were	narrated	from	a	third	person	perspective.	In	this	Aramaic	egirtu	

ša	šalmu,	however,	the	transaction	is	viewed	from	a	second	person	perspective.	Again,	the	

use	of	the	subjective	style	is	only	known	from	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island.	

The	detail	 that	stands	out	most	 in	 this	Aramaic	contract	 from	the	Neo-Assyrian	

period,	 is	 the	endorsement	 included	on	the	margins	of	 the	contract.	 It	has	been	stated	

above	that	the	Aramaic	epigraphs	included	on	cuneiform	contracts	would	generally	refer	

to	the	deed	as	either	 תרגא 	or	 תנד ,	depending	on	the	typology	of	the	legal	document.118	In	

the	case	of	AECT	58,	however,	neither	of	these	labels	is	used	in	the	endorsement.	Instead,	

the	document	is	labeled	with	the	Aramaic	word	for	‘deed’,	 רפס .119	Other	than	the	use	of	

different	 legal	 terminology,	 like	 the	 use	 of	 דהש 	 rather	 than	 a	 translation	 of	 Akkadian	

maḫar,	 the	use	of	 רפס 	has	 implications	 for	 the	 influence	of	Aramaic	 law	on	the	general	

                                                
116	Kaufman,	“An	Assyro-Aramaic	Egirtu	Ša	Šalmu,”	127.	
117	Kaufman,	“An	Assyro-Aramaic	Egirtu	Ša	Šalmu,”	122.	
118	See	n.	110	in	this	work	for	a	description	on	the	use	of	the	labels	 תרגא 	and	 תנד .	
119	 Kaufman,	 “An	 Assyro-Aramaic	 Egirtu	 Ša	 Šalmu,”	 124	 n.	 44.	 In	 full,	 the	 endorsement	 references	 the	
documents	as םלש יז רפס לאזח .	
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Assyrian	 legal	 format	 used	 by	Aramaic	 scribes.	 The	 use	 of	 רפס 	 indicates	 that	Aramaic	

scribes	could	use	their	own	legal	labels	to	characterize	and	therefore	also	notarize	legal	

documents	 according	 to	 their	 own	 legal	 standards.	 The	 use	 of	 רפס 	 in	 the	 Aramaic	

documents	written	on	clay	is	reminiscent	of	the	situation	on	Elephantine	Island	where	

the	Aramaic	legal	papyri	are	consistently	characterized	as	‘deeds’	with	use	of	the	Aramaic	

רפס .120	

The	 special	 features	which	made	 AECT	 58	 stand	 out	 from	other	 Aramaic	 legal	

documentation	dated	to	the	Neo-Assyrian	period	were	contextualized	by	Fales,	by	means	

of	 a	more	detailed	analysis	of	 the	 relationship	between	 the	occurrence	of	 elements	of	

Aramaic	 law	 and	 the	 location	 where	 the	 legal	 documents	 had	 been	 composed.	 Fales	

returned	to	the	initial	question	on	the	use	and	function	of	the	Aramaic	clay	tablets	dated	

to	 the	 Neo-Assyrian	 period.	 In	 the	 discussion	 on	 the	 source	 material,	 he	 divided	 the	

discovered	Aramaic	legal	documents	according	to	the	location	within	the	Neo-Assyrian	

Empire	 where	 they	 had	 been	 discovered.	 This	 included	 the	 Assyrian	 heartland,	

represented	by	the	Neo-Assyrian	capitals	of	Nineveh	and	Kalḫu	and	center	of	religious	

and	cultural	activity,	Assur.	It	also	included	regions	more	distant	to	the	heartland	and	its	

thriving	 centers	 of	 Neo-Assyrian	 culture	 and	 religion,	 since	 a	 significant	 amount	 of	

evidence	on	the	interrelation	between	the	Aramaic	and	Assyrian	legal	traditions	had	been	

                                                
120	Until	recently,	AECT	58	was	the	only	occasion	in	which	 רפס 	is	used	to	denote	the	typology	of	the	legal	
document.	A	second,	more	fragmentary,	tablet	was	discovered,	however,	which	also	makes	use	of	the	label	
רפס .	Like	AECT	58	the	provenance	of	this	tablet	is	unknown,	but	based	on	internal	data,	it	can	be	placed	

within	the	Harrān	region.	Since	there	are	now	two	tablets	from	the	Harrān	region	that	make	use	of	 רפס ,	
instead	of	 the	expected	 translation	of	Akk.	maḫar,	 it	 is	not	 improbable	 that	more	documents	with	such	
typology	will	be	unearthed.	This	indicates	that	Aramaic	influence	was	present	especially	in	regions	outside	
of	 the	 Assyrian	 heartland.	 For	 the	 edition	 of	 this	 second	 tablet,	 see	 Kwasman,	 “Two	 Aramaic	 Legal	
Documents,”	274-280.	The	use	of	 רפס 	as	regional	feature	established	by	a	contract	related	to	the	loan	of	
silver,	O.3714	from	Ma’allanāte,	which	is	typified	with	use	of	Aramaic	 רטש ,	‘document’,	rather	than	with	 רפס ,	
‘deed’.	
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discovered	 on	 the	 fringes	 of	 the	 empire,	 in	 Guzāna,	 Dūr	 Katlimmu,	 Tarbusib	 and	 Tell	

Shioukh	Fawqāni.121	

	 In	the	case	of	Aramaic	contracts	discovered	in	the	peripheral	regions	of	the	empire,	

Fales	had	noted	that	these	documents	frequently	contain	elements	uncharacteristic	of	the	

Neo-Assyrian	 legal	 tradition.	 This	 is	 illustrated,	 for	 example,	 by	 TSF	 F	 204	 I/3,	 a	

monolingual	Aramaic	legal	document	concerned	with	the	sale	of	an	individual	in	exchange	

for	a	sum	of	silver,	discovered	in	Tell	Shioukh	Fawqāni.122	Like	AECT	58,	TSF	F	204	I/3	

shares	its	rectangular	form	with	the	shape	of	the	general	Neo-Assyrian	legal	document	

and	 contains	 calques	of	 either	Neo-Assyrian	 legal	 vocabulary	 or	 general	Neo-Assyrian	

legal	 concepts.	 The	Aramaic	 אכלמ	רצכ	יז ,	 ‘the	 king’s	 cohort’,	 for	 example,	 is	 a	 verbatim	

translation	 of	 Akkadian	 ša	 kiṣir	 šarri	 denoting	 the	 legal	 position	 of	 the	 parties	 to	 the	

contract.	Other	loanwords	that	indicate	a	structural	influence	of	Neo-Assyrian	practice	on	

the	Aramaic	law	represented	by	TSF	F	204	I/3	are	the	terminology	used	for	the	weight	of	

the	coin	and	prohibition	to	renege	the	outcome	of	the	transaction.	The	silver	paid	in	the	

transaction	 is	described	as	 ‘light’,	with	Aramaic	 לק ,	 and	 the	parties	are	not	allowed	 to	

‘return’	to	court	to	instigate	a	case	on	the	decision	contained	in	the	tablet.123	

In	spite	of	the	apparent	and	substantial	influence	of	Neo-Assyrian	on	Aramaic	TSF	

F	204	I/3,	the	contents	of	the	legal	document	suggest	that	the	scribe	composing	the	tablet	

included	elements	of	Aramaic	law.	Such	inclusion	of	Aramaic	law	is	indicated,	for	example,	

                                                
121	The	locations	mentioned	are	located	in	modern-day	Tell	Ḥalaf,	located	in	north-eastern	Syra,	Tell	Sheikh	
Ḥamad,	in	eastern	Syria,	Tell	Barsip	and	Tell	Shioukh	Fawqani,	also	located	in	Syria.	
122	For	the	edition	of	the	text	and	a	philological	discussion	on	its	contents,	see	Luc	Bachelot	and	Mario	Fales,	
“An	Aramaic	Tablet	from	Tell	Shioukh	Fawqani	(Syria),”	Semitica	46	(1996):	81-121.	
123	As	noted	by	Fales,	“An	Aramaic	Tablet	from	Tell	Shioukh	Fawqāni,”	94-95,	the	use	of	 לק 	in	the	Aramaic	
clause	 ןמתב 	מ	 ןלק 	 יז 	 אפסכ ,	‘with	a	value	of	eight	‘light’	shekels’,	is	reminiscent	of	the	use	of	Akk.	qallu	to	indicate	
the	value	of	silver,	whereas	the	use	of	 בוש 	 to	denote	the	prohibition	of	reneging	is	a	calque	of	the	more	
extensive	Akkadian	clause	tuāru	dēnu	dabābu	laššu.	Cf.	also	the	use	of	 בוש 	in	the	clause	‘whoever	will	return	
against	anybody’,	attested	in	AECT	58.		
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by	the	use	of	the	relative	clause.	Similar	to	the	legal	language	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	

Elephantine	Island,	the	scribe	of	TSF	F	204	I/3	makes	use	of	the	particles	 ןה ,	‘if’,	and	 ןמ ,	

‘whoever’,	to	introduce	the	protasis	and	relative	clause	concerned	with	the	hypothetical	

plaintiff	respectively.	The	use	of	 ןה 	as	unique	characteristic	to	Aramaic	law	has	already	

been	discussed	above	and	in	the	case	of	 ןמ ,	Fales	accurately	noted	that	the	position	of	 ןמ 	

following	 ןה 	is	unique	to	this	Aramaic	contract	and	is	not	found	within	Neo-Assyrian	legal	

documents.124		

	The	 studies	 by	 Fales,	 Kaufman	 and	 Kwasman	 have	 nuanced	 the	 relationship	

between	the	Neo-Assyrian	legal	tradition	and	development	of	Aramaic	law.	By	means	of	

a	more	detailed	analysis	of	the	source	material	they	have	shown	which	transactions	and,	

therefore,	which	typologies	of	legal	documents	are	more	susceptible	to	cultural	influence.	

Especially	loans	of	grain	and	silver,	which	qualify	as	smaller	business	transactions,	seem	

to	have	been	transactions	in	which	Aramaic	scribes	could	include	elements	of	their	own	

legal	tradition	into	legal	documents	structured	according	to	Neo-Assyrian	legal	customs.	

Furthermore,	by	including	documents	from	the	fringes	of	the	Neo-Assyrian	empire,	Fales	

and	Kwasman	have	also	demonstrated	that	tablets	composed	in	areas	on	the	fringes	of	

the	empire	were	more	likely	to	contain	elements	of	‘native’	Aramaic	law.	Consequently,	

they	have	been	able	to	demonstrate	that	tablets	composed	in	areas	on	the	fringes	of	the	

empire	were	more	susceptible	to	the	influence	of	Aramaic	law.		

Based	 on	my	 analysis	 of	 the	 scholarly	works	 discussed	 above,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	

identify	 a	 development	 in	 the	 study	 of	 the	 Syro-Mesopotamian	 influence	 on	 the	

                                                
124	 Fales,	 “An	Aramaic	Tablet	 from	Tell	 Shioukh	 Fawqāni,”	 95	 noted	 that	 the	 use	 of	 ןמ 	 in	 this	 position	
expresses	 the	 unconditional	 and	 indefinite	 ‘anybody’	 and	 is	 therefore	 different	 from	 the	 Akk.	mannu,	
‘whoever’.	For	the	relationship	between	different	formulations	of	relative	clauses	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	
from	Elephantine	Island	and	its	use	as	indication	for	the	existence	of	separate	legal	traditions,	see	section	
1.2.	
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development	 of	 Aramaic	 law.	 Whereas	 the	 earliest	 scholarship	 on	 the	 topic	 had	

considered	 the	 entire	 spectrum	 of	 the	 cuneiform	 corpus	 a	 source	 of	 inspiration	 for	

Aramaic	 scribes,	 Muffs	 had	 been	 able	 to	 further	 identify	 the	 proximate	 corpus	 of	

cuneiform	law	 that	served	as	example	 for	Aramaic	 scribes.	By	 comparing	 the	Aramaic	

legal	formulae	known	from	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	to	Neo-Assyrian	

equivalents,	Muffs	demonstrated	 that	Neo-Assyrian	 legal	documents	 likely	 served	as	a	

proximate	Vorlage	used	by	Aramaic	scribes.	To	establish	this	theory,	he	referenced	the	

Aramaic-Akkadian	 bilingual	 dockets	 as	 evidence	 for	 the	 cultural	 exchange	 between	

Assyrian	and	Aramaic	scribes.	

	Although	the	study	by	Muffs	has	demonstrated	that	the	majority	of	Aramaic	legal	

clauses	seem	to	find	their	origins	in	the	Neo-Assyrian	legal	tradition,	Fales	and	Kwasmann	

have	 shown	 that	 Aramaic	 scribes	 were	 not	 merely	 passive	 recipients	 of	 Assyrian	

influence.	Based	on	additional	discoveries	of	Aramaic-Akkadian	bilingual	material	 they	

have	argued	that	Aramaic	scribes	incorporated	elements	of	their	own	legal	tradition	into	

contracts	 and	 administrate	 documents.	 This	 was	 especially	 so,	 on	 the	 fringes	 of	 the	

empire.	 Further	 removed	 from	 the	 Neo-Assyrian	 centers	 of	 administration,	 legal	

documents	were	more	susceptible	to	influences	of	native	Aramaic	law.				

The	studies	by	the	scholars	have	significantly	advanced	our	understanding	of	the	

development	 of	 Aramaic	 law	 in	 its	 earliest,	 written,	 stages.	 When	 we	 consider	 the	

observations	 in	view	of	 the	Aramaic	 legal	 tradition	attested	 in	 the	Elephantine	papyri,	

however,	 we	 should	 question	 how	 such	 matters	 of	 influence	 relate	 to	 the	 Judean	

community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island.	 The	 scholarly	 discussion	 centers	 around	 Aramaic-

Akkadian	legal	material	discovered	throughout	Syro-Mesopotamia	and	which	has	been	

dated	to	the	Neo-Assyrian	period.		
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Therefore,	I	would	propose	that	the	Syro-Mesopotamian	influence	on	the	Aramaic	

legal	 tradition	 attested	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island	 should	 be	

described	in	terms	of	indirect	influence.	Although	a	significant	part	of	the	Aramaic	legal	

clauses	could	be	based	on	Neo-Assyrian	examples,	the	attested	similarities	should	not	be	

ascribed	to	socio-cultural	interaction.	The	legel	elements	similar	to	the	Neo-Assyrian	legal	

tradition	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	are	rather	the	heritage	

of	the	interaction	and	cross-cultural	interaction	between	Aramaic	and	Assyrian	scribes.	

At	the	time	of	the	composition	of	the	Elephantine	papyri,	these	elements	had	been	part	of	

the	Aramaic	legal	language	for	over	two	centuries.	

	

2.2	 An	 Analysis	 of	 the	 Relationship	 between	 Aramaic	 and	 Demotic	 Law	 on	

Elephantine	Island:	The	Aramaic-Demotic	Symbiosis	

Having	 established	 that	 Neo-Assyrian	 influence	 on	 Aramaic	 law	 was	 limited	 to	 the	

seventh	century	BCE,	I	will	continue	by	discussing	how	the	proposed	influence	of	Egyptian	

culture	on	the	Aramaic	papyri	related	to	the	legal	customs	of	the	Judean	community	on	

Elephantine	 Island.	 I	 will	 do	 so,	 by	 discussing	 previous	 scholarship	 on	 the	 topic	 and	

identify	 the	corpus	of	 texts	used	 in	studies	on	Egyptian	 influence	on	the	Aramaic	 legal	

tradition.	

	 Since	 the	 earliest	 excavations	 on	 Elephantine	 Island,	 archaeologists	 have	

unearthed	a	rich	corpus	of	Egyptian	texts,	of	which	a	significant	amount	can	be	dated	to	

the	Late-	and	Persian	periods.125	Among	these	documents	are	a	cache	of	documents	dated	

                                                
125	The	majority	of	Egyptian	documents	discovered	on	Elephantine	Island	have	been	published	in	English	
in	Bezalel	Porten,	The	Elephantine	Papyri	in	English:	Three	Millennia	of	Cross-Cultural	Continuity	and	Change	
(Leiden:	Brill,	2011),	by	Vittman	and	Martin.	For	 the	Hieratic	 texts,	 translated	by	Vittman,	 see	Vittman,	
“Hieratic	 Texts,”	 in	 The	 Elephantine	 Papyri	 in	 English:	 Three	 Millennia	 of	 Cross-Cultural	 Continuity	 and	
Change,	ed.	Bezalel	Porten	(Leiden:	Brill,	2011)	30-73.	For	the	Demotic	texts	translated	by	Martin	and	an	
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to	the	Third	Intermediate	and	Persian	Periods,	which	are	more	or	less	contemporary	to	

the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island.126	 The	 existence	 of	 such	 a	 large	 body	 of	

documents	composed	in	Hieratic	and	Demotic	suggests	that,	opposed	to	Babylonian	and	

Assyrian	 cuneiform	 scribes,	 Egyptian	 notaries	 worked	 in	 close	 proximity	 to	 Judean	

scribes	on	Elephantine	Island.	Such	a	milieu,	in	which	scribes	worked	in	close	proximity	

to	one	another,	likely	functioned	as	fertile	grounds	for	the	influence	of	Egyptian	cultural	

customs	on	the	legal	practices	of	Judeans	on	Elephantine	Island.		

	 One	 of	 the	 first	 scholars	 to	 acknowledge	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 Egyptian	 legal	

tradition	on	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island,	was	Revillout.	In	his	work	on	

the	 development	 of	 Egyptian	 law,	 Revillout	 included	 a	 section	 on	 the	 interrelation	

between	 what	 he	 labeled	 the	 ‘Egyptian-Aramaic’	 and	 Demotic	 contracts	 and	 the	

consequences	of	contact	between	these	sources	on	the	development	of	Egyptian	law.	He	

had	 noted	 that	 the	 Aramaic	 contracts	were	written	 in	 accordance	with	 Demotic	 legal	

language.127	 Subsequently,	Revillout	attempted	 to	explain	 the	 similarities	between	 the	

Aramaic	 and	Demotic	 contracts	 based	 on	 the	principle	of	 locus	 regit	 actum,	 ‘the	 place	

governs	 the	 act’,	 referring	 to	 the	 effects	 of	 the	 social	 environment	 on	 the	 customs	 of	

                                                
extensive	 ‘prosopographic’	appendix,	 see	Martin,	 “Demotic	 Texts,”	 in	The	Elephantine	 Papyri	 in	 English:	
Three	Millennia	of	Cross-Cultural	Continuity	and	Change,	ed.	Bezalel	Porten	(Leiden:	Brill,	2011),	277-385.		
126	 For	 a	 complete	 overview	 of	 Hieratic	 and	 Demotic	 documents	 dated	 to	 the	 Third	 Intermediate	 and	
Persian	periods,	see	Mark	Depauw,	A	Chronological	Survey	of	Precisely	Dated	Demotic	and	Abnormal	Hieratic	
Sources	(Leuven:	Trismegistos	Online	Publications,	2008),	3-27.	Note	that	the	mentioned	documents	are	
not	limited	to	the	Aswan-Elephantine	region.	Documents	from	Thebes	and	other	locations,	however,	are	
still	important	to	the	discussions	on	the	development	of	the	Demotic	legal	tradition	and	therefore	relevant	
to	the	current	study.	
127	Thus	Revillout,	Les	Origines	Égyptiennes,	55:	‘En	dehors	de	cette	exception,	la	langue	juridique	sémitique	
des	contrats	égypto-araméens	se	calque	aussi	exactement	que	possible	sur	la	langue	juridique	égyptienne	
des	contrats	démotiques’.	Revillout	added,	however,	that	‘Un	seul	de	ces	mots	juridiques	est	à	comparer	
avec	une	expression	du	chaldéen	ou	babylonien	des	cunéiformes.	Tous	les	autres	sont	araméens	purs,	c"est-
à-dire	appartiennent	au	langage	du	chaldéen	biblique,	de	celui	des	targums	ou	du	Talmud	et	parfois	du	
syriaque.’.	For	a	discussion	on	the	position	of	the	work	by	Revillout	within	the	general	discussion	on	the	
position	of	the	legal	tradition	from	Elephantine	Island	in	the	broader	perspective	of	Aramaic	law	in	general,	
see	section	1.1.	
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individuals.	The	‘Egyptian-Aramaic’	legal	contracts	were	written	in	an	Egyptian	context	

and	 Egyptian	 influence	 on	 the	 Aramaic	 legal	 documents	 would	 therefore	 have	 been	

inevitable.	To	support	his	argument,	Revillout	discussed	the	similarities	between	Aramaic	

and	Demotic	matrimonial	property	arrangements.128	He	demonstrated	that	the	payment	

of	the	bride	price	in	Demotic	contracts	is	similar	to	the	payment	of	the	 רהמ 	mentioned	in	

the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements	and	subsequently	concluded	that	 the	

similarities	are	due	to	mutual	influence.129	 	

	 Erwin	Seidl	revisited	the	extent	to	which	ancient	Near	Eastern	law	had	influenced	

the	development	of	Egyptian	law.130	After	a	more	general	discussion	on	the	similarities	

between	the	Egyptian	and	Ancient	Near	Eastern	legal	traditions,	Seidl	analyzed	in	more	

detail	 the	 legal	 formulae	attested	 in	Egyptian	 legal	documents	and	the	Aramaic	papyri	

discovered	 on	 Elephantine	 Island.131	 	 As	 argued	 by	 Seidl,	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	

Elephantine	Island	are	the	only	written	sources	on	Ancient	Near	Eastern	law	that	were	

discovered	in	Egypt.	If	Ancient	Near	Eastern	law	had	influenced	Egyptian	law,	it	must	have	

happened	by	mediation	of	 the	Aramaic	papyri.132	Based	on	 the	 comparison	between	 a	

                                                
128	For	the	discussion	on	the	similarities	between	the	two	types	of	matrimonial	property	arrangements,	see	
Revillout,	Les	Origines	Égyptiennes	du	Droit	Civil	Romain,	56-58.		
129	Revillout,	Les	Origines	Égyptiennes	du	Droit	Civil	Romain,	58,	claimed	that	‘On	dirait	donc,	à	première	
vue,	qu'il	y	a	eu,	dans	les	contrats	démotiques,	des	emprunis	successifs	au	droit	juif	des	contrats	araméens,	
emprunts	qui	devinrent	 réciproques	en	ce	qui	 touche	 la	pension	alimentaire	d'origine	égyptienne’.	The	
conclusion	that	follows	is	rather	surprising,	since,	according	to	Revillout,	Les	Origines	Égyptiennes	du	Droit	
Civil	Romain,	58,	‘La	ketouba	aurait	été	ainsi	imitée	des	juifs	à	une	époque	secondaire,	par	les	Egyptiens,	
comme	les	règles	du	mariage	servile	et	des	nexi	ou	nexae	l'avaient	été	par	Amasis’.	
130	 See	 the	section	on	 ‘das	Verhältnis	des	ägyptischen	Rechts	zu	dem	vorderasiatischer	Völker’	 in	Seidl,	
Ägyptische	Rechtsgeschichte	der	Saiten-	und	Perserzeit	(Glückstadt:	Verlag	J.J.	Augustin,	1968),	84-88.	See	
also	his	comments	on	the	work	by	San	Nicolò	in	Seidl,	Ägyptische	Rechtsgeschichte	der	Saiten-	und	Perserzeit,	
85	n.	2-3.	
131	See	the	four	categories	discussed	in	Seidl,	Ägyptische	Rechtsgeschichte	der	Saiten-	und	Perserzeit,	85-86.		
132	This	would	prove	to	be	an	important	observation	especially	since	the	brief	Assyrian	dominion	over	Egypt	
could	not	have	led	to	substantial	influence	of	Ancient	Near	Eastern,	Neo-Assyrian,	law	on	the	Egyptian	legal	
tradition.	This	 is	furthermore	supported	by	the	absence	of	any	cuneiform	evidence	dated	to	the	Persian	
period.		



   
 

64 

selection	 of	 legal	 formulae	 related	 to,	 for	 example,	 title-deeds,	 Seidl	 concludes	 that	

Ancient	Near	Eastern	legal	customs	are	unlikely	to	have	influenced	the	development	of	

Egyptian	law.	Rather,	Seidl	argued,	it	is	more	likely	that	Aramaic	law	had	been	influenced	

by	Egyptian	legal	practices,	which	later	developed	into	the	Aramaic	legal	tradition	known	

from	the	Aramaic	papyri	discovered	on	Elephantine	Island.133	

Porten	discussed	the	similarities	between	Demotic	and	Aramaic	contracts	based	

on	two	types	of	legal	transactions.134	The	first	group	consists	of	legal	contracts	related	to	

the	conveyance	of	property	or	loans,	whilst	the	second	group	of	documents	is	concerned	

with	marriage.135	 In	 the	 case	 of	 the	 former,	 the	 documents	 related	 to	 the	 transfer	 of	

property	 and	 loans	 of	 silver	 and	 grain,	 Porten	 had	 noted	 that	 Aramaic	 and	 Demotic	

contracts	 are	 similar	 in	 fair	 detail.	 The	 only	 significant	 differences	mentioned	 are	 the	

focus	on	the	return	of	the	loan	in	Aramaic	contracts	and	the	absence	of	any	clause	on	the	

death	of	one	of	the	contractual	partners,	which	Porten	explains	based	on	socio-cultural	

circumstances.136	This	was	not	so,	in	the	case	of	marriage	agreements.	Whereas	contracts	

related	 to	 loans	 are	 similar	 in	 form	 and	 language,	 Aramaic	 and	 Demotic	 marriage	

contracts	 are	 not.	 Some	 of	 the	 differences	 mentioned	 by	 Porten	 relate	 to	 (1)	 the	

                                                
133	 Seidl,	Ägyptische	Rechtsgeschichte	 der	 Saiten-	 und	Perserzeit,	 87-88.	 See	 especially,	 Seidl,	Ägyptische	
Rechtsgeschichte	 der	 Saiten-	 und	 Perserzeit,	 88,	 where	 Seidl	 claimed	 that	 ‘es	 könnte	 sein,	 daß	 in	 einer	
vorhergehenden	Zeit	von	der	aramäischen	Urkunde	eineges	aus	der	ägyptischen	übernommen	wurde.	(…).	
Daß	 aber	 durch	 die	 aramäischen	 Elephantine-Papyri	 vorderasiatisches	 Recht	 nach	 Ägypten	 vermittelt	
worden	wäre,	kommt	nicht	in	Betracht’.		
134	See	 ‘Appendix	VI:	A	Comparison	of	the	Schema	of	Aramaic	and	Demotic	Legal	Documents’	 in	Porten,	
Archives,	334-343.		
135	For	an	overview	of	the	Demotic	documents	used	by	Porten	in	his	analysis	of	conveyance	documents,	see	
Porten,	Archives,	335	n.	2.	For	the	Aramaic	documents,	see	Porten,	Archives,	335	n.	3.	The	evidence	used	by	
Porten	for	the	analysis	of	marriage	contracts	 is	scarcer.	For	the	discussion	on	this	evidence,	see	Porten,	
Archives,	340,	especially	n.	19.	
136	Thus	Porten,	Archives,	338:	 ‘Reference	 in	 these	documents	 [=	 the	Aramaic	contracts	concerned	with	
loans]	to	repayment	of	loan	from	salary	or	rations	received	from	the	Persian	government	is,	of	course,	due	
to	the	military	situation	of	the	Elephantine	borrowers	while	the	omission	of	the	explicit	reference	to	the	
death	of	the	creditor	(…)	is	due	to	Egyptian	reluctance	to	mention	death’.	
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contractual	 partners,	 (2)	 the	 verba	 solemnia,	 which	 are	 only	 present	 in	 the	 Aramaic	

contract,	(3)	the	placement	of	the	list	of	goods	owned	by	the	bride	and	(4)	the	formulation	

of	 the	 divorce	 clause.137	 Although	 Porten	 did	 address	 similarities,	 he	 did	 not	 concern	

himself	with	matters	related	to	the	direction	of	influence.138		

Porten	 reconsidered	 the	 Aramaic-Demotic	 equivalents	 encountered	 in	 the	

Aramaic	papyri	in	an	article	dedicated	to	the	question	of	‘who	is	the	borrower	and	who	is	

the	lender’.	In	this	work	Porten	added	an	additional	35	‘translational	equivalents’	to	the	

list	 in	 his	 appendix	 published	 in	 his	 earlier	work	 on	 the	 Judean	 community.139	 In	 the	

introduction	to	this	article,	Porten	noted	that,	whilst	evidence	on	the	exchange	of	literary	

motives	and	epistolographic	practicalities	between	Egyptian	scribes	is	available,	the	most	

numerous	 corpora	 of	 documents	 consist	 of	 legal	 documents.140	 Porten	 consequently	

claimed	that	the	question	of	cultural	exchange	between	Egyptians	and	Judeans	should	be	

approached	from	the	 legal	domain,	a	claim	which	 is	supported	by	the	 frequent,	almost	

verbatim,	similarities	between	the	legal	language	of	the	Demotic	and	Aramaic	documents.		

In	his	conclusion,	Porten	proposed	three	possible	answers	to	the	question	of	who	

was	 the	 lender	 and	 who	 the	 borrower,	 namely,	 (1)	 the	 Aramaic	 borrowed	 from	 the	

Demotic;	(2)	the	Demotic	borrowed	from	the	Aramaic;	(3)	both	borrowed	from	a	third	

source;	 (4)	 both	 traditions	 evolved	 independently.	 Porten	 therefore	 asserted	 the	

                                                
137	Porten,	Archives,	342.	Similar	to	documents	related	to	loans	of	silver	dated	to	the	Neo-Assyrian	period,	
Aramaic	and	Demotic	contracts	seem	to	have	influenced	each	other	more	than	documents	related	to	private	
transactions	like	marriage	and	inheritance.		
138	According	to	Porten,	Archives,	335	n.	1,	he	merely	sought	to	demonstrate	that	by	the	Persian	period	both	
Egyptian	and	Aramean	were	carrying	on	certain	business	affairs	along	almost	identical	lines.	
139	Bezalel	Porten,	“Aramaic-Demotic	Equivalents:	Who	is	the	Borrower	and	Who	is	the	Lender?”,	in	Life	in	
a	Multi-Cultural	Society:	Egypt	from	Cambyses	to	Constantine	and	Beyond,	ed.	Janet	H.	Johnson	(Chicago:	The	
Oriental	Institute	of	the	University	of	Chicago,	2007).	
140	 Porten,	 “Aramaic-Demotic	 Equivalents,”	 259.	 The	 evidence	 on	 the	 exchange	 of	 epistolographic	
practicalities	between	Aramaic	and	Demotic	scribes,	however,	will	prove	to	be	important	to	understand	the	
interrelation	between	Aramaic	and	Demotic	legal	documents.		
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possibility	of	mutual	influence	between	both	corpora	of	legal	documents	and	suggested	

that	the	Aramaic	could	have	borrowed	part	of	its	legal	stock	from	Demotic	and	vice-versa.	

Subsequent	to	this	conclusion,	however,	Porten	cited	the	works	of	Muffs,	among	others,	

and	 implied	 that	 some	 of	 the	 Demotic	 terminology	might	 be	 of	 Ancient	 Near	 Eastern	

origins.	He	furthermore	stated	that	‘the	data	are	not	adequate	to	assert	that	other	Aramaic	

terms,	by	chance	attested	in	the	fifth	century	B.C.E.,	derive	from	the	Demotic.141	With	this	

conclusion,	 Porten	 followed	 the	 work	 of	 the	 Assyriologists	 that	 preceded	 him,	 whilst	

ignoring	the	conclusions	on	this	matter	by	Revillout	and	Seidl	without	any	consideration.	

Seidl,	 for	 example,	 had	 already	 demonstrated	 that	 a	 significant	 amount	 of	 Aramaic	

formulae	 seems	 to	 be	 dependent	 on	 Egyptian	 legal	 clauses	 known	 from	 the	 Third	

Intermediate	Period.142	It	is	therefore	not	surprising	that,	despite	the	useful	overview	of	

additional	Aramaic-Demotic	equivalents,	the	conclusions	by	Porten	on	the	interrelation	

between	Aramaic	and	Egyptian	legal	texts	was	met	with	justifiable	criticism.	One	of	the	

scholars	 to	 doubt	 the	 conclusions	 by	 Porten	 on	 the	 direction	 of	 influence	was	Robert	

Ritner.		

Ritner	 demonstrated	 that	 a	 significant	 number	 of	 the	 35	 Aramaic-Demotic	

equivalents	 listed	 by	 Porten	 developed	 from	 an	 already	 existing	 Egyptian	 legal	

tradition.143	 Based	 on	 a	 comparison	 between	 the	 Demotic	 legal	 formulae	 attested	 in	

papyri	dated	to	the	Persian	period	and	Egyptian	legal	texts	dated	to	the	earlier	periods	of	

Egyptian	 history,	 Ritner	was	 able	 to	 show	 that	 a	 significant	 number	 of	 Demotic	 legal	

                                                
141	Porten,	“Aramaic-Demotic	Equivalents,”	264.	
142	See	note	181	above	in	this	work	for	the	bibliographic	reference.	This	conclusion	by	Porten	is	noteworthy,	
since	he	himself	uses	a	Demotic	text	dated	to	the	Saite	Period,	namely,	P.	Rylands	1,	which	is	dated	to	664	
BCE.	In	this	comparison,	the	Demotic	texts	clearly	predate	the	Aramaic	contract	with	which	he	compared	
the	Demotic	contents.	
143	Robert	Ritner,	“Third	Intermediate	Period	Antecedents	of	Demotic	Legal	Terminology,”	in	Acts	of	the	
Seventh	International	Conference	of	Demotic	Studies:	Copenhagen,	23-27	August	1999,	ed.	Kim	S.B.	Ryholt	
(Copenhagen:	Carsten	Niebuhr	Institute	of	Near	Eastern	Studies,	University	of	Copenhagen,	2002),	343-359.	
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formulae	reminiscent	of	legal	formulae	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	have	equivalents	

in	 documents	 dated	 to	 Third	 Intermediate	 Period.	 An	 explicit	 example	 is	 the	 use	 of	

‘satisfaction	of	the	heart’	to	indicate	the	acceptance	of	payment	by	the	seller	of	property	

involved	in	conveyance	documents.	Previous	to	the	work	by	Ritner,	it	had		already	been	

suggested	by	Seidl	 and	Muffs	 that	 the	Aramaic	 satisfaction	 clause	 ‘and	your	heart	was	

satisfied’	( ךבבל	ביט )	derived	from	cuneiform	antecedents	and	subsequently	found	its	way	

into	 Demotic	 legal	 documents.144	 Ritner,	 however,	 demonstrated	 that	 the	 Demotic	

equivalents	to	the	Aramaic	clause,	tỉ-k	mtr	ḥ3ty-ỉ	‘you	have	satisfied	my	heart’,	and	ḥ3ty-ỉ	

mtr.w,	‘my	heart	is	satisfied,	used	in	Demotic	contracts	have	antecedents	in	Egyptian	legal	

documents	 dated	 to	 the	 Middle	 Kingdom.	 Such	 Middle	 Kingdom	 texts	 mention	 an	

‘agreement	 of	 the	 heart’	 (mty.t	 n.b	 ỉb).145	 Likewise,	 a	 similar	 clause,	 m	 ỉb	 hr,	 ‘with	

contented	heart’,	occurs	in	Hieratic	documents	dated	to	year	ten	of	the	reign	of	Shabako	

(695	BCE)	and		the	fifth	year	of	the	reign	of	Pharaoh	Psamtik	I	(659	BCE).146	In	addition	

to	the	evidence	of	the	early	predecessors	of	the	Demotic	satisfaction	clause,	the	possibility	

of	Egyptian	influence	on	the	Aramaic	legal	tradition	is	confirmed	by	the	omission	of	the	

precise	 monetary	 compensation	 for	 the	 goods,	 shared	 by	 Demotic	 and	 Aramaic	

contracts.147	 With	 these	 examples,	 Ritner	 was	 able	 to	 show	 that	 the	 Aramaic	 legal	

documents	were	influenced	by	Egyptian	legal	customs.	

                                                
144	For	the	full	discussion	on	the	origins	of	the	use	of	the	‘satisfaction’	clause	in	Egyptian	legal	sources,	see	
Ritner,	“Third	Intermediate	Period	Antecedents,”	347-349.	
145	Ritner,	“Third	Intermediate	Period	Antecedents,”	347.	
146	Ritner,	“Third	Intermediate	Period	Antecedents,”	347.	The	clause	m	ỉb	hr	occurs	in	the	Hieratic	clause	
documents	P.	Louvre	E.	3228e	and	P.	Turin	246	respectively.		
147	The	historical	connections	between	the	use	of	the	satisfaction	clause	in	Aramaic	and	Demotic	material	
had	 already	 been	 noted	 by	 Muffs,	 Studies,	 173,	 who	 claimed	 that	 ‘In	 terms	 of	 over-all	 structure	 and	
formulation	of	the	deeds	in	which	the	term	of	satisfaction	is	used	ṭyb	lbby	is	practically	identical	with	the	
Demotic	dj.k-mtj	ḥ3tj(.ỉ)’.		
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	 Another	substantial	work	that	considered	the	possibility	of	Egyptian	influence	on	

the	Aramaic	legal	tradition	from	Elephantine	Island	is	the	study	by	Botta	on	the	‘Aramaic	

and	Egyptian	legal	traditions.’	In	this	work,	Botta	studied	the	origins	of	the	Aramaic	legal	

tradition	and	the	possible	influence	of	Egyptian	legal	customs	on	its	development.		By	use	

of	what	Botta	labeled	the	‘Egyptological	approach’,	Botta	thus	set	out	to	compare	Aramaic	

legal	formulae	with	Demotic	equivalents	and	determine	whether	such	similar	clauses	find	

their	origins	in	either	an	Egyptian	or	Ancient	Near	Eastern	Vorlage.	He	did	so	with	use	of	

two	specific	legal	formulae	which	appear	in	both	Demotic	and	Aramaic	legal	material.	The	

first	is	the	so-called	 טילש 	clause,	which	is	used	to	establish	the	rights	of	a	contractual	party	

to	the	property	conveyed	in	the	contract.148	The	other	clause	is	the	 קחר 	clause,	by	which	

the	 seller	 would	 withdraw	 his	 rights	 to	 the	 conveyed	 property.149	 Based	 on	 this	

comparison,	Botta	was	able	to	establish	Egyptian	influence	on	the	Aramaic	legal	tradition	

and	argue	that	 ‘the	Aramaic	tradition	benefited	from	the	richness	of	the	Egyptian	legal	

tradition	and	its	legal	terminology.’150	

	 Similar	 to	 scholarship	 on	 the	 interdependence	 of	 Aramaic	 law	 on	 the	 Syro-

Mesopotamian	 legal	 tradition,	 scholars	 in	 the	 field	 Egyptology	 have	 been	 able	 to	

demonstrate	 the	 dependency	 of	 a	 number	 of	 Aramaic	 legal	 formulae	 on	 Egyptian	

precedents	 attested	 in	 Demotic	 and	 Hieratic	 documents	written	 during	 the	 Late-	 and	

Persian	periods.	Contrary	to	scholarship	on	the	‘Aramaic-Akkadian	symbiosis’,	however,	

the	 scholarly	discussion	on	Aramaic	and	Egyptian	equivalents	does	not	 center	around	

sources	 asynchronous	 to	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island.	 Rather,	 a	

                                                
148	The	similarities	between	 the	Egyptian	and	Aramaic	confirmation	clause	are	discussed	by	Botta,	The	
Aramaic	and	Egyptian	Legal	Traditions,	81-95.	
149	Botta,	The	Aramaic	and	Egyptian	Legal	Traditions,	180-198.	
150	For	the	conclusions	based	on	the	comparisons,	see	Botta,	The	Aramaic	and	Egyptian	Legal	Traditions,	
201-203.	



   
 

69 

significant	 part	 of	 the	 source	 material	 discussed	 is	 contemporary	 to	 the	 Elephantine	

papyri,	composed	in	close	proximity	to	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island.	This	

proximity	in	time	and	space	suggests	that	the	Egyptian	influence	on	the	legal	customs	of	

Judeans	would	entail	direct	influence.	This	makes	it	worthwhile	to	study	more	in-depth	

the	channels	of	transmission	through	which	cross-cultural	elements	were	exchanged.	

	

2.3	 An	 Analysis	 of	 Aramaic-Demotic	 Bilingual	 Documentary	 and	 the	

Interrelation	between	Aramaic	and	Demotic	Scribal	Traditions		

In	my	discussion	on	the	current	state	of	the	art	on	the	similarities	between	Aramaic	and	

Demotic-Hieratic	legal	clauses	I	have	argued	that	the	influence	of	Egyptian	legal	customs	

on	the	development	of	Aramaic	law	on	Elephantine	Island	should	be	considered	in	terms	

of	 direct	 influence.	 In	 this	 section	 I	 will	 contextualize	 the	 Egyptian	 influence	 on	 the	

Aramaic	legal	corpus,	by	discussing	the	social	context	in	which	the	documents	had	been	

composed	and	channels	of	transmission.	How	did	Egyptian	influences	find	their	way	into	

the	Aramaic	legal	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island?	

	 Central	to	the	study	of	cultural	interaction	between	Aramaic	and	Egyptian	scribes	

is	the	so-called	‘Pherendates	correspondence’,	a	cache	of	four	letters	that	were	part	of	the	

correspondence	 between	 the	 satrap	 of	 Egypt,	 Pherendates,	 and	 priests	 of	 Khnum	 on	

Elephantine	Island.	151	The	texts	are	of	interest	to	the	current	discussion	due	to	the	socio-

cultural	 setting	 in	 which	 they	 had	 been	 composed.	 Since	 the	 Persian	 administration	

allowed	 Egyptians	 to	 compose	 their	 letters	 in	 Demotic,	 the	 centers	 of	 administration	

would	 have	 required	 experts	 versed	 in	 both	 Aramaic	 and	 Demotic.	 Furthermore,	 the	

                                                
151	For	the	leading	publication	and	discussion	of	this	cache	of	documents,	see	George	R.	Hughes,	“The	So-
Called	Pherendates	Correspondence,”	in	Grammata	Demotika:	Festschrift	für	Erich	Lüddeckens	zum	15.	Juni	
1983,	ed.	Heinz-Josef	Thissenand,	Karl-Theodor	Zauzich	(Würzburg:	Zauzich,	1984).	
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documents	also	shed	light	on	the	position	of	the	Aramaic	and	Demotic	languages	within	

the	Achaemenid	administration.	Two	of	the	four	documents	are	letters,	concerned	with	

the	correspondence	between	the	Persian	satrap	Pherendates	and	a	collegium	of	priests	

employed	by	the	temple	of	Khnum	on	Elephantine	Island.	The	first	letter,	P.	Berlin	13540,	

contains	 instructions	 on	 the	 proper	 proceedings	 related	 to	 the	 employment	 of	 a	 new	

lesōnis	priest	at	the	temple	of	Khnum,	offered	by	Pherendates	to	the	priestly	collegium.	

The	second	letter,	P.	Berlin	13539,	contains	the	affirmation	by	the	priests	of	Khnum	that	

a	new	lesōnis	had	been	appointed.	

	 In	the	case	of	P.	Berlin	13540,	George	Hughes	had	already	noted	that	the	Demotic	

letter	must	have	been	a	translation	of	an	original	written	in	the	Aramaic	language.	The	

text	 contains	 elements	 uncharacteristic	 for	 Demotic	 letters,	 but	 are	 frequently	

encountered	in	Aramaic	correspondence.152	The	letter	opens	with	‘Pherendates,	to	whom	

Egypt	 is	 entrusted,	 says	 to	 all	 the	 priests	 of	 Khnum’.	 The	 use	 of	 ‘say’	 (ḏd)	 and	 the	

introduction	of	the	addressee	is	a	literal	translation	of	Aramaic	combination	of	 לע	+	רמא .	

Similarly,	n	t3y	ḥty,	‘at	this	moment’,	used	to	introduce	the	contents	of	the	letter,	was	an	

attempt	 of	 the	 scribe	 to	 render	 Aramaic	 תעכ ,	 ‘now’,	 into	 Demotic.153	More	 substantial	

influence	of	Aramaic	on	Demotic	is	indicated	by	the	use	of	an	Achaemenid	administrative	

title	to	denote	the	person	who	handled	the	administrative	side	of	the	appointment	of	the	

lesōnis	 and	 the	positioning	of	 the	 ‘royal’	 title	before	 the	name	of	Pherendates.154	 Such	

                                                
152	See	for	example,	Hughes,	“The	So-Called	Pherendates	Correspondence,”	78-79.	
153	Hughes,	“The	So-Called	Pherendates	Correspondence,”	78-79.		
154	As	rightfully	noted	by	Hughes,	“The	So-Called	Pherendates	Correspondence,”	83,	Šatibāra	is	mentioned	
in	the	letter	as	the	one	who	‘knows	this	order’	(ỉ.rḫ	p3y	w3ḥ).	This	is	a	literal	translation	of	the	Aramaic	
phrase	 הנז םעט עדי ,	 used	 in	 Achaemenid	 administration	 to	 establish	 the	 person	 in	 charge	 of	 certain	
administrative	duties.	Furthermore,	Hughes	also	noted	that	 the	 title	of	 ‘Pharaoh’	 is	mentioned	after	 the	
personal	name	Pherendates.	An	Aramaic	syntactic	feature,	whereas	Demotic	would	place	the	title	before	
the	 personal	 name.	 The	 occurrence	 of	 such	Aramaic	 influence	 in	Demotic	 letter	 P.	 Berlin	 13540	 is	 not	
unique.	See	for	example	the	occurrence	of	rḫ	p3y	w3ḥ,	‘PN1	knows	this	order’,	in	Persika	14,	4,	which	Martin	
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Aramaic	 features	 in	a	Demotic	 letter	were	 likely	 the	 result	of	 a	 translation	process,	 in	

which	a	Demotic	scribe	tried	to	copy	the	Aramaic	conventions	as	closely	as	possible.	This	

is	 indicated,	 for	 example,	 by	 the	 letter	 sent	 by	 the	 priests	 of	 Khnum,	 addressed	 to	

Pherendates.	Like	P.	Berlin	13540,	P.	Berlin	13539	was	written	in	Demotic,	yet	this	time,	

the	letter	was	written	according	to	Demotic	epistolary	conventions.155		

	 On	 the	 surface,	 P.	 Berlin	 13540	might	 only	 seem	 to	 represent	 more	 linguistic	

evidence	 on	 Aramaic-Demotic	 cultural	 interaction.	 The	 letter,	 however,	 also	 contains	

information	on	the	cultural	interaction	between	Aramaic	and	Demotic	scribes.	Similar	to	

Aramaic	letters	and	contracts,	P.	Berlin	13540	concludes	with	a	reference	to	the	name	of	

the	scribe	who	had	composed	the	respective	document.	Strikingly,	the	colophon	of	this	

specific	 letter	 mentions	 two	 scribes.	 The	 first	 scribe	 mentioned	 by	 the	 colophon	 is	

Peftuauneit,	the	one	who	is	said	to	have	written	the	letter.	The	second	scribe	is	Wahibre,	

who	is	simply	said	to	have	‘written’.	The	difference	in	function	and	status	between	the	

two	 scribes	 is	 not	 specified	 by	 the	 colophon	 itself.	 It	 can	 be	 deduced	 from	 their	

participation	in	the	composition	process,	however,	that	one	of	the	scribes	had	drafted	a	

letter	in	Aramaic,	which	was	either	translated	or	copied	by	the	second	scribe.	In	this	case,	

it	 is	most	 likely	 that	 Peftuauneit	would	 have	 been	 the	 scribe	 to	 compose	 the	 original	

Aramaic	 letter,	 since	 the	Demotic	 title	 ỉ.ỉr	 sẖ	 t3y	 š’.t,	 ‘he	who	wrote	 this	 letter’	 closely	

parallels	Aramaic	 ארפס ,	‘the	scribe’,	used	to	designate	the	one	who	had	written	the	letter	

or	contract.156		

                                                
Cary	J.	and	Smith	Harry	S,	“Demotic	Papyri	from	the	Sacred	Animal	Necropolis	of	North	Saqqara:	Certainly	
or	Possibly	of	Achaemenid	Date”	in	Persika	14	(2009):	23-78,	37	also	ascribed	to	Aramaic	influence.	
155	Martin,	“Demotic	Texts,”	294	n.	1,	for	example,	noted	that	this	letter	contains	an	introduction	typical	to	
Demotic	letters.	Rather	than	with	ḏd,	‘to	say’,	the	literal	translation	of	Aram.	 רמא ,	used	in	P.	Berlin	13540,	P.	
Berlin	13539	introduces	the	contents	of	the	letter	with	Dem.	ḫrw	bk,	‘voice	(of	the)	servants.’	
156	Hughes,	“The	So-Called	Pherendates	Correspondence,”	83.	Also	see	Martin,	“Demotic	Texts,”	291	n.	16-
17.	 Based	 on	 a	 reference	 to	 ‘Persian	 servants,	 tablet-copyists’	 (puhu	 Paršipe	 tuppime	 sapi(man)pa),	
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	 The	 appearance	 of	 two	 languages	 in	 the	 official	 correspondence	 between	 the	

satrap	and	religious	 leaders	on	Elephantine	 Island	 is	 indicative	of	 the	position	of	both	

languages	in	Achaemenid	administration	and	the	higher	echelons	of	Egyptian	society.	On	

the	 one	 hand,	 the	 administration	 in	 the	 Persian	 province	 of	Egypt	 allowed	officials	 to	

correspond	with	 Egyptians	 about	 governmental	 affairs	 in	 the	 Demotic	 language,	 as	 is	

indicated	by	P.	Berlin	13540.	This	indicates	that,	whilst	Aramaic	had	become	the	official	

language	for	administration	in	Egypt,	administrative	officials	did	not	consider	the	use	of	

Demotic	by	local	administration	to	contravene	with	the	use	of	Aramaic.	The	situation	in	

Egypt	mirrors	a	wider	tendency	of	the	Persian	kings	to	implement	only	one	top	layer	of	

administration	 on	 the	 local	 system,	 also	 known	 from	 other	 parts	 of	 the	 Achaemenid	

Empire.157	By	using	such	a	strategy,	the	Persian	kings	enforced	their	control	over	the	elite	

in	 the	 conquered	 areas	 and	 also	 ensured	 the	 continuation	 of	 local	 administrative	

processes.	 This	 would	 especially	 be	 a	 useful	 administrative	 strategy	 on	 Elephantine	

Island,	a	location	more	remote	from	the	general	centers	of	Achaemenid	administration.	

	 Such	 administrative	 policy,	 in	 which	 only	 the	 top	 layer	 of	 administration	 was	

reformed	and	local	languages	were	still	allowed	to	be	used	in	official	epistolary	practices	

and	 legal	 affairs,	 required	 specialists	 familiar	 with	 both	 the	 language	 used	 for	

administration	 throughout	 the	 Achaemenid	 Empire	 and	 the	 language	 of	 the	 local	

population.	On	Elephantine	 Island,	 this	need	was	met	by	 the	employment	of	 linguistic	

                                                
Tavernier,	“The	Use	of	Languages,”	354	linked	the	occurrence	of	a	second	scribe	who	is	simply	said	‘to	have	
written’	to	the	functions	of	 ארפס 	and	teppir.		
157	On	the	administrative	reformations	by	the	Persians	in	Egypt	and	the	continuation	of	Egyptian	culture,	
see	 Janet	 Johnson,	 “The	 Persians	 and	 the	 Continuity	 of	 Egyptian	 Culture,”	 Achaemenid	 History	 VIII:	
Continuaity	and	Change,	Proceedings	of	the	Last	Achaemenid	History	Workshop	(held	in	Ann	Arbor,	Spring	
1990),	 ed.	 Heleen	 Sancisi-Weerdenburg,	 Amélie	 Kuhrt	 and	 Margaret	 Cool	 Root	 (Leiden:	 Nederlands	
Instituut	voor	het	Nabije	Oosten,	2006),	149-151	See	also	the	bibliographic	references	in	Johnson,	“The	
Persians	and	the	Continuity	of	Egyptian	Culture,”	150	n.	5.	



   
 

73 

specialists	 referred	 to	 in	 the	Aramaic	 texts	 as	 ארפס .158	 It	 can	 be	 deduced	 from	official	

letters	that	these	individuals	were	employed	to	translate	letters	from	local	languages	into	

Aramaic,	in	addition	to	their	scribal	duties.159		In	the	case	for	Elephantine	Island,	evidence	

exists	to	support	this	assumption.	In	TAD	D7.24,	for	example,	the	Judean	scribe	Micaiah	is	

requested	‘to	translate’	( שרפמל )	an	order	send	by	Rauk,	one	of	the	leaders	of	the	garrisons	

seated	in	Syene.160	Based	on	this	reference,	it	can	be	inferred	that	Judean	scribes,	among	

others,	 were	 also	 versed	 in	 the	 local	 languages	 of	 Elephantine	 Island.	 It	 is	 unknown	

whether	 the	 order	 by	 Rauk	 was	 written	 in	 Demotic,	 Old-Persian	 or	 Aramaic,	 yet	 the	

context	indicates	that	a	translation	of	his	writings	was	required.161		

	The	occurrence	of	Demotic	text	or	subscripts	on	Aramaic	documents	supports	the	

linguistic	evidence	of	Egyptian	influence	on	the	development	of	Aramaic	law.	Similar	to	

the	 Aramaic-Assyrian	 bilingual	 cuneiform	 tablets	 discovered	 in	 Syro-Mesopotamia,	 a	

number	of	Aramaic	letters	from	Egypt	contain	additional	notes	in	Demotic.	Three	of	the	

                                                
158	 For	 an	 overview	 on	 the	 position	 of	 the	 ארפס 	 in	 Persian	 administration,	 see	 Tavernier,	 “The	 Use	 of	
Languages,”	348-352.	
159	It	is	highly	likely	that	they	were	also	responsible	for	translating	Aramaic	letters	into	Demotic,	as	is	seen	
in	the	case	of	P.	Berlin	13540.	
160	Note	that	Porten	translated	the	verb	as	both	‘explain’	and	‘translate’,	i.e.,	Micaiah	could	also	just	have	
explained	the	contents	of	the	letter	by	Rauk	to	the	writer	of	the	ostracon	TAD	D7.24.	In	this	specific	context,	
however,	the	translation	of	 שרפ 	as	 ‘to	translate’	would	be	more	accurate.	Not	only	does	this	explain	the	
occurrence	of	Aramaic	lexical	items	in	the	Demotic	P.	Berlin	13540,	it	also	parallels	the	situation	in	Persian	
Fortification	Tablets.	For	a	more	 in-depth	discussion	on	 שרפ 	=	 ‘to	 translate’,	 see	Tavernier,	 “The	Use	of	
Languages,”	348-352.		
161	This	is	supported	by	the	activities	of	scribes	in	other	regions	of	the	Achaemenid	Empire.	In	addition	to	
the	documents	from	Elephantine	Island	that	provide	us	with	evidence	on	translation	activities,	there	are	
Old	 Persian	 documents	 that	 mention	 a	 translation	 expert	 called	 teppir.	 Like	 the	 ארפס 	 in	 the	 Egyptian	
province	of	the	empire,	the	teppir	was	tasked	with	translating	documents	written	in	Elamite	into	the	local	
languages	of	Ancient	Iran.	The	teppir	Mizripena,	literally	the	‘teppir	of	the	Egyptians,	for	example	was	tasked	
with	translating	documents	from	Elamite	into	the	Egyptian	language	and	vice-versa.	Likewise,	PTS	2573	
mentions	a	sēpiru	ša	Bannēšāyī,	‘sēpiru	of	the	Carians’,	an	official	who	must	have	been	versed	in	the	Aramaic	
and	Carian	languages.	Based	on	these	parallels	it	can	thus	be	established	that	Achaemenid	administration	
hired	 linguistic	 professionals	 to	 support	 them	 in	 their	 communication	with	 local	 communication.	For	a	
detailed	overview	of	such	professionals,	see	Tavernier,	“The	Use	of	Languages,”	352-355.	
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Aramaic-Demotic	 bilingual	 letters	 belong	 to	 the	 Aršāma	 correspondence.162	 The	 first	

document	is	TAD	B6.2,	a	letter	concerned	with	the	authorization	of	a	boat	repair,	dated	to	

411	BCE.	In	this	letter,	Aršāma,	the	satrap	of	the	province	of	Egypt,	authorizes	Egyptian	

carpenters	 to	 repair	 a	 boat	 and	 the	 carpenters	 accordingly	 list	 the	 items	 needed	 to	

perform	the	repairs.	This	letter	is	an	important	source	on	the	interaction	between	Persian	

governors	and	local	Egyptian	workmen,	due	to	the	bilingual	nature	of	the	document.		

	 Similar	 to	P.	Berlin	13540,	 the	 colophon	of	TAD	A6.2	mentions	 composition	by	

more	than	one	scribe.163	The	first	scribe	mentioned	is	Ananiah.164	According	to	the	letter,	

Ananiah	is	both	scribe	and	‘chancellor’	( םעט	לעב ),	which	indicates	that	Ananiah	had	written	

TAD	 A6.2	 and	 was	 responsible	 for	 the	 transmission	 of	 the	 order	 by	 Aršāma	 to	 the	

workmen.	Secondly,	a	certain	Nabuaqab	is	said	‘to	have	written’.	This	either	entails	that	

an	Aramaic	copy	was	written	by	Nabuaqab	for	storage	in	the	administrative	archive,	or	

that	Nabuaqab	was	responsible	for	a	translation	of	the	original	letter.165	The	third	scribe	

mentioned	is	Sasobek.	Unlike	Ananiah	and	Nabuaqab,	however,	Sasobek	is	not	mentioned	

in	the	Aramaic	texts,	but	rather	in	a	Demotic	note	added	in	between	the	Aramaic	lines	of	

                                                
162	For	an	overview	of	the	value	of	the	correspondence	for	the	study	of	Achaemenid	administration,	see	the	
articles	published	in	Christopher	Tuplin	and	John	Ma,	ed.	Aršāma’s	World,	vol.	3	of	Aršāma	and	his	World:	
The	Bodleian	Letters	in	Context,	ed.	Christopher	Tuplin	and	John	Ma	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2021),	
which	contextualized	the	contents	of	the	letters	in	view	of	administrative	and	cultural	perspectives.	
163	Based	on	 the	 frequent	occurrence	of	Persian	 loanwords	and	calques	 in	 the	Aramaic	 text,	Tavernier,	
“Persian	in	Official	Documents	and	the	Processes	of	Multilingual	Administration,”	83-84	implied	that	there	
could	 have	 been	 an	 initial	 draft	 written	 in	 Old-Persian,	 which	 was	 later	 translated	 into	 Aramaic	 and	
subsequently	suggests	that	by	such	translation	activities	Old-Persian	administrative	concepts	could	have	
entered	the	Aramaic	language.	
164	Similar	to	TAD	D7.24,	this	document	references	a	Judean	scribe	active	in	a	multilingual	environment,	
which	 supports	 the	 argument	 that	 Judeans	 actively	 participated	 as	 scribes	 in	 contexts	 that	 involved	
translating	documents.	
165	The	duplicates	TAD	A4.7	and	TAD	A4.8	indicate	that	administrative	archives	often	contained	copies	of	
letters	that	belonged	to	official	correspondence.	In	this	case,	Aršama	would	have	wanted	a	copy	of	the	letter,	
since	it	was	concerned	with	governmental	property	and	(expensive)	materials	needed	for	the	repairs	of	the	
boat.		
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the	 document.166	 An	 additional	 line	 of	 Demotic,	 which	 mentions	 ‘the	 boat’	 (t3	 byry)	

suggests	that	a	short	Demotic	summary	was	added	to	address	the	contents	of	the	Aramaic	

text	and	might	indicate	that	there	also	existed	a	Demotic	translation	of	the	Aramaic	letter,	

sent	to	the	Egyptian	workmen.167		

	 The	 second	 letter,	 TAD	 A6.11	 is	 concerned	 with	 the	 re-establishment	 of	 the	

hereditary	 rights	 to	a	plot	of	 land.168	 In	 this	 letter,	dated	 to	 the	 late	 fifth	 century	BCE,	

Aršāma	re-establishes	the	hereditary	rights	of	the	Egyptian	Peṭosiri	to	the	estate	of	his	

father	 Pamun	 in	 exchange	 for	 the	 payment	 of	 land	 tax.	 Like	 TAD	A6.2,	 the	 letter	was	

composed	by	a	chancellor	and	someone	who	has	written	the	textual	contents.169	Contrary	

to	TAD	A6.2,	however,	TAD	A6.11	does	not	mention	an	Egyptian	scribe	involved	in	the	

composition	process.	This	 is	remarkable,	 since	 the	 letter	 is	 concluded	with	a	bilingual	

endorsement.	In	the	Aramaic	part	of	the	endorsement,	it	is	stated	who	has	sent	the	letter	

and	who	were	the	addressees.	A	standard	conclusion	to	an	Aramaic	letter.	In	the	Aramaic	

endorsement,	however,	the	scribe	added	a	summary	in	Demotic.170	It	is	added	in	Demotic	

that	 this	specific	 letter	 is	 ‘about	 the	 fields	of	Pamun,	which	I	[=	Aršāma]	have	given	to	

Peṭosiri’	(r-tb3	n3	3ḥ.w	n	p3-‘Imn	r.ty(=y)	(n)	p3-ty-Wsir).171		

                                                
166	Similar	to	the	case	of	P.	Berlin	13540,	it	is	mentioned	that	‘Sasobek	wrote’	(sẖ	s3-sbk).	This	supports	the	
idea	 that	 the	second	scribe	 in	P.	Berlin	13540	 translated	 the	 letter.	 In	 this	 case,	Sasobek	 translated	 the	
Aramaic	 letter	 TAD	A6.2	 into	Demotic	 and	possibly	 included	 the	Demotic	 summary	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	
Egyptian	workers	would	be	able	to	identify	the	letter	with	ease	in	their	archive.	Contrary	to	the	Aramaic	
epigraphs	included	on	the	Neo-Assyrian	legal	documents,	it	is	unlikely	that	the	Demotic	inclusion	had	any	
legal	value.		
167	Cf.	the	situation	in	P.	Berlin	13540	with	the	Egyptian	priests	of	Khnum.	
168	For	an	in-depth	commentary	on	TAD	B6.11,	see	Tuplin,	“The	Bodleian	Letters:	Commentary,”	198-216	
The	character	and	legal	significance	of	the	term	‘hereditary’	property	will	be	discussed	in	section	5.3.	
169	Other	than	in	the	case	of	TAD	A6.2,	the	scribe	is	not	the	chancellor.	
170	 Tuplin,	 “The	 Bodleian	 Letters:	 Commentary,”	 216	 noted	 that	 the	 scribe	 positioned	 the	 Demotic	
addendum	 where	 one	 would	 rather	 expect	 the	 sealing	 of	 the	 letter.	 This	 indicates	 that,	 like	 Aramaic	
epigraphs	added	to	cuneiform	tablets,	the	Demotic	was	written	when	the	Aramaic	letter	itself	was	already	
finished.	This	does	not	imply,	however,	that	the	Demotic	addendum	did	not	have	any	administrative	value.		
171	 The	 extensive	 addition	 to	 the	 Aramaic	 endorsement	 self-evidently	 supports	 the	 argument	 that	 the	
Demotic	in	TAD	A6.2	would	have	served	a	similar	purpose.	
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	 The	examples	discussed	above	lead	me	to	believe	that	the	close	collaboration	of	

Aramaic	and	Demotic	scribes	in	the	centers	of	Achaemenid	administration	not	only	led	to	

the	appearance	of	Aramaic	stock-phrases	in	Demotic	letters	and	Demotic	summaries	in	

Aramaic	official	correspondence,	but	also	to	more	structural	influence	of	Egyptian	culture	

on	Aramaic	legal	practice	and	vice-versa.	In	the	case	of	P.	Berlin,	Aramaic	phrases	were	

translated	directly	into	Demotic,	which	led	to	a	more	substantial	influence	of	the	Aramaic	

epistolographic	practices	on	the	Demotic.	In	addition,	TAD	A6.2	and	TAD	A6.11	show	that	

Demotic	epistolographic	 features	also	 found	 their	way	 into	Aramaic	 letters.	The	 small	

Demotic	additions	and	summaries	to	the	Aramaic	texts	must	have	also	had	their	influence	

on	 the	 work	 of	 Aramaic	 scribes,	 especially	 if	 they	 were	 the	 scribal	 professionals	

responsible	for	including	the	Demotic	to	the	endorsement	of	the	letter.		

	

2.4	 From	 Letters	 to	 Contracts:	 Cultural	 Interaction	 between	 Judeans	 and	

Egyptians	in	the	Legal	Domain	

My	analysis	of	Demotic	letter	P.	Berlin	13540	in	comparison	to	the	Aramaic	letters	TAD	

A6.2	and	TAD	A6.11	has	indicated	that	the	centers	of	Achaemenid	administration	were	a	

context	in	which	Demotic	and	Aramaic	scribes	worked	in	close	proximity	to	each	other	

and	influenced	each	other’s	work	through	occasional	translation	activities.	Although	the	

evidence	is	limited	to	a	dossier	of	letters	that	belong	to	the	correspondence	between	the	

Egyptian	 satrap	 and	 local	workers	 or	 religious	 authorities	 on	 Elephantine	 Island,	 the	

situation	within	 the	 offices	 of	 Achaemenid	 administration	 can	 serve	 as	 an	 important	

parallel	to	the	interaction	between	Aramaic	and	Demotic	scribes	writing	legal	material.	

	 In	terms	of	their	contents,	the	letters	sent	by	satraps	are,	similar	to	contracts	and	

other	 legal	 and	 administrative	 documents,	 concerned	 with	 property	 and	 the	 legal	

conditions	involved	in	transactions.	In	the	case	of	P.	Berlin	13540,	the	letter	by	the	satrap	
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is	 concerned	 with	 the	 selection	 of	 a	 new	 lesōnis	 priest	 for	 the	 temple	 of	 Khnum	 on	

Elephantine	 Island,	 the	 appointment	 of	 which	 would	 also	 have	 its	 influence	 on	 the	

financial	relationship	between	the	temple	and	Persian	government.	Since	the	lesōnis	was	

responsible	for	the	administrative	duties	related	to	the	financial	affairs	of	the	temple	and	

regulations	of	the	payment	of	taxes	by	temples	to	the	Persian	crown,	the	satrap	must	thus	

have	benefited	significantly	from	appointing	a	lesōnis	with	interest	in	the	welfare	of	the	

empire.172		

	 The	letters	of	the	Aršāma	correspondence	are	mostly	concerned	with	(hereditary)	

property.	The	first	letter,	TAD	A6.2,	concerns	the	employment	of	Egyptian	carpenters	for	

the	repairs	of	a	boat	which	belonged	to	a	hereditary	property	holder.	The	contents	of	this	

letter	can	be	divided	into	three	consecutive	parts.	The	first	part	is	the	authorization	of	the	

repairs	of	the	boat	by	the	satrap	Aršāma.	This	part	resembles	the	structure	and	format	of	

other	Aramaic	letters.	It	introduces	Aršāma,	the	addressee,	a	certain	Waḥpremaḥi,	and	

the	topic	of	the	letter.	The	second	part,	however,	resembles	a	written	contract	related	to	

the	employment	of	workers	more	than	an	actual	letter.	The	letter	mentions	the	names	of	

the	workers	and	subsequently	lists	the	materials	that	were	to	be	supplied.	Here,	the	list	

enumerates	the	amount	of	each	of	the	materials	along	with	detailed	descriptions	of	the	

length	and	width	of	the	wooden	bars	which	the	workmen	needed	for	the	restoration	of	

the	boat.	Such	detailed	descriptions	are	reminiscent	of,	for	example,	contracts	related	to	

transfer	of	property	or	 conveyance	documents	and	were	possibly	 included	 to	prevent	

possible	fraud	or	additional	expenses.	The	letter	concludes	with	instructions	that	needed	

to	be	provided	to	the	workmen,	which	is	reminiscent	of	contracts	on	joint	ventures.	

                                                
172	 On	 the	 duties	 of	 the	 lesōnis	 (Dem.	 mr-šn),	 see	 Bonnet,	 “Lesonis,”	 Lexikon	 der	 Agyptischen	
Religionsgeschichte,	423-424.	
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	 Similar	to	TAD	A6.2,	the	core	of	TAD	A6.11	resembles	a	legal	contract	more	than	

an	actual	letter.	After	a	short	introduction,	Aršāma	addresses	the	purpose	of	the	letter,	

namely,	the	re-establishment	of	hereditary	rights	to	a	piece	of	property	which	had	been	

lost	during	a	riot	in	Egypt.	Like	the	materials	needed	for	the	repair	of	the	boat	mentioned	

in	TAD	A6.2,	the	size	of	the	estate	is	estimated	at	around	a	seed	capacity	of	30	ardab	(30	

א	ערז	תיב ).	This	estimation	is	of	importance,	since	the	rights	to	hereditary	property	also	

included	the	obligation	to	pay	taxes,	calculated	based	on	the	produce	of	 the	 land.	This	

combination	of	the	re-establishment	of	rights	to	hereditary	property	and	the	obligation	

to	pay	tax	over	the	produce	over	land,	is	similar	to	the	arrangements	made	in	a	case	of	the	

lease	of	a	plot	of	land.173	Like	the	previously	discussed	P.	Berlin	13540	and	TAD	A6.2,	TAD	

A6.11	therefore	resembles	an	Aramaic	legal	contract.	

	 P.	 Berlin	 13540,	 TAD	 A6.2	 and	 TAD	 A6.11	 are	 concerned	 with	 legal	 and	

administrative	 issues	 within	 the	 Egyptian	 province	 of	 the	 Achaemenid	 Empire.	 The	

appointment	 of	 a	 new	 lesōnis	 priest,	 repairs	 of	 hereditary	 property	 and	 the	 re-

establishment	to	a	plot	of	land.	Based	on	the	character	of	the	respective	transactions,	it	

can	be	argued	that	the	Achaemenid	administration	favored	the	Aramaic	language	in	its	

communication	about	 legal	matters	within	Egypt.	Egyptian	priests	and	workmen	were	

still	 allowed	 to	 use	 their	 own	 language	 conventions	 to	 address	 the	 satrap	 and	

communicate	 their	 conditions	within	 the	 transactions.	 Such	 co-existence	 of	 languages	

mirrors	the	situation	in	the	Neo-Assyrian	Empire,	where	Aramaic	was	acknowledged	as	a	

second	language	for	the	composition	of	legal	documents.	

	 No	 direct	 evidence	 on	 Aramaic-Demotic	 bilingual	 contracts	 and	 administrative	

documents	 has	 been	 unearthed,	 but	 based	 on	 the	 Aršāma	 correspondence	 one	 may	

                                                
173	See	for	example	the	contents	of	TAD	B1.1,	a	lease	contract	on	a	plot	of	land	leased	to	Egyptians.	
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assume	 that	 such	bilingual	 texts	existed.174	 If	 the	 translation	activities	of	Aramaic	and	

Demotic	scribes	advanced	the	success	of	transactions	concerned	with	property	and	other	

matters	of	a	legal	nature,	one	could	imagine	that	the	scribe	responsible	for	the	Aramaic	

document	 supplied	 a	 Demotic	 copy	 to	 the	 Egyptian	 contractual	 party	 involved	 in	 the	

transaction.		The	analysis	of	the	interrelation	between	the	Aramaic	and	Demotic	source	

material	 has	 demonstrated	 how	 elements	 of	 Egyptian	 culture	 found	 their	 way	 into	

Aramaic	 contracts	 by	means	 of	 the	 close	 collaboration	 between	Aramaic	 and	Demotic	

scribes	in	the	context	of	Achaemenid	administration.	Among	the	scribes	active	within	this	

culturally	and	linguistically	diverse	context	were	Judean	scribes,	the	same	Judean	scribes	

that	would	have	been	responsible	for	writing	the	legal	contracts	for	Judean	contractual	

partners.175	

	

2.5	 Conclusion:	Locus	Regit	Actum	

The	purpose	of	this	chapter	was	to	determine	the	extent	to	which	the	Egyptian	and	Syro-

Mesopotamian	legal	traditions	influenced	the	development	of	the	Judean	legal	tradition	

on	 Elephantine	 Island,	 by	 study	 of	 Aramaic-Akkadian	 and	 Aramaic-Demotic	 bilingual	

source	material.	The	analysis	of	 the	 social	 contexts	 that	produced	 the	 textual	material	

under	 study	 demonstrated	 that	 during	 the	 Neo-Assyrian	 period,	 the	 period	 in	 which	

Aramaic	 made	 its	 debut	 as	 the	 new	 lingua	 franca	 for	 imperial	 administration,	 Neo-

Assyrian	 legal	 customs	 had	 significant	 influence	 on	 the	 development	 of	 Aramaic	 law.	

Bilingual	 Aramaic-Assyrian	 legal	 documents	 indicate	 how	 Aramaic	 scribes	 translated	

                                                
174	A	possible	occurrence	of	a	bilingual	contract	could	be	P.	Berlin	23934.	This	fragment,	which	mentions	
an	amount	of	two	karsh	of	silver,	contains	a	Demotic	note	on	the	verso	side	of	the	fragment.	The	papyrus	
itself,	however,	is	too	fragmentary	to	draw	any	decisive	conclusions.	For	the	edition	of	this	fragment,	see	
James	D.	Moore,	New	Aramaic	Papyri	from	Elephantine	in	Berlin	(Leiden:	Brill,	2022),	202-203.	
175	The	Judean	scribe	Ananiah	in	TAD	6.2	and	Micaiah	in	TAD	D7.24.	
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Neo-Assyrian	 legal	 terminology	 almost	 verbatim	 into	 Aramaic,	 whereas	 monolingual	

Aramaic	 texts	 scratched	 into	 clay	 illustrate	 how	 Arameans	 shaped	 their	 own	 legal	

practices	 according	 to	 established	 Neo-Assyrian	 standards.	 The	 bilingual	 Aramaic-

Akkadian	 character	 of	Neo-Assyrian	 society	 thus	 provided	 fertile	 grounds	 for	 cultural	

interaction	and	acculturation	processes.		

Also,	 I	 have	 argued	 that	 due	 to	 the	 geographical	 and	 chronological	 distance	

between	 the	Aramaic-Akkadian	bilingual	documents	dated	 to	 the	Neo-Assyrian	period	

and	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	the	Neo-Assyrian	legal	tradition	did	not	

directly	 influence	 the	 legal	 customs	 of	 Judeans	 on	 Elephantine	 Island.	 No	 cuneiform	

evidence	has	been	unearthed	on	Elephantine	Island	and	the	consistent	use	of	Aramaic	by	

Babylonian	scribes	stationed	in	Syene	suggests	that	Babylonians	used	Aramaic	for	daily	

communication.		

Despite	 the	distance	 in	 time	 and	space,	however,	 the	 earlier	Aramaic-Akkadian	

bilingual	 material	 remains	 valuable	 to	 the	 current	 study	 for	 two	 reasons.	 Firstly,	 a	

comparison	between	the	Neo-Assyrian	Akkadian-Aramaic	bilingual	material	and	Aramaic	

papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island	 can	 shed	 important	 light	 on	 the	 development	 and	

meaning	of	Aramaic	 legal	 formulae.	Secondly,	the	Akkadian-Aramaic	bilingual	material	

from	 the	Neo-Assyrian	period	can	 serve	as	an	 important	parallel	 to	bilingual	material	

discovered	on	Elephantine	 Island.	Despite	 the	 fact	 that	Demotic-Aramaic	material	 can	

serve	 as	 direct	 evidence	 on	 cultural	 exchange	 between	 Egyptians	 and	 Judeans,	

documentation	on	Aramaic-Demotic	 interaction	 is	 scarce.	Here,	 the	Akkadian-Aramaic	

material	can	serve	to	fill	in	some	of	the	remaining	gaps	in	the	understanding	of	cultural	

and	 scribal	 transmission	 of	 knowledge	 and	 practices.	 Like	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	

Elephantine	Island	and	Demotic-Aramaic	material,	the	majority	of	cuneiform	documents	
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with	 Aramaic	 epigraphs	 are	 concerned	 with	 loans	 and	 other	 transactions	 related	 to	

business	and	economic	activities.		

The	 analysis	 of	 the	 interrelation	of	 Aramaic-Demotic	 legal	material	has	 in	 turn	

demonstrated	 that	 a	 significant	 number	 of	 Aramaic-Demotic	 equivalents	 and	Aramaic	

legal	formulae	and	vocabulary	of	hitherto	unknown	origins	have	roots	in	legal	texts	dated	

to	the	Third	Intermediate	Period	and	earlier.	This	observation	on	the	antiquity	of	some	of	

the	 Demotic	 legal	 clauses	 subsequently	 leads	 to	 the	 conclusion	 that	 Egyptian	 legal	

practices	influenced	the	legal	practices	of	the	Judeans	on	Elephantine	Island.	Based	on	an	

in-depth	analysis	of	the	interaction	between	Aramaic	and	Demotic	scribes	in	the	context	

of	 Achaemenid	 administration,	 I	 have	 shown	 how	 Egyptian	 legal	 terminology	 and	

practices	entered	the	Aramaic	language.	Since	Achaemenid	administrative	policy	allowed	

the	 continuous	 use	 of	 local	 language,	 administrative	 offices	 in	 the	 province	 of	 Egypt	

required	scribes	versed	in	both	Aramaic	and	Demotic.	Among	such	bilingual	professionals	

were	Judean	scribes.	These	were	the	same	Judean	scribes	that	would	have	written	legal	

contracts	for	Judean	contractual	partners.		

In	conclusion,	while	Akkadian	loanwords	do	indeed	indicate	the	influence	of	Neo-

Assyrian	 legal	practice	on	 the	development	of	 the	Aramaic	 legal	 tradition,	 they	do	not	

point	towards	Neo-Assyrian	influence	on	the	legal	customs	of	the	Judean	community	on	

Elephantine	Island.	During	the	fifth	century	BCE,	Neo-Assyrian	legal	concepts	would	have	

become	part	of	Judean	culture	through	the	efforts	of	Judean-Aramaic	scribes	who	adapted	

Neo-Assyrian	legal	formulae	for	use	in	their	own	legal	context.	A	process	that	took	place	

during	the	two	centuries	 that	separated	the	corpus	of	Neo-Assyrian	Akkadian-Aramaic	

legal	 documents	 from	 the	 Neo-Assyrian	 period	 and	 the	 Aramaic	 legal	 papyri	 from	

Elephantine	Island.	Egyptian	culture,	on	the	other	hand,	did	have	its	impact	on	the	culture	

of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island.	Through	the	continuous	contact	between	
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Judeans	and	Egyptian	scribes	in	the	context	of	Achaemenid	administration,	Egyptian	legal	

formulae	 and	 concepts	 would	 still	 be	 actively	 incorporated	 into	 the	 Judean	 legal	

formulary.	This	conclusion	paves	the	way	for	the	next	chapter,	in	which	I	will	demonstrate	

which	Judean	legal	practices	were	most	influenced	by	social	interaction	with	Egyptians.	
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3.	 Contextualizing	Cultural	Contact:	An	Analysis	of	Loanwords	in	the	Aramaic	

Papyri	from	Elephantine	Island		

In	the	previous	chapter,	I	have	demonstrated	that	Egyptian	culture	had	a	direct	influence	

on	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island.	 The	 centers	 of	 Achaemenid	

administration	 in	 the	 province	 of	 Egypt	 offered	 fertile	 grounds	 for	 cross-cultural	

interaction	 between	Demotic	 and	Aramaic	 scribes.	 By	 translating	Demotic	 letters	 into	

Aramaic	and	vice-versa,	elements	from	each	of	the	individual	traditions	were	transferred	

into	the	other.	In	this	chapter	I	will	aim	to	determine	how	the	proposed	Egyptian	influence	

on	the	cultural	customs	of	Judeans	on	Elephantine	Island	should	be	envisioned.	I	will	do	

so	by	analysis	of	Egyptian	 loanwords	attested	in	Aramaic	contracts	and	administrative	

documents	produced	by	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island.176 

	 By	categorizing	the	Egyptian	loanwords	and	discussing	the	contexts	in	which	the	

Egyptian	 loanwords	appear,	 I	will	discuss	 in	more	detail	which	cultural	domains	were	

most	significantly	influenced	by	Egyptian	culture.	In	my	discussion,	I	will	also	include	Old	

Persian	and	Hebrew	loanwords.	The	inclusion	of	Old	Persian	loanwords	will	demonstrate	

how	the	cultural	domains	influenced	by	Egyptian	culture	compare	to	those	influenced	by	

Old	Persian	culture.	By	means	of	this	comparison	I	will	determine	whether	Old	Persian	

and	 Egyptian	 culture	 had	 a	 similar	 influence	 on	 the	 cultural	 customs	 of	 Judeans,	 or	

whether	Old	Persian	and	Egyptian	culture	influenced	different	cultural	domains.		

	 My	analysis	of	the	Hebrew	loanwords,	on	the	other	hand,	will	demonstrate	which	

cultural	domains	were	 important	markers	of	 Judean	cultural	 identity.	 I	will	 argue	 that	

                                                
176	Note	that	in	this	chapter,	loanwords	will	be	used	to	determine	in	which	cultural	domains	Egyptian,	and	
to	some	extent	Old	Persian,	culture	had	its	direct	influence	on	the	cultural	customs	of	the	Judean	community	
on	Elephantine	Island.	In	the	previous	chapter	I	have	also	addressed	Akkadian	loanwords	in	the	Aramaic	
papyri.	In	the	case	of	the	Akkadian	loanwords,	it	has	been	demonstrated	that	their	presence	only	indicates	
indirect	influence,	since	Akkadian	loanwords	already	became	part	of	the	Aramaic	legal	language	during	the	
seventh	century	BCE.	
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Hebrew	 loanwords	 are	 reflections	 of	 the	 incorporation	 of	 distinct	 elements	of	 Judean	

culture	 into	 contracts	 and	 letters.	 Although	 the	 Hebrew	 loanwords	 attested	 in	 the	

Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island	 are	 limited	 in	 number,	 an	 analysis	 of	 their	

distribution	and	the	contexts	in	which	they	appear	are	a	valuable	addition	to	this	study.	

Other	 than	Old	 Persian	 and	Egyptian	 loanwords,	Hebrew	 loanwords	 relate	 to	 cultural	

preservation.	

	 Before	I	will	discuss	the	loanwords,	however,	I	will	first	introduce	the	concept	of	

‘loanwords’	and	the	use	of	loanwords	in	the	study	of	cultural	identity.	

	

3.1	 Loanwords	and	their	Importance	to	the	Study	of	Cultural	Development	

In	general,	the	process	that	leads	to	the	exchange	of	loanwords	between	languages	is	the	

result	 of	 day-to-day	 or	 otherwise	 intense	 contact	 between	 speakers	 of	 two	 different	

languages.	As	a	consequence	of	such	contact,	speakers	of	one	language	will	incorporate	

part	of	 the	vocabulary	of	 the	other	 language	 into	their	own	vocabulary.	 In	most	of	 the	

cases,	 the	 lexical	 borrowing	 is	motivated	 by	 political	 and	 social	 circumstances.	 In	 the	

modern	world,	 for	example,	migrations	across	 the	globe	 cause	people	 to	 settle	 in	new	

regions	outside	the	areas	in	which	their	own	spoken	language	is	the	norm.	Consequently,	

the	 language	 of	 members	 of	 migrant	 communities	 is	 influenced	 by	 the	 language	

dominantly	 spoken	within	 the	 host	 society.177	 A	 process	which	 is	 often	 referred	 to	 as	

linguistic	acculturation,	since	acquiring	basic	skills	in	the	language	of	the	host	society	is	

one	of	the	key	aspects	of	successful	adaptation	to	new	social	contexts.178	

                                                
177	See,	for	example,	Angeliki	Alvanoudi,	“Language	Contact,	Borrowing	and	Code	Switching:	A	Case	Study	
of	Australian	Greek,”	Journal	of	Greek	Linguistics	18	(2018):	3-44.	 	
178	Seth	J.	Schwartz,	Marylin	J.	Montgomery	and	Ervin	Briones,	“The	Role	of	Identity	in	Acculturation	among	
Immigrant	People:	Theoretical	Propositions,	Empirical	Questions,	and	Applied	Recommendations,”	Human	
Development	49	(2006):	1-30,	7.	Linguistic	acculturation	has	mainly	been	studied	in	social-linguistic	studies	
related	 to	 modern	 societies.	 See	 for	 example,	 Lyle	 Campbell	 and	 Verónica	 Grondona,	 “Linguistic	
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In	the	ancient	world,	similar	social-linguistic	dynamics	were	in	operation.	Like	in	

modernity,	political	and	economic	circumstances	caused	speakers	of	various	languages	to	

settle	in	new	regions	of	the	ancient	world	and	engage	with	new	cultures	and	languages.	

Around	2300	BCE,	 the	rise	of	 the	Akkadian	Empire	under	king	Sargon	the	Great	 led	to	

more	 profound	 contact	 between	 speakers	 of	 the	 Sumerian	 and	 Akkadian	 languages.	

Consequently,	 the	 Sumerian	 language	 had	 a	 significant	 impact	 on	 the	 development	 of	

Akkadian.	 The	 Sumerian	 influence	 resulted	 in	 several	 morphological	 and	 syntactical	

features	 in	 Akkadian	 that	 are	 unique	 among	 the	 Semitic	 languages.179	 Similarly,	 Old-

Assyrian	material	discovered	in	Anatolia	attests	to	a	plethora	of	Old-Hittite	loanwords	in	

contracts	written	in	the	Akkadian	language,	because	of	the	daily	contact	between	Assyrian	

and	Anatolian	traders.180	

During	the	first	millennium	BCE,	the	rise	of	new	and	vast	world	empires	facilitated	

cross-cultural	interaction	between	speakers	of	different	languages.	The	previous	chapter	

has	 already	 established	 that	 the	 rise	 of	 the	 Neo-Assyrian	 Empire	 led	 to	 a	 significant	

influence	of	the	Neo-Assyrian	(legal)	language	on	the	development	of	Aramaic	law	and	its	

own	 specialized	 vocabulary.181	 After	 the	 fall	 of	 the	 Neo-Babylonian	 Empire	 and	 the	

                                                
Acculturation	in	Nivaclé	and	Chorote,”	International	Journal	of	American	Linguistics	78:3	(2012):	335-367;	
Vincent	Colette,	“Nakota	Linguistic	Acculturation,”	Anthropological	Linguistics	59:2	(2017):	117-162.	
179	Among	these	unique	features	are	the	use	of	the	cislocative	suffix	‘-am’,	which	is	also	known	as	the	ventive	
and	 the	word	order	 in	which	 the	verb	 is	 consequently	positioned	at	 the	end	of	 the	sentence.	For	a	 full	
overview	of	the	effects	of	Sumerian-Akkadian	contact	on	the	development	of	the	Akkadian	language,	see	
Gábor	Zólyomi,	“Akkadian	and	Sumerian	Language	Contact,”	 in:	The	Semitic	Languages:	An	International	
Handbook,	ed.	Stefan	Weninger	(Berlin:	De	Gruyter,	2011),	397-402.	
180	For	a	list	of	loanwords	and	general	introduction	on	the	activities	of	Assyrian	traders	in	Anatolian,	see	
Jan	Gerrit	Dercksen,	“On	Anatolian	Loanwords	in	Akkadian	Texts	from	Kültepe,”	Zeitschrift	für	Assyriologie	
und	vorderasiatische	Archäologie	97	(2007),	26-46.	
181	On	the	influence	of	the	Neo-Assyrian	legal	tradition	on	the	development	of	Aramaic	law	during	the	Neo-
Assyrian	period,	see	section	2.1.	The	Samaria	papyri	demonstrate	a	similar	 influence	of	Neo-Babylonian	
legal	customs	on	the	development	of	Aramaic	law	in	Palestine.	For	an	overview,	see	Douglas	M.	Gropp,	“The	
Samaria	 Papyri	 and	 the	Babylonio-Aramean	 Symbiosis,”	 in:	Semitic	 Papyrology	 in	 Context:	 A	 Climate	 of	
Creativity.	Papers	from	a	New	York	University	Conference	Marking	the	Retirement	of	Baruch	A.	Levine,	ed.	
Lawrence	Schiffman	(Leiden:	Brill,	2003).	
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conquest	 of	 Egypt	 by	 the	 Persian	 kings,	 the	 expansion	 of	 the	 Persian	 empire	 led	 to	 a	

similar	situation.	The	employment	of	mercenaries	from	different	parts	of	the	empire	to	

defend	 the	 borders	 of	 the	 conquered	 provinces	 caused	 people	 from	different	 cultural	

backgrounds	to	encounter	each	other	in	the	south	of	Egypt,	among	other	provinces,	the	

effects	of	which	are	visible	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island.	

In	the	situations	described	above,	political	and	economic	circumstances	led	to	new	

bilingual,	 or	 even	multilingual,	 social	 contexts,	 which	 served	 as	 fertile	 ground	 for	 the	

exchange	of	loanwords.	However,	the	specific	reasons	for	the	adoption	of	loanwords	were	

not	the	same	in	each	of	the	individual	contexts.	Loanwords	can	be	divided	into	two	broad	

categories.	 One	 category	 is	 concerned	 with	 loans	 borrowed	 out	 of	 necessity	 and	 one	

category	with	loans	that	found	their	way	into	the	receptor	language	due	to	prestige.	In	the	

case	 of	 the	 Assyrian	 traders,	 Anatolian	 vocabulary	 items	 likely	 entered	 the	 Akkadian	

language	 through	 necessity.	 Since	 contact	 between	 Anatolian	 and	 Assyrian	 traders	

centered	on	 trade,	 each	of	 the	parties	was	 required	 to	be	 familiar	with	 the	wares	and	

goods	of	their	partners	in	trade	and,	if	needed,	acquire	the	vocabulary	necessary	to	be	

able	to	advance	the	success	of	their	trade	ventures.	It	is	therefore	not	surprising	that	the	

majority	of	Anatolian	loanwords	in	the	Akkadian	contracts	written	by	Assyrian	traders	

consist	of	items	sold	to	them	by	Anatolian	traders.	As	such,	Anatolian	loanwords	generally	

relate	to	general	commodities,	like	containers,	vessels	and	wares	to	trade	like	lamps	and	

foodstuff.182	Also	mentioned	are	interpreters	(targumannum	and	targumiyannum),	which	

                                                
182	Most	 dominantly	 present	 are	 the	Anatolian	 loanwords	 for	 vessels.	 In	 total,	 five	 different	words	 for	
vessels	 or	 containers	are	 attested	 in	 the	Akkadian	dialect	 of	 the	Old-Assyrian	 period.	 The	ḫiniššannum,	
zuppannum,	kullitannum,	 luḫuzzinnum	and	*eknuzzinnum.	Foodstuffs	mentioned	are	cereal	(tabalattum)	
and	beer	(marnuattum).	
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would	have	made	cross-cultural	trade	between	Anatolian	and	Assyrian	traders	possible	

during	its	earliest	stages.183	

Contrary	to	 the	case	of	 the	Assyrian	traders	 in	Anatolia,	Akkadian	 loanwords	 in	

Aramaic	texts	dated	to	the	Neo-Assyrian	period	found	their	way	into	Aramaic	contracts	

due	 to	 their	 prestige.	 Based	 on	 the	 shape	 and	 the	 general	 language	 used	 in	 Aramaic	

contracts	 from	 the	 Neo-Assyrian	 period,	 it	 has	 been	 proposed	 that	 Aramaic	 scribes	

modelled	the	Aramaic	contract	and	its	legal	language	according	to	a	general	Neo-Assyrian	

format.	During	the	Neo-Assyrian	period,	the	Neo-Assyrian	legal	tradition	was	able	to	base	

itself	on	a	 rich	history	of	Assyrian	 law,	which	had	developed	during	 the	previous	 two	

periods	 of	 Assyrian	 history.184	 Aramaic	 law	 and	 the	 composition	 of	 Aramaic	 legal	

documents	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	were	 still	 under	 development.	When	 the	 Neo-Assyrian	

Empire	began	its	expansion	into	the	west	and	confronted	Aramean	settlement	with	the	

established	 system	 of	 Neo-Assyrian	 law,	 Aramaic	 scribes	 copied	 this	 prestigious	 legal	

system	and	 incorporated	parts	of	 its	rich	vocabulary	 into	 their	own	 legal	 language.	 In	

some	cases,	Neo-Assyrian	legal	terminology	even	replaced	Aramaic	terminology,	as	seen	

in	cases	where	Aramaic	scribes	used	the	more	specialized	concept	of	Akkadian	dannatu	

in	the	colophon,	instead	of	the	more	general	Aramaic	 רפס ,	to	reference	the	provenance	of	

the	document.185	The	more	specialized	term	dannatu,	replaced	the	Aramaic	original	due	

to	its	prestige	and	specialized	legal	function.	

                                                
183	On	the	interpreter	see	Dercksen,	“On	Anatolian	Loanwords,”	27,	who	argued	that	the	interpreter	served	
to	facilitate	negotiations	between	Assyrians	and	the	Anatolian	king.	
184	 For	 a	 general	 introduction	 into	 Neo-Assyrian	 law,	 see	 Karen	 Radner,	 “Mesopotamia:	 Neo-Assyrian	
Period,”	in:	A	History	of	Ancient	Near	Eastern	Law	Vol	2,	ed.	Raymond	Westbrook	(Leiden:	Brill,	2003)	883-
910.	
185	 On	 the	 difference	 between	 and	 רפס 	 and	 תנד ,	 and	 the	 significance	 of	 this	 difference	 for	acculturation	
theory,	see	section	2.1,	n.	110.	



   
 

88 

In	 terms	 of	 cultural	 influence,	 each	 of	 the	 two	 categories	 of	 loanwords	 can	 be	

considered	to	have	a	different	degree	of	impact	on	the	culture	of	speakers	of	the	receptor	

language.	When	 loanwords	 are	 borrowed	 out	 of	 necessity,	 the	 cultural	 impact	 on	 the	

receptor	 would	 have	 been	 only	 minor,	 since	 borrowed	 lexical	 items	 do	 not	 replace	

vocabulary	 items	 or	 concepts	 with	 a	 similar	meaning	 in	 the	 receptor	 language.	 They	

merely	 fill	 gaps.	 Gaps	 that	 are	 possibly	 due	 to	 the	 absence	 of	 similar	 concepts	 in	 the	

culture	of	the	receptor	language,	like	terms	related	to	certain	items	or	customs.	In	the	case	

of	 replacement,	 however,	 the	 cultural	 impact	 was	 more	 significant,	 since	 the	 newly	

acquired	loan	was	deemed	more	suitable	to	express	certain	cultural	concepts	than	their	

own	 native	 vocabulary	 items.	 By	 using	 this	 basic	 distinction	 between	 loanwords	 that	

serve	to	fill	gaps	in	the	vocabulary	of	the	receptor	language	and	loanwords	borrowed	due	

to	their	prestige,	it	is	possible	to	study	the	impact	of	cross-cultural	contact	on	the	cultural	

practices.	

Studying	the	presence	of	loanwords	in	terms	of	prestige	and	necessity	can	also	be	

helpful	in	studies	concerned	with	cultural	identity.	Benjamin	Noonan	compared	the	use	

of	Old	Persian	loanwords	in	the	books	of	Ezra	and	Esther,	with	the	development	of	the	

English	vocabulary	during	the	conquest	of	England	by	Duke	William	II	of	Normandy	in	

1066	CE.186	During	early	stages	of	their	dominion	over	England,	the	Normans	avoided	the	

introduction	 of	 French	 as	 official	 language	 and	 only	 those	 who	 interacted	 with	 the	

Norman	nobility	would	come	across	the	French	language.	Only	after	the	introduction	of	

                                                
186	See	Benjamin	J.	Noonan,	Non-Semitic	Loanwords	in	the	Hebrew	Bible:	A	Lexicon	of	Language:	A	Lexicon	of	
Language	 Contact	 (Pennsylvania:	 Eisenbrauns,	 2019),	 18-19.	 Similar	 to	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	
Elephantine	Island,	Persian	 loanwords	 in	 the	books	of	Esther	and,	especially	 in	Ezra,	are	 limited	 to	 the	
administrative	domain.	Such	loanwords	include,	for	example,	 ןַפְרַּדְׁשַחֲא ,	‘satrap’	and	 םָּגְתִפ ,	‘letter’	or	‘decree’.	
In	view	of	the	analysis	of	Old	Persian	loanwords	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island,	it	is	not	
surprising	that	it	is	these	kinds	of	Old	Persian	vocabulary	items	that	are	encountered	in	the	Biblical	text,	
since	 these	are	all	 terms	related	 to	 the	organization	of	the	empire.	For	a	discussion	on	 the	Old	Persian	
loanwords	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island,	see	section	3.4.	
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French	as	official	language,	two	decades	after	the	conquest	of	England	by	Duke	William	II,	

did	French	vocabulary	items	find	their	way	into	those	domains	in	which	English	was	still	

the	 dominant	 language.	 French	 became	 the	 language	 of	 law,	 administration	 and	

subsequently	also	influenced	the	vocabulary	associated	with	daily	life.187	In	other	words,	

in	the	early	years	of	the	Norman	Conquest,	the	Normans	only	influenced	the	culture	of	the	

English	elite,	since	they	were	the	only	ones	to	encounter	the	French	language	and	French	

terminology	related	to	bureaucracy.		

Like	 the	 Normans	 in	 the	 example	 given	 by	 Noonan,	 the	 Persian	 kings	 did	 not	

impose	the	Old-Persian	language	upon	the	conquered	provinces,	but	rather	allowed	the	

local	population	to	continue	to	use	their	native	languages	with	only	reformations	in	top	

layer	 of	 the	 bureaucratic	 systems	 of	 the	 conquered	 territories.	 Only	 at	 the	 top	 of	 the	

hierarchy	would	Old	Persian	become	the	normative	language.188	Similar	to	French,	Old	

Persian	did	not	significantly	influence	the	lower	tiers	of	the	cultural	life	of	the	subjects	

within	 the	 empire.189	 This	 allowed	 Judeans	 and	 others	 to	 continue	 to	 use	 their	 own	

cultural	concepts	and	vocabulary	for	the	organization	of	the	military	and,	on	a	more	direct	

level,	 their	 community.	 This	 becomes	 especially	 apparent	 when	 viewed	 in	 light	 of	 a	

comparison	between	Old	Persian	and	Aramaic	terminology	related	to	the	organization	of	

the	troops	stationed	in	the	Egyptian	province.	The	only	Old	Persian	loan	related	to	the	

military	is	 ךרתרפ ,	‘chief’,	which	is	derived	from	Old	Persian	‘*frataraka’.	The	other	titles	for	

ranks	within	the	military	are	all	Aramaic.190	

                                                
187	Noonan,	Non-Semitic	Loanwords	in	the	Hebrew	Bible,	19.	
188	See	also	the	references	to	the	work	by	Tavernier	in	section	2.3,	who	had	also	noted	that	Old	Persian	was	
mainly	the	language	used	in	the	higher	echelons	of	administration.		
189	It	will	be	demonstrated	in	section	3.4	that	Persian	influence	was	limited	to	customs	related	to	salary	and	
other	payments	in	kind.	
190	Some	of	the	Aramaic	loanwords	have	Akkadian	origins,	such	as	 ארצכ בר ,	‘cohort	commander’,	which	is	
derived	from	Akk.	rab	kiṣri.	Despite	the	possible	Akkadian	origins,	however,	it	is	not	to	be	denied	that	these	
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In	 historical	 linguistics,	 the	 relationship	 between	 social	 status	 and	 typology	 of	

loanwords	is	generally	expressed	with	use	of	the	so-called	‘strata’.	Hock	and	Joseph	have	

defined	these	strata	as	the	sub-	ad-	and	superstratum.191	Contact	between	communities	

that	are	considered	to	be	of	more	or	less	the	same	social	standing,	is	referred	to	as	the	

adstratum.	 In	 such	 a	 context,	 the	 cultural	 practices	 of	 one	 specific	 community	 are	 not	

considered	to	be	more	prestigious	than	the	practices	of	another.	This	differs,	however,	in	

the	sub-	and	superstrata.	In	the	sub-	and	superstrata,	one	of	the	cultures	is	considered	to	

be	either	of	lesser	(sub)	or	higher	(super)	standing	than	others,	due	to	imbalanced	socio-

cultural	or	political	factors	involved	in	the	contact	between	members	of	the	communities	

associated	with	these	cultures.	In	terms	of	loanwords,	the	use	of	these	different	strata	can	

help	explain	 the	 reasoning	behind	 the	 choice	 to	borrow	certain	 lexical	 items	 from	 the	

languages	 encountered	 in	 social	 contact.	 Hock	 and	 Joseph,	 for	 example,	 state	 that	

‘adstratal	 relationships,	 then,	 are	 most	 conducive	 for	 borrowings	 of	 every-day-life	

vocabulary,	 even	basic	vocabulary’,	which	 is	opposed	 to	 lexical	 items	borrowed	 in	the	

superstratum	which	‘tend	to	come	from	the	more	prestigious	sections	of	the	lexicon	and	

their	 connotations	 likewise	 tend	 to	 be	 prestigious,	 at	 least	 at	 the	 beginning’.192	 The	

conquest	of	England	by	the	Normans,	for	example,	first	led	to	a	superstratum	situation,	in	

which	Norman	culture	was	 first	considered	to	be	prestigious	and	only	English	nobility	

gained	 access	 to	 its	 vocabulary.	 This	 is	 also	 reflected	 in	 the	 loanwords	 present	 in	 the	

                                                
military	positions	were	also	part	of	Aramean	and	Judean	culture,	since	Akkadian	loanwords	must	have	been	
part	of	the	Aramaic	vocabulary	prior	to	the	fifth	century	BCE.	
191	Hans	Henrich	Hock	and	Brian	D.	Joseph,	Language	History,	Language	Change	and	Language	Relationship:	
An	Introduction	to	Historical	and	Comparative	Linguistics	2nd	rev.	ed.	(Berlin/Boston:	De	Gruyter,	2009),	
261.	
192	See	the	descriptions	of	sub-	ad-	and	superstrata	borrowings	in	Hock	and	Joseph,	Language	History,	261-
262.	
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English	 vocabulary,	 since	 prestigious	 vocabulary	 items	 related	 to	 food,	 for	 example,	

replaced	the	native	English	equivalents.193	

	 In	light	of	what	is	known	about	the	political	situation	of	the	fifth	century	BCE,	the	

question	is	whether	some	form	of	social	and	linguistic	stratification	could	also	have	had	

its	effects	on	the	distribution	of	the	Egyptian,	Old	Persian	and	Hebrew	loanwords	in	the	

Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island.194	 Social	 interaction	 between	 the	 Judeans	 of	

Elephantine	Island	and	Persians	likely	occurred	in	the	sub-	and	superstrata.	The	Persians	

conquered	 Egypt	 and	 ruled	 the	 province	 of	 Egypt	 from	 a	 socially	 superior	 position.	

Judeans	on	the	other	hand	were	hired	as	mercenaries	 to	support	 the	Persians	 in	 their	

military	campaigns.	Consequently,	there	would	have	been	imbalances	in	the	distribution	

of	power	between	Judeans	and	Persians.	Since	Judeans	were	subordinate	to	the	Persians,	

their	position	would	have	been	in	the	substrata,	whilst	Old	Persian	culture	was	positioned	

in	the	superstrata.	Social	interaction	between	Judeans	and	Egyptians,	on	the	other	hand,	

would	have	taken	place	on	an	adstratum	 level,	since	both	Egyptians	and	Judeans	were	

subjects	to	Persian	rule.		

	 It	 is	 likely	 that	 such	 imbalances	 in	 the	 distribution	 of	 power	 led	 to	 linguistic	

stratification,	a	situation	in	which	the	languages	associated	with	Egyptian,	Judean	and	Old	

                                                
193	The	encounters	between	the	English	and	Normans	led	to	the	development	of	two	sets	of	vocabulary	
items	for	(the	production	of)	meat.	One	set	concerned	with	its	production	and	one	set	concerned	with	the	
final	product.	The	first	set	of	words	is	native	English	and	consists	of	‘sheep’,	‘hen’	and	‘pig’.	On	the	level	of	
the	final	product,	however,	the	English	borrowed	the	more	prestigious	Norman	equivalents	of	 ‘mutton’,	
‘poultry’	 and	 ‘pork’	 respectively.	 See	 Patience	 Epps,	 “Historical	 Linguistics	 and	 Socio-Cultural	
Reconstruction,”	in	The	Routledge	Handbook	of	Historical	Linguistics,	ed.	Claire	Bowern	and	Bethwyn	Evans	
(London:	Routledge,	2014),	585.	
194	This	is	also	true	for	the	other	examples	listed	above.	In	the	case	of	the	Old-Assyrian	traders	in	Anatolia,	
the	list	of	loanwords	consists	of	daily	items,	the	presence	of	which	can	be	explained	based	on	interaction	on	
an	 adstratum	 level.	 Neither	 the	 Old-Assyrian	 traders,	 nor	 their	 Anatolian	 trade	 partners	 could	 assert	
dominance,	due	to	the	mutual	need	in	trade.	In	the	case	of	the	Neo-Assyrian	and	Neo-Babylonian	Empires,	
on	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 Neo-Assyrian	 and	 Neo-Babylonian	 rulers	would	 have	 been	 able	 to	 assert	 their	
dominance	over	the	conquered	provinces.		
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Persian	culture	were	associated	with	different	degrees	of	prestige.	Old	Persian	loanwords	

are	 expected	 to	 be	 borrowed	 due	 to	 their	 prestige	 or	 political	 reasons.	 Egyptian	

loanwords	on	the	other	hand,	would	be	related	to	day-to-day	life,	since	contact	between	

Egyptians	 and	 Judeans	 took	 place	 on	 the	 neutral	 adstratum,	 without	 any	 (significant)	

imbalance	in	the	socio-cultural	or	political	relations.195	

	

3.2	 Loanwords	 and	 Acculturation:	 The	 Use	 of	 Loanwords	 in	 the	 Aramaic	

Documents	from	Elephantine	Island	in	the	Study	of	Judean	Acculturation	

In	previous	studies	on	the	Aramaic	epigraphic	material	from	Elephantine	Island,	scholars	

have	discussed	the	loanwords	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	only	in	general	terms,	predominantly	

focusing	on	the	distribution	of	loanwords	among	the	different	categories	represented	by	

the	 Aramaic	 documents.	 Takamitsu	 Muraoka	 and	 Porten	 argued	 that	 the	 loanwords	

attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	are	not	distributed	at	random.	On	the	contrary,	they	noted	

that	 the	 attested	 loanwords	 could	 be	 divided	 into	 specific	 lexical	 categories.	 The	Old-

Persian	loanwords,	for	example,	are	generally	vocabulary	items	concerned	with	matters	

of	official	categories	and	rule	over	the	empire,	since	they	mainly	cover	the	titles	of	officials	

and	juridical	terminology.	Egyptian	loanwords	on	the	other	hand,	relate	to	architecture	

and	naval	terminology.196	

                                                
195	 This	 suggestion	 is	 confirmed	by	 the	 analysis	 of	 Egyptian	 loanwords	 in	 section	 3.3	 and	Old	 Persian	
loanwords	in	section	3.4.	
196	 Muraoka	 and	Porten,	A	Grammar	 of	 Egyptian	 Aramaic,	378-380.	 Similarly,	 the	 two	 loanwords	 from	
Ancient	Greek	also	relate	to	practical	matters.	Aram.	 רתתס ,	the	Aramaic	equivalent	of	Ancient	Greek	στατήρ,	
occurs	twice	in	TAD	C3.7,	the	so-called	Aḥiqar	palimpsest,	a	customs	account	on	the	import	of	goods	by	
ships	 captained	 by	Greek	merchants	 dated	 to	 475	BCE.	A	 second	 loanword	 from	Ancient	Greek,	 πίναξ,	
expressed	in	Aramaic	by	Aram.	 ךינפ ,	is	encountered	in	TAD	D7.57,	a	letter	dated	to	the	late	3rd	century	BCE.	
In	 the	case	of	 the	 latter,	 the	occurrence	of	a	Greek	 loanword	can	be	explained	based	on	 the	Hellenized	
character	of	Egyptian	society	during	the	third	century	BCE.	During	this	time,	the	Ancient	Greek	language	
and	Hellenistic	culture	must	have	had	significant	influence	on	the	Aramaic	language	and	the	culture	of	its	
speakers.	The	presence	of	an	Ancient	Greek	loanword	in	the	customs	account,	however,	can	be	explained	
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	 Similar	 to	 Muraoka	 and	 Porten,	 other	 scholars	 had	 also	 noted	 patterns	 in	 the	

distribution	of	loanwords	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island.	Folmer	

noted	 that	 not	 all	 corpora	 of	 Aramaic	 documents	 attest	 to	 the	 same	 number	 of	

loanwords.197	 The	 letters	 that	 belong	 to	 the	Aršāma	 correspondence	 contain	 frequent	

loans	 from	 the	 Old-Persian	 language.198	 The	 so-called	 Aramaic	 Hermopolis	 papyri,	 a	

collection	of	letters	exchanged	between	Arameans	located	in	Memphis,	Luxor	and	Syene,	

on	the	other	hand,	contain	none.199	By	addressing	this	difference,	Folmer	showed	that	

loanwords	did	not	find	their	way	into	all	variants	of	Aramaic	documentation.	In	private	

correspondence,	 Arameans	 continued	 to	 use	 their	 own	 vocabulary,	 rather	 than	 Old	

Persian	or	Egyptian	loanwords.	The	difference	between	the	use	of	loanwords	in	official	

and	private	correspondence	indicates	that	Arameans	distinguished	between	vocabulary	

items	appropriate	for	use	in	different	contexts.		

	 Thomas	 Schneider	 contextualized	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 Egyptian	 language	 on	

Aramaic	 papyri	 dated	 to	 the	 fifth	 century	BCE,	 by	 comparing	 the	 evidence	with	 other	

(contemporary)	corpora	that	contain	Egyptian	vocabulary	items.200	Schneider	noted	that	

Egyptian	 loans	 in	 Ancient	 Hebrew	 are,	 like	 the	 Egyptian	 borrowings	 in	 the	 Aramaic	

papyri,	 mainly	 concerned	 with	 matters	 of	 ‘daily	 life’.	 The	 loans	 include	 terms	 of	

commodities,	such	as	 רֶתֶנ ,	 ‘natron’,	 שֵׁש 	 ‘linen’,	 technical	 terms	used	to	denote	 flora,	 like	

הָּטִׁש ,	 ‘akacia’	 and	 ןַׁשּוׁש ,	 ‘lotus’,	 and	 terminology	 related	 to	 the	 riverine	 environment	 of	

                                                
based	on	lexical	borrowing,	since	the	Aramaic	language	must	not	have	had	equivalents	to	all	the	specific	
vocabulary	items	used	by	the	Greek	traders.	In	this	case,	lexical	borrowing	filled	the	gaps.	
197	Margaretha	Folmer,	“Imperial	Aramaic	as	an	Administrative	Language	of	the	Achaemenid	Period,”	in	The	
Semitic	Languages:	An	International	Handbook,	ed.	Stefan	Weninger	(Berlin:	De	Gruyter,	2011),	587-598.	
198	For	a	more	detailed	discussion	on	the	Aršāma	correspondence	and	the	socio-cultural	in	which	the	letters	
had	been	produced,	see	section	2.3.		
199	Folmer,	“Imperial	Aramaic	as	an	Administrative	Language	of	the	Achaemenid	Period,”	595-596.	
200	 Thomas	 Schneider,	 “Language	 Contact	 of	 Ancient	 Egyptian	 with	 Semitic	 and	 Other	 Near	 Eastern	
Languages,”	 in	A	Companion	 to	Ancient	Near	Eastern	Languages,	ed.	Rebecca	Hasselbach-Andee	 (United	
States	of	America:	Wiley,	2020),	421-437.	
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Egypt,	which	include	 יִא ,	‘island’,	 ֹרְאי ,	‘Nile’	and	 יִצ ,	‘ship’.201	Hebrew	loans	in	the	Egyptian	

language	 are	 similarly	 concerned	with	 practical	matters	 and	 include	 terms	 to	 express	

one’s	social	status,	like	ebyēn,	 ‘miserable’,	 ‘poor’,	which	is	borrowed	from	Hebrew	 ןֹויְבֶא ,	

‘poor’,	and	vocabulary	items	used	to	denote	animals,	such	as	kamūl,	‘camel’	from	Hebrew	

לָמָּג .202	By	this	comparison,	Schneider	has	demonstrated	that,	like	Egyptian	loanwords	in	

the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island,	Egyptian	loanwords	in	Hebrew	and	Hebrew	

loanwords	 in	 the	Egyptian	 language	are	generally	 concerned	with	practical	matters	of	

daily	life.	

	 In	spite	of	the	attention	paid	to	the	loanwords	present	in	the	Aramaic	documents	

from	Elephantine	Island,	however,	scholars	have	not	yet	related	the	study	of	loanwords	

to	 the	development	of	 Judean	cultural	 identity.	An	 in-depth	 study	of	 loanwords	 in	 the	

Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island,	 however,	 can	 illuminate	 more	 about	 the	

development	of	Judean	culture	on	Elephantine	Island	during	the	fifth	century	BCE.	A	more	

comprehensive	 overview	 of	 the	 loanwords,	 for	 example,	 can	 help	 determine	 which	

elements	 of	 Judean	 culture	 were	 influenced	 most	 by	 Persian	 and	 Egyptian	 culture.	

Furthermore,	 an	 in-depth	 overview	 of	 loanwords	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 texts	 can	 establish	

whether	 Egyptian	 and	 Persian	 influence	 on	 Judean	 cultural	 customs	 is	 distributed	

indiscriminately,	or	whether	 there	are	 specific	patterns	 in	 their	distribution.	 In	 recent	

years,	new	theories	on	loanwords	have	been	developed	and	the	application	of	such	newly	

developed	 theories	 in	migration	 studies	 have	 shown	how	 loanwords	 in	 the	 languages	

                                                
201	Schneider,	“Language	Contact	of	Ancient	Egyptian	with	Semitic,”	431.	
202	Schneider,	“Language	Contact	of	Ancient	Egyptian	with	Semitic,”	431.	For	a	more	in-depth	discussion	
and	overview	of	Hebrew	loans	in	the	Egyptian	language,	see	Joseph	Naveh	and	Jonas	C.	Greenfield,	“Hebrew	
and	Aramaic	in	the	Persian	Period,”	in	The	Cambridge	History	of	 Judaism.	Vol	1:	Introduction,	the	Persian	
Period,	ed.	W.D.	Davies	and	Louis	Finkelstein	(Cambrdge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	1984)	118-120.	
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used	within	 (migration)	 communities	 allow	 for	 a	more	 fundamental	 understanding	 of	

their	integration	into	the	host	society	and	the	development	of	their	culture.203		

	 In	the	field	of	contact	linguistics,	the	concept	of	‘borrowing’	is	used	to	describe	the	

process	in	which	one	language	borrows	linguistic	features	from	another	language	through	

mutual	social	and	cultural	interaction.	Languages	can	borrow,	for	example,	phonological,	

morphological	 and	 syntactic	 features	 from	 other	 languages,	 as	 well	 as	 parts	 of	 their	

lexicon.204	 In	 the	 case	 of	 the	 latter,	 scholars	 tend	 to	 speak	 of	 ‘lexical	 borrowing’.205	 In	

essence,	studies	concerned	with	the	study	of	‘lexical	borrowing’	attempt	to	describe	the	

way	 in	 which	 such	 loans	 are	 incorporated	 into	 their	 native	 language	 and	 how	 the	

borrowed	 lexical	 items	 influence	 the	 development	 of	 that	 specific	 language,	 a	 process	

called	 ‘nativization’.206	 Scholars	 count	 and	 classify	 the	 types	 of	 loanwords	 from	 a	

structuralist	 point	 of	 view	 according	 to	 the	 degree	 of	morphological	 and	 phonological	

adaptation	to	the	receptor	language	in	order	to	determine	the	rate	of	nativization.207	The	

                                                
203	For	a	discussion	on	how	loanwords	can	be	used	in	the	study	of	cultural	development,	see	section	3.1.	
204	Lyle	Campbell,	Historical	Linguistics:	An	Introduction	(Edinburgh:	Edinburgh	University	Press,	2021),	68.	
205	 One	 of	 the	 fields	 in	which	 the	 concept	 of	 ‘lexical	 borrowing’	 is	 used	 frequently	 is	 that	 of	 historical	
linguistics.	By	the	study	of	loanwords,	linguists	interested	in	the	history	of	specific	languages	can	explain	
the	origins	of	certain	phono-	and	morphological	developments	present	within	the	language,	which	would	
not	have	been	present	in	the	proto-language.	In	addition,	this	also	sheds	important	light	on	the	social	world	
of	the	speakers	of	the	respective	language.	For	some	introductory	studies	on	‘lexical	borrowing’,	see,	for	
example,	Hock	and	Joseph,	Language	History,	241-278	and	Campbell,	Historical	Linguistics:	An	Introduction,	
56-90.	 For	 a	 specific	 study	 on	 the	 concepts	 and	 issues	 involved	 in	 research	 on	 loanwords,	 see	Martin	
Haspelmath,	 “Lexical	 Borrowing:	 Concepts	 and	 Issues,”	 in	 Loanwords	 in	 the	 World’s	 Languages:	 A	
Comparative	Handbook,	ed.	Martin	Haspelmath	and	Uri	Tadmor	(Berlin:	De	Gruyter,	2009),	35-54	and	Eline	
Zenner	 and	 Gitte	 Kristiansen,	 “Introduction:	 Onomasiological,	 Mehtodological	 and	 Phraseological	
Perspectives	 on	 Lexical	 Borrowing,”	 in	 New	 Perspectives	 on	 Lexical	 Borrowing:	 Onomasiological,	
Methodological	and	Phraseological	Innovations,	ed.	Eline	Zenner	and	Gitte	Kristiansen	(Berlin:	De	Gruyter,	
2013),	1-17.	For	a	more	extensive	study	for	the	use	of	historical	linguistics	in	the	reconstruction	of	ancient	
cultures	and	societies,	see	Epps,	“Historical	Linguistics,”	585.	
206	For	an	overview	of	the	process	of	‘nativization’,	see	Hock	and	Joseph,	Language	History,	247-257.	
207	Zenner	and	Kristiansen,	“Introduction,”	1.	
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more	nativized	a	word	is,	the	more	embedded	the	borrowed	vocabulary	item	would	have	

been	in	the	receptor	language.208	

This	structuralist	approach	to	research	on	loanwords	has	resulted	in	criteria	and	

degrees	of	 impact	of	 the	source	 language	 from	which	 loanwords	are	borrowed,	on	the	

receptor	language.	The	stage	in	which	a	loanword	has	the	least	impact	on	the	structure	of	

the	receptor	language,	is	when	a	loanword	is	simply	introduced	into	the	vocabulary	of	the	

receptor	language.	In	some	cases,	a	loanword	is	used	to	replace	a	vocabulary	item	from	

the	receptor	language	itself,	due	to	its	prestige,	or	to	'fill	a	gap’	in	the	vocabulary	of	the	

receptor	language.209	When	borrowed,	a	loanword	can	have	different	types	of	influence	

on	the	vocabulary	of	the	receptor	language,	a	configuration	that	depends	on	the	relation	

between	 the	 meaning	 and	 form	 of	 the	 respective	 loanword.210	 The	 prototypical	

configuration	is	the	situation	in	which	a	loan	retains	its	original	meaning	in	the	vocabulary	

of	 the	 receptor	 language.	 This	 is	 often	 the	 case	 when	 a	 loanword	 fills	 ‘a	 gap’	 in	 the	

vocabulary	of	the	receptor	language.	When	a	language	borrows	a	lexical	item	for	which	it	

already	has	some	kind	of	expressive	means,	the	loanword	is	generally	included	due	to	its	

prestige.211	

                                                
208	This	is	especially	relevant	in	the	case	of	Egyptian	loanwords.	Section	3.3	will	discuss	Egyptian	loanwords	
attested	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island	 and	 it	 will	 be	 demonstrated	 based	 on	 the	
combination	of	Egyptian	loanwords	with	proper	Aramaic	adjectives,	that	Egyptian	loans	were	nativized	to	
a	significant	degree.	
209	 Zenner	 and	 Kristiansen,	 “Introduction,”	 1-2.	 Loans	 that	 serve	 to	 fill	 a	 gap	 in	 the	 vocabulary	 of	 the	
receptor	language	and	loans	that	are	borrowed	because	of	their	prestige.	The	significance	of	each	of	these	
different	loanwords	to	the	study	of	cultural	development	will	be	discussed	in	section	3.1.	
210	See	table	2	for	an	overview	of	the	different	configurations	of	loanwords	in	the	receptor	language.		
211	Reasons	for	borrowing	lexical	 items	based	on	need	or	prestige	often	depend	on	the	social	context	in	
which	speakers	of	the	individual	languages	encounter	each	other.	In	contexts	in	which	cultures	are	deemed	
similar	to	each	other	in	terms	of	their	status,	loanwords	are	more	frequently	borrowed	out	of	necessity.	
Loanwords	borrowed	because	of	their	prestige,	on	the	other	hand,	occur	more	frequently	in	social	contexts	
in	which	the	culture	associated	with	the	source	language	is	said	to	be	more	prestigious.		
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More	complex	are	those	cases	in	which	a	vocabulary	item	from	the	source	language	

receives	a	meaning	known	from	the	receptor	language.	In	this	case,	the	loanword	replaces	

a	vocabulary	 item	of	 the	 receptor	 language,	often	because	 the	 loan	 is	more	esteemed.	

Sometimes,	languages	borrow	the	meaning	of	words,	rather	than	the	word	itself.	In	this	

case,	the	meaning	of	a	vocabulary	item	in	the	receptor	language	can	change,	in	analogy	to	

more	specialized	words	in	the	source	language.	An	example	of	such	an	indirect	loan,	is	the	

change	 in	meaning	of	Ancient	Greek	ἄγγελος.	 Initially,	Ancient	Greek	ἄγγελος	had	 the	

meaning	of	 ‘messenger’,	without	any	further	religious	connotations.	Under	influence	of	

Hebrew	 ךאלמ ,	‘messenger’	or	‘angel’,	however,	it	attained	the	more	specialized	meaning	of	

‘divine	messenger’	 in	 later	 Jewish	and	Christian	texts	written	 in	Greek.	This	process	 is	

generally	known	as	semantic	borrowing.212		

When	applied	to	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island,	theories	of	lexical	

borrowing	can	shed	new	light	on	 the	development	of	 Judean	 legal	 customs	and	cross-

cultural	 interaction.	The	 theory	of	semantic	borrowing	emphasizes	 that	 certain	 lexical	

items	can	have	different	meanings	depending	on	the	social	context	in	which	they	are	used	

and	parties	involved	in	the	contract.	TAD	B2.6,	for	example,	mentions	the	payment	of	a	

bride	price	( רהמ )	by	an	Egyptian	groom.	Whilst	it	will	be	demonstrated	that	the	 רהמ 	was	

one	of	the	cultural	aspects	by	which	the	Judeans	expressed	their	Judean	identity,	it	should	

not	be	excluded	that	to	the	Egyptian	groom,	the	 רהמ 	represented	the	Egyptian	concept	of	

the	šp	n	sḥm.t,	a	payment	in	kind	related	to	marriage	with	similar	legal	implications.213	

	 SL-meaning	 RL-meaning	

                                                
212	Dirk	Geeraerts,	Theories	of	Lexical	Semantics	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2010),	30-31.	See	also	
the	 examples	 listed	 in	 Hock	 and	 Joseph,	 Language	 History,	 251,	 on	 lexical	 items	 from	 the	 Old	 English	
vocabulary,	which	attained	new	meanings	under	influence	of	Christianity,	like	‘heofen’,	‘hel’	and	‘god’.	
213	On	the		payment	of	the	 רהמ 	as	a	Judean	cultural	trait,	see	section	3.6.	See	section	4.1.1	for	a	more	in-depth	
discussion	on	the	payment	of	the	 רהמ 	in	the	case	of	TAD	B2.6	by	the	Egyptian	groom	Esḥor.	
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SL-form	 Direct	loan	 Pseudo-loan	

RL-form	 Indirect	loan	 (language	internal)	

Mixed	form	 Hybrid	loan	 Hybrid	loan	

											Table	2:	Different	configurations	of	loanwords	in	the	receptor	language	

From	the	second	stage	of	lexical	borrowing	onwards,	receptor	and	source	language	

begin	to	influence	each	other	in	a	more	structural	and	impactful	manner.214	In	the	second	

stage	 of	 influence,	 users	 of	 the	 receptor	 language	 begin	 to	 ‘mix’	 the	 vocabulary	 and	

grammar	of	both	receptor	and	source	language.	Such	mixing	results	in	situations	in	which	

speakers	of	the	receptor	language	actively	switch	between	elements	of	both	receptor	and	

source	language	during	a	conversation,	or	whilst	writing	a	document.		This	phenomenon	

is	generally	known	as	‘code	switching’.	Since	both	code	switching	and	the	general	use	of	

loanwords	involve	the	use	of	elements	borrowed	from	a	source	language,	the	difference	

between	the	two	phenomena	 is	not	always	apparent	and,	consequently,	some	scholars	

have	suggested	that	there	is	no	need	to	distinguish	between	the	borrowing	of	lexical	items	

and	code	switching.215	The	majority	of	scholars,	however,	do	think	that	such	distinction	is	

necessary	and	subsequently	base	their	distinction	on	a	variety	of	variables,	such	as	the	

proficiency	 of	 the	 speaker,	 the	 morphological	 adaptation	 of	 the	 loanword	 to	 the	

grammatical	 system	 of	 the	 borrower	 and	 the	 inclusion	 of	 the	 loanword	 in	 standard	

lexicography	of	the	recipient	language.216		

                                                
214	The	third	to	sixth	stage	of	receptor-source	language	influence	are	not	of	importance	to	the	study	of	the	
Aramaic	papyri	 from	Elephantine	Island	and	will	not	be	further	discussed,	since	these	stages	are	mostly	
concerned	 with	 the	 development	 of	 new	 (pidgin)	 languages	 as	 the	 result	 of	 intense	 contact	 between	
speakers	of	the	receptor	and	source	languages.	For	an	overview	of	these	stages,	see	Zenner	and	Kristiansen,	
“Introduction,”	2-3.	
215	See,	for	example,	the	discussion	on	code-switching	in	Carol	Myers-Scotton,	Contact	Linguistics:	Bilingual	
Encounters	and	Grammatical	Outcomes	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2002),	109-163.	
216	 For	 an	 overview	 and	 discussion	 on	 the	 arguments	 of	 these	 scholars,	 see	 Zenner	 and	 Kristiansen,	
“Introduction,”	4-5.	
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In	the	case	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island,	however,	it	is	difficult	

to	 differentiate	 between	 the	 general	 use	 of	 loanwords	 and	 code	 switching,	 since	 the	

available	 evidence	 only	 consists	 of	 written	 documents	 and	 is	 limited	 in	 number.	 It	 is	

therefore	difficult	to	determine	whether	a	writer	would	have	used	the	borrowed	elements	

from	the	Egyptian	language	consequently	in	both	documentation	and	conversations.	In	

the	Aramaic	papyri	 from	Elephantine,	only	one	case	of	possible	code-switching	can	be	

ascertained.	In	TAD	B3.10,	the	Old	Persian	loan	*han-pāna,	‘roofed	passage’	is	glossed	by	

Egyptian	t3	my.t	nṱr,	‘road	of	the	gods’.217	Whether	this	gloss	served	to	clarify	the	meaning	

of	the	Old	Persian	loan	or	simply	served	to	clarify	the	location	of	the	passage,	is	difficult	

to	 determine.	 It	 demonstrates,	 however,	 that	 scribes	 could	 switch	 between	 multiple	

languages	in	one	and	the	same	document.			

The	lack	of	further	evidence	for	the	use	of	code	switching	does	not	allow	us	to	draw	

any	decisive	conclusions	on	the	sufficiency	of	 Judeans	 in	 the	Egyptian	and	Old	Persian	

languages.	 Nonetheless,	 the	 relatively	 extensive	 number	 of	 loanwords	 present	 in	 the	

Aramaic	papyri	allows	for	an	in-depth	study	of	the	influence	of	Egyptian	and	Old	Persian	

loanwords	on	the	cultural	practices	of	the	Judeans	of	Elephantine.	

	

3.3	 Egyptian	Loanwords	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island		

Based	 on	 Demotic-Aramaic	 material	 from	 the	 Achaemenid	 province	 of	 Egypt,	 I	 have	

argued	that	Egyptian	culture	likely	had	a	direct	influence	on	the	legal	customs	of	Judeans	

on	Elephantine	Island.	I	therefore	begin	my	inquiry	on	loanwords	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	

from	Elephantine	with	an	analysis	of	Egyptian	loanwords.		

                                                
217	Schneider,	“Language	Contact	of	Ancient	Egyptian	with	Semitic,”	431.		
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Aramaic	 Egyptian	origins	 Translation	 Document	

ירת 	 t3	ry.t		 Room	 TAD	B3.5	

TAD	B3.10	

TAD	B3.11	

TAD	B3.12	

יסר 	 rsy	 South(ern)	 TAD	B3.10	

יסרירד 	 t3	ry.t	t3	rsy.t	 Southern	room	 TAD	B3.10	

ימת 	 t3	my.t	 Road	 TAD	B3.4	

TAD	B3.5	

יתנאומת 	 t3	my.t	ntr	 Road	of	the	god(s)	 TAD	B3.10	

תיחת 	 t3	ẖyt	 Courtyard	 TAD	B3.7	

TAD	B3.10	

Table	3:	Egyptian	loanwords	related	to	architecture	and	the	orientation	of	property	

	

Aramaic	 Egyptian	origins	 Translation	 Document(s)	

אמג 	 qm3	 Reed	 TAD	B2.6	

TAD	B3.8	

סקעפ 	 p3	’gs	 Leather	belt	 TAD	B3.8	



   
 

101 

אטנש 	 šnt	 Linen	robe	 TAD	B3.8	

םקת 	 tgm	 Castor	oil	 TAD	B2.6	

TAD	B3.3	

Table	4:	Egyptian	loanwords	related	to	(daily)	commodities	

The	Egyptian	loanwords	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	

can	be	divided	between	two	broad	categories.	Table	3	 lists	 loanwords	concerned	with	

architecture.	Table	4	 lists	 loans	that	are	related	to	general	household	 items	and	trade,	

generally	 commodities.	 In	 terms	 of	 loanwords	 related	 to	 architecture,	 the	majority	 of	

technical	 terms	 borrowed	 from	 the	 Egyptian	 language	 are	 attested	 in	 TAD	 B3.10.218	

Concerned	with	the	bequest	of	a	house	by	Ananiah/Azariah	to	his	daughter	Yehoyišma,	

TAD	B3.10	 describes	 in	 detail	 the	 dimensions	 of	 the	 house	 and	 does	 so	with	 use	of	 a	

considerable	number	of	Egyptian	loanwords.	In	the	transfer	of	the	house,	the	southern	

room	of	the	house	is	labeled	 יסרירד ,	a	loan	derived	from	Egyptian	t3	ry.t	rsy.t,	‘the	southern	

room’.	The	main	room	of	the	house,	literally	‘the	large	room’	( אתבר	ירת ),	is	described	with	

use	of	the	Egyptian	word	for	‘room’,	t3	ry.t,	rendered	in	Aramaic	as	 ירת .219	In	the	case	of	

the	main	room,	the	use	of	a	proper	Aramaic	adjective	to	modify	the	Egyptian	loan	might	

indicate	that	Judeans	considered	Egyptian	architectural	terminology	to	be	fairly	nativized.	

The	 most	 interesting	 Egyptian	 loanword	 attested	 in	 TAD	 B3.10	 is	 related	 to	

architectural	terminology	for	‘courtyard’,	since	 תיחת ,		which	is	derived	from	Egyptian	t3	

ẖyt,	 is	 used	 besides	 the	 more	 nativized	 loan	 from	 Akkadian.	 In	 contrast	 to	 the	 other	

                                                
218	Another	contract	in	which	this	loan	is	used,	is	TAD	B3.5,	a	contract	concerned	with	the	bequest	of	(part)	
of	a	house	by	Ananiah	to	his	wife	Tamet.	
219	 Another	 direct	 loan	 from	Egyptian	 concerned	with	 architecture	 is	 יתנאומת ,	 the	Aramaic	 rendering	 of	
Egyptian	t3	my.t	nṱr	‘road	of	the	gods’.	Other	than	with	general	words	for	room	and	courtyard,	this	might	be	
just	a	translation	of	a	generally	accepted	name	for	a	road,	rather	than	a	proper	loan.		
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Egyptian	 loanwords	 attested	 in	 TAD	B3.10,	 תיחת 	 occurs	 alongside	 the	word	 for	 ‘court’	

borrowed	from	Akkadian,	namely	tarbaṣu,	written	in	Aramaic	as	 אצברת .220	In	the	text,	it	is	

explicitly	mentioned	that	 תיחת 	 is	the	Egyptian	translation	of	a	 ‘court’	and	represents	an	

equivalent	to	the	 אצברת .	This	is	done	with	use	of	the	addition	of	the	statement	that	the	

‘ תיחת 	 is	 Egyptian’	 ( תירצמ	תיחת ),	 an	 abbreviation	 of	 a	 clause	 encountered	 in	 similar	

contracts.221	Besides	this	reference	to	how	 אצברת 	is	translated	into	the	Egyptian	language,	

the	comparison	of	 תיחת 	with	 אצברת 	occurs	two	more	times	in	the	contract.	In	the	conclusion	

to	the	contract,	which	includes	a	short	summary	of	the	boundaries	of	the	house,		each	time	

the	 תיחת 	 is	 mentioned,	 it	 is	 specified	 that	 ‘this	 is	 the	 courtyard’	 ( אצברת 	 וה ).222	 The	

sequencing	 in	 which	 the	 two	 words	 for	 ‘courtyard’	 appear	 is	 of	 importance,	 since	 it	

implies	 that	 the	 Egyptian	 words	 would	 have	 been	 the	 most	 common	 to	 the	 parties	

involved	in	the	contracts.	An	Aramaic	translation	is	included	for	those	not	versed	in	the	

Egyptian	language,	or	not	familiar	with	this	specific	term.	

Another	loan	from	the	Egyptian	language	encountered	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	

Elephantine	 Island,	 is	 אריה .	 The	 exact	 meaning	 of	 אריה 	 is	 unknown,	 yet	 scholars	 have	

offered	different	solutions	to	the	problem.	Some	scholars,	like	Józef	Milik,	related	Aramaic	

אריה 	 to	Egyptian	hr,	 ‘wooden	utensil’,	or	 ‘metal	vase’,	a	meaning	that	Pierre	Grelot	also	

favored	 due	 to	 the	 meager	 value	 of	 the	 object	 discussed	 in	 the	 contract.223	 Modern	

                                                
220		Other	Akkadian	loanwords	related	to	architecture	are	 רגא ,	‘wall’,	 רשג ,	‘beam’,	 בב ,	‘gate’,	and	 שד 	,	‘door’.	
Note	that	there	does	not	seem	to	be	any	apparent	overlap	between	the	Akkadian	and	Egyptian	loanwords	
related	to	architecture,	which	might	indicate	that	Judeans	enhanced	their	own	vocabulary	with	Egyptian	
loans.	
221	See,	for	example,	TAD	B3.7,	which	contains	the	more	extensive	clause	‘[ אצברת ],	(which)	the	Egyptians	
call	[ תיחת ]’	( תירצמ הל ןירמא ).	
222	See	TAD	B3.10:13-14	and	TAD	B3.10:15.			
223	See	J.T	Milik	and	B.	Couroyer,	review	of	The	Brooklyn	Aramaic	Papyri:	New	Documents	of	the	Fifth	Century	
B.C.	from	the	Jewish	Colony	at	Elephantine,	by	Emil	G.	Kraeling,	Revue	Biblique	61	(1954):	247-253,	248	and	
Grelot,	Documents	Araméens	d’Égypte,	211-212.	For	a	discussion	on	other	readings	of	the	word,	see	Porten	
and	Szubin,	“Litigation	concerning	Abandoned	Property	at	Elephantine	(Kraeling	1),”	JNES	42	(1983):	279-
284,	281	and	Hoftijzer	and	Jongeling,	“hyr,”	NWSI	1:279.	
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scholarship,	 however,	 has	 generally	 accepted	 ‘road’	 or	 ‘(undeveloped)	 property’,	 as	

translation	 for	 Aramaic	 אריה .	 	 This	 translation	 is	 based	 on	 Egyptian	 ẖyr,	 ‘street’,	 or	

‘house’.224	 The	 occurrence	 of	 this	 Egyptian	 loanword	 in	 one	 of	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 is	

especially	noteworthy,	because	both	contractual	partners	are	Judean.	Concerned	with	a	

dispute	between	the	Judeans	Maḥseiah/Yedaniah	and	a	certain	Micah	over	the	respective	

אריה ,	the	contract	served	to	establish	the	rights	of	Maḥseiah	to	the	undeveloped	property.	

The	 use	 of	 an	 Egyptian	 loanword	 indicates	 that,	 like	 in	 the	 case	 of	 תיחת ,	 Egyptian	

architectural	terminology	had	begun	to	replace	Judean	architectural	terminology,	which	

was	probably	the	effect	of	frequent	trade	in	property	among	the	Judeans	of	Elephantine	

Island	and	Egyptians.	

Also	 attested	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island,	 are	 Egyptian	

loanwords	related	to	household	items;	they	include	qm3,	‘reed’,	and	p3	‘gs,	‘leather	belt,	

šnt,	‘linen	robe’,	and	tgm,	‘castor	oil’.	Other	than	the	loanwords	related	to	architecture	and	

the	orientation	of	property,	the	loans	related	to	household	items	and	commodities	only	

occur	 in	 one	 specific	 type	 of	 documents,	 the	 so-called	 Aramaic	matrimonial	 property	

arrangements.	 Included	 in	 this	 contract	 type,	which	 served	 to	stipulate	 the	 conditions	

agreed	 upon	 by	 the	 contracting	 parties	 involved	 in	 the	 marriage,	 are	 lists	 of	 all	 the	

possessions	of	the	bride,	brought	into	the	communal	home	prior	to	cohabitation.	The	fact	

that	these	loans	only	occur	in	the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements,	however,	

does	 not	mean	 that	 the	 use	 of	 Egyptian	 lexical	 items	 related	 to	 such	 daily	 items	was	

limited	to	matrimonial	contexts	alone.	Rather,	the	presence	of	such	household	items	in	

the	 dowry	 of	 the	 bride	 indicates	 that	 these	objects	 had	 become	part	of	 Judean	 life	 on	

Elephantine	Island.		

                                                
224	See	the	commentary	on	TAD	B3.2	in	Kraeling,	The	Brooklyn	Aramaic	Papyri,	135.	
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3.4	 Old	Persian	Loanwords	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island		

Unlike	the	Egyptian	loanwords,	which	are	mainly	concerned	with	daily	life,	Old	Persian	

loanwords	 are	 generally	 concerned	with	 law,	 jurisdiction	 and	 practicalities	 concerned	

with	the	administration	within	the	empire.	In	this	section	I	consider	the	use	of	Old	Persian	

loans	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	in	terms	of	the	contexts	in	which	they	appear.	First,	I	will	look	

at	the	loanwords	in	letters	and	demonstrate,	based	on	a	letter	sent	by	the	leaders	of	the	

Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island	to	the	satrap	of	Egypt,	Aršāma,	that	Old	Persian	

legal	 concepts	were	 generally	 used	 to	 advance	 the	 success	 of	 petitions.	 Second,	 I	will	

discuss	 loans	 in	 contracts	 and	other	 administrative	 documents	 in	 order	 to	 show	 that,	

other	than	in	the	case	of	letters,	the	use	of	Old	Persian	loanwords	mainly	served	to	govern	

transactions	 concerned	 with	 state	 property.	 In	 some	 cases,	 however,	 they	 served	 to	

protect	the	personal	status	of	individuals	within	Egyptian	society	under	Persian	rule.	

Aramaic	 Old	Persian	origins	 Translation	 Document(s)	

	 ןרגיבא 	 *abi-garana-	 Penalty	 TAD	B2.9	

TAD	B2.10	

TAD	B2.11	

TAD	B3.8	

TAD	B3.9	

TAD	B3.13	

TAD	B5.5	
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	 גנרדא 	 *ādranga-	 Guarantor	 TAD	B3.10	

TAD	B3.11	

TAD	B3.12	

	 סידוא 	 *avadaisa-	 Statement	 TAD	A4.10	

	 תזא 	 *āzātā-	 Free	 TAD	B3.6	

	 איכשוג 	 *gaušaka	 Informer	 TAD	A4.5	

	 תרכשוד 	 *duškṛta	 Crime	 TAD	A4.5	

	 תינוםה 	 *ham-au-nitā	 In	agreement	 TAD	A4.5	

TAD	A4.7	

	 גבנה 	 *han-bāga	 Partner	in	realty	 TAD	B3.6	

TAD	B3.10	

TAD	B3.11	

TAD	B3.12	

TAD	B5.5	

	 זידנה 	 *han-daiza	 Garrisoned	 TAD	A4.5	

	 תיגנה 	 *han-gaiθa-	 Partner	in	chattel	 TAD	B3.6	

TAD	B3.10	

TAD	B3.11	

TAD	B3.12	

TAD	B5.5	
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	 ןפנה 	 *han-pāna-	 Roofed	passage	 TAD	B3.10	

TAD	B3.11	

	 תרפנ 	 *nipart-	 Litigation	 TAD	B2.8	

	 תרשספ 	 *pasča	dāti-	 After	gift	 TAD	B3.11	

	 תפירפ 	 *friya-pati	 Main	beloved	 TAD	B3.12	

	 ךרתרפ 	 *frataraka	 Governor/chief	 TAD	A4.5	

TAD	A4.7	

TAD	A4.8	

TAD	B2.9	

	 סרפיתפ 	 *pati-frāsa-	 Investigator	 TAD	A4.2	

	 איתפית 	 *tipati	 Overseer/supervisor	 TAD	A4.5	

Table	5:	Old	Persian	loanwords	related	to	judicial	and	official	matters	within	the	empire	

Aramaic	 Old	 Persian	

origins	

Translation	 Document(s)	

	 בדרא 	 ṛdba	 Ardab	 TAD	A4.10	

TAD	B4.3	

TAD	B4.4	

	 ןרשא 	 ačarna-	 Furniture/equipment	 TAD	A4.5	

TAD	4.7	

TAD	B3.4	
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	 בירג 	 griba	 1/3	of	an	ardab	 TAD	B4.4	

	 ןדוי 	 yava-dāna	 Grain-house	 TAD	A4.5	

	 שרכ 	 kṛšā	 Weight	(of	silver)	 TAD	B3.2	

	 אפתפ 	 piθβa	 Rations	 TAD	B3.13	

Table	6:	Old	Persian	loanwords	related	to	rations,	weights	and	commodities	

Of	 the	Old	Persian	 loanwords	attested	 in	 letters,	 the	majority	of	 the	 loanwords	

occur	in	TAD	A4.5.225	TAD	A4.5	is	a	letter	concerned	with	a	petition	issued	by	the	religious	

leaders	of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island	to	the	satrap	of	Egypt,	Aršāma,	

shortly	 after	 the	 destruction	 of	 the	 temple	 by	 the	 priests	 of	 Khnum	 and	 belongs	 to	 a	

dossier	 of	 a	 total	 of	 four	 letters.226	 Like	 in	 the	 other	 letters	 concerned	 with	 the	

reconstruction	of	the	temple,	the	religious	leaders	of	the	community	describe	in	detail	the	

destruction	of	the	temple.	TAD	A4.5	distinguishes	itself	from	the	remaining	letters	in	the	

dossier	on	 the	destruction	of	 the	 temple,	however,	by	 its	 extensive	use	of	Old	Persian	

loanwords.	 In	 TAD	A4.5,	 the	 actions	of	 the	 priests	 of	Khnum	are	 described	 as	 ‘evil’,	 a	

description	 for	which	the	author	of	 the	 letter	makes	use	of	 תרכשוד ,	a	 loanword	derived	

from	Old	Persian	*duš-kṛtra-,	‘crime’.	The	use	of	 תרכשוד 	in	TAD	A4.5	is	noteworthy,	since	a	

parallel	description	of	the	destruction	of	the	temple	in	TAD	A4.7	and	its	copy	TAD	A4.8	

describe	the	event	with	use	of	a	different	vocabulary,	namely	 שיאב ,	‘evil’	or	‘ill	(willing)’.227		

                                                
225	The	other	letters	that	contain	Old	Persian	loanwords	are	TAD	A4.2	TAD	A4.4,	TAD	A4.7,	TAD	A4.8	and	
A4.10.	
226	The	other	letters	are	TAD	A4.7	and	its	copy	TAD	A4.8	and	TAD	A4.9	and	TAD	A4.10.	
227	Note,	however,	that	another	word	for	evil,	is	not	used	within	papyri	concerned	with	Judeans.	( םגתפ )	 תסג ,	
‘evil	(word),	derived	from	Old	Persian	*gasta	(patigāma)	is	used	in	TAD	A6.7,	TAD	A6.8	and	TAD	A6.10,	all	
three	letters	that	belong	to	the	Aršāma	correspondence	on	the	rebellions	within	the	province	of	Egypt.	
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In	TAD	4.7,	 שיאב 	occurs	two	times,	once	in	an	expression	with	possible	origins	in	

legal	language	and	once	as	a	noun.	The	first	occurrence	of	 שיאב 	appears	shortly	after	the	

entire	Judean	community	mourns	the	destruction	of	the	temple	and	prays	to	‘YHW,	the	

Lord	of	Heaven’	( אימש	ארמ	והיל ).	They	imagine	their	prayers	are	answered	and	‘all	men	who	

sought	evil	against	that	very	temple	[=	the	temple	of	YHWH	on	Elephantine	Island],	all	of	

them,	would	be	killed’.	In	this	context,	the	clause	‘those	men	who	seek	evil	against	(...)’	

( שיאב	ועב	יז	ןירבג ),	 seems	 to	 be	 used	 in	 similar	 terms	 as	 תרכשוד ,	 namely,	 to	 denote	 the	

criminal	deed	against	 the	 Judean	community	committed	by	the	priests	of	Khnum.	This	

conclusion	is	furthermore	supported	by	the	second	attestation	of	 שיאב 	a	few	lines	below	

the	clause	 שיאב	ועב	יז	ןירבג ,	which	state	that	‘at	the	time	this	evil	was	done	( 	אתשיאב	אז	יז	ןדעב

דיבע )’	the	leaders	of	the	community	had	already	sent	a	letter	to	the	high	priest.228	In	these	

lines,	the	reference	to	‘this	evil’	is	reminiscent	of	the	clause	‘this	is	the	evil	act’	( אתרכשוד	הנז )	

in	 TAD	A4.5,	where	 תרכשוד 	 replaces	 שיאב .	 In	other	words,	 based	 on	 the	 parallel	 use	 of	

תרכשוד 	and שיאב 	,	it	would	seem	that	Judeans	adapted	their	vocabulary	to	the	legal	customs	

of	the	Persian	authorities.	Reason	for	this	choice	is	the	possibility	that	such	adherence	to	

Persian	legalese	could	advance	the	success	of	the	petition	and	serve	the	goal	of	the	letter	

itself.	

The	use	of	 תרכשוד ,	however,	 is	not	 the	only	occurrence	of	a	Persian	 loanword	 in	

TAD	A4.5.	In	the	same	line	in	which	the	leaders	introduce	the	topic	of	the	letter,	they	state	

that	the	priest	of	Khnum	performed	their	deed	in	agreement	with	the	Persian	garrison	

leader	Vidranga.	Here	again,	they	use	a	Persian	loanword,	namely,	 תינומה ,	which	derives	

from	Old	Persian	*ham-au-nita	and	could	literally	be	translated	to	‘in	equal	mind	with’.229	

The	Old	Persian	loanwords	in	TAD	A4.5	that	follow,	all	relate	to	the	judicial	process	that	

                                                
228	On	the	importance	of	this	reference	to	Yehoḥanan	and	his	collegium	of	priests,	see	section	3.5.	
229	Cf.	TAD	4.7:5.	



   
 

109 

the	 religious	 leaders	of	 the	 Judean	 community	want	 to	 instigate	 against	 the	 priests	 of	

Khnum	for	the	destruction	of	the	temple.	Part	of	this	process	is	the	request	of	an	inquiry	

into	the	situation.	In	this	letter,	the	word	used	for	‘inquiry’,	 אדזא ,	is	a	loan	in	Aramaic	of	

Old	Persian	*azda-	‘(legal)	inquiry’.	Like	in	the	case	of	 תרכשוד ,	the	use	of	 אדזא 	 is	notable,	

since	in	regular	contracts	and	other	legal	documents,	Judeans	would	refer	to	legal	cases	

by	use	of	Aramaic	 ןיד ,	‘lawsuit’.		

In	the	case	of	TAD	A4.5,	the	social	context	of	the	letter	can	explain	the	frequent	use	

of	Old	Persian	loanwords	by	the	leaders	of	the	Judean	community.	Since	this	letter	was	

concerned	with	a	petition	sent	to	the	satrap	of	Egypt,	the	leaders	of	the	community	must	

have	attempted	to	advance	the	success	of	their	cause	by	demonstrating	their	compliance	

to	Persian	jurisdiction.	In	some	cases,	the	Old	Persian	loanwords	even	replace	Aramaic	

equivalents,	which	are	attested	in	other	documents.	This	is	so,	for	example,	in	the	case	of	

תרכשוד ,	which	replaced	 שיאב .		

Comparison	 with	 other	 letters	 concerned	 with	 the	 destruction	 of	 the	 temple	

support	 the	 conclusion	 that	 Old	 Persian	 loanwords	 generally	 served	 to	 advance	 the	

success	of	petitions.	TAD	A4.7	and	TAD	A4.8,	for	example,	two	letters	that	only	contain	a	

small	percentage	of	the	attested	loans	in	letters,	were	sent	to	the	authorities	in	Judah	by	

the	leaders	of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island.	Unlike	the	satrap	of	Egypt,	

the	authorities	in	Judah	must	have	been	more	familiar	with	Judean	legal	terminology	and	

consequently	more	susceptible	to	its	judicial	implications.230	In	other	words,	due	to	the	

urgency	of	 the	 situations,	 Judeans	must	have	 felt	 the	need	 to	adapt	 themselves	 to	 the	

                                                
230	Whilst	it	is	true	that	TAD	A4.7	and	TAD	A4.8	were	addressed	to	the	Persian	satrap	in	Judah,	the	social	
context	must	have	differed	from	the	situation	in	Egypt.	It	 is	quite	possible	that	the	satrap	would	inform	
himself	on	the	proceedings	of	the	request	with	the	Judeans,	possibly	even	the	high	priest	and	his	colleagues.	
This	is	further	supported	by	the	reference	to	the	‘praying’	( ילצ )	to	YHW,	the	Lord	of	Heaven	( אימש ארמ והיל ).	
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Persian	 legal	 language	 and	 address	 the	 situation	 in	 a	 manner	 familiar	 to	 the	 Persian	

satrap.231	

Similar	 to	 the	 legal	 terminology	 used	 in	 correspondence	 between	 the	 religious	

leaders	 of	 the	 Judean	 community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island,	 the	 presence	 of	 Old	 Persian	

loanwords	 in	 contracts	 can	 be	 explained	 by	 a	 further	 analysis	 of	 the	 legal	 and	 social	

contexts	in	which	they	appear.	In	TAD	B3.6,	a	contract	concerned	with	the	manumission	

of	Tamet	and	Yehoyišma,	their	owner,	a	certain	Judean	named	Mešullam,	declares	that	he	

‘released	them	to	be	free’	( יכתקבש 	 תזא ).232	The	legal	clause	with	which	the	two	slave	women	

are	released	from	service	combines	two	vocabulary	items	from	two	different	languages,	

the	verb	‘to	release’,	 קבש ,	which	is	a	proper	Aramaic	verb,	and	 תזא ,	’to	be	free’,	a	loan	from	

Old	Persian.		

The	Aramaic	verb	 קבש 	is	encountered	in	various	Aramaic	documents	and	is	used	

in	a	variety	of	contexts.	In	TAD	A4.5,	the	verb	 קבש 	is	used	to	indicate	that	the	Judeans	did	

not	leave	their	encampments	( לבחמ	ןקבש	אל ),	which	hints	at	the	more	explicit	meaning	of	

‘to	 abandon’.	 In	 TAD	 A4.7	 and	 TAD	 A4.8,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 meaning	 is	 more	

reminiscent	of	the	use	of	 קבש 	in	TAD	B3.6.	In	TAD	A4.7	and	TAD	A4.8,	the	verb	 קבש 	is	used	

to	mean	‘to	allow’,	in	the	context	of	the	reconstruction	of	the	temple.	In	these	letters,	it	is	

mentioned	that	‘they	did	not	allow	[=	 קבש ]	us	to	rebuild’	( הינבמל	ןל	ןקבש	אל ).	In	addition	to	

its	occurrence	in	the	letters	discussed	above,	 קבש 	is	also	attested	in	contracts.	Besides	its	

                                                
231	It	should	also	be	noted	that	the	emphasis	on	the	juridical	matters	differs	between	TAD	A4.5	and	TAD	
A4.7	and	its	copy	TAD	A4.8.	In	TAD	A4.5,	Judeans	seem	to	emphasize	the	criminal	deeds	of	the	priests	of	
Khnum	and	attempt	to	instigate	a	legal	case.	In	TAD	A4.7	and	TAD	A4.8,	on	the	other	hand,	the	leaders	of	
the	Judean	community	seem	to	focus	on	acquiring	funds	to	reconstruct	the	temple.	This	difference	could	
explain	the	use	of	‘Judean	legal	language’	instead	of	Old	Persian	loanwords,	since	the	latter	would	not	be	
required	as	they	did	not	seek	to	instigate	any	legal	case	against	the	priests	of	Khnum.	The	reference	to	a	
letter	sent	to	the	sons	of	the	governor	of	Samaria,	Sanballat,	also	suggests	that	the	petition	was	not	solely	
concerned	with	gaining	the	permission	to	reconstruct	the	temple,	but	also	included	the	requirement	to	gain	
funds.	
232	Literally:	‘I	released	you	to	be	free’.		
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appearance	in	TAD	B3.8,	 קבש 	is	also	used	in	TAD	B4.7	to	indicate	that	some	‘is	released	

from	obligation’	( הנז	ארפס	ייחל	קבשי	אבוחו ).	

The	 new	 status	of	 the	 two	women	 as	 ‘free	 persons’	 ( תזא )	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 is	

expressed	with	 a	 loan	 derived	 from	Old	 Persian	 *azāta-.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 this	 loanword,	

scholars	 have	 described	 its	 origins	 and	 use	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 in	 different	 ways.	

Yohanan	Muffs,	for	example,	argued	that	Judeans	incorporated	the	Old	Persian	loan	into	

their	 contracts,	since	 they	 themselves	 lacked	 the	adverbial	 complement	 ‘to	be	 free’.	 In	

spite	of	the	occurrence	of	references	to	the	status	of	‘free	person’	( ןירוח	רב )	in	later	Aramaic	

texts	like	the	Targum	to	Exodus,	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	do	not	attest	

to	such	expressions	of	social	status.233	This	conclusion,	however	true	the	argument	on	any	

lack	of	references	to	a	native	adverbial	complement	‘to	be	free’	in	the	Elephantine	papyri	

may	be,	is	not	without	difficulties.	In	the	examples	given	on	the	use	of	 קבש 	in	the	Aramaic	

papyri,	 in	both	 letters	and	contracts,	 it	 is	possible	 to	 imagine	 that	 Judeans	 could	have	

phrased	the	manumission	clause	in	a	different	manner.	Instead	of	the	Old	Persian	loan,	

they	could	have	used	a	derivative	of	the	concept	the	‘slavery’,	much	like	they	did	it	in	the	

case	of	the	absolution	from	any	‘obligation’	( בוח ).234					

	 The	 majority	 of	 the	 Old	 Persian	 loanwords	 in	 legal	 contracts	 relates	 to	 the	

distribution	of	rations,	weights	and	legal	conditions	and	legal	security	in	trade.	Like	in	the	

case	of	Old	Persian	*azāta-,	the	presence	of	these	loanwords	in	contracts	related	to	trade	

can	 be	 explained	 based	 on	 an	 analysis	 of	 the	 social	 contexts	 in	which	 they	 had	 been	

written.	The	occurrence	of	 אפתפ ,	‘ration’,	in	TAD	B3.13,	a	contract	concerned	with	a	loan	

                                                
233	Muffs,	Studies,	40	n.	1.	See	also	Muffs,	Studies,	40	n.	1	for	an	overview	of	scholarship	on	 תזא 	and	its	origins	
within	the	Old	Persian	language.	
234	Whilst	an	abstract	noun	for	‘slavery’	is	not	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island,	or	
any	Aramaic	text	from	the	fifth	century	BCE	for	that	matter,	this	does	not	mean	that	they	were	not	familiar	
with	the	concept	of	abstract	nouns.	In	Aramaic,	they	would	use	the	suffix	ת(ו)-,	to	indicate	that	someone	had	
a	certain	social	status.	Cf.	for	example,	the	noun	‘wifehood’	( ותנא ).	
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grain,	for	example,	can	be	clarified	based	on	the	character	of	the	Judean	community.	In	

TAD	 3.13,	 the	 Judean	 Anani/Haggai	 promises	 the	 creditor	 of	 the	 loan,	 an	 Egyptian	

individual	named	Pakhnum/Besa,	that	he	will	repay	the	grain	with	the	ration	( אפתפ )	that	

will	be	given	to	him	from	the	treasury	of	the	king	( אכלמ	רצוא	ןמ ).	In	this	case,	the	contract	

itself	explains	the	presence	of	Old	Persian	*piθβa,	since	it	is	mentioned	that	the	loan	is	

paid	from	the	treasury	of	the	king.	This	must	mean	that	the	specific	ration	must	be	the	

compensation	 in	 kind	 given	 to	 Judeans	 in	 exchange	 for	 their	 service	 in	 the	 Persian	

army.235	 Since	 such	 compensation	 must	 have	 been	 different	 from	 any	 other	 kind	 of	

payment	known	to	mercenaries	employed	by	the	Persian	army,	associated	with	its	own	

legal	rights,	the	term	was	probably	borrowed	to	enhance	the	vocabulary	of	Judeans.236	

Furthermore,	since	the	Persian	government	distributed	the	rations,	it	is	likely	that	any	

issues	that	might	arise	in	relation	to	the	rations	were	to	be	resolved	by	Persian	officials.	

In	other	words,	if	Anani	would	not	have	paid	the	amount	of	grain	to	the	creditor,	Besa	

could	appeal	to	the	Persian	officials.	

	 Contracts	related	to	the	transfer	of	realty	and	related	property	often	reference	two	

legal	parties	with	use	of	 loanwords	 from	the	Old	Persian	 language	These	titles	are	the	

‘partner	 in	 realty	 ( גבנה )’	 and	 ‘partner	 in	 chattel	 ( תיגנה )’.237	 In	 previous	 studies	 on	

                                                
235	 Cf.	 TAD	 C3.14,	 an	 administrative	 document	 concerned	 with	 the	 distribution	 of	 the	 rations	 among	
Judeans.	
236	It	is	also	possible	that	the	Old	Persian	word	for	ration	replaced	an	original	Aramaic	word	to	denote	the	
same	 concept.	 Whilst	 not	 attested	 in	 documents	 dated	 to	 the	 Persian	 period,	 a	 document	 from	 the	
Hellenistic	period	contains	references	to	rations,	which	are	denoted	with	the	Aramaic	word	 רטש .	In	terms	
of	its	form	and	content,	C81	is	very	similar	to	TAD	C3.14,	so	it	should	not	be	excluded	that	Judeans	were	
already	familiar	with	the	concept	of	the	distribution	of	rations	and	replaced	 אפתפ 	with	the	more	specialized	
רטש 	after	the	Persian	domination	had	ended.	In	this	case,	such	a	conclusion	is	supported	by	the	social	context	

in	which	the	document	was	written.	
237	The	two	words	always	occur	in	tandem	with	each	other.	For	the	contracts,	see	TAD	B3.10,	TAD	B3.11,	
TAD	B3.12	and	TAD	B5.5.	The	aforementioned	contracts	in	which	 גבנה 	and	 תיגנה 	are	used	to	denote	certain	
litigants,	are	all	dated	to	the	end	of	the	fifth	century	(with	the	earliest	being	TAD	B3.10,	dated	to	404	BCE).	
In	other	contracts	concerned	with	the	transfer	of	realty,	which	are	dated,	for	example,	to	the	first	half	of	the	
fifth	century	BCE,	scribes	still	use	the	more	extensive	clause	with	reference	to	all	possible	litigants	like	the	
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loanwords	in	the	Aramaic	papyri,	scholars	had	already	noted	the	Old	Persian	origins	of	

these	 two	 legal	 titles.238	Two	of	 these	 scholars,	Porten	and	Henri	 Szubin,	 for	example,	

argued	 that	 גבנה 	 and	 תיגנה 	 began	 to	 replace	 the	 original	 lists	 of	 litigants	mentioned	 in	

contracts	concerned	with	the	transfer	of	realty	in	contracts,	dated	to	the	latter	part	of	the	

fifth	century	BCE.	In	earlier	contracts,	the	clause	that	prohibits	any	party	other	than	the	

alienator	to	interfere	with	the	transfer	on	a	later	occasion	was	generally	phrased	with	use	

of	 שיא ,	‘someone’	or	‘man’,	and	the	possessive	construction	 יליז ,	‘of	mine’.239	The	use	of	 שיא ,	

however,	is	rather	ambiguous,	since	it	does	not	specify	any	specific	legal	party	involved	

with	 the	 alienator.240	 By	 replacing	 ‘a	 man	 of	 mine’	 with	 the	 more	 specialized	 legal	

vocabulary	items	 גבנה 	and	 תיגנה ,	 Judeans	would	be	able	to	describe	more	accurately	the	

legal	conditions	related	to	litigants	mentioned	in	contracts	concerned	with	the	transfer	of	

realty.	In	this	case,	an	Old	Persian	loanword	thus	replaced	an	Aramaic	lexical	item	due	to	

its	prestige	and	more	accurate	nature.	

	 My	analysis	of	the	Old	Persian	loanwords	indicates	that	the	use	of	Old	Persian	legal	

vocabulary	 by	 Judeans	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	was,	 in	 general,	 limited	 to	 specific	 legal	

contexts	 in	 which	 Judeans	 would	 have	 required	 the	 legal	 support	 of	 the	 Persian	

authorities.	In	the	letters	sent	to	the	satrap	of	Egypt,	Judeans	made	use	of	Persian	legal	

terminology	in	order	to	advance	the	success	of	the	petition	against	the	priests	of	Khnum,	

                                                
שיא 	 יליז .	The	development	and	change	over	time	of	this	clause	indicates	that	the	occurrence	of	 גבנה 	and	 תיגנה 	

in	the	later	contracts	is	indeed	the	result	of	influence	of	Persian	legalese	on	the	legal	tradition	of	the	Judeans	
of	Elephantine	Island.	
238	For	early	studies	on	 גבנה 	and	 תיגנה ,	see	J.	de	Menasce,	“Mots	d’Emprunts	et	Noms	Propres	Iraniens	dans	
les	Nouveaux	Documents	Araméens,”	BiOR	11	(1954):161-162,	161	and	Émil	Benveniste,	“Éléments	Perses	
en	Arméén	d’Égypte,”	JA	242	(1954):	297-310,	298	n.3.	
239	 See	 section	 1.3	 for	 an	 in-depth	 discussion	 of	 how	 the	 use	 of	 שיא 	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 contracts	 from	
Elephantine	Island	indicates	a	background	of	the	scribes	in	Judean	law.	
240	Bezalel	Porten	and	Henri	Zvi	Szubin,	“Litigants	in	the	Elephantine	Contracts:	The	Development	of	Legal	
Terminology,”	Journal	for	the	Study	of	the	Northwest	Semitic	Languages	and	Literatures	4	(1987):	45-67,	47.	
See	also	Porten	and	Szubin,	“Litigants	in	the	Elephantine	Contracts,”	62-67	for	an	in-depth	description	of	
this	development.	
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to	 gain	 legal	 and	 financial	 support	 for	 the	 reconstruction	 of	 the	 temple.	 In	 private	

documentation,	 like	 contracts	 and	 administrative	 documents,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 Old	

Persian	loanwords	governed	legal	issues	concerned	with	state	affairs,	like	the	change	in	

social	status	of	 a	 former	 slave-woman	or	 trade	which	 involved	 the	 rations	distributed	

from	the	warehouse	of	the	king.	Only	two	cases	point	towards	the	direct	influence	of	Old	

Persian	 culture	 on	 Judean	 legal	 practice.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 גבנה 	 and	 תיגנה ,	 Old	 Persian	

vocabulary	 items	 replaced	 their	 Aramaic	 counterparts	 due	 to	 their	more	 precise	 legal	

character.	 Contrary	 to	 the	 Egyptian	 loanwords	 discussed	 in	 the	 previous	 section,	 Old	

Persian	 loanwords	do	not	 seem	to	have	had	a	 similar	 impact	on	 the	 cultural	practices	

concerned	with	matters	of	the	daily	lives	of	the	Judeans	of	Elephantine	Island.	

	 This	difference	between	the	use	of	Old	Persian	and	Egyptian	loanwords	leads	me	

to	suggest	that	Persian	and	Egyptian	culture	influenced	significantly	different	elements	of	

Judean	 culture,	 with	 different	 degrees	 of	 impact.	 Persian	 culture	 generally	 influenced	

those	 practices	 related	 to	 law	 and	 administration,	whereas	 Egyptian	 cultural	 customs	

mainly	had	their	influence	on	day-to-day	aspects	of	Judean	life	on	Elephantine	Island,	like	

trade	and	architecture.	In	terms	of	the	impact	of	Old	Persian	and	Egyptian	culture	on	the	

cultural	practices	of	the	Judeans	of	Elephantine	Island,	it	should	be	noted	that	the	analysis	

has	demonstrated	that	whilst	Old	Persian	loanwords	are	the	most	numerous	within	the	

available	evidence,	they	did	not	have	the	most	significant	impact.	In	some	cases,	Judeans	

would	use	Old	Persian	legal	concepts	to	advance	their	own	cause,	like	in	the	case	of	the	

destruction	of	the	temple	caused	by	the	priests	of	Khnum.	The	use	of	Aramaic	equivalents	

in	letters	on	the	same	topic	sent	to	the	governor	of	Judah,	indicates	that	the	Old	Persian	

vocabulary	items	related	to	law	were	not	a	priori	part	of	the	legal	vocabulary	used	by	the	

Judeans	of	Elephantine	Island.	Only	 in	 the	case	of	 terms	related	to	possible	 litigants	in	

contracts,	did	the	Old	Persian	influence	Judean	legal	practice	to	a	more	permanent	extent.	
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	 In	 the	 case	of	Egyptian	 loanwords,	 the	attested	borrowed	 lexical	 items	 indicate	

that	Egyptian	culture	had	a	structural	impact	on	the	cultural	practices	of	the	Judeans	of	

Elephantine	Island.	The	lexical	items	include	day-to-day	items,	like	clothing	and	products	

used	in	personal	hygiene,	as	well	as	terminology	related	to	architecture.	In	the	case	of	the	

latter,	 some	 loans	were	 even	 naturalized	 to	 such	 an	 extent,	 that	 Judean	 scribes	 used	

proper	Aramaic	adjectives	in	combination	with	Egyptian	loans.	In	addition,	the	attestation	

of	Egyptian	translations	 for	Aramaic	architectural	 terminology	seems	to	point	 towards	

some	general	familiarity	of	Judeans	with	the	Egyptian	language,	or	general	use	of	Egyptian	

vocabulary	in	daily	life.	The	more	substantial	influence	of	Egyptian	culture	implied	by	this	

analysis	is	to	be	expected.	The	available	evidence	from	Elephantine	Island	suggests	that	

interaction	between	Judeans	and	Egyptians	was	void	of	any	imbalances	in	social	standing.	

Both	Judeans	and	Egyptians	served	under	Persian	or	Babylonian	garrison	leaders,	could	

be	hired	to	perform	tasks	within	the	community	and	could	be	made	slave.	Social	contact	

between	Egyptians	and	Judeans,	therefore,	likely	occurred	on	the	level	of	the	adstratum.	

In	 the	 case	 of	 Persian-Judean	 interaction,	 there	 was	 a	 significant	 difference	 in	 social	

status.	This	difference	possibly	explains	the	presence	of	one	permanent	Persian	loan	in	

Judean	texts,	which	replaced	the	 Judean	original	due	to	 its	prestige,	a	characteristic	of	

superstratum	interaction.241	

	

3.5	 Hebrew	Loanwords	in	the	Aramaic	Papyri	I:	Religious	Terminology	

In	addition	to	Egyptian	and	Persian	 loanwords,	six	vocabulary	 items	from	the	Hebrew	

language	 are	 attested	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 documents	 from	 Elephantine	 Island.242	 The	

                                                
241	See	section	3.1	for	a	description	of	the	sub-	ad	and	superstrata	theory	in	relation	to	cultural	influence.	
242	 Naveh	 and	Greenfield,	 “Hebrew	 and	Aramaic	 in	 the	 Persian	Period,”	 117.	Margaretha	 Folmer,	 “The	
Contribution	of	Elephantine	Aramaic	to	Aramaic	Studies,”	 in	Elephantine	Revisited:	New	Insights	 into	the	
Judean	Community	and	its	Neighbors,	ed.	Margaretha	Folmer	(Pennsylvania:	Eisenbrauns,	2022),	136-137	
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loanwords	include	two	religious	terms	and	three,	possibly	four,	vocabulary	items	with	a	

judicial	connotation.243	In	spite	of	this	limited	number	of	Hebrew	loans,	the	presence	of	

six	different	loanwords	from	Hebrew	in	the	Aramaic	documents	produced	by	members	of	

the	 Judean	community	on	Elephantine	 Island	 is	 significant.	Whereas	Egyptian	and	Old	

Persian	 loanwords	 hint	 towards	 cultural	 innovation	 by	 Judeans,	 the	 occurrence	 of	

Hebrew	loans	would	indicate	cultural	preservation.	By	the	inclusion	of	Egyptian	or	Old	

Persian	 loanwords,	 Judeans	 extended	 their	 own	 vocabulary	 to	 include	 new	 cultural	

concepts	 they	 encountered	 in	 trade	 with	 Egyptians	 or	 legal	 interaction	 with	 Persian	

officials.244	By	continuing	to	use	Hebrew	vocabulary	items,	on	the	other	hand,	however,	

Judeans	 were	 able	 to	 include	 in	 their	 letters	 and	 legal	 documentation	 those	 Judean	

cultural	concepts,	which	Judeans	still	deemed	important.245	

	 An	 in-depth	 study	 of	 Hebrew	 loanwords	 can	 thus	 provide	 new	 insights	 in	 the	

development	 of	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 Judean	 community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island,	 since	

Hebrew	vocabulary	items	indicate	which	Judean	cultural	practices	remained	important	

markers	 of	 Judean	 cultural	 identity.	 The	 following	 sections	 will	 therefore	 focus	 the	

Hebrew	loanwords	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island.,	Similar	to	the	

sections	 on	 Egyptian	 and	 Old	 Persian	 loanwords,	 I	 will	 consider	 the	 use	 of	 Hebrew	

loanwords	in	view	of	the	social	contexts	in	which	they	appear.		

Hebrew	 vocabulary	

item	

Document(s)	 Aramaic	equivalent	 Documents	

                                                
added	religious	festivals	to	the	list,	namely,	 חספ ,	 ‘Pesach’,	and	 הבש ,	 ‘Sabbath’.	Folmer	also	argued	that	the	
noun	phrase	 תאבצ 	 ההי 	mirrors	the	Hebrew	 תואבצ הוהי  .	
243	See	table	7	for	an	overview	of	the	Hebrew	loanwords	related	to	religion	and	their	distribution	among	
the	Aramaic	papyri.	
244	See	sections	3.3	(Egyptian	loanwords)	and	3.4	(Old	Persian	loanwords).	
245	Note,	however,	that	the	presence	of	Hebrew	loanwords	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	does	not	suggest	that	
Judeans	 still	 used	 the	 Hebrew	 language	 for	 daily	 communication.	 Cf.	 Folmer,	 “The	 Contribution	 of	
Elephantine	Aramaic”,	137.	
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ןהכ ,	‘priest’	 TAD	C3.28	

TAD	A4.3	

TAD	A4.7	

TAD	A4.8	

רמכ ,	‘priest’	

	

TAD	A4.5	

TAD	A4.7	

TAD	A4.8	

TAD	A5.4	

TAD	B2.7	

TAD	C3.5	

TAD	D2.30	

TAD	D5.10	

TAD	D18.1	

TAD	D18.2	

TAD	D21.17	

TAD	D23.1	

קרזמ ,	‘bowl’	 TAD	A4.7	

TAD	A4.8	

ןגא ,	‘bowl’	

	

TAD	D7.57	

הדע ,	‘council’,	‘court’		 TAD	B2.6	

TAD	B3.3	

TAD	B3.8	

ןיד ,	‘court’	 	

רהמ ,	‘bride	price’	 TAD	B2.6	

TAD	B3.8	

-	 	

הנוכת ,	‘cash’	 TAD	B2.6	

TAD	B3.8	

TAD	B6.1	

-	 	

טפש ,	‘to	judge’246	 TAD	C3.3	 ןידי ,	‘to	judge’	 	

                                                
246	The	reading	 טפש 	is	uncertain.	
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Table	7:	the	distribution	of	Hebrew	loanwords	within	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	and	their	

Aramaic	equivalents	

	 The	first	category	of	Hebrew	loanwords	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	

Island	 consists	 of	 vocabulary	 items	 related	 to	 religious	 terminology.	 This	 category	

includes	the	words	 ןהכ ,	‘priest’,	and	 קרזמ ,	‘a	bowl	used	in	religious	ceremonies’.247	Of	the	

two	 Hebrew	 loanwords	 קרזמ 	 is	 only	 attested	 in	 a	 letter	 sent	 by	 Yedaniah	 and	 his	

colleagues,	the	religious	leaders	of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island,	to	the	

governor	of	Judah,	in	407	BCE.248		In	this	letter,	Yedaniah	and	his	colleagues	appeal	to	the	

Persian	 satrap	 of	 Judah	 to	 have	 the	 temple	 of	 YHWH	 on	 the	 island	 restored,	 after	 its	

destruction.	 In	 the	 first	 section	 of	 the	 letter,	 which	 contains	 a	 detailed	 report	 on	 the	

destruction	 of	 the	 temple,	 Yedaniah	 describes	 the	 items	 that	 had	 been	 burned	 by	 the	

priests	of	Khnum.	Among	these	items	was	a	bowl	made	of	gold	( אבהז	יז	איקרזמ ).	The	Aramaic	

word	used	for	this	bowl,	 קרזמ ,	is	limited	to	this	context	and	has	generally	been	ascribed	to	

Hebrew	influence,	since	Hebrew	 קְָרזִמ ,	‘bowl’,	frequently	appears	in	lists	of	materials	used	

in	rituals	mentioned	in	the	Hebrew	Bible.249			

	 Other	 קרזמ ,	 which	 is	 attested	 only	 once,	 ןהכ 	 occurs	 four	 times	 in	 four	 different	

documents,	of	which	three	are	unique	in	respect	to	their	contents.250	It	is	attested	three	

times	in	letters	exchanged	between	the	priests	of	YHWH	and	the	authorities	in	Judah	on	

the	restoration	of	the	temple	on	Elephantine	Island	and	once	in	a	fragment	dated	to	the	

                                                
247	For	bibliographic	references	to	 קרזמ ,	see	Hoftijzer	and	Jongeling,	“mzrq,”	NWSI	2:610.	
248	In	TAD	A4.7	and	TAD	A4.8,	its	copy.	
249	See	for	example	the	extensive	lists	of	‘utensils	made	of	bronze’,	referenced	in	Exod.	27:3	and	Exod.	38:3,	
which	also	include	‘bowls’( ֹתקְָרזִּמ ).	See	for	a	more	in-depth	discussion	on	the	relationship	between	utensils	
mentioned	 in	 the	 Hebrew	 Bible	 and	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island,	 Naveh	 and	 Greenfield,	
“Hebrew	and	Aramaic	in	the	Persian	Period,”	118.	
250	TAD	A4.7	and	TAD	A4.8	are	almost	identical,	the	latter	being	a	copy	of	the	former.	
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Hellenistic	period.251	 	 In	addition,	 the	Aramaic	equivalent	 to	 ןהכ ,	 namely,	 רמכ ,	which	 is	

generally	interpreted	to	mean	‘pagan	priest’,	is	more	frequently	attested	than	the	indirect	

parallels	 to	 קרזמ .252	 This	 distribution	 and	 more	 substantial	 quantity	 of	 the	 Hebrew	

loanword	and	its	Aramaic	equivalent	makes	for	an	easier	analysis	of	its	use	and	cultural	

importance	to	the	Judeans	of	Elephantine	Island.	

	 The	use	of	the	Hebrew	loan	 ןהכ 	is	limited	to	the	Aramaic	material	produced	by	the	

Judean	community	on	Elephantine	 Island	and	occurs	 in	 three	 letters	and	one	papyrus	

fragment	dated	to	the	third	century	BCE.	Aramaic	 רמכ ,	on	the	other	hand,	is	attested	in	

epigraphic	material	written	by	Judeans,	Egyptians	and	Arameans.	It	is	encountered	in	four	

letters,	one	contract,	a	fragmentary	list,	two	small	fragments	written	on	papyrus	and	four	

sarcophagus	labels.	Of	the	total	of	12	documents	in	which	 רמכ 	occurs,	five	are	written	in	

relation	to	Judeans.		

	 The	 category	 in	which	 the	Hebrew	 loanword	 ןהכ 	occurs	most	 frequently,	 is	 in	a	

collection	 of	 letters	 sent	 by	 the	 (religious	 leaders)	 of	 the	 Judean	 community	 on	

Elephantine	Island.	The	 first	 letter,	TAD	A4.3,	which	 is	generally	dated	to	the	 late	 fifth	

century	BCE,	discusses	the	captivity	of	Mauziah	and	the	arrival	of	two	Egyptian	servants	

on	Elephantine	Island.	The	remaining	two	letters,	TAD	A4.7	and	TAD	A4.8,	are	concerned	

with	a	petition	of	the	(religious)	leaders	of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island	

to	the	authorities	in	Judah,	in	relation	to	the	reconstruction	of	the	temple	on	the	island.	In	

TAD	A4.3,	the	term	 ןהכ 	only	occurs	in	the	opening	lines	of	the	letter.	Mauziah	addresses	

the	addressees,	 the	 leaders	of	 the	 Judean	community,	with	the	titles	 ‘my	 lords	(…)	the	

priests’	 ( והי	יז	אינהכו 	 	( ... ) 	יארמ )	The	 letter	only	 indicates	 that	 leaders	among	 themselves	

                                                
251	The	letters	dated	to	the	fifth	century	BCE	in	which	 ןהכ 	is	attested	are	TAD	A4.3,	TAD	A4.7	and	its	copy	
TAD	A4.8.	The	fourth	attestation	of	 ןהכ 	is	found	in	TAD	C3.28,	a	fragment	dated	to	the	third	century	BCE.	
252	See	table	7	for	the	list	of	documents	in	which	the	loanwords	are	attested.		
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would	address	each	other	by	their	titles,	which	they	did	so	by	use	of	the	Hebrew	loanword	

ןהכ .	Whilst	this	does	indicate	that	they	preferred	the	Hebrew	loan	to	its	more	widely	used	

Aramaic	equivalent	 רמכ ,	 ‘priest’,	 it	does	not	illuminate	much	about	the	cultural	value	of	

the	use	of	the	Hebrew	loanword	in	Aramaic	texts	written	by	Judeans.	TAD	A4.7	and	its	

copy	TAD	4.8,	on	the	other	hand,	provide	more	information	on	this	matter,	since	in	these	

two	 letters,	 both	 ןהכ 	 and	 רמכ 	 occur	 side	 by	 side	 in	 a	 text	 composed	 by	 the	 (religious)	

leaders	of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island.	

	 TAD	A4.7,	 and	 its	 copy	TAD	A4.8,	 is	 a	petition	by	 the	 (religious)	 leaders	of	 the	

Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island	to	the	authorities	in	Judah.	The	letter	discusses	

in	detail	the	destruction	of	the	temple	of	YHWH	by	the	priests	of	Khnum.	It	can	be	divided	

into	two	parts.	The	 first	part	of	 the	letter	contains	the	 introduction	and	address	to	 the	

Judean	authorities	in	Judah,	in	addition	to	a	detailed	description	of	the	destruction	of	the	

temple	 of	 YHWH	 by	 the	 priests	 of	 Khnum.	 The	 second	 part	 of	 the	 letter	 contains	 the	

request	by	the	leaders	of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island	to	the	authorities	

in	Judah	to	support	them	in	the	reconstruction	of	the	temple.		In	the	introduction	to	the	

letter,	the	leader	of	the	Judean	community	introduces	himself	and	his	colleagues	as	‘your	

servant	(…)	and	his	colleagues,	the	priests	who	are	in	Elephantine’	 )אינהכ	התונכו 	(…)	 ךידבע ).	

The	use	of	 ןהכ 	in	this	introduction	supports	the	argument	that	the	use	of	the	title	 ןהכ 	was	

customary	 in	 correspondences	 between	 Judeans	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	 and	 between	

Judeans	 in	 different	 communities.	 Contrary	 to	 the	 single	 occurrence	 of	 ןהכ 	 in	 the	

introduction	to	the	letter,	however,	TAD	A4.7	and	TAD	A4.8	contains	evidence	on	the	use	

of	 ןהכ 	among	Judeans	and	the	importance	to	use	this	Hebrew	loan	in	contrast	to	the	more	

widely	attested	 רמכ .		

In	conclusion	to	the	first	part	of	the	letter,	shortly	before	the	request	for	support	

in	 the	 reconstruction	of	 the	 temple	 in	 the	 second	part,	Yedaniah	briefly	addresses	 the	
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reason	why	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island	appeals	to	the	satrap	of	Judah,	

rather	than	the	 Judean	religious	authorities.	Prior	 to	 the	composition	of	TAD	A4.7	and	

TAD	 A4.8,	 Yedaniah	 had	 already	 attempted	 to	 gain	 the	 necessary	 support	 for	 the	

reconstruction	of	the	temple	from	Yehoḥanan,	the	high	priest	( אבר	אנהכ )	and	his	collegium	

of	priests,	the	authorities	associated	with	the	temple	of	YHWH	in	Judah.253	In	this	case,	the	

reference	 to	 a	 letter	 sent	 to	 the	 high	 priest	 associated	 with	 the	 temple	 in	 Judah	 is	

important	 to	 the	 interpretation	of	 the	cultural	importance	of	 ןהכ 	 in	 the	Aramaic	papyri	

from	Elephantine	Island,	since	it	mentions	the	titles	of	the	Yehoḥanan	and	his	collegium.	

Similar	to	Yedaniah	and	his	colleagues,	they	are	introduced	by	their	name,	followed	by	

reference	 to	 their	 office	 as	 priests.254	 Based	 on	 this	 reference	 and	 the	 use	 of	 similar	

introductions	 by	 the	 two	 priestly	 collegia,	 located	 in	 both	 Judah	 and	 on	 Elephantine	

Island,	it	could	be	argued	that	by	the	use	of	Hebrew	 ןהכ ,	priests	could	indicate	that	they	

belonged	 to	 one	 and	 the	 same	 religious	 tradition.255	 In	 the	 case	 of	 the	 Judeans	 of	

Elephantine	 Island,	 this	 argument	 is	 supported	 by	 the	 fact	 that	 they	 still	 address	

Yehohanan	with	the	honorary	religious	title	of	‘high	priest’	( אבר	אנהכ ).	If	they	would	have	

considered	 themselves	 to	 be	 separate	 from	 the	 temple	 in	 Judah,	 Yedaniah	 could	 have	

claimed	this	title	for	himself.	In	other	words,	by	use	of	the	title	 ןהכ ,	priests	on	Elephantine	

Island	expressed	their	loyalty	to	the	temple	in	Judah	and	the	associated	cultural	values.	

By	doing	so,	they	separated	themselves	from	any	other	temple	communities.256	

                                                
253	 See	also	Noam	Mizrahi,	 “The	History	and	Linguistic	Background	of	Two	Hebrew	Titles	 for	 the	High	
Priest,”	 JBL	130	 (2011):	687-705,	693-695,	who	supported	 the	argument	 that	 ןהכ 	 is	 indeed	a	 loan	 from	
Hebrew,	based	on	Aramaic	linguistic	evidence	on	the	‘high	priest.’	
254	Similar	to	Yedaniah	and	his	colleagues	the	priests,	Jehoḥan	and	his	colleagues	are	referenced	in	TAD	
A4.7:18	as	‘Yehoḥanan	and	his	colleagues	the	priests’	( אינהכ התונכו אבר אנהכ ן נחוהי ).	
255	See	also	Granerød,	Dimensions	of	Yahwism	in	the	Persian	Period:	Studies	in	the	Religion	and	Society	of	the	
Judean	Community	at	Elephantine	(Berlin/Boston:	De	Gruyter,	2016),	54.	
256	Granerød,	Dimensions	of	Yahwism,	53-54	notes	that	the	Judean	priests	did	not	use	Aram.	in	a	derogatory	
manner.	The	polemic	context	in	which	the	term	is	used,	however,	suggests	otherwise,	since	the	priests	of	
Khnum	are	labeled	criminals.	By	emphasizing	the	sharp	contrast	between	Judean	and	Egyptian	priesthood,	
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The	adherence	of	Judeans	to	a	specific	group	and	its	associated	cultural	values	can	

be	supported	by	an	analysis	of	the	use	and	occurrence	of	the	Aramaic	equivalent	to	the	

Hebrew	 ןהכ ,	namely	 רמכ ,	‘priest’.	Contrary	to	 רמכ	,ןהכ 	is	not	solely	used	in	texts	written	by	

Judeans.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 it	 occurs	 with	 fair	 frequency	 in	 texts	 written	 by	 Judeans,	

Arameans	 and	 Egyptians.	 Especially	 in	 view	 of	 texts	 written	 by	 the	 latter	 two	

communities,	it	becomes	apparent	that	the	term	did	not	have	any	specific	cultural	values	

like	 ןהכ ,	other	than	to	indicate	that	certain	individuals	held	the	office	of	priest.	This	is	seen,	

for	 example,	 in	 inscriptions	written	 by	 Egyptians	 and	Arameans.	 In	 labels	written	 for	

sarcophagi,	for	example,	the	term	 רמכ 	was	used	to	indicate	that	the	deceased	was	a	priest.	

TAD	D18.1,	a	sarcophagus	 label	written	 for	Sheil,	a	priest	of	Nabu	and	TAD	D18.2,	 the	

sarcophagus	of	a	certain	Ḥeremšēzib,	for	example	both	make	use	of	 רמכ .257	Similarly,	the	

Egyptian	officials	said	to	perform	rituals	mentioned	in	the	Sheikh	Fadl	cave	inscription,	

TAD	D23.1,	which	is	dated	to	the	early	fifth	century	BCE,	are	all	 רמכ .258	In	Egyptian	and	

Aramean	 texts,	 Aramaic	 רמכ 	 thus	 sufficed	 to	 cover	 Egyptian	 and	Aramean	 concepts	 of	

priesthood.	

	 The	Judeans	of	Elephantine	thus	continued	to	make	use	of	specialized	vocabulary	

items	to	denote	their	own	cultural	practices	in	the	domain	of	religion,	whether	it	be	to	

reference	items	used	in	temple	worship	or	to	express	the	difference	between	their	own	

religious	 authorities	 and	 those	 associated	with	 the	 temples	 of	 Egyptian	 and	 Aramean	

gods.	 By	 choice	 of	 such	 vocabulary	 items	 instead	 of	 their	 more	 common	 Aramaic	

equivalents,	 the	 Judeans	 of	 Elephantine	 could	 distinguish	 themselves	 from	 other	

                                                
Yedaniah	and	his	colleagues	(…).	Cf.	the	use	of	 רָמָּכ 	in	the	Hebrew	Bible,	where	Hebrew	 רָמָּכ 	generally	appears	
in	the	context	of	idolatry.	See	for	example,	Hos.	10:5,	where	the	idolatrous	priests	mourn	the	departure	of	
Beth-Aven.	
257	TAD	D18.1:	 ובנ יז ארמכ ליאשל 	and	TAD	D18.2:	 ארמכ השא רב בזשמרח .	
258	The	text	is	fragmentary,	yet	the	text	references	priests	performing	rituals.		
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members	 of	 society	 in	 communication	 in	 which	 they	 deemed	 such	 distinction	 to	 be	

appropriate.259	Not	surprisingly,	this	has,	in	part,	led	to	the	conclusion	that	the	Judeans	of	

Elephantine	distinguished	themselves	from	other	communities	in	terms	of	their	religious	

practices	and	identified	themselves	as	a	temple	community.260	

	

3.6	 Hebrew	Loanwords	in	the	Aramaic	Papyri	II:	Legal	Terminology	

In	addition	to	the	two	Hebrew	loanwords	related	to	the	vessels	used	in	religious	rites	and	

titles	 of	 religious	 professionals,	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 also	 contain	 Hebrew	 loanwords	

related	to	legal	concepts.	The	first	is	the	Hebrew	word	 הדע ,	‘council’	which	occurs	only	in	

three	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements.	The	second	legal	term	with	possible	

roots	in	Hebrew,	is	 הנוכת ,	which	is	generally	translated	as	‘cash’	or	‘ready	cash’.261	Like	 הדע ,	

the	 term	 הנוכת 	 is	 only	 encountered	 in	 the	 three	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	

arrangements.	A	third	Hebrew	loanword	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	is		 רהמ .	The	fourth	

and	final	borrowing	from	Hebrew	used	in	legal	documents,	is	less	certain	and	concerns	

the	 use	 of	 the	 verb	 טפש 	 in	 contexts	where	 one	 would	 rather	 expect	 use	 of	 the	 more	

commonly	used	verb	 ןיד .262	Similar	to	the	section	on	the	use	of	Hebrew	loanwords	related	

to	the	religious	domain,	a	comparison	between	Hebrew	loans	used	 in	 legal	contexts	 in	

view	of	their	Aramaic	equivalents	will	demonstrate	that	by	use	of	specialized	vocabulary	

                                                
259	It	is	possible	that,	as	argued	by	Nathan	Hays,	“Yedaniah’s	Identity	as	Priest	or	Layperson	and	the	Rhetoric	
of	 the	 Letter	 from	 the	 Judean	 Garrison	 of	 Elephantine	 to	 Bagavahya”,	 JBL	 139	 (2020):	 521-541,	 	 the	
identification	as	‘Judean	priests’,	could	have	served	solely	rhetoric	purposes.		
260	See	for	example,	Karel	van	der	Toorn,	“The	Religion	of	the	Elephantine	Jews,”	in:	Torah,	Temple,	Land:	
Constructions	of	Judaism	in	Antiquity,	eds.	Markus	Witte,	Jens	Schröter	and	Verena	M.	Lepper	(Tübingen:	
Mohr	Siebeck,	2021),	84.		
261	See	Hoftijzer	and	Jongeling,	“tkwnh,”	NWSI	2:1214.	
262	Evidence	on	the	use	of	the	verb		 טפש 	‘to	judge’	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	is	too	scarce	
to	include	this	Hebrew	loanword	in	the	current	discussion	and	will	therefore	be	omitted.	
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items,	Judeans	continued	to	express	their	own	Judean	cultural	values,	also	in	the	domain	

of	law.	

	 The	first	loan	from	Hebrew	that	I	will	discuss	is	 הדע ,	‘council’.	In	the	Aramaic	papyri,	

the	word	 הדע 	is	only	encountered	in	matrimonial	property	arrangements	and	is	limited	to	

the	 legal	 clause	 on	 divorce.	 In	 the	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	 arrangements,	 it	 is	

stated	that	if	one	of	the	spouses	is	to	‘stand	up	in	the	council	( הדע )	and	declare	PN	is	not	

my	wife’,	that	is,	to	declare	divorce.	In	previous	scholarship,	the	meaning	of	the	word	 הדע 	

in	combination	with	the	preposition	ב,	has	been	disputed.	Not	only	in	terms	of	its	meaning,	

but	also	in	relation	to	the	legal	significance	of	the	institution.	In	his	edition	of	the	Aramaic	

papyri,	Cowley	translated	 הדעב 	as	‘in	the	congregation’	and	ascribed	the	inclusion	of	this	

‘technical	term’	to	Hebrew	influence.263	To	Cowley,	the	 הדע 	thus	represented	some	legal	

institution.	Kraeling,	on	the	other	hand,	concluded	that	the	construction	must	represent	

some	type	of	preposition.	He	interpreted	 הדעב 	to	mean	‘on	her	account’,	a	combination	of	

the	preposition	 דעב 	and	 feminine	object	suffix	 	264.’ה‘ 	Of	 the	two	possible	solutions,	 the	

translation	by	Cowley	has	generally	been	favored	over	the	one	by	Kraeling,	mainly	due	to	

its	parallels	in	Hebrew	and	appearance	in	later	Jewish	legal	texts	like	the	Mishna.265	

	 It	 is	 likely	 that	 הדע 	 represented	 some	 form	 of	 legal	 institution	 adhered	 to	 by	

Judeans,	especially	in	the	case	of	legislation	related	to	marriage.	The	exact	nature	of	the	

הדע 	as	a	legal	institution,	however,	remains	debated.	In	general,	it	is	possible	to	distinguish	

                                                
263	Cowley,	Aramaic	Papyri,	44-50.		
264	See	the	arguments	by	Kraeling,	The	Brooklyn	Aramaic	Papyri,	147-148,	on	the	clause	in	TAD	B3.3	(=	
Kraeling	2).		
265	H.	L.	Ginsberg,	“Notes	on	Some	Old	Aramaic	Texts,”	JNES	18	(1959):	143-149,	148-149	also	noted	that	
the	parallel	between	the	use	of	in	the	two	Judean	matrimonial	property	arrangements,	TAD	B3.3	and	B3.8,	
and	 TAD	 B3.13	 is	 based	 on	 a	misreading	 of	 the	 Aramaic	 script.	 Instead	 of	 דעב 	 ינב ,	 ‘over	 my	 children’,	
suggested	 by	Kraeling,	 it	would	 be	more	appropriate	 to	 read	 ינברעב ,	 ‘(to	 seize)	my	property’,	 a	 reading	
generally	accepted	by	other	scholars.	See	for	example	the	reconstruction	by	Porten	and	Yardeni,	TADAE,	
98-99.	
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between	two	interpretations.	On	the	one	hand,	scholars	have	attempted	to	demonstrate	

that	the	congregation	merely	provided	the	publicity	needed	to	witness	the	declaration	of	

the	negative	verba	solemnia.	Based	on	the	reference	to	an	oral	declaration,	rather	than	the	

bill	of	divorce	( תֻתיִרְּכ 	 רֶפֵס )	mentioned	in	Deut.	24:1,	Yaron	argued	that	the	congregation	did	

not	serve	to	further	investigate	the	reasons	for	divorce,	but	rather	served	to	validate	the	

declaration	by	the	initiating	spouse.266	Similar	to	Yaron,	Porten	also	concluded	that	the	

congregation	 offered	 the	 publicity	 needed	 for	 official	 divorce	 and	 supported	 the	

conclusion	by	Yaron,	by	 referencing	a	passage	 from	 the	Mishnah	Sanhedrin.267	On	 the	

other	hand,	however,	scholars	have	argued	that	the	 הדע 	would	have	been	a	legal	institution	

proper,	represented	by	individuals	familiar	with	the	Judean	legal	tradition,	the	so-called	

‘leaders	of	the	congregation’	( אתדע 	 ישאר ).268		

	 If	the	interpretation	of	 הדע 	as	a	legal	institution	with	associated	(Judean)	juridical	

professionals	is	accepted,	it	is	also	possible	to	relate	the	concept	of	the	 הדע 	to	Aramaic	 ןיד ,	

which	can	also	be	translated	as	‘court’.269	TAD	B2.3,	for	example,	contains	a	reference	to	

court	in	the	legal	clause	that	prohibits	the	alienator	from	instigating	any	legal	case	on	the	

property	transferred	in	the	transaction.	The	alienator	of	the	property	thus	declares	that	

‘and	(if)	I	go	into	court,	I	will	not	win	my	case’	( קדצא 	 אלו 	 ןידב 	 ךהאו ).270	Similarly,	in	TAD	B7.2	

                                                
266	Yaron,	Law	of	the	Aramaic	Papyri,	54-55.	See	also	Yaron,	“Aramaic	Marriage	Contracts	from	Elephantine,”	
14-16	for	a	more	elaborate	discussion	on	the	interpretation	of	 הדע .	
267	According	to	Porten,	Archives,	210	n.	38,	the	statement	by	Yaron	is	based	on	Mishnah	Sanhedrin	1:6.	
268	 The	 ‘leaders	 of	 the	 congregation’	 are	 referenced	 in	 Cowley	 82:5,	 a	 document	 dealing	 with	 the	
proceedings	of	a	 lawsuit	performed	 in	either	Abydos	or	Thebes.	Whilst	not	 concerned	with	 the	 Judean	
community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island,	 the	 congregation	 did	 consider	 a	 legal	 case	 concerned	with	 Judeans,	
namely,	a	certain	Shib’a/Obadiah	and	Delaiah.	Like	in	the	case	of	marriage,	the	lawsuit	discussed	in	Cowley	
82	 seems	 to	 be	 concerned	with	 private	 affairs,	 namely,	 the	 division	 of	 ‘shares	 of	 inheritance’	 ( ןקלח ).	 If	
Cowley’s	reconstruction	is	correct,	this	reference	in	Cowley	82	can	thus	support	the	argument	that	the	 הדע 	
was	a	Judean	legal	institution	concerned	with	legal	affairs	within	the	Judean	community.		
269	See	the	discussion	in	Hoftijzer	and	Jongeling,	“‘dh1,”	NWSI	2:828.	
270	Note	that	Porten	and	Yardeni	translated	 ןיד ,	as	‘suit’,	that	is,	the	legal	case	itself,	rather	than	the	location	
in	which	the	suit	had	taken	place.	This	translation,	however,	does	not	seem	to	comply	with	the	available	
evidence,	since	a	distinction	is	made	between	the	two	meanings	of	 ןיד ,	based	on	the	verbal	form	with	which	
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the	court	( ןיד )	is	mentioned	in	a	legal	document	concerned	with	a	court	case	on	burglary.	

In	this	document,	the	defendant,	a	certain	Judean	called	Malchiah,	refers	to	an	oath	to	the	

god	Herembethel,	which	he	had	declared	 ‘in	court’	 ( אנידב )	 to	prove	his	 innocence.271	 In	

both	TAD	B2.3	and	TAD	B7.2,	the	legal	cases,	either	actual	or	hypothetical,	are	treated	in	

court.	The	significance	of	these	two	cases	to	the	current	discussion,	is	that	the	cases	are	

concerned	with	public	affairs,	a	burglary	and	the	transfer	of	property,	which	contrasts	the	

assessment	for	the	reasons	for	divorce	by	the		 הדע ,	which	is	generally	conceived	to	be	of	a	

more	private	nature.	

	 The	general	use	of	 ןיד 	in	the	Aramaic	from	Elephantine	Island	is	thus	equated	by	

use	of	 הדע ,	a	loan	from	the	Hebrew	language.	The	contrast	between	the	use	of	both	terms	

for	‘court’	indicates	that	Judeans	considered	the	legal	support	offered	by	the	leaders	of	

the	congregation	to	be	sufficient	for	arranging	legal	cases	concerned	with	private	affairs	

within	 the	 community,	 such	 as	 divorce	 and	 issues	on	 the	 division	 of	 inheritance.	 This	

conclusion	is		supported	by	a	comparison	with	a	case	in	which	a	Judean	woman	divorces	

her	Egyptian	husband.	In	this	case,	marriage	is	no	longer	a	private	affair,	but	a	matter,	

which	involves	an	individual	from	outside	the	community.	In	the	contract	concerned	with	

this	divorce,	TAD	B2.5,	the	case	is	handled	in	court,	in	Syene,	where	the	Egyptian	husband	

Pi	was	stationed.	The	fact	that	the	case	was	handled	in	court,	in	Syene,	seems	to	indicate	

that	 the	 Egyptian	 element	 involved	 in	 the	 divorce	 caused	 the	 legal	 case	 to	 take	 place	

outside	of	the	communal	legal	court.			

                                                
it	appears.	In	TAD	B2.5,	for	example,	the	noun	appears	together	with	the	verb	 דבע ,’to	do’	or	‘to	make’.	In	this	
case,	it	is	possible	to	translate	this	combination	as	‘to	participate	[lit:	to	make]	in	a	lawsuit’.	Opposed	to	the	
use	of		 דבע ,	is	that	of	 ךהא .	The	combination		 ךהא ,	‘to	go’	and	 ןיד ,	‘lawsuit’	is	translated	more	accurately	as	‘to	
go	in(to)	court’.	In	addition,	it	should	be	noted	that	a	few	lines	prior	to	this	clause,	appears	another	clause	
on	the	prohibition	of	instigating	any	legal	case	against	the	alienee.	Here,	the	combination	of	the	verb	,	‘to	
bring	 a	 suit	 against’	 ( ישר )	 and	 the	 two	 Aramaic	 words	 for	 suit	 and	 process,	 ןיד 	 and	 בבד .	 The	 parallel	
appearance	of	the	two	prohibition	clauses	supports	the	argument	that	 ןידב ךהא  	should	indeed	be	translated	
‘to	go	into	court’.	
271	For	the	translation	of	 ןיד ,	as	‘court’	see	n.	271	in	this	work	above.	
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	 The	 second	 Hebrew	 loanword	 related	 to	 the	 legal	 domain,	 is	 רהמ ,	 ‘bride-price’,	

which	is	attested	in	TAD	B2.6,	TAD	B3.8	and	the	fragmentary	TAD	B6.1.272	In	previous	

scholarship,	it	has	generally	been	accepted	that	the	use	of	 רהמ 	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	

Elephantine	represents	the	payment	of	the	bride-price	as	is	also	known	from	passages	

from	 the	 Hebrew	 Bible	 and	 must	 have	 served	 a	 similar	 purpose.273	 In	 view	 of	 the	

occurrence	of	a	reference	to	a		in	TAD	2.6,	Cowley	notes	that	the	payment	of	5	shekels	of	

silver	by	the	groom	to	his	future	father-in-law	must	have	been	a	legal	necessity,	since	the	

father	of	the	bride	still	possessed	the	patria	potestas	over	his	bride	Mibṭaḥiah.274		After	

the	 publication	 of	 two	 additional	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	 arrangements	 by	

Kraeling,	however,	it	became	apparent	that	the	amount	differed	per	contract.	Instead	of	5	

shekels,	the	bride	in	TAD	B3.8	received	1	karsh,	which	equals	a	total	of	10	shekels.	In	his	

commentary	to	TAD	B3.8,	Kraeling	explained	the	difference	in	the	amount	paid	for	both	

brides,	based	on	their	marital	status.	Unlike	Mibṭaḥiah,	the	bride	of	TAD	B2.6,	Yehoyišma	

                                                
272	Since	the	 רהמ 	and	 הנוכת 	are	payments	made	in	silver,	it	could	also	be	argued	that	they	represent	some	
kind	of	commodity,	rather	than	legal	terminology.	The	legal	implications	involved	in	the	payment	of	the	 רהמ 	
and	 הנוכת ,	however,	suggest	that	both	payments	served	to	fulfill	specific	legal	conditions.	The	 רהמ 	assured	
the	transfer	of	the	patria	potestas.	The	 הנוכת 	on	the	other	hand,	ensured	the	return	of	any	monetary	fund	
accumulated	 by	 the	 bride	 prior	 to	 marriage.	 TAD	 B3.3	 is	 the	 only	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	
arrangement	to	omit	any	reference	to	the	payment	of	a	 רהמ .	The	absence	of	the	 רהמ 	in	this	contract	is	the	
exception,	rather	than	the	rule	and	the	reasons	for	its	omission	will	be	discussed	further	in	sections	4.1.2	
(on	the	structure	of	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangement	TAD	B3.3)	and	section	5.4	(on	the	social	
networks	of	the	Ananiah	family).	
273	Most	relevant	are	the	passages	from	Exodus	and	Deuteronomy,	since	they	describe	in	detail	the	legal	
conditions	related	to	the	payment	of	the	Biblical	bride	price.	Exod.	22:17	and	Deut.	22:28-29	both	reference	
the	payment	of	the	bride	price	in	the	context	of	rape.	The	amount	of	silver	to	be	paid	depends	on	the	legal	
status	of	the	young	woman.	If	she	is	still	a	virgin	( הָלּותְּב ),	the	amount	of	silver	will	add	up	to	50	shekels	of	
silver,	‘like	the	bride	price	of	virgins’	( תֹֽלּותְּבַה רַֹהמְּכ  ).	The	reference	to	a	‘bride	price	of	virgins’,	suggests	that	
only	 virgin	 brides	would	 receive	 the	 total	 50	 shekels.	 In	 the	Hebrew	Bible,	 however,	 it	 is	 not	 specified	
whether	a	divorcee	would	receive	a	different	amount	of	silver	as	her	bride	price.	In	M.	Ket.	1:2,	however,	it	
is	stated	that	a	virgin	receives	200	zuz,	whereas	a	divorcee	only	receives	half,	a	total	of	100	zuz.	In	all	cases,	
the	payment	of	the	Biblical	bride	price	and	the	bridal	payment	referenced	in	the	M.	Ket.	resemble	the	 רהמ 	
attested	 in	 the	Aramaic	 papyri	 from	Elephantine	 Island	 in	 fair	 detail,	 since	 the	 virgin	 bride	Yehoyišma	
received	twice	the	amount	of	silver	Mibṭaḥiah,	a	divorcee,	received.	
274	Cf.	Michael	L.	Satlow,	Jewish	Marriage	in	Antiquity	(Princeton:	Princeton	University	Press,	2001),	200,	
who	claimed	that	the	bride	price	served	as	a	deterrent	for	divorce.		
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appears	to	have	been	previously	unmarried	at	the	time	of	the	marriage	described	in	TAD	

B3.8.	Accordingly,	the	difference	in	the	amount	of	silver	could	thus	comply	with	Jewish	

matrimonial	law	described	in	the	Mishnaic	ketubah.275		

	 Markham	 Geller	 further	 established	 the	 relationship	 between	 the	 רהמ 	 as	

encountered	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	and	Judean	cultural	practice,	

especially	the	later	Jewish	legal	practices	known	from	the	Mishna	Ketubah.	Geller	states	

that	the	payment	among	the	Judeans	of	Elephantine	Island	represents	an	earlier	stage	of	

what	would	develop	into	the	payment	of	the	Jewish	ketubah.	Like	in	the	Jewish	ketubah,	

the	 רהמ 	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	is	considered	part	of	the	dowry,	yet	contrary	to	the	ketubah,	

the	 רהמ 	 is	still	paid	prior	 to	marriage.276	Other	scholars,	however,	mainly	attempted	to	

emphasize	 the	 function	of	 the	 רהמ 	 in	 the	Aramaic	papyri	 from	Elephantine	 Island	as	a	

symbolic	payment,	rather	than	a	payment	of	silver	with	any	significant	legal	significance.	

Michael	 Satlow,	 for	 example,	 notes	 that	 the	 amount	 of	 the	 רהמ 	 was	 only	 minor	 in	

comparison	to	the	dowry	sum.277	Based	on	the	difference	in	value	of	the	bride	price	and	

dowry,	it	has	thus	generally	been	concluded	that	the	legal	importance	of	compensation	

                                                
275	See	n.	273	in	this	work,	 for	a	discussion	on	the	similarities	between	the	bride	price	known	from	the	
Hebrew	Bible	and	Mishna	Ketubot.		
276	Markham	J.	Geller,	“New	Sources	for	the	Origins	of	the	Rabbinic	Ketubah,”	Hebrew	Union	College	Annual	
49	(1978):	227-245,	228.	
277	 Satlow,	Jewish	Marriage	 in	Antiquity,	200.	Satlow,	 Jewish	Marriage	 in	Antiquity,	200,	emphasized	 the	
symbolic	nature	of	the	payment	of	the	 רהמ ,	by	comparing	the	situation	with	matrimonial	payments	among	
Judeans	during	the	Hellenistic	period.	During	the	Hellenistic	period,	the	 רהמ 	had	become	part	of	the	dowry	
(φερνὴ)	and	was	no	longer	considered	a	separate	payment.	Cf.	T.M.	Lemos,	Marriage	Gifts	and	Social	Change	
in	 Ancient	 Palestine:	 1200	BCE	 to	 200	 CE	 (Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	 Press,	 2010),	 69,	who	 also	
implied	that	the	payment	of	the	 רהמ 	must	have	been	symbolic,	since	the	dowry	out	values	the	amount	of	
silver	of	the	 רהמ .		B.	Jackson,	“Problems	in	the	Development	of	the	Ketubah	Payment,”	in:	Rabbinic	Law	in	its	
Roman	and	Near	Eastern	Context,	ed.	Catherine	Hezser	(Tübingen:	Mohr	Siebeck,	2020),	208	supported	the	
arguments	by	Satlow,	by	stating	that	among	the	Judeans	of	Elephantine,	the	 רהמ 	had	already	become	part	of	
the	 indirect	 dowry.	See	also	Michael	 L.	 Satlow,	 “Reconsidering	 the	Rabbinic	Ketubah	Payment,”	 in:	The	
Jewish	Family	in	Antiquity,	ed.	Ernest	S.	Frerichs,	Shaye	J.	Cohen	and	Calvin	Goldschneider	(Atlanta:	Brown	
Judaic	Studies,	1993),	133-152	for	an	overview	of	the	development	of	the	 רהמ 	 into	the	rabbinic	ketubah	
payment.	
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for	the	bride	or	deterrent	against	divorce,	shifted	from	a	payment	in	silver	to	a	gift	in	kind.	

A	shift	which	has	already	taken	place	in	Babylonian	culture	during	the	Neo-Babylonian	

period.278		

The	 two	 interpretations	 of	 the	 רהמ 	 are	 of	 importance	 to	 the	 current	 discussion	

because	 they	 implicitly	suggest	 a	 connection	between	 the	bride	price	known	 from	 the	

Aramaic	 papyri	 and	 bridal	 compensation	 known	 from	 the	 later	 Jewish	 ketubah.	 The	

continuation	 and	 further	 development	 of	 the	 רהמ 	 into	 the	 ketubah	 known	 from	 later	

Jewish	legal	texts	indicates	that	the	payment	of	the	bride	price	was	an	important	element	

to	Judean	culture,	which	was	preserved	in	later	Judean	and	Jewish	culture,	albeit	in	an	

altered	form.	On	the	other	hand,	this	development	of	the	 רהמ 	from	a	payment	in	silver	to	

a	more	 symbolic	payment	 indicates	 that	 the	 Judeans	 still	 valued	 the	 symbolism	of	 the	

payment	 of	 the	 bride	 price	 by	 the	 groom	 to	 his	 father-in-law.	 This	 establishes	 the	

argument	that	the	occurrence	of	references	to	this	specific	payment	of	the	 רהמ 	indicates	

cultural	preservation	by	the	Judeans	of	Elephantine	Island.	

	 The	Hebrew	loanword	Hebrew	loanword	 הנוכת ,	‘dowry	sum’,	is	also	attested	in	the	

Aramaic	papyri.	Similar	to	 הדע ,	the	meaning	and	legal	significance	of	 הנוכת 	in	the	Aramaic	

papyri	has	been	debated.	The	limited	understanding	of	 הנוכת 	is,	in	part,	the	result	of	the	

limited	 number	 of	 documents	 in	 which	 the	 term	 occurs,	 since	 the	 term	 הנוכת 	 is	 only	

attested	in	Judean	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements.		

	 Cowley	suggested	that	the	term	 הנוכת 	would	refer	to	an	amount	of	silver	used	to	

cover	the	expenses	for	furniture.279	Following	the	publication	of	two	additional	Aramaic	

                                                
278	For	a	comprehensive	introduction	into	the	cultural	practices	related	to	the	dowry	in	Neo-	and	Late-
Babylonian	culture,	see	Roth,	Babylonian	Marriage	Agreements	7th	–	3rd	B.C.,	7-12.	
279	Cowley,	Aramaic	Papyri,	47.	Cowley	based	his	argument	on	Neh.	2:9,	where	Heb.	 ָהנּוכְּת 	 is	used	in	the	
phrase	‘(and)	there	is	no	end	to	the	treasure’	( הנוכתל הצק ןיאו ).	This	interpretation	of	Aram.	 הנוכת 	in	light	of	
Neh	2:9	will	prove	to	be	difficult	to	maintain,	especially	since	the	comparison	with	the	Biblical	text	only	
indicates	that	the	Aramaic	term	relates	to	cash.	
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property	arrangements	by	Kraeling	in	the	fifties,	however,	of	which	one	contained	new	

evidence	 on	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 הנוכת ,	 this	 interpretation	 by	 Cowley	would	 prove	 to	 be	

difficult	to	maintain.	In	addition	to	TAD	B2.6,	scholars	now	had	access	to	a	second	contract	

in	which	the	 הנוכת 	is	mentioned	in	relation	to	matrimonial	law.	Based	on	this	second	text,	

Kraeling	suggested	that	rather	than	money	for	furniture,	 הנוכת  represented	the	assets	of	

the	bride,	which	needed	to	be	mentioned	separately	from	her	other	possessions	( ןיסכנ ).	

Whereas	Cowley	believed	the	 הנוכת 	to	be	financial	support	for	the	newlyweds,	Kraeling	

interpreted	 the	 term	to	refer	 to	 the	 financial	means	brought	 in	by	 the	bride.	Fitzmyer	

subsequently	specified	the	assets	by	translating	Aramaic	 הנוכת 	with	‘dowry	sum’.280	Other	

scholars,	like	Ginsberg	and	Grelot	simply	translate	 הנוכת 	with	‘cash	money’.281	

	 The	most	extensive	survey	on	the	meaning	and	legal	significance	of	 הנוכת ,	however,	

has	been	conducted	by	 Jonas	Greenfield.282	Unlike	his	predecessors,	Greenfield	did	not	

think	of	Aramaic	 הנוכת 	to	be	a	noun	derived	from	the	Hebrew	root	 ןוכ .	Rather,	the	noun	

would	stem	from	the	Hebrew	root	 ןכת ,	‘to	weigh,	to	measure’	and	be	at	base	a	feminine	

passive	participle	used	as	noun.	Accordingly,	Greenfield	suggested	that	the	combination	

of	 הנוכת 	and	 ףסכ ,	attested	in	the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements	should	be	

interpreted	as	a	reference	to	an	amount	of	money	which	was	‘weighed’	in	order	to	ensure	

its	return	upon	any	interference	with	the	legal	contract.283	Like	Fitzmyer,	Ginsberg	and	

Grelot	before	him,	Greenfield	argued	 that	 the	 הנוכת 	was	 the	silver	and	other	monetary	

                                                
280	See	Fitzmyer,	“A	Restudy	of	an	Aramaic	Marriage	Contract	(AP	15),”	in:	A	Wandering	Aramean:	Collected	
Aramaic	Essays,	ed.	Joseph	A.	Fitzmyer	(Missoula:	Scholars	Press,	1979),	243-271.	
281	See	the	translation	of	 הנוכת ,	as	‘cash	money’	in	the	translations	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	
Island	by	Ginsberg	 in	H.L.	Ginsberg,	 “Aramaic	Papyri	 from	Elephantine,”	 in:	Ancient	Near	 Eastern	Texts	
Relating	 to	 the	Old	 Testament	with	 Supplement,	 ed.	 James	B.	 Pritchard	 (Princeton:	 Princeton	University	
Press,	1969),	222-226.	Also	see	Grelot,	Documents	Arameéns	d’Egypte,	193.	
282	Jonas	C.	Greenfield,	“The	Meaning	of	Tkwnh,”	in:	Biblical	and	Related	Studies	Presented	to	Samuel	Iwry,	
ed.	Ann	Kort	and	Scott	Morschauser	(Winona	Lake:	Eisenbrauns,	1985).	
283	Greenfield,	“The	Meaning	of	Tkwnh,”	85.	
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means	 a	 bride	 had	 accumulated	 prior	 to	 marriage.	 Contrary	 to	 scholars	 before	 him,	

however,	 Greenfield	 specified	 the	 legal	 character	 of	 the	 הנוכת 	 by	 emphasizing	 that	 the	

amount	of	silver	had	been	weighed	prior	to	the	nuptial	agreement.		

	 In	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island,	 the	 הנוכת 	 thus	 represents	 the	

monetary	funds,	which	the	bride	had	brought	into	the	communal	home	prior	to	marriage.	

Other	than	the		 רהמ ,	the	 הנוכת 	was	already	in	the	possession	of	the	bride.	In	Aramaic	legal	

documents	from	Elephantine	Island	and	Egypt	in	general,	a	reference	to	any	amount	of	

silver	by	use	of	the	specialized	term	,	is	unique.	In	other	contracts,	the	weight	of	silver	is	

generally	expressed	by	use	of	 לקש 	or,	when	the	amount	exceeds	the	amount	10	shekels,	

by	use	of	 שרכ ,	a	loan	from	Old	Persian	*kṛsa-.	In	neither	of	the	cases	when	 לקש 	or	 שרכ 	is	

used,	does	the	contract	specify	the	legal	implications	of	the	payment	of	silver,	other	than	

the	 payment	 being	 the	 fulfillment	 of	 one	 of	 the	 conditions	 involved	 in	 a	 sale	 or	 loan	

agreement.	In	the	case	of	 הנוכת ,	however,	the	contract	implies	specifically	that	the	amount	

of	 silver	 is	 to	 be	 returned	 upon	 a	 possible	 divorce,	 since	 the	 money	 remains	 in	 the	

possession	 of	 the	 bride.	 This	 difference	 is	 what	 sets	 the	 payment	 of	 the	 הנוכת	ףסכ 	 in	

marriage	apart	from	other	payments	of	silver	referenced	in	regular	contracts.	

Similar	 to	 the	religious	vocabulary	 items	 קרזמ 	and	 ןהכ ,	discussed	 in	the	previous	

section,	 the	 Judeans	 of	 Elephantine	 Island	 thus	 used	 specialized	 vocabulary	 items	 to	

denote	 their	 cultural	 values	 in	 the	 domain	 of,	 mainly,	 matrimonial	 law.	 Despite	 the	

dominant	presence	of	Old	Persian	loanwords	in	relation	to	law,	the	elements	of	Hebrew	

legal	language	occur	in	very	specific	contexts	and	govern	their	own	legal	domain.	Whereas	

Persian	loanwords	related	to	the	legal	domain	are	generally	concerned	with	superficial	

elements	 of	 law	 and	 administration	 like	 legal	 cases,	 the	 distribution	 of	 rations	 and	

regulations	 related	 to	 the	 payment	 of	 taxes,	 Hebrew	 loanwords	 specifically	 relate	 to	

matrimonial	law.	On	the	one	hand,	Judeans	thus	accustomed	themselves	to	Persian	legal	
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practices,	mainly	because	they	did	not	have	any	other	choice	due	to	the	unbalanced	social	

relationship	between	the	Persians	and	Judeans.	On	the	other	hand,	Judeans	were	able	to	

continue	 their	 own	 legal	 customs	 in	 marriage,	 distinguishing	 themselves	 from	 other	

communities	by	adhering	to	these	specific	cultural	customs.		

	

3.7	 Conclusions:	Matrimonial	Law	as	Marker	of	Judean	Identity	

This	 chapter	was	 concerned	with	 an	 in-depth	 study	 of	 the	 Old	 Persian,	 Egyptian	 and	

Hebrew	loanwords	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri,	to	broaden	the	understanding	of	the	

influence	 of	 Egyptian	 culture	 on	 the	 cultural	 practices	 of	 the	 Judeans	 of	 Elephantine	

Island.		

Based	on	an	in-depth	analysis	of	the	attested	loanwords	from	the	Old	Persian	and	

Egyptian	languages	and	the	social	contexts	in	which	they	are	used,	it	has	been	argued	that	

Judeans	mainly	accustomed	themselves	to	Persian	legal	practices,	due	to	imbalances	in	

the	division	of	power	among	Judeans	and	Persians.	Since	Judeans	were	dependent	on	the	

rations	distributed	by	the	Persians,	Judeans	had	to	adapt	themselves	to	the	practicalities	

and	legal	proceedings	associated	with	these	very	rations.	Not	all	Old	Persian	loanwords,	

however,	point	towards	structural	influence	of	Persian	culture	on	the	cultural	practices	

of	the	Judeans	of	Elephantine	Island,	since	in	some	cases	Judeans	would	use	Persian	legal	

terminology	to	advance	the	success	of	their	own	petitions.	In	other	contexts,	they	would	

use	their	own	legal	language.	

	 In	 the	 case	 of	 the	 attested	 Egyptian	 loanwords	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	

Elephantine	Island,	it	has	been	demonstrated	that	Egyptian	culture	had	a	more	structural	

influence	on	Judean	culture.	Egyptian	architectural	terminology	is	used	with	frequency	in	

contracts	related	to	property.	The	use	of	proper	Aramaic	adjectives	to	modify	Egyptian	

loans	 furthermore	 indicates	 that	 the	 respective	 lexical	borrowings	were	nativized	 to	a	
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significant	degree.	This	is	supported	by	the	Aramaic	translations	added	to	the	Egyptian	

terminology,	which	indicates	that	the	Egyptian	terminology	might	have	been	considered	

to	be	the	standard.	Furthermore,	whereas	Persian	loanwords	related	to	commodities	are	

generally	 concerned	 with	 more	 prestigious	 items,	 like	 braziers,	 Egyptian	 lexical	

borrowings	generally	relate	to	household	items.	This	supports	the	argument	that	Judeans	

interacted	with	Egyptians	in	an	adstratal	context,	which	generally	leads	to	the	exchange	

of	cultural	practices	related	to	daily	life.		

	 On	the	other	hand,	it	has	been	shown	that	Judeans	also	attempted	to	preserve	their	

own	 cultural	 identity	 by	 expressing	 Judean	 cultural	 values	 in	 letters	 and	 contracts	

concerned	 with	matters	 within	 the	 community.	 In	 letters	 sent	 to	 the	 authorities,	 the	

leaders	of	 the	 Judean	community	on	Elephantine	 Island	 refer	 to	 themselves	as	 ‘ ןהכ ’,	 to	

demonstrate	their	loyalty	to	the	collegium	of	priests	of	the	temple	of	YHWH	in	Jerusalem	

and	distinguish	themselves	from	the	priests	of	the	Egyptian	and	Aramaean	cults,	the	 ןירמכ .	

In	legal	contracts	concerned	with	matrimonial	law,	Judeans	express	their	own	legal	values	

by	use	of	specific	legal	terminology	related	to	marriage.	They	reference	their	own	legal	

institution,	the	so-called	 הדע 	and	continue	the	practice	of	the	payment	of	the	bride-price,	

despite	 the	 fact	 that	 it	 had	 already	 become	 a	 symbolic,	 rather	 than	 a	 significant	 legal	

condition	that	had	to	be	fulfilled.	
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4.	 	Judean	 Matrimonial	 Law	 in	 Context:	 An	 Analysis	 of	 Judean	 Matrimonial	

Contracts	from	the	Neo-	and	Late-Babylonian	Periods	

The	 previous	 chapter	 has	 established	 that	 matrimonial	 law	 remained	 an	 important	

marker	of	Judean	cultural	identity	to	Judeans	on	Elephantine	Island.	Similar	to	religious	

terminology,	 Judeans	 continued	 to	use	Hebrew	 loanwords	 related	 to	matrimonial	 law,	

even	 after	 they	 had	 adopted	 the	 Aramaic	 language	 for	 daily	 communication.	 In	 this	

chapter	 I	 will	 further	 analyze	 how	 the	 elements	 of	 Judean	 matrimonial	 law	 are	

incorporated	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	 arrangements	 from	 Elephantine	

Island	 and	 how	 variants	 within	 the	 property	 arrangements	 can	 be	 explained	 from	 a	

comparative	perspective	with	Judean	marriage	agreements	from	Babylonia.	

	 This	chapter	will	be	divided	into	two	parts.	The	first	part	will	discuss	the	contents	

of	the	three	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements,	whereas	the	second	part	will	

put	 the	 noted	 variants	 and	 unique	 clauses	 of	 each	 of	 the	 property	 arrangements	 into	

perspective	by	comparison	with	Judean	marriage	contracts	from	Babylonia.		

	

4.1	 The	 Aramaic	Matrimonial	 Property	 Arrangements:	 General	 Structure	 and	

Overview	of	its	Contents	

In	the	previous	chapter,	it	has	been	demonstrated	that	Judeans	incorporated	loanwords	

from	 Hebrew	 in	 the	 context	 of	 matrimonial	 law.	 The	 loanwords	 include	 terminology	

related	to	the	bride-price	( רהמ ),	dowry	sum	( הנוכת ),	and	legal	institution	or	congregation	

( הדע ).	Not	only	are	these	legal	terms	borrowed	from	the	Hebrew	language,	they	are	also	

unique	to	Aramaic	documentation	concerned	with	the	Judeans	of	Elephantine	Island.	This	

section	will	survey	the	contents	of	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements	as	they	

are	 preserved	 among	 the	 Elephantine	 material	 and	 determine	 whether	 elements	 of	
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Judean	 legal	 tradition	 are	 expressed	 in	 a	 similar	 manner	 among	 all	 three	 complete	

matrimonial	property	arrangements,	or	whether	there	are	some	differences	to	be	noted.		

I.	Dating	formula	

	 	 a.	Place	of	composition	

	 II.	Parties	involved	

	 III.	Operative	part	

	 	 a.	transfer	

	 	 b.	investiture	

	 	 c.	guarantees	

	 IV.	Name	of	the	scribe	

	 V.	Witness	list	

	 VI.	Endorsement	

Figure	1:	the	general	structure	of	the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangement	

	

4.1.1	 Aramaic	Matrimonial	Property	Arrangement	TAD	B2.6	

First,	 I	will	discuss	 the	 contents	of	TAD	B2.6,	which	was	written	 to	establish	 the	 legal	

conditions	involved	in	the	marriage	of	the	Judean	bride	Mibṭaḥiah/Maḥseiah.	TAD	B2.6	is	

structured	as	follows:	

Document	of	Wifehood	of	Miftahiah	(TAD	B2.6)	

I.	Dating	formula:	

1.	Babylonian	2.	Egyptian	

II.	Parties	involved	

						a.	PN	of	the	groom	+	affiliation	and	ethnicity	

						b.	PN	of	the	agent	+	affiliation	and	ethnicity	
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						c.	PN	of	the	bride	+	affiliation	

III.	Operative	part	

						a.	Transfer	of	the	dowry	

						b.	Acceptance	of	the	dowry	by	Ashor284	

						c.	Guarantees	

									i.	Death	of	Ashor	

									ii.	Death	of	Miftahiah	

									iii.	Divorce	initiated	by	Miftahiah	

									iv.	Divorce	initiated	by	Ashor	

									v.	Penalty	in	case	of	expulsion	of	Miftahiah	out	of	the	communal	home	

									vi.	Penalty	on	the	expulsion	of	Miftahiah’s	children	

									vii.	Penalty	on	adultery	

									viii.	Penalty	in	case	of	slandering								

IV.	Name	of	the	scribe	

V.	List	of	Witnesses	

Figure	2:	an	overview	of	the	structure	of	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangement	TAD	B2.6	

Like	other	legal	documents,	TAD	B2.6	opens	with	the	dating	formula.	In	the	case	of	TAD	

B2.6,	 the	 composition	 date	 has	 been	 contested,	 since	 the	 introductory	 lines	 are	

fragmentary.	Porten	has	reconstructed	the	date	to	449	BCE,	after	‘repeated	examination	

of	the	papyrus’.285	This	reconstruction,	however,	has	not	been	widely	accepted.	If	449	BCE	

would	be	the	correct	date,	Mibṭaḥiah	would	have	been	married	to	Esḥor,	whilst	also	being	

                                                
284	In	the	context	of	marriage,	the	acceptance	of	the	dowry	by	the	groom	must	have	been	the	equivalent	to	
the	 investiture	 seen	 in	 contracts	 concerned	with	 daily	 transactions	 and	 transfer	 of	 (non-matrimonial)	
property.	
285	Bezalel	Porten,	“The	Calendar	of	Aramaic	Texts	from	Achaemenid	and	Ptolemaic	Egypt,”	in	Irano-Judaica	
II,	ed.	A.	Netzer	and	S.	Shaked	(Jerusalem:	Ben-Zvi	Institute,	1990),	21-22.	
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married	 to	 the	Egyptian	builder	Pi,	whom	she	divorced	 in	446	BCE.	 It	 is	unlikely	 that	

Mibṭaḥiah	 was	 married	 to	 two	 husbands	 simultaneously.	 This	 would	 not	 have	 been	

possible,	since	TAD	B2.6	explicitly	prohibits	either	of	the	two	spouses	to	marry	a	second	

husband	or	wife.286	Furthermore,	based	on	the	contents	and	legal	significance	of	TAD	B2.8	

and	the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangement	in	general,	it	is	more	likely	that	TAD	

B2.8	 witnesses	 the	 divorce	 between	 Mibṭaḥiah	 and	 Pi	 and	 thus	 preceded	 TAD	 B2.6.	

Accordingly,	I	propose	that	441	BCE	would	be	the	appropriate	date	for	this	document.	The	

other	 parts	 of	 the	 contract	 serve	 to	 establish	 the	 contractual	 parties	 present	 and	

document	the	legal	conditions	involved	in	the	transaction	of	matrimonial	property,	either	

factual	or	fictional.	

Although	 TAD	 B2.6	 shares	 its	 general	 format	 and	 legal	 formulae	 with	 other	

Aramaic	 legal	 documents,	 the	 contract	 does	 contain	 legal	 clauses	 uncharacteristic	 for	

Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements.	The	first	of	these	clauses	is	an	additional	

confirmation	clause.	TAD	B2.6	includes	a	second	confirmation	clause	concerned	with	the	

transfer	of	the	dowry	into	the	communal	home.	In	the	opening	lines	of	the	contract,	Esḥor	

states	that	‘she	[=	Mibṭaḥiah]	brought	(...)	in	her	hand’	( הדיב	יל	תלענה ),	which	complies	with	

similar	 statements	 in	 TAD	 B3.3	 and	 TAD	 B3.8.	 Contrary	 to	 TAD	 B3.3	 and	 TAD	 B3.8,	

however,	 TAD	 B2.6	 includes	 an	 additional	 confirmation	 clause.	 Shortly	 after	 the	

summation	of	the	dowry	items	owned	by	Mibṭaḥiah,	Esḥor	affirms	once	more	that	he	had	

received	 the	dowry	 items	by	 stating	 that	 ‘it	 came	 to	me’	 ( ילע	לע ),	 a	statement	which	 is	

followed	by	the	standard	satisfaction	clause.		

	 In	previous	scholarship,	this	clause	has	been	left	undiscussed.	The	presence	of	this	

clause,	however,	 could	be	of	 significance	 to	 the	 current	discussion,	due	 to	 its	possible	

                                                
286	See	below	for	a	discussion	on	the	prohibition.	
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origins	 in	 Egyptian	 culture.	In	 Egyptian	 culture,	 matrimonial	 property	 arrangements	

generally	included	a	statement	by	the	groom,	in	which	he	promises	to	return	the	items	

mentioned	 in	 the	 dowry	 list	 in	 case	 of	 a	 divorce.287	 	 In	 three	 Demotic	 matrimonial	

property	arrangements	from	the	third	century	BCE,	for	example,	the	groom	states	that	he	

‘has	received	them	from	your	hand,	while	they	are	complete,	without	any	remainder;	my	

heart	is	content	with	them.’288	The	Aramaic	legal	clause	‘it	came	to	me	and	my	heart	was	

satisfied’	parallels	the	Demotic	clause	almost	verbatim.	Add	the	fact	that	TAD	B2.6	is	the	

only	matrimonial	property	arrangement	 to	 include	 this	 additional	 confirmation	clause	

and	 it	 can	 be	 concluded	 that	 it	must	 have	 been	 added	 under	 the	 influence	 of	 Esḥor’s	

Egyptian	cultural	background.	

	 Another	legal	clause	that	requires	discussion	is	the	clause	that	forbids	Esḥor	from	

acknowledging	 ‘another	wife	besides	Miptaiah	and	other	children	besides	the	children	

whom	 Miptahiah	 shall	 bear	 to	 me’.289	 In	 previous	 scholarship	 it	 has	 generally	 been	

assumed	that	this	clause	prevented	Esḥor	from	allowing	either	children	from	a	previous	

marriage	or	ex-wife	to	inherit	items	from	his	marriage	to	Mibṭaḥiah.290	To	support	this	

argument,	Porten	cited	an	early	Greek	marriage	contract	dated	to	310	BCE,	which	was	

composed	on	Elephantine	Island.	The	Greek	clause	‘let	it	not	be	permitted	to	Herakleides	

to	bring	in	another	woman	an	as	an	outrage	to	Demetria,	not	to	have	children	by	another	

                                                
287	 For	 an	 in-depth	 discussion	 on	 this	 legal	 clause	 in	Demotic	matrimonial	 property	arrangements,	 see	
Pestman,	Marriage	and	Matrimonial	Property,	91-102.	
288		šp-y	st	n	dr.t-t	ỉw-w	mḥ	ỉwṱ	sp	nb	ḥ3.ṱ-y	mtr.w	n.ỉm-w.	
289	 היחטפמ יל דלת יז ןנב ןהל ןנרחא ןנבו היטבמ ןהל הרחא התנא 	
290	See	for	example	Bezalel	Porten,	“Aramaic	Texts,”	in	The	Elephantine	Papyri	in	English:	Three	Millennia	of	
Cross-Cultural	Continuity	and	Change,	ed.	Bezalel	Porten	(Leiden:	Brill,	2011),	60	n.	183,	who	claimed	that	
‘this	provision	asserted	that	there	was	no	wife	or	children	from	a	previous	marriage	who	might	lay	claim	to	
Esḥor’s	estate.’	Cf.	Porten,	Archives,	253-254.		
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woman’,	which	forbids	the	groom	to	marry	a	second	wife	and	acknowledge	children	from	

another	marriage	is	indeed	similar	to	clause	attested	in	TAD	B2.6.291		

	 In	 spite	of	 the	 similarities	 between	 the	Aramaic	 and	Greek	 prohibition	 clauses,	

there	might	be	a	more	probable	explanation	for	the	inclusion	of	this	unique	legal	clause	

into	TAD	B2.6.	Since	Esḥor	married	Mibṭaḥiah	at	a	later	stage	in	life,	it	cannot	be	excluded	

that	he	had	been	married	before.	The	Aramaic	clause,	however,	does	not	seem	to	imply	

the	existence	of	a	previous	wife,	nor	children	born	in	a	previous	marriage.292	The	legal	

clause	rather	seems	to	prohibit	Esḥor	from	marrying	a	second	wife,	which,	in	view	of	a	

similar	prohibition	in	TAD	B3.8	would	be	a	more	likely	explanation	for	its	inclusion.	In	

both	legal	clauses,	‘the	second	wife’	is	expressed	by	use	of	Aramaic	 הרחא	התנא ,	which	makes	

it	more	likely	to	translate	 הרחא 	with	‘second’,	rather	than	previous.293		

	 Furthermore,	like	the	second	acknowledgement	of	the	delivery	of	the	dowry,	this	

apparent	prohibition	on	marrying	a	second	wife	also	seems	to	have	a	parallel	in	Demotic	

matrimonial	 property	 arrangements.	 Despite	 the	 similarities	 between	 the	 Aramaic	

prohibition,	the	phrasing	of	the	legal	clauses	does	differ.	In	TAD	B2.6,	the	clause	is	phrased	

from	a	second	person	perspective.	In	TAD	B3.8,	the	clause	is	phrased	from	a	third	person	

perspective.	In	this	case,	the	shift	in	perspective	may	be	explained	in	view	of	the	Demotic	

matrimonial	property	arrangements.	 In	a	number	of	 the	Demotic	contracts,	one	of	 the	

                                                
291	μὴ	ἐξέστω	δὲ	Ἡρακλείδηι	γυναῖκα	ἄλλην	ἐπεισάγεσθαι	ἐφ᾽	ὕβρει	Δημητρίας	μηδὲ	τεκνοποιεῖσθαι	ἐξ	
ἄλλης	γυναικὸς.	For	a	discussion	on	this	clause,	see	Joel	Farber,	“Greek	Texts,”	in	The	Elephantine	Papyri	in	
English:	Three	Millennia	of	Cross-Cultural	Continuity	and	Change,	ed.	Bezalel	Porten	(Leiden:	Brill,	2011),	
409	n.	8.	
292	Neither	does	the	Greek	ἐξέστω	verb	imply	the	same	in	the	Greek	text	of	P.	Eleph.	1.	The	third	person	
imperative	should	rather	be	translated	modally,	excluding	any	possibility	for	Herakleides	to	either	‘bring	in	
another	wife’	(γυναῖκα	ἄλλην	ἐπεισάγεσθαι)	or	‘have	children	from	another	wife’	(τεκνοποιεῖσθαι	ἐξ	ἄλλης	
γυναικὸς).		
293	In	TAD	B3.8,	the	translation	of	 הרחא 	as	‘second’	can	be	inferred	from	the	remainder	of	the	clause,	since	
Ananiah	is	explicitly	forbidden	to	marry	a	second	wife	( הרחא התנא חקלי היננע להכי אל ).	Likewise,	Yehoyišma	is	
not	allowed	to	marry	a	second	husband	( ןרחא לעב ).	
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reasons	for	divorce	is	that	the	groom	wishes	(to	marry)	a	second	wife.294	Like	in	the	case	

of	TAD	B2.6,	the	clause	is	phrased	from	a	second	person	perspective.	

	

4.1.2	 Aramaic	Matrimonial	Property	Arrangement	TAD	B3.3	

The	second	and	third	contracts,	TAD	B3.3	and	TAD	B3.8,	belonged	to	the	archive	of	the	

Ananiah	family.	The	earliest	of	these	two	documents	is	TAD	B3.3,	which	is	related	to	the	

marriage	 between	 the	 Judean	 temple	 servant	 Ananiah	 and	 his	 Egyptian	 wife,	 the	

handmaiden	Tamet.	In	previous	scholarship,	this	contract	has	been	subject	to	significant	

discussion,	due	to	both	 its	contents	and	physical	characteristics.	The	contract	contains	

quite	 some	 corrections,	 which	 have	 generally	 been	 understood	 to	 reflect	 the	 ongoing	

negotiations	between	Ananiah	and	Mešullam	on	the	legal	conditions	that	would	govern	

the	marriage.295	An	example	of	such	negotiations,	are	the	conditions	on	the	inheritance	of	

Ananiah	in	the	case	of	his	death.	In	the	first	draft,	Mešullam	was	able	to	acquire	the	rights	

to	half	of	Ananiah’s	possessions,	whereas	Tamet	and	her	son	Pilti	would	receive	the	other	

half.	In	a	second	draft,	however,	Ananiah	was	able	to	assure	that	Tamet	would	receive	the	

inheritance	in	full.	

Document	of	Wifehood	of	Tamut	(TAD	B3.3)	

I.	Dating	formula:	

1.	Babylonian	2.	Egyptian	

II.	Parties	involved	

a. PN	of	the	groom	+	affiliation	and	ethnicity	

b. PN	of	the	agent	+	affiliation	and	ethnicity	

                                                
294	See	Pestman,	Marriage	and	Matrimonial	Property,	75-76.		
295	These	negotiations	are	also	important	in	the	discussion	on	the	social	status	of	the	Ananiah	family	within	
the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island.	See	section	5.4	for	this	discussion.	
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c. PN	of	the	bride	+	social	status	as	 המא 	

III.	Operative	part	

a. Transfer	of	dowry		

b. Acceptance	of	the	dowry	by	Ananiah	

c. Guarantees	

												i.			Divorce	initiated	by	Ananiah	

												ii.		Divorce	initiated	by	Tamet	

												iii.	Death	of	Ananiah	

												iv.	Death	of	Tamet	

												v.		Establishment	of	rights	to	Pilti	

IV.	Name	of	the	scribe	

V.		List	of	Witnesses	

VI.	Dowry	addendum	

VII.	Endorsement	

Figure	3:	an	overview	of	the	structure	of	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangement	TAD	B3.3	

The	 negotiations	 between	 Ananiah	 and	 Mešullam	 consequently	 seem	 to	 have	 had	 a	

significant	influence	on	the	general	format	of	this	contract.	In	the	opening	lines,	the	social	

status	of	Tamet	as	handmaiden	is	explicitly	mentioned.	Other	than	in	TAD	B2.6	and	TAD	

B3.8,	where	the	brides	are	referenced	based	on	their	familial	relations	to	the	agent	of	the	

bride,	Tamet	is	mentioned	by	use	of	Aramaic	 המא ,	‘handmaiden’.296	In	addition,	TAD	B3.3	

also	omits	 any	 inheritance	 clause,	 establishing	 the	 rights	 to	 the	matrimonial	property	

after	the	death	of	either	Ananiah	or	Tamet	and	only	includes	a	legal	clause	on	predecease.	

In	the	case	of	TAD	B3.3,	the	omission	of	this	clause	can	be	explained	based	on	the	unique	

                                                
296	Mibṭaḥiah	and	Yehoyišma	are	said	to	be	the	daughter	( הרב )	and	sister	( החא )	of	the	agent	respectively.	
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inclusion	of	a	legal	condition	which	establishes	the	rights	to	Pilti.	Unlike	Mibṭaḥiah	and	

Yehoyišma,	Tamet	had	already	begotten	a	 child	prior	 to	her	marriage	 to	Ananiah.	The	

inclusion	of	an	inheritance	clause	would	have	been	redundant,	since	Pilti	was	the	legal	

heir	to	the	matrimonial	property	of	Ananiah	and	Tamet.	

Of	the	influences	of	the	negotiations	on	the	contract	format,	the	most	significant	is	

the	omission	of	any	reference	to	the	payment	of	the	bride-price.	Contrary	to	the	grooms	

mentioned	in	TAD	B2.6	and	TAD	B3.8,	Ananiah	does	not	seem	to	have	paid	any	financial	

consideration	for	his	bride.	In	the	previous	chapter,	I	have	established	that	the	reference	

to	the	so-called	 רהמ 	suggests	that	Judeans	on	Elephantine	Island	still	adhered	to	Judean	

matrimonial	law.	The	absence	of	any	reference	to	the	bride	price	in	TAD	B3.3	is	significant,	

since	its	omission	could	indicate	that	Judeans	felt	the	need	to	deviate	from	their	standard	

legal	practices.		

	 In	 previous	 studies,	scholars	 have	 attempted	 to	 explain	 the	 absence	 of	 any	

reference	to	a	bride	price	in	TAD	B3.3	in	different	ways.	Ginsberg	favored	a	case	in	which	

the	payment	of	the	bride	price	was	left	unmentioned	and	argued	that	it	was	included	into	

the	total	sum	of	 the	divorce	money.	 In	case	of	a	divorce,	Ananiah	was	required	to	pay	

Tamet	7	shekels	and	2	quarters,	which	would	have	included	the	amount	of	silver	paid	as	

bride	 price.297	 Like	 Ginsberg,	 Analisa	 Azzoni	 argued	 in	 favor	 of	 an	 unrecorded	 רהמ .	

According	to	Azzoni,	however,	the	amount	of	silver	paid	for	Tamet	would	not	have	been	

included	in	the	divorce	clause,	since	the	amount	of	silver	paid	in	case	of	a	divorce	is	equal	

in	all	three	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements,	which	indicates	that	the	sum	

had	been	standardized	within	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island.298	Rather,	the	

                                                
297	Harold	Louis	Ginsberg,	“The	Brooklyn	Museum	Aramaic	Papyri,”	JAOS	3	(1954):	153-162,	156.	
298	This	had	previously	been	argued	by	Yaron,	Law	of	the	Aramaic	Papyri,	48,	who	claimed	that	‘the	absence	
of	any	mohar	in	K2	[=	TAD	B3.3],	we	shall	suggest,	may	be	due	to	the	slave-status	of	the	bride.’	
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silver	of	the	bride	price	must	have	been	included	into	the	amount	of	silver	mentioned	on	

the	 endorsement	 of	 the	 contract.299	 Other	 scholars,	 like	 Satlow,	 simply	 stated	 that	

Mešullam	‘was	struck	with	an	attack	of	good	will.’300		

	 The	most	probable	explanation,	however,	is	offered	by	Yaron,	who	argues	that	the	

omission	of	any	reference	to	the	 רהמ 	could	be	due	to	Tamet’s	status	as	handmaiden.301	It	

is	possible	that	Tamet’s	social	status	did	indeed	influence	the	proceedings	of	her	marriage	

to	Ananiah.	There	was	no	reason	for	Ananiah	to	acquire	the	potestas	over	Tamet	by	means	

of	the	bride	price,	since	Tamet	was	not	a	member	of	the	Mešullam	family.	Rather,	he	would	

have	paid	some	other	compensation	for	Tamet.302	

	

4.1.3	 Aramaic	Matrimonial	Property	Arrangement	TAD	B3.8	

The	third	and	final	of	the	three	complete	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements	is	

TAD	B3.8,	which	belonged	to	Yehoyišma,	the	daughter	of	Ananiah/Azariah	and	Tamet.	In	

form	and	structure,	TAD	B3.8	is	almost	identical	to	TAD	B2.6,	the	matrimonial	property	

arrangement	of	Mibṭaḥiah.	Like	TAD	B2.6,	TAD	B3.8	includes	all	general	legal	conditions	

expected	 in	 Judean	marriages,	 like	the	payment	of	 the	bride	price.	TAD	B3.8,	however,	

does	contain	some	additional	clauses	and	variants	unique	to	this	Aramaic	matrimonial	

property	arrangement.	

Document	of	Wifehood	of	Yehoyišma	(TAD	B3.8)	

I.	Date	formula:	

                                                
299	Annalisa	Azzoni,	The	Private	Lives	of	Women	in	Persian	Egypt	(Winona	Lake,	Indiana:	Eisenbrauns,	2013),	
46.	Cf.	Porten,	Archives,	207,	who	similarly	argued	that	the	bride	price	must	have	been	included	in	the	sum	
referenced	on	the	endorsement	of	TAD	B3.3.		
300	Satlow,	Jewish	Marriage,	95.	
301	Yaron,	Law	of	the	Aramaic	Papyri,	48.	
302	See	also	section	4.7,	in	which	I	argue	that	the	absence	of	payment	of	the	bride	price	also	caused	Mešullam	
to	retain	some	of	his	influence	over	Tamet.	
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1.	Babylonian	(short	formula)	

II.	Parties	involved	

				a.	PN	of	the	groom	+	affiliation	and	ethnicity	

				b.	PN	of	the	agent	+	affiliation	and	ethnicity	

				c.	PN	of	the	bride	+	affiliation	

III.	Operative	part	

a. Transfer	of	the	dowry	into	the	house	of	the	groom	

b. Acceptance	of	the	dowry	by	Ananiah	

c. Guarantees	

												i.		Divorce	initiated	by	Yehoyišma	

												ii.	Divorce	initiated	by	Ananiah	

												iii.	Death	of	Ananiah	

												iv.	Penalty	of	expulsion	

												v.	Penalty	in	case	of	a	second	husband	

												vi.	Death	of	Yehoyišma	

												vii.	Penalty	in	case	of	a	second	wife	

												viii.	Penalty	in	case	of	breach	of	nominal	behavior	

												ix.	Prohibition	to	Zaccur,	to	reclaim	the	dowry	

IV.	Name	of	the	scribe	

V.	List	of	Witnesses	

Figure	4:	an	overview	of	the	structure	of	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangement	TAD	B3.8	

The	 additional	 clauses	 include	 two	prohibitions.	 The	 first	 prohibition	 clause	 prohibits	

either	of	the	two	spouses	to	‘refrain	from	the	law	of	his/her	colleagues’.	In	TAD	B3.8,	it	is	

stated	that	Yehoyišma	is	‘not	allowed	not	to	do	the	law	of	one	or	two	(of	her	colleagues)	

( התונכ	ישנ	ןמ	ןיתרתו	הדח	ןיד	דבעי	אלו	לכאי	אל ),	whereas	Ananiah	is	not	allowed	to	refrain	from	
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the	law	of	his	colleagues.	In	previous	scholarship,	the	meaning	of	Aramaic	 ןיד ,	 ‘law’	has	

been	explained	in	various	manners.	The	first	editor	of	this	contract,	Kraeling,	explained	

the	inclusion	of	this	clause	in	view	of	a	legal	clause	included	in	P.	Eleph	1.	According	to	

Kraeling,	Yehoyišma	and	Ananiah	were	not	allowed	to	‘to	join	forces	with	one	or	two	men	

in	legal	action’,	aimed	at	their	spouse.	In	this	case,	the	two	men	would	be	the	judges	to	

whom	either	Ananiah	or	Yehoyišma	would	present	their	accusations	to	support	a	possible	

divorce.303	Ginsberg	interpreted	this	clause	to	mean	that	neither	of	the	two	spouses	was	

to	 deny	 the	 other	 intercourse.304	 Porten	 also	 favored	 an	 interpretation	 related	 to	

intercourse	 and	 argued	 that	 ‘the	 law	 of	 colleagues’	must	 have	 been	 a	 euphemism	 for	

intercourse.305	

	 Yaron	 and	 Azzoni,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 interpret	 the	 clause	 in	 a	 more	 general	

manner.	Yaron	argues	that	 ןיד ,	 ‘law’,	rather	refers	to	the	insurance	of	nominal	behavior	

between	the	two	spouses.306	Azzoni	specified	this	nominal	behavior,	by	comparing	the	

concept	of	 ןיד 	with	the	matrimonial	duties	referenced	in	a	Judean	matrimonial	property	

arrangement	dated	to	the	first	century	CE.	P.	Yadin	10,	a	marriage	agreement	concerned	

with	the	marriage	of	the	Judean	Babatha/Shim’on	to	her	husband	Yehuda,	for	example,	

states	that	the	marriage	was	performed	according	to	‘the	law	of	Moses	and	the	Judeans’	

( יאדוהיו 	 השמ 	 ןידכ ).307	After	this	statement,	follows	an	explanation	of	the	duties	involved	in	

marriage	according	to	the	law	of	Moses	and	the	 Judeans.	According	to	P.	Yadin	10,	 the	

husband	would	take	upon	himself	the	duty	of	‘feeding’	and,	in	some	cases,	‘clothing’	his	

                                                
303	Kraeling,	The	Brooklyn	Aramaic	Papyri,	218-220.	In	P.	Eleph.	1,	it	is	explicitly	stated	that	Herakleides	has	
‘to	prove	whatever	he	sues	Demeteria	about	before	three	men’	(ἐπιδειξάτω	δὲ	Ἡρακλείδης	ὅτι	ἂν	ἐγκαλῆι	
Δημητρίαι	ἐναντίον	ἀνδρῶν	τριῶν).	
304	Ginsberg,	“The	Brooklyn	Museum	Aramaic	Papyri,”	159.	
305	Porten,	Archives,	224.	Also	see	Porten,	“Aramaic	Texts,”	232	n.	58.	
306	Yaron,	Law	of	the	Aramaic	Papyri,	61.	
307	For	an	edition	of	this	text,	see	Yigael	Yadin,	Jonas	C.	Greenfield	and	Ada	Yardeni,	“Babatha’s	Ketubba,”	
IEJ	1/2	(1994):	75-101,	78.	
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wife.308	In	the	case	of	the	marriage	agreements	from	the	Judaean	Desert,	the	‘law	of	Moses	

and	the	Judeans’	represented	the	matrimonial	duties	of	the	husband	and	dictated	nominal	

behavior	between	husband	and	wife.	Based	on	the	parallel	between	 ןיד 	 in	 the	Aramaic	

property	arrangements	from	Elephantine	Island	and	the	‘ יאדוהיו 	 השמ 	 ןיד ’	referenced	in	the	

marriage	agreements	from	the	Judaean	Desert,	it	can	be	assumed	that	the	explanation	by	

Yaron	 and	 Azzoni	 seems	 the	 most	 probable.	 By	 marrying	 according	 to	 the	 ‘law’,	

Yehoyišma	and	Ananiah	likely	agreed	to	support	their	spouses	during	marriage.		

In	 my	 view,	 	 however,	 the	 parallel	 between	 ןיד 	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 property	

arrangements	from	Elephantine	Island	and	the	‘ יאדוהיו 	 השמ 	 ןיד ’	referenced	in	the	marriage	

agreements	from	the	Judaean	Desert	also	seems	to	imply	that	including	a	reference	to	the	

ןיד 	into	a	marriage	agreement	is	Judean	in	nature.	In	P.	Yadin	10,	it	is	explicitly	mentioned	

that	the	spouses	married	according	to	the	‘law	of	Moses	and	the	Judeans’.	Especially	the	

latter	 indicates	 that	 the	 inclusion	of	mutual	matrimonial	duties	was	normative	among	

Judeans.	In	contracts	from	other	cultures,	the	duties	of	husband	and	wife	are	not	explicitly	

mentioned	in	the	context	of	laws	or	other	conducts	of	nominal	behavior.	In	some	cases,	

the	 matrimonial	 duties	 are	 associated	 with	 local	 customs,	 but	 never	 with	 laws.	 An	

Aramaic	contract	from	Edom,	dated	to	176	BCE,	for	example,	contains	a	request	in	which	

the	 groom	 asks	 the	 agent	 of	 the	 bride	 to	 give	 her	 ‘in	 according	 to	 the	 custom	 of	 the	

daughters	 of	 Edom’	 ( םודא 	 תנב 	 סומונכ ).309	 The	 use	 of	 the	 Greek	 loan	 νομός,	 realized	 in	

Aramaic	 as	 סומונ ,	 contrast	 the	 consistent	 use	 of	 ןיד 	 in	 the	 Judean	 Aramaic	 marriage	

agreements	written	in	Aramaic.310	

                                                
308	See	for	example	P.	Yadin	10:5.	
309	For	the	edition	of	this	text	and	extensive	commentary,	see	Esther	Eshel	and	Amos	Kloner,	“An	Aramaic	
Ostracon	of	an	Edomite	Marriage	Contract	from	Maresha,	Dated	176	B.C.E.,”	IEJ	1/2	(1996):	1-22,	3-19.		
310	Judean	marriage	agreements	written	in	Greek	do	make	use	of	Greek	νομός,	‘law’,	but	always	do	so	in	
combination	with	a	reference	to	either	Moses	or	Judeans.	P.	Yadin	18	mentions	marriage	κατὰ	τοὺς	νόμους	
‘according	to	the	laws’,	which	seems	to	be	a	verbatim	translation	of	Aramaic	 ןידכ .	Another	Greek	Judean	
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A	second	prohibition	unique	 to	TAD	B3.8	 is	 a	prohibition	 related	 to	 the	dowry	

given	 to	 Yehoyišma	 by	 her	 adoptive	 brother	 Zaccur/Mešullam.	 Following	 the	 legal	

conditions	 concerned	with	 the	duties	and	 legal	 rights	of	both	spouses,	 it	 is	stated	 that	

Zaccur	‘shall	not	be	able	to	reclaim’	( התחאל	להכי	אל )	the	dowry	items	with	which	he	had	

endowed	his	sister	Yehoyišma,	since	he	had	given	her	these	items	‘out	of	love’	( ןמחרב ).	In	

itself,	a	prohibition	clause	on	reclaiming	items	is	not	unique,	as	it	occurs	throughout	the	

Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island.	It	is,	however,	unique	that	such	a	clause	is	used	

in	an	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangement.	Its	appearance	in	TAD	B3.8,	therefore,	

self-evidently	raises	the	question	why	the	parties	involved	in	this	legal	transaction	would	

have	wanted	to	include	the	clause	into	this	contract.	

	 TAD	B3.8	also	contains	a	variant	to	a	prohibition	clause	attested	in	TAD	B2.6.	In	

TAD	3.8,	either	of	the	spouses	is	prohibited	to	take	another	husband	or	wife.	In	the	case	

of	both	Yehoyišma	and	her	husband	Ananiah,	 it	 is	 stated	 that	 they	are	not	allowed	 ‘to	

marry	a	second	husband/wife’.311	If	they	did,	they	would	be	judged	according	to	the	‘the	

law	of	divorce’	( האנש	ןיד	הל	ןודבעי ),	which	entailed	that	the	transgressing	spouse	had	to	pay	

his	or	her	spouse	the	divorce	money	specified	within	the	contract.	Aramaic	matrimonial	

property	arrangement	TAD	B2.6	contains	a	similar	clause,	which	prohibits	the	Egyptian	

builder	 Esḥor	 from	 taking	 a	 second	 wife.	 Unlike	 the	 prohibition	 clause	 in	 TAD	 B2.6,	

                                                
marriage	agreement,	dated	to	218	BCE,	states	that	marriage	was	performed	in	line	with	τὸν	νόμον	πολιτικὸν	
τῶν	Ἰουδαῖον,	‘the	law	of	the	Judeans’.	
311	The	scribe	made	use	of	two	different	verbal	forms	to	indicate	whether	Yehoyišma	or	Ananiah	married	a	
second	husband	or	wife	respectively.	The	verb	used	for	Yehoyišma	is	 לעב 	‘to	marry’,	rendered	in	the	passive	
causative	stem.	In	the	case	of	Ananiah,	the	scribe	used	 חקל ,	which	literally	translates	to	 ‘to	take’.	Porten	
translated	the	verbs	differently,	as	‘to	acquire’	and	‘to	take’	respectively.	To	differentiate	between	the	verbs	
is	 rather	 redundant	since	 the	 legal	 implication	 is	 that	both	spouses	are	not	allowed	 to	marry	a	 second	
husband	or	wife.		
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however,	 the	 prohibition	 clause	 in	 TAD	 B3.8	 is	 phrased	 from	 a	 third	 person	

perspective.312		

	 All	 three	 Aramaic	matrimonial	 property	 arrangements	 thus	 contain	 variations,	

despite	their	apparent	uniformity	in	form,	function	and	use	of	(Judean)	legal	vocabulary.	

TAD	B2.6	contains	an	additional	confirmation	clause,	in	which	the	groom	states	that	he	

had	received	the	dowry	items,	and	a	prohibition	aimed	at	the	groom,	forbidding	him	to	

marry	a	second	wife	or	acknowledge	children	other	than	those	born	in	his	marriage	to	

Mibṭaḥiah.	The	most	noteworthy	variant	in	TAD	B3.3,	is	the	omission	of	any	reference	to	

the	payment	of	the	bride-price.	In	the	previous	chapter	and	above,	it	has	been	argued	that	

the	payment	of	the	bride	price	was	one	of	the	legal	arrangements	in	marriage,	by	which	

the	 Judeans	 expressed	 their	 ‘Judean’	 identity.	 The	 omission	 of	 this	 payment	 in	 a	

matrimonial	context,	which	involved	a	Judean	groom	and	Judean	agent,	is	thus	of	interest.	

In	the	case	of	the	third	contract,	TAD	B3.8,	the	contractual	parties	have	added	additional	

clauses	on	the	matrimonial	duties	of	husband	and	wife	and	a	prohibition	which	forbids	

the	adoptive	brother	of	the	bride	to	reclaim	the	items	given	as	dowry.	

	 The	 presence	 of	 variants	 within	 the	 corpus	 of	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	

arrangements	raises	the	question	how	these	differences	are	to	be	explained.	If	the	context	

of	 matrimonial	 law	 was	 one	 in	 which	 Judeans	 preserved	 elements	 of	 a	 Judean	 legal	

tradition	to	express	their	Judean	cultural	identity	in	this	specific	legal	context,	why	would	

Judean	 contractual	 partners	 choose	 to	 incorporate,	 for	 example,	 elements	 of	 Egyptian	

matrimonial	 law	 into	 the	 contract?	Why	would	 they	omit	 a	 reference	 to	 a	 contractual	

payment	 so	 fundamental	 to	 Judean	 matrimonial	 law?	 Especially	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	

marriage	 between	 the	 Judean	 bride	 Mibṭaḥiah	 and	 the	 Egyptian	 builder	 Esḥor,	 these	

                                                
312	 See	 section	 4.1.1	 for	 a	more	 in-depth	 discussion	 on	 this	 clause	 incorporated	 into	TAD	B2.6	 and	 its	
possible	legal	significance.	
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questions	 are	 of	 interest,	 since	 this	 marriage	was	 cross-cultural	 in	 nature.	 Could	 the	

intimate	relation	with	an	Egyptian	contractual	partner	have	influenced	the	choice	of	the	

bride	to	include	additional,	Egyptian,	legal	formulae	and	conditions	into	the	contract?	

	 Contrary	to	the	additional	legal	formulae	attested	in	TAD	B2.6,	the	legal	formulae	

added	to	TAD	B3.8	seem	to	 find	their	origins	in	 Judean	 law,	rather	than	Egyptian	 legal	

customs.	The	conditions	on	the	duties	of	husband	and	wife	during	marriage,	for	example,	

have	parallels	in	the	later	Jewish	ketubah,	of	which	the	earliest	are	dated	to	the	second	

century	CE.	The	addition	of	what	seem	to	be	supplementary	Judean	legal	formulae	in	TAD	

B3.8,	raises	questions	about	the	motives	behind	their	inclusion.	Similar	to	the	Egyptian	

legal	formulae	included	in	TAD	B2.6	and	the	omission	of	any	legal	clause	related	to	the	

bride	 price	 specifically	 in	 TAD	 B3.3,	 the	 additions	 to	 TAD	 B3.8	 self-evidently	 raise	

additional	 questions.	Why	did	 the	 contractual	parties	 involved	 in	TAD	B3.8	 choose	 to	

include	 additional	 legal	 formulae	with	 supposed	 roots	 in	 a	 Judean	 tradition,	 whereas	

other	Judeans	chose	to	omit	these	legal	clauses,	as	is	seen,	for	example,	in	the	case	of	TAD	

B2.6	and	TAD	B3.3?	

	 To	 answer	 these	 questions,	 I	 will	 study	 the	 noted	 variants	 in	 view	 of	 Judean	

marriage	 contracts	 from	Babylonia,	which	 are	 dated	 to	 the	Neo-	 and	 Late-Babylonian	

periods.	 With	 the	 discovery	 and	 publication	 of	 additional	 cuneiform	 evidence	 from	

Babylonia,	marriage	 contracts	 have	 come	 to	 light	 concerned	with	marriages	 between	

Judean	brides	and	Babylonian	grooms.	The	first	of	these	matrimonial	arrangements,	BM	

65149,	was	composed	to	witness	the	marriage	between	Kaššāya,	a	member	of	the	Arih	

family,	 and	 her	 Babylonian	 groom	 Guzānu.	 The	 contract	 was	 written	 in	 Sippar	 and	

involved	 a	 significant	 number	 of	 Judean	 royal	 merchants	 as	 witnesses.	 The	 second	

contract,	AYMC,	was	composed	in	the	rural	area	of	Babylonia,	in	the	town	of	Āl-Yāhūdū	

and	 belonged	 to	 the	 family	 of	 the	 Judean	 bride	 Nanāya-kānat.	 Like	 the	 Aramaic	
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matrimonial	property	arrangements	from	Elephantine	Island,	these	marriage	agreements	

of	Judeans	of	Babylonia	attest	to	various	degrees	of	variation	in	their	formulation	and	use	

of	both	Babylonian	and	Judean	legal	elements.		

In	 addition,	 the	marriage	 agreements	 concerned	with	 Judeans	 in	Babylonia	 are	

also	 similar	 to	 the	 material	 from	 Elephantine	 Island,	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 socio-cultural	

circumstances	 involved	 in	 the	 marriages.	 Marriage	 within	 the	 community	 of	 traders,	

involved	 individuals	 of	 high	 standing,	 whilst	 the	 marriage	 agreement	 written	 in	 Āl-

Yāhūdū	indicates	that	bride	and	groom	came	from	a	more	modest	social	background,	a	

difference	which	also	seems	to	have	had	its	influence	on	the	acculturation	tendencies	of	

the	parties	involved.		

	

4.2	 Judeao-Babylonian	Marriages	among	Royal	Merchants	in	Sippar	

The	first	Judean	marriage	agreement	from	Babylonia	that	I	will	discuss,	is	the	marriage	

agreement	of	Kaššāya,	who	belonged	to	a	family	of	Judean	royal	merchants.313	The	initial	

contract	was	composed	in	Sippar,	one	of	the	major	Babylonian	centers	of	trade	and	was	

composed	according	to	the	general	Neo-Babylonian	legal	format.	The	contracts	related	to	

the	marriage	of	Kaššāya	are	of	interest	to	the	current	study,	since	its	contents	shed	light	

on	 how	 Judeans	 in	 Babylonia	 accustomed	 themselves	 to	 Neo-Babylonian	matrimonial	

practices.	

In	the	case	of	the	Ariḫ	family,	scholars	have	noted	that	the	names	of	the	members	

of	 the	 family	make	 frequent	use	of	Babylonian	 theophoric	elements,	which	 indicates	a	

                                                
313	 The	 six	 documents	 are	 published	 in	 new	 by	 Yigal	 Bloch	 in	 an	 article	 on	 Judean	 integration	 into	
Babylonian	society,	which	Bloch	studied	based	on	evidence	pertaining	to	the	Ariḫ	family	and	cuneiform	
evidence	on	Judeans	in	the	Murašû	archive.	For	the	discussion	on	the	Ariḫ	family,	see	Yigal	Bloch,	“Judeans	
in	Sippar	and	Susa,”	127-135.	For	the	editions	of	the	texts	related	to	the	Ariḫ	family,	see	Bloch,	“Judeans	in	
Sippar	and	Susa,”	142-167.	For	some	additional	notes	on	text	no.	4,	see	Alstola,	Judeans	in	Babylonia,	85.	
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familiarity	of	 the	 family	with	Babylonian	religion.	 In	 the	generation	of	Ariḫ’s	sons,	 two	

individuals	possess	a	Babylonian	name,	Basiya	and	Mardukā,	whilst	two	other	individuals	

have	Judean	names,	Aḫi-Yāma	and	Amušê,	the	latter	of	which	is	derived	from	the	Hebrew	

name	Hosea.	 In	 spite	 of	 this	 balance	 in	 the	 division	 of	 Judean	 and	 Babylonian	 names	

among	 individuals	of	 the	 first	generation	of	descendants	of	 the	 Judean	trader	Ariḫ,	 the	

second	generation	 contains	more	 names	 related	 to	Babylonian	 religion.314	 The	 Judean	

merchant	Amušê	named	four	of	his	known	five	children	by	use	of	Babylonian	theophoric	

elements,	with	references	to	the	gods	Bēl,	Šamaš	and	Nabû.	His	only	daughter,	Kaššāya,	

shared	her	name	with	the	daughter	of	Nebuchadnezzar	II,	which	indicates	that	the	name	

had	roots	 in	Babylonian	culture.315	 In	 the	case	of	 the	theophoric	elements	used	for	 the	

names	of	the	sons	of	Amušê,	the	choice	for	these	specific	gods	seems	to	be	influenced	by	

the	local	culture	of	Sippar.	The	gods	Bēl,	Šamaš	and	Nabû,	are	the	gods	associated	with	

the	region.316	

Regarding	the	Judeans	of	Elephantine	Island,	I	have	argued	that	naming	practices	

alone	are	not	 sufficient	 to	determine	 the	extent	of	 their	 cultural	 integration.	This	also	

applies	to	the	Judeans	of	Babylonia.	The	conclusions	based	on	an	analysis	of	the	naming	

practices	of	the	Judeans	of	Babylonia	can	be	supported	by	an	in-depth	discussion	of	the	

contents	of	the	two	marriage	agreements	related	to	the	marriage	between	the	daughter	

of	the	Judean	trader	Amušê,	Kaššāya,	and	the	Babylonian	Gūzānu.	In	previous	scholarship,	

                                                
314	 Note	 that	 the	 known	 names	 of	 the	 second	 generation	 are	 limited	 to	 the	 family	 of	 Amušê	 and	 his	
Babylonian	 wife	 Gudaddadītu,	 which	 does	 limit	 the	 possibility	 of	 the	 study	 of	 Judean	 integration	 into	
Babylonian	society	based	on	naming	practices	slightly.	Despite	this	limit,	however,	the	names	of	the	children	
of	Amušê	do	indicate	that	Judeans	did	not	shy	away	from	using	Babylonian	names.	
315	Bloch,	“Judeans	in	Sippar	and	Susa,”	129.	For	the	name	of	the	daughter	of	Nebuchadnezzar	II	and	its	
possible	 origins,	 see	 Paul	 Alain	 Beaulieu,	 “Ba'u-asītu	 and	 Kaššāya,	 Daughters	 of	 Nebuchadnezzar	 II,”	
Orientalia	67	(1998):	173-201,	173-199.	
316	This	is	enforced	by	the	reference	to	Šamaš	in	the	name	of	one	of	Amušê’s	sons,	Šamaš-iddin,	since	the	
center	of	worship	of	Šamaš,	the	Ebabbar	temple,	was	located	in	the	city	of	Sippar.		
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it	 has	 already	 been	 acknowledged	 that	 the	 marriage	 contract	 that	 documents	 the	

marriage	 between	 Kaššāya	 and	 Gūzānu	 is	 written	 in	 accordance	 to	 Babylonian	 legal	

practices.	It	contains,	like	its	Babylonian	counterparts,	a	detailed	description	of	the	dowry	

given	to	the	groom	by	the	family	of	the	bride,	a	seemingly	Babylonian	practice.317			

One	of	the	items	included	in	this	dowry	list	is	an	Akkadian	bed	(gišná	ak-ka-di-i-

tu4),	which	seems	to	indicate	that	the	family	of	Kaššāya	already	accustomed	itself	to	the	

use	of	Babylonian	furniture,	since	the	explicit	reference	to	its	Babylonian	character	must	

indicate	 that	 other	 types	 of	 beds	 were	 also	 used	 within	 Babylonian	 society.	 Another	

explanation	 for	 the	 inclusion	 of	 an	 Akkadian	 bed	 in	 the	 dowry	 list	 of	 a	 Judean	 bride,	

however,	could	be	the	intention	of	the	family	of	the	bride	to	express	their	affection	with	

Babylonian	culture	and	cultural	practices.		Like	the	marriage	agreement	of	Kaššāya	and	

Guzānu,	 the	marriage	agreement	of	 the	Egyptian	Paṭmiusû	and	his	bride	mentions	the	

transfer	of	an	Akkadian	bed.	The	transfer	of	Babylonian	furniture	was	thus	not	uncommon	

in	 marriages,	 which	 involved	 contractual	 partners	 with	 a	 non-Babylonian	 cultural	

background.318	

Evidence	 on	 the	 Ariḫ	 family	 suggests	 that	 the	 family	 had	 accustomed	 itself	 to	

Babylonian	culture	and	cultural	practices	to	a	considerable	extent.	Children	in	the	second	

                                                
317	 For	 the	 transmission	 of	 the	 dowry	 to	 the	 husband	 in	 Babylonian	 marriage	 agreements,	 see	 Roth,	
Babylonian	Marriage	Agreements,	7-9.	Alstola,	Judeans	in	Babylonia,	98	noted	that	the	dowry	list	lacks	any	
items	that	could	have	been	of	interest	to	the	groom,	like	slaves	and	real-estate	and	explained	the	lack	of	
such	items	on	the	possible	financial	means	of	the	Ariḫ	family.	The	lack	of	such	items,	however,	could	also	be	
explained	based	on	general	Judean	cultural	practices	related	to	marriage.	In	section	3.6	it	has	already	been	
argued	 that	 Judeans	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	 continued	 to	 include	 Judean	 marriage	 concepts	 into	 their	
marriage	agreements,	even	in	the	case	of	intermarriage.	Like	Mibṭaḥiah,	Kaššāya	received	items	that	were	
of	 interest	 to	 her,	mainly	 monetary	 means,	 which	 resemble	 the	 inclusion	 of	 the	 הנוכת 	 in	 the	marriage	
agreements	from	Elephantine	Island.	In	section	3.6,	it	has	been	argued	that	the	payment	of	the	bride	price	
had	become	a	symbolic	gesture,	rather	than	a	payment	with	actual	legal	consequences,	which	was	replaced	
in	later	times	by	the	transfer	of	usable	commodities.	The	marriage	agreement	of	Kaššāya	seems	to	indicate	
that	among	some	Judeans	in	Babylonia,	the	 הנוכת 	had	already	been	paid	in	commodities,	rather	than	actual	
silver,	much	like	the	bride	price.	
318	See	Alstola,	Judeans	in	Babylonia,	97-98.	
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and	third	generations	of	family	members	received	Babylonian	theophoric	names	and	the	

marriage	agreement	of	Kaššāya	was	composed	to	the	general	Babylonian	legal	standards	

of	the	Neo-	and	Late	Babylonian	periods.	Not	all	Judean	families,	however,	seem	to	have	

acquainted	themselves	with	Babylonian	culture	and	Babylonian	cultural	practices.	As	will	

be	demonstrated	based	on	a	marriage	contract	drafted	among	Judeans	in	the	Babylonian	

town	 of	 Al-Yāhūdū,	 some	 families	 rather	 chose	 to	 retain	 their	 own	 Judean	 cultural	

practices	to,	for	example,	marriage.	This	difference	in	the	acculturation	tendencies	of	both	

Judean	 families	 in	Babylonia,	 raises	 questions	on	 the	motives	 and	 reasons	 behind	 the	

efforts	of	the	Ariḫ	family	to	accustom	themselves	to	Babylonian	society.	Why,	for	example,	

would	the	Ariḫ	family	have	chosen	to	accustom	itself	to	Babylonian	culture	and	have	the	

marriage	 agreement	 of	 Kaššāya	 be	 composed	according	 to	Neo-Babylonian	 standards,	

whilst	Judeans	in	the	countryside	of	Babylonia	rather	retained	their	own	native	Judean	

cultural	practices?	

This	question	can	be	answered	in	view	of	the	social	contacts	of	the	Ariḫ	family	and	

their	profession	as	royal	merchants	active	in	the	environments	of	Sippar,	one	of	the	major	

centers	of	trade	in	Babylonia.	Based	on	prosopographic	data	and	social	network	analysis,	

Tero	Alstola	was	able	to	demonstrate	that	the	Ariḫ	family	customarily	traded	with	a	well-

known	tithe	 farmer	of	 the	Ebabbar	temple	and	the	most	 important	priestly	 families	of	

Sippar.319	 This	 frequent	 contact	 on	 the	 professional	 level	 can	 also	 have	 led	 to	 more	

structural	contact	between	members	of	the	Judean	family	and	notable	members	within	

the	environs	of	Sippar,	which	is	confirmed	by	the	marriage	agreement	of	Kaššāya.	Set	in	

a	more	intimate	social	setting,	the	majority	of	witnesses	mentioned	in	the	contract,	which	

was	composed	in	the	context	of	the	marriage	between	the	Judean	bride	Kaššāya	and	her	

                                                
319	See	Alstola,	Judeans	in	Babylonia,	91-95	for	a	discussion	on	the	social	network	of	the	Ariḫ	family.	
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Babylonian	 groom	 Guzānu,	 seem	 to	 have	 been	 members	 of	 the	 trade	 community	 in	

Sippar.320		

Guzānu	was	a	member	of	the	so-called	Arraru,	‘miller’	family,	which,	like	the	family	

of	Kaššāya,	had	earned	its	wealth	through	trade	activities	in	Babylon.	The	family	engaged	

in	beer	brewing,	which	had	caused	them	to	connect	to	the	wealthy	Egibi	family.321	Their	

family	name,	which	suggests	that,	at	some	point	during	Babylonian	history,	members	of	

the	 family	 must	 have	 held	 a	 prebend	 related	 to	 the	 production	 of	 bread	 and	 their	

connections	 to	 well	 established	 Babylonian	 families,	 implies	 that	 the	 Arraru	 family	

belonged	to	the	higher	echelons	of	Babylonian	society.	Most	of	the	members	of	the	Arraru	

family	remained	in	Babylon	and	only	Guzānu	seems	to	have	traveled	to	Sippar	to	engage	

in	trade	with	the	local	community	of	traders,	since	the	marriage	agreements	of	Kaššāya	

and	Guzānu	are	the	only	available	sources	on	Arraru’s	in	Sippar.	Guzānu,	however,	was	

not	 the	 only	member	 of	 an	 established	 family	 of	 traders	 to	 do	 so,	 since	 several	 other	

notable	families	also	moved	to	Sippar	during	the	sixth	century	due	to	the	ongoing	royal	

investments	and	local	economic	prosperity.322	Although	Guzānu	was	relatively	new	to	the	

environs	of	Sippar	and	the	community	of	(royal)	traders,	his	background	suggests	that	he	

came	 well	 prepared	 with	 significant	 wealth	 to	 invest	 in	 trade	 ventures	 in	 this	 new	

economic	environment.	

	From	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 Judean	 family	 of	 Ariḫ	 marrying	 Kaššāya	 into	 this	

wealthy	 family	 of	 well-known	 Babylonian	 traders	 must	 have	 seemed	 like	 an	 ample	

                                                
320	Notably,	Nabû-iddin/Bānia//Pahhāru,	who	was	related	to	business	agents	of	the	Ṣāhit-ginê	family	and	
Bānia/Bēl-nāṣir//Arad-Nergal.	For	the	discussion	on	these	members	of	the	Sipparian	trade	community	and	
bibliographic	 references,	 see	Alstola,	 Judeans	 in	Babylonia,	94.	Do	note,	 that	among	 the	 total	number	of	
witnesses	present	at	the	wedding,	only	three	names	seem	to	be	distinctively	Judean.	
321	Alstola,	Judeans	in	Babylonia,	93.	
322	Alstola,	Judeans	in	Babylonia,	93.	Among	these	families	were	the	Ṣāhit-ginê-,	Ša-nāšišu-	and	Arad-Nergal-
families.	
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opportunity	to	establish	themselves	into	the	traditional	networks	of	trade	in	Sippar	and,	

possibly,	 Babylonia.	 Unlike	 the	 Arraru	 family,	 the	 family	 of	 Ariḫ	 had	 only	 been	 in	

Babylonia	since	their	settlement	in	the	rural	areas	of	Babylonia	and	did	not	have	the	same	

social	status	within	Babylonian	society	as	the	family	of	Guzānu,	despite	the	opportunities	

offered	to	them	by	the	crown	and	socio-economic	circumstances	in	Sippar.	Marriage	into	

the	Guzānu	family	would	thus	mean	that	the	family	would,	to	some	extent,	gain	access	to	

the	 resources	 of	 this	 established	 Babylonian	 family.	 In	 this	 case	 the	 most	 important	

resource	 that	 the	 family	would	 gain	 access	 to,	 are	 the	 social	 contacts	 of	 the	 family	 of	

Guzānu.	By	marrying	 into	 the	Arraru	 family,	 the	members	of	 the	Ariḫ	 family	 could	be	

included	 into	 their	 inner	 social	 circles	and	possibly	acquire	new	possibilities	 for	 trade	

with,	for	example,	the	Egibi	family	in	Babylon.	

The	marriage	between	Kaššāya	and	Guzānu,	however,	was	not	only	of	interest	to	

the	Ariḫ	family.	It	has	already	been	noted	that	the	dowry	of	Kaššāya	was	rather	modest	

and	contained	items	which	were	mainly	of	interest	to	the	bride,	rather	than	the	groom.	

The	modesty	of	this	dowry	could	be	explained	by	either	the	limited	means	of	the	family	of	

the	bride,	or	the	fact	that	the	bride	did	not	need	to	bring	any	more	items	into	her	marriage,	

for	whatever	reason.323	In	this	case,	the	former	solution	does	not	seem	to	comply	with	the	

available	data,	since	the	Ariḫ	family	had	been	able	to	acquire	significant	means	through	

its	various	trade	operations	in,	among	other	places,	Sippar.	Consequently,	marrying	the	

daughter	from	this	Judean	family	of	royal	traders	could	have	offered	Guzānu	the	means	to	

                                                
323	An	argument	in	favor	of	the	former	explanation	would	be	the	inclusion	of	the	so-called	 ‘iron	dagger’	
clause,	which	was	generally	included	in	marriage	agreements	of	brides	from	poor	families.	In	an	article	on	
this	 topic,	 Caroline	Waerzeggers	 demonstrated	 that	 the	 clause	 did	 not	 necessarily	 occur	 in	 marriage	
agreements	of	poor	brides	alone.	In	some	cases,	it	was	included	in	contracts	of	brides	from	wealthy	families,	
like,	in	this	case,	the	Ariḫ	family.	For	this	study,	see	Caroline	Waerzeggers,	“Changing	Marriage	Practices	in	
Babylonia	from	the	Late	Assyrian	to	the	Persian	Period,”	JANEH	7	(2020):	101-131,	110-112.		
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establish	 his	 operations	 within	 Sipparean	 society.	 Accordingly,	 Guzānu	 would	 have	

accepted	more	easily	the	modest	dowry	mentioned	in	this	marriage	agreement.324	

	

4.3	 Judaeo-Babylonian	Marriage	in	Al-Yāhūdū	

The	efforts	of	the	Ariḫ	family	to	establish	themselves	in	Babylonian	society	and	expand	

their	already	extensive	networks	of	trade,	however,	are	contrasted	by	a	marriage	contract	

drafted	in	Āl-Yāhūdū,	one	of	the	towns	in	which	the	first	Judean	exiles	were	settled.325		

Written	in	Āl-Yāhūdū,	AYMC	is	concerned	with	the	marriage	between	the	Judean	bride	

Nanāya-Kānat	 and	 her	 Babylonian	 groom	 Nabû-bān-aḫi.326	 Contrary	 to	 the	 marriage	

agreement	 of	 Kaššāya	 and	 Gūzānu,	 which	was	 written	 according	 to	 the	 general	 Neo-

Babylonian	 legal	 guidelines,	 the	marriage	 contract	written	 for	 Nanāya-Kānat	 contains	

quite	some	deviations	from	the	standard	Neo-Babylonian	legal	format	used	for	marriage	

agreements.	Not	 only	 do	 these	 deviations	 indicate	 that	 Judeans	 in	 the	 environs	 of	 Āl-

Yāhūdū	retained	elements	of	their	native	traditions	in	written	documentation,	but	they	

might	 also	 point	 towards	 a	more	 structured	 continuation	 of	 Judean	 cultural	 elements	

among	Judeans	in	Babylonian	society.	

	 The	first	notable	deviation	in	marriage	agreement	AYMC	is	the	formulation	of	the	

divorce	clause.	Whereas	other	marriage	agreements	from	the	Neo-	and	Late-Babylonian	

periods	state	that	a	husband	could	divorce	his	wife	by	‘releasing’	her	(undašširma),	AYMC	

includes	an	additional	condition.	In	addition	to	the	release	of	the	wife	by	her	husband,	the	

                                                
324	 Alstola,	 Judeans	 in	 Babylonia,	 89-90.	Cf.	 the	 dowries	 of	 daughters	 from	 the	Egibi	 family,	which	also	
received	modest	dowries,	due	to	the	social	status	of	their	family.	
325	For	a	general	introduction	on	Āl-Yāhūdū,	see	Cornelia	Wunsch,	“Glimpses	on	the	Lives	of	Deportees	in	
Rural	Babylonia,”	in	Arameans	Chaldeans	and	Arabs	in	Babylonia	and	Palestine	in	the	First	Millennium	B.C.,		
ed.	Angelika	Berlejung	and	Michael	P.	Streck,	LAS	3	(Wiesbaden:	Harrassowitz,	2013),	250-251.	
326	For	the	edition	of	this	tablet	and	commentary	on	the	text,	see	Abraham,	“West	Semitic	and	Judean	Brides	
in	 Cuneiform	Sources,”	 201-206	 and	 the	 discussion	 on	 the	 importance	 of	 this	 contract	 to	 the	 study	 of	
intercultural	marriages	in	Abraham,	“Negotiating	Marriage	in	Multicultural	Babylonia,”	50-56.	
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husband	also	needs	to	declare	that	‘she	is	not	a/his	wife’.327	The	clause	itself	is	not	unique	

to	 the	 marriage	 agreement	 of	 Nanāya-Kānat,	 but	 has	 been	 attested	 in	 Babylonian	

marriage	 agreements	 since	 the	 earliest	 periods	 of	 Babylonian	 history.	 In	 marriage	

agreements	from	the	Old-Babylonian	period,	the	clause	‘she	is	not	a	wife’	seems	to	have	

been	the	standard	phrase	for	initiating	divorce,	since	it	occurs	in	nearly	each	of	the	Old	

Babylonian	marriage	agreements.328		

From	the	Neo-	and	Late	Babylonian	periods,	the	same	period	in	which	AYMC	was	

drafted,	remain	two	contracts	that	still	use	the	clause	‘she	is	not	a	wife’	as	a	conditio	sine	

qua	non	for	divorce.	The	lack	of	evidence	on	the	use	of	this	clause	could	suggest	that	the	

clause	had	fallen	into	disuse	and	was	replaced	by	the	more	concise	and	expressive	use	of	

the	verb	‘to	release’.329	In	Babylonian	culture,	the	clause	‘she	is	not	a	wife’	had	thus	lost	

its	function	as	divorce	clause,	sometime	in	between	the	Old	and	Neo	Babylonian	periods,	

which	 is	 emphasized	by	 the	 lack	of	 any	structural	use	of	 this	 clause	 in	Neo-	and	Late-

Babylonian	marriage	agreements.		

	 This	supposed	loss	of	the	use	of	the	clause	‘she	is	not	a	wife’	in	Babylonian	marriage	

agreements	as	a	conditio	sine	qua	non	 for	divorce,	accentuates	the	unique	nature	of	 its	

presence	in	AYMC.	Like	in	Babylonian	sources,	the	clause	‘she	is	not	a	wife’	is	also	attested	

in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	and	texts	from	the	Hebrew	Bible.	In	TAD	

                                                
327	iq-bi	um-ma	ul	DAM	ši-i.	
328	For	examples	of	Old-Babylonian	marriage	agreements,	 see	Edward	Chiera,	Old	Babylonian	Contracts	
(Philadelphia:	University	Press,	1922),	124-129	and	Rivkah	Harris,	“The	Case	of	Three	Babylonian	Marriage	
Contracts,”	 JNES	33	 (1974):	363-369.	For	an	 in-depth	discussion	on	 the	 function	of	 the	Old	Babylonian	
marriage	agreement,	see	Samuel	Greengus,	“The	Old	Babylonian	Marriage	Contract,”	JAOS	89	(1969):	505-
532.	For	a	study	on	Old	Babylonian	marriage,	see	Raymond	Westbrook,	Old	Babylonian	Marriage	Law	(Horn,	
Austria:	Ferdinand	Berger,	1988).	
329	Abraham,	“West	Semitic	and	Judean	Brides,”	203	suggested	that	the	clause	had	fallen	into	disuse	entirely	
and	explains	 the	occurrence	 in	 the	 two	respective	Babylonian	marriage	agreements	as	a	means	 for	 the	
husbands	to	be	able	to	take	a	second	wife.	In	other	words,	by	uttering	the	clause	they	could	demote	their	
wives,	rather	than	separate	themselves	from	her	entirely.	
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B2.6	and	TAD	B3.8,	the	marriage	contracts	of	the	Judean	brides	Mibṭaḥiah	and	Yehoyišma,	

for	example,	it	is	stated	that	‘if	PN1	would	stand	up	in	the	congregation	and	say	PN2	is	not	

my	wife.’	Similar	to	the	use	of	‘she	is	not	a/my	wife’	in	AYMC	and	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	

Elephantine	 Island,	 the	 legal	 clause	 is	 used	 in	 the	Hebrew	Bible	 to	 initiate	 divorce.	 In	

Hosea	2:4,	this	specific	clause	is	used	to	reference	the	possible	divorce	between	the	God	

of	 Israel	 and	 his	 adulterous	 wife.330	 The	 wide	 attestation	 among	 different	 types	 of	

documentation	 related	 to	 Judeans,	 suggests	 that	 the	 clause	must	 have	 had	 some	 legal	

importance	within	Judean	culture,	much	like	it	had	in	Babylonian	society.	The	occurrence	

of	this	clause	in	a	marriage	agreement	concerned	with	a	marriage	between	a	Judean	bride	

and	a	Babylonian	groom	thus	seems	to	be	indicative	of	the	inclusion	of	Judean	cultural	

elements	in	an	otherwise	seemingly	Babylonian	document.331		

The	remainder	of	the	marriage	agreement,	however,	leads	me	to	believe	that	there	

is	more	 to	 the	 double	 divorce	 clause	 than	 has	 previously	 been	 suggested.	Whilst	 it	 is	

correct	 that	 the	 family	 of	 Nanāya-Kānat	 seems	 to	 have	 negotiated	 their	 own	 native	

traditions	in	Babylonia,	the	members	of	the	family	also	seem	to	have	adapted	themselves	

to	Babylonian	cultural	practices.	They	included	a	Babylonian	divorce	clause,	which	was	

widely	used	within	Babylonian	society	during	the	Neo-	and	Late-Babylonian	periods.	Like	

in	the	case	of	the	marriage	agreements	of	Kaššāya,	the	inclusion	of	this	clause	must	have	

been	 the	 result	 of	 an	 agreement	 between	 the	 two	 parties	 involved	 in	 the	 marriage	

between	Nanāya-Kānat	 and	her	Babylonian	groom.	Nanāya-Kānat	 thus	 likely	balanced	

                                                
330	For	a	more	elaborate	discussion	on	the	similarities	between	the	divorce	clause	in	Hosea	and	the	divorce	
clause	used	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island,	see	Markham	J.	Geller,	“The	Elephantine	Papyri	
and	Hosea	2:3:	Evidence	for	the	form	of	the	Early	Jewish	Divorce	Writ,”	JSJ	8	(1977):	139-148.	
331	See,	for	example,	Abraham,	“Negotiating	Marriage,”	55.	
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between	the	need	to	integrate	into	Babylonian	society	and	the	desire	to	retain	her	Judean	

identity.332	

Related	 to	 the	 inclusion	 of	 a	 second,	 Judean,	 divorce	 clause	 to	 the	 Babylonian	

marriage	 agreement	 of	 Nanāya-Kānat,	 is	 a	 reference	 to	 six	minas	 of	 silver,	 which	 the	

husband	would	have	to	‘bind	in	the	hem’	of	the	wife’s	garment	in	case	of	an	actual	divorce.	

Like	the	legal	clause	‘she	is	not	a	wife’,	the	mention	of	the	husband	‘binding’	silver	to	the	

hem	of	the	wife	in	case	of	a	divorce	is	rather	unique	to	Neo-Babylonian	culture	and	occurs	

only	in	a	few	sources	from	the	Neo-	and	Late-Babylonian	period.	In	the	Old-Babylonian	

period,	however,	 it	was	 common	practice	 to	attach	 silver	 to	 the	garment	of	 the	bride.	

When	a	bride	would	enter	her	marriage,	the	father	of	the	bride	would	bind	the	silver	of	

the	 so-called	 terḫatum,	 the	 Old-Babylonian	 bride	 price,	 to	 her	 hem	 and	 accordingly	

provide	her	with	 the	means	to	 support	herself	during	marriage.	 If	her	husband	would	

decide	to	divorce	his	wife,	he	would	likewise	present	his	wife	with	an	amount	of	silver,	

which	he	would	sew	into	the	fabrics	of	her	garment.333		

Due	to	the	roots	of	this	tradition	of	sowing	silver	into	the	hem	of	the	bride	in	Old	

Babylonian	 culture,	 scholars	 have	 previously	 assumed	 that	 the	 inclusion	 of	 this	 legal	

clause	 was	 due	 to	 Babylonian	 influence.334	 In	 view	 of	 the	 conclusions	 on	 the	 double	

divorce	clause,	however,	 I	would	like	to	suggest	 that	 this	practice	rather	relates	 to	the	

payment	of	the	dowry	sum	or	bride	price	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	

Island.	As	has	been	demonstrated	in	the	case	of	the	legal	clause	‘she	is	not	a	wife’,	not	all	

                                                
332	This	is	affirmed	by	the	inclusion	of	a	curse	formula	in	which	the	Babylonian	gods	Marduk	and	Zarpānītu	
are	provoked.	Like	Mibṭaḥiah,	who	swore	an	oath	to	the	Egyptian	goddess	Sati,	Nanāya-Kānat	must	not	have	
taken	any	offence	by	acknowledging	foreign,	in	this	case	Babylonian,	gods.		
333	In	the	ana	ittišu	series,	it	is	stated	that	the	husband	‘weighed	out	her	divorce	money	and	tied	it	to	her	
lap’	(uzubbâšu	iḫīṭma	ina	sūnišu	irkus).	For	a	more	in-depth	overview	of	the	practice	of	binding	silver	into	
the	hem	of	the	bride,	see	Abraham,	“West	Semitic	Brides,”	203.		
334	Abraham,	“West	Semitic	Brides,”	203.		
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legal	 clauses	 with	 roots	 in	 Babylonian	 culture	 imply	 Babylonian	 influence	 on	 Judean	

matrimonial	practice.	On	the	contrary,	the	use	of	legal	clauses	that	had	fallen	out	of	favor	

within	Babylonian	society	among	Judeans	in	Babylonia	rather	suggests	that	some	parallel	

version	of	the	clause	was	still	valued	within	Judean	culture,	which	also	seems	to	be	true	

for	 the	reference	to	the	groom	 ‘binding’	 the	silver	 into	the	hem	of	his	wife	 in	case	of	a	

divorce.	

	 Notwithstanding	 the	 absence	 of	 a	 similar	 clause	 in	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	

Elephantine	 Island,	 the	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	 arrangements	 do	 attest	 to	 the	

same	intimate	connection	between	the	dowry	and	monetary	means	of	the	bride.	In	the	

discussion	on	the	 רהמ 	and	 הנוכת ,	two	legal	terms	related	to	the	silver	owned	by	the	bride,	

it	has	already	been	demonstrated	that,	even	in	the	case	of	a	divorce,	the	bride	price	and	

dowry	sum	remained	in	the	possession	of	the	bride.335	These	were,	after	all,	the	means	by	

which	the	bride	had	to	sustain	herself.	This	intimate	relationship	between	the	monetary	

funds	offered	by	both	the	father	and	husband	of	the	bride,	either	prior	to	or	after	marriage,	

and	the	bride	is	reminiscent	of	the	rings	being	sewn	into	bride’s	clothing,	preventing	any	

other	 party	 from	 laying	 their	 hands	 on	 the	 silver.	 It	 is	 thus	 possible	 that	 this	 second	

deviation	from	the	Babylonian	marriage	agreement	written	for	the	Judean	bride	Nanāya-

Kānat	 is	 not	 an	 archaism,	 preserving	 an	 older	 Babylonian	 matrimonial	 tradition,	 but	

rather	 the	 same	 custom	 attested	 within	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island	

concerned	with	bridal	wealth.		

	 A	case	that	could	be	made	against	the	conclusion	on	the	relationship	between	the	

reference	to	the	silver	rings	in	the	second	part	of	the	divorce	clause	and	the	bridal	wealth	

referenced	in	the	Aramaic	papyri,	is	that	the	Judaeo-Babylonian	marriage	agreement	does	

                                                
335	See	section	3.6.	
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not	reference	any	dowry	or	more	specifically,	a	bride	price.	This	is	indeed	questionable,	

since	both	the	 רהמ 	and	 הנוכת 	are	closely	associated	with	the	dowry.	The	 הנוכת 	was	added	to	

the	dowry	list,	to	account	for	the	personal	means	of	the	bride,	whereas	the	bride	price	

came	into	the	possession	of	the	bride	upon	her	marriage,	through	agency	of	her	father.	It	

is	 possible,	 however,	 to	 account	 for	 the	 lack	 of	 any	 direct	 reference	 to	 a	 bride	 price,	

whether	it	be	a	Babylonian	terḫatum	or	the	Judaeo-Aramaic	 רהמ .	Another	textual	element	

that	makes	AYMC	stand	out	among	other	Babylonian	marriage	agreements	written	during	

the	Neo-	and	Late-Babylonian	periods,	is,	what	seems	to	be,	the	transfer	of	a	bridal	gift	by	

the	groom	to	his	mother-in-law.	In	the	marriage	agreement,	it	is	stated	that	the	groom,	

Nabû-bān-aḫi,	endowed	the	mother	of	the	bride	with	a	KUR.RA	garment,	with	a	value	of	

five	shekels	of	silver.		

The	 purpose	 and	 exact	 nature	 of	 this	 transaction	 is	 unknown,	 yet	 Abraham	

attempted	to	explain	the	presence	of	such	reference	to	a	KUR.RA	garment	by	relating	it	to	

the	concept	of	the	Babylonian	biblu,	(matrimonial)	gift’.336	In	the	Old-Babylonian	period,	

the	biblu	served	to	compensate	for	the	costs	of	the	celebrations	arranged	by	the	family	of	

the	bride,	prior	to	her	marriage	and	is	mentioned	frequently	in	Old-Babylonian	marriage	

agreements.337	Most	 often,	 such	 compensation	 consisted	 of	 consumables,	 like	 beer,	 in	

addition	to	a	sum	of	money.338	In	evidence	from	the	Neo-Babylonian	period,	on	the	other	

                                                
336	Also	see	 the	alternative	explanation	given	 in	Abraham,	 “West	Semitic	Brides,”	204,	where	Abraham	
related	the	reference	to	such	garment	with	other	situations	in	which	a	garment	was	offered	to	one	of	the	
contractual	partners.	 In	adoption	contracts,	a	garment	was	given	 to	 the	mother	of	 the	adopted	child,	 to	
compensate	her	for	the	time	and	money	invested	in	feeding	and	caring	for	her	child.	Similarly,	in	house-
sales,	garments	served	as	an	incentive	to	motivate	the	alienees	of	property	to	transfer	the	rights	to	the	new	
owners	of	the	house.	
337	Caroline	Waerzeggers,	“A	Note	on	the	Marriage	Gift	Biblu	in	the	Neo-Babylonian	Period,”	Akkadica	122	
(2001):	65-70,	65.	
338	 See,	 for	 example,	 the	 list	 of	 consumables	 mentioned	 in	 UET	 5,	 636,	 an	 Old	 Babylonian	 document	
concerned	with	the	expenses	for	a	feast	organized	for	the	family	of	the	bride.	For	the	edition,	see	Samuel	
Greengus,	“Old	Babylonian	Marriage	Ceremonies	and	Rites,”	JCS	20	(1966):	55-72.	
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hand,	 references	 to	 the	biblu	 are	 rare	 and	 only	 occur	 in	 three	 different	documents,	of	

which	two	are	concerned	with	Egyptians.	The	scarcity	of	the	available	sources	on	the	biblu	

during	the	Neo-Babylonian	period	makes	it	difficult	to	draw	any	structural	conclusions	

on	the	function	of	the	biblu	during	the	Neo-Babylonian	period.339	This	is	complicated	by	

the	 fact	 that	 two	 of	 the	 three	 contracts	 that	 reference	 the	 biblu,	 are	 concerned	 with	

Egyptian	marriages	in	Susa.	

Despite	these	drawbacks,	however,	it	is	possible	to	draw	some	conclusions	on	the	

legal	value	of	the	biblu	in	each	of	the	individual	marriage	agreements.	In	the	case	of	BM	

64195+,	Caroline	Waerzeggers	had	noted	that	the	biblu-clause	is	positioned	before	the	

transfer	of	the	dowry.	This	specific	sequencing	of	legal	clauses	suggests	that	like	in	the	

Old-Babylonian	 period,	 the	 biblu	 served	 as	 an	 implied	 condition	 for	 marriage,	 which	

seems	to	have	survived	in	this	Neo-Babylonian	marriage	agreement.	In	other	words,	the	

reference	to	the	biblu	contained	in	BM	64195+	seems	to	be	evidence	of	the	preservation	

of	Old	Babylonian	marriage	customs	during	the	Neo-Babylonian	period.	

Similar	to	the	case	of	the	biblu-clause	in	BM	64195+,	a	more	structured	analysis	on	

the	biblu	 in	the	Susa	marriage	agreements,	BMA	nos.	34	and	35,	can	be	revealing	of	its	

possible	legal	function	and	cultural	significance	to	the	contractual	partners	mentioned	in	

the	marriage	agreement.	BMA	no.	34	states	that	1	and	2/3	minas	of	silver	were	paid	‘in	

consideration	of	the	biblu’	(ana	kūm	biblu),	which	suggests	that	the	biblu	would	normally	

have	been	paid	in	kind.340	Such	reference	to	a	biblu	paid	in	kind	is	not	entirely	unexpected,	

                                                
339	The	marriage	agreements	in	which	the	biblu	is	mentioned	are	BMA	nos.	34	and	35,	which	are	concerned	
with	 the	marriages	between	Egyptians	 in	Susa,	and	BM	64195+,	a	marriage	agreement	written	 for	 Ina-
Esaggila-rāmat	and	her	groom	Mušēzib-Marduk.		
340	Waerzeggers,	“A	Note	on	the	Marriage	Gift	Biblu	in	the	Neo-Babylonian	Period,”	69.	



   
 

163 

since	 this	marriage	 agreement	 is	 concerned	with	 the	marriage	 of	 the	 Egyptian	 groom	

Ḫarri-menna	to	his	Egyptian	bride	Naḫdi-Esu,	daughter	of	Pisisamaska.341		

During	the	Late	and	Egyptian	periods,	marriages	between	Egyptians	in	Egypt	often	

involved	 a	 bride	 price	 paid	 in	 kind	 and	 silver,	 which	 was,	 like	 the	 Judean	 רהמ 	 and	

Babylonian	terḫatum,	presented	to	the	guardian	of	the	bride	prior	to	marriage.342	In	the	

case	of	BMA	no.	34,	it	is	thus	possible	to	assert	that	the	Akkadian	legal	term	biblu	depicts	

the	 original	 Egyptian	 practice	 of	 endowing	 the	 guardians	 of	 the	 bride	with	 silver	 and	

consumables.343	In	BMA	no.	35,	it	is	mentioned	explicitly	that	the	biblu	itself	consisted	of	

silver	in	addition	to	some	other	commodities,	which	supports	this	argument.344		 	

In	 BM	 64195+	 and	 the	 two	marriage	 agreements	 composed	 in	 Susa,	 the	 biblu	

represents	two	different	cultural	concepts,	albeit	with	similar	legal	implications.	In	BM	

64195+,	 the	 use	 of	 biblu	 seems	 to	 comply	 with	 the	 Old-Babylonian	 custom	 of	

compensating	the	parents	of	the	bride	for	the	expenses	made	to	celebrate	marriage.	In	the	

marriage	 agreements	 concerned	 with	 Egyptians,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 biblu	 rather	

represents	the	payment	of	the	bride	price,	the	Egyptian	šp	n	s.ḥm.t.	In	both	cases,	however,	

the	biblu	 represents	 cultural	 traditions,	which	would	have	been	generally	unknown	 to	

                                                
341	In	addition	to	the	Egyptian	names	of	the	parties	involved	in	marriage,	the	names	of	the	witnesses	also	
suggest	that	this	marriage	agreement	was	written	in	an	Egyptian	context,	in	an	Egyptian	cultural	enclave	in	
Susa.	 Among	 the	 witnesses	 are	 a	 certain	 Pamūnu,	 Pamenna	 and	 Ussurimenna,	 who	 all	 bear	 Egyptian	
theophoric	names.	
342	In	Egyptian	culture,	the	bride	price	was	generally	known	as	the	šp	n	s.ḥm.t.	For	a	detailed	overview	of	
the	bride	price	 in	Hieratic	and	Demotic	Egyptian	marriage	agreements	and	 its	 legal	 significance	within	
Egyptian	culture,	see	Pestman,	Marriage	and	Matrimonial	Property	in	Ancient	Egypt,	13-20.	
343	Furthermore,	 the	possibility	of	 the	wife	 to	 initiate	divorce	suggests	 that	 the	Egyptian	parties	 to	 the	
contract	 attempted	 to	 include	 more	 Egyptian	 cultural	 practices	 than	 the	 payment	 of	 the	 šp	 n	 s.ḥm.t,	
visualized	 by	 the	 biblu,	 alone.	 Cf	 Francis	 Joannes,	 “Contrats	 de	 Mariage	 d’Epoque	 Récente,”	 Revue	
d’Assyriologie	et	d’Archéologie	Orientale	78	(1984):	71-81,	76-77,	who	already	concluded	that	the	use	of	
archaic	 legal	 terminology	 served	 to	 describe	 non-Babylonian	 cultural	 practice.	 Whilst	 the	 study	 by	
Waerzeggers	 has	 shown	 that	 the	 biblu	 did	 not	 lose	 its	 function	 entirely	 among	 the	 native	 Babylonian	
population,	Joannes’	argument	still	holds	some	value,	since	the	biblu	could	indeed	function	as	the	Akkadian	
equivalent	to	the	Egyptian	concept	of	the	šp	n	s.ḥm.t.	
344	Unfortunately,	the	lines	that	mention	the	other	contents	of	the	biblu	are	lost.	
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Babylonian	 society	 during	 the	 Neo-	 and	 Late-Babylonian	 periods.	 Be	 it	 because	 the	

tradition	had	 fallen	out	of	 favor	due	 to	 the	 new	 cultural	development,	 or	 because	 the	

tradition	was	altogether	foreign	to	society,	as	is	the	case	with	the	Egyptian	bride	price.	

The	conclusion	that	the	use	of	the	biblu	in	marriage	agreements	written	during	the	

Neo-	and	Late-Babylonian	period	represents,	in	one	form	or	another,	cultural	practices	

that	are	uncommon	to	Babylonian	society	of	the	time,	also	allows	for	a	new	interpretation	

of	the	garment	mentioned	in	the	marriage	agreement	of	Nanāya-Kānat.	If	indeed	the	biblu	

in	the	two	marriage	agreements	composed	in	Susa	parallels	the	Egyptian	cultural	customs	

related	to	the	šp	n	s.ḥm.t,	it	is	also	possible	to	associate	the	possible	biblu	mentioned	in	

the	marriage	agreement	written	 for	Nanāya-Kānat	with	the	 Judean	bride	price,	or	 רהמ .	

Similar	 to	 the	 biblu	 exchanged	 in	 BMA	 nos.	 34	 and	 35,	 which	 shares	 various	 of	 its	

characteristics	with	the	concept	of	the	Egyptian	bride	price	encountered	in	Hieratic	and	

Demotic	 sources,	 the	 garment	 mentioned	 in	 AYMC	 is	 likewise	 reminiscent	 of	 the	 רהמ 	

attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island.	It	is	suggested	by	the	phrasing	of	

the	clause	on	the	garment,	for	example,	that	the	garment	was	a	legal	condition	without	

which	the	marriage	could	have	taken	place.	

The	relation	between	the	garment	given	to	the	mother	of	the	bride	and	the	implied	

presence	 of	 a	 bride	 price	 can	 be	motivated	 by	 the	 possible	 etymological	 roots	 of	 the	

terminology	 used	 for	 the	 garment.	 In	 marriage	 agreement	 AYMC,	 the	 term	 used	 to	

reference	the	function	of	the	garment,	is	ZI	IN	DI,	the	exact	meaning	of	which	seems	to	be	

a	 little	obscure.	 It	does	not	occur	 in	 this	 form	of	writing	 in	other	documents.	Abraham	

proposed	 three	 possible	 interpretations	 of	 ZI	 IN	 DI	 	 and	 its	 function	 in	 the	marriage	

agreement	of	Nanāya-Kānat.	The	first	option	considered	by	Abraham,	was	the	possibility	

of	 ZI	 IN	 DI	 being	 a	 loanword	 from	 Aramaic	 דוז ,	 ‘provision’,	 which	 could	 include	
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matrimonial	 goods	 specifically.345	 In	 an	 Edomite-Aramaic	 contract	 from	 176	 BCE,	 for	

example,	 the	 bride	 is	offered	 ‘provisions’	 ( דוז ),	which	 are	 specified	 to	 be	 ‘clothing	 and	

utensils’	 ( יאנמו 	 שובל ).346	 Two	 other	 possibilities	 that	 could	 be	 considered	 are	 that	 the	

Akkadogram	ZI	 IN	DI	 is	an	Aramaized	version	of	 the	Akkadian	nouns	zittu,	 ‘share’	and	

ṣittu,	‘provisions	in	terms	of	travel’.	The	latter	two	options,	however,	do	not	seem	to	fit	

into	a	matrimonial	context.347	

It	is	thus	likely	that	the	garment	offered	to	the	bride	served	to	provide	the	mother	

of	the	bride	with	additional	financial	means,	which	would	then	be	added	to	the	dowry	of	

the	bride.	In	other	words,	the	groom	presented	the	mother	of	Nanāya-Kānat	with	some	

indirect	dowry	items.	In	spite	of	the	fact	that	Abraham	had	also	come	to	this	conclusion	

based	on	the	etymology	of	the	Akkadogram	ZI	IN	DI	and	its	Aramaic	counterparts,	she	did	

not	consider	the	possibility	that	the	garment	referenced	in	the	Neo-Babylonian	marriage	

agreement	AYMC	could	parallel	the	legal	function	of	the	 רהמ 	mentioned	in	the	Aramaic	

papyri	from	Elephantine	Island.	The	similarities	between	garment	and	 רהמ ,	however,	are	

of	 significance	 to	 understanding	 the	 Judean	 cultural	 practices	 attested	 in	 AYMC	 and,	

therefore,	to	the	study	of	Judean	cultural	identity	during	the	Neo-	and	Late-Babylonian	

periods.	 If	 the	garment	did	 indeed	fulfill	 legal	conditions	similar	 to	 the	 רהמ ,	 it	could	be	

concluded	 that	 Judeans	 in	 Babylonia	 attempted	 to	 preserve	 this	 aspect	 of	 their	 own	

Judean	culture,	much	like	the	Judeans	on	Elephantine	Island.	

                                                
345	Note	that	Abraham,	“West	Semitic	Brides,”	205	also	considered	the	possibility	that	ZI	IN	DI	was	derived	
from	the	Akkadian	root	*zanādu,	‘to	provide’	or	‘to	plan’.	Evidence	on	this	root	is	scarce,	however,	and	the	
available	source	on	this	root,	a	letter	from	the	Neo-	or	Late-Babylonian	period,	suggests	that	this	very	word	
was	a	 loan	from	Aramaic.	Due	to	the	similarity	in	meaning	and	shared	etymological	roots,	 it	 is	thus	not	
worthwhile	to	distinguish	between	these	reconstructions	for	the	time	being.			
346	For	an	edition	and	in-depth	discussion	on	this	source,	see	Eshel	and	Kloner,	“An	Aramaic	Ostracon	of	an	
Edomite	Marriage	Contract	from	Maresha,	Dated	176	B.C.E,”	3-21.	
347	Abraham,	“West	Semitic	Brides,”	205.	
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In	 the	 case	 of	 AYMC,	 the	 garment	 does	 indeed	 seem	 to	 fulfill	 a	 legal	 condition	

similar	to	that	of	the	bride	price	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island.	

Of	the	explanations	for	the	etymological	origins	of	the	Akkadogram	ZI	IN	DI,	the	one	that	

relates	it	to	the	Aramaic	concept	of	 דוז ,	‘provisions’,	seems	to	be	most	probable.	Like	in	the	

Edomite	 marriage	 agreement	 dated	 to	 176	 BCE,	 the	 bride	 in	 AYMC,	 Nanāya-Kānat	

receives	a	piece	of	clothing	from	her	groom,	albeit	indirectly	from	her	mother.		Similar	to	

this	garment,	 the	 silver	of	 the	bride	price	paid	 to	 the	agent	of	 the	Elephantine	brides,	

served	to	offer	the	bride	some	monetary	funds	to	sustain	herself	during	marriage	and,	if	

initiated	by	her	husband,	after	divorce.		

Furthermore,	the	garment	is	carefully	valued	at	five	shekels	of	silver,	which	could	

have	been	done	for	two	reasons.	Firstly,	it	could	be	the	case	that	the	garment	was	added	

to	the	dowry	of	Nanāya-Kānat	and	the	valuation	thus	served	the	same	purpose	as	in	other	

Neo-	and	Late-Babylonian	marriage	agreement,	namely,	to	assure	that	the	bride	received	

items	of	similar	value	from	her	husband	in	case	of	a	divorce.	It	is	more	likely,	however,	

that	this	garment	was	valued	for	the	same	reasons	as	the	amount	of	silver	paid	as	bride	

price	was	carefully	noted	in	the	Aramaic	papyri,	namely,	to	assure	that	the	husband	would	

return	 to	 the	bride,	 the	same	amount	of	 silver	paid	as	bride	price	 if	he	was	 to	 initiate	

divorce.		It	is	therefore	like	that	the	garment	mentioned	in	AYMC	is	a	Judean	matrimonial	

custom	preserved	among	Judeans	in	Babylonia.	

	

4.4	 Conclusion:	The	Influence	of	Social	Networks	on	Judean	Matrimonial	Law	

In	the	previous	two	sections,	I	have	demonstrated	how	specific	social	contacts	influenced	

the	 legal	 proceedings	 involved	 in	 cross-cultural,	 Judaeo-Babylonian,	marriages	 among	

Judeans	in	Babylonia.	In	the	first	section,	focusing	on	a	Judean	family	of	royal	traders,	I	

have	argued	that	frequent	contacts	with	Babylonians	and	Babylonian	institutions	caused	
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Judean	traders	to	accustom	themselves	more	easily	to	Babylonian	cultural	practices.	By	

means	of	their	trade	ventures	in	Sippar,	the	Ariḫ	family	had	been	able	to	acquire	a	social	

network	 that	 included	 prominent	 Babylonian	 traders	 and	 members	 of	 the	 temple	

community.	 In	 some	 cases,	 more	 intimate	 contact	 between	 members	 of	 the	 Judean	

families	and	their	Babylonian	counterparts,	resulted	in	marriage,	as	was	the	case	with	the	

Judean	 Kaššāya	 and	 her	 Babylonian	 husband	 Guzānu.	 In	 relation	 to	 their	 marriage	

agreement,	I	have	noted	that	the	contract	itself	was	written	according	to	the	standards	of	

Neo-Babylonian	legislation.	

	 Intimate	 social	 relations	 between	 Judeans	 and	Babylonians,	 however,	were	 not	

limited	to	the	higher	echelons	of	Judean	social	circles.	Like	the	royal	traders	active	in	the	

major	cities	like	Sippar,	Judeans	in	the	rural	areas	of	Babylonia	could	include	members	of	

Babylonian	 society	 into	 their	 social	 networks.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 the	marriage	 contract	 of	

Kaššāya,	however,	it	has	been	demonstrated	that	intimate	relations	between	Judeans	and	

Babylonians	did	necessarily	 lead	 to	 Judeans	assuming	elements	of	Babylonian	cultural	

customs	 related	 to	 marriage.	 AYMC,	 a	 marriage	 agreement	 composed	 in	 Āl-Yāhūdū,	

contains	 legal	 formulae	 that	 are	 uncharacteristic	 to	 the	 standard	 Neo-Babylonian	

marriage	agreement.	These	uncharacteristic	legal	elements	include	an	archaic	(double)	

divorce	clause,	which	was	still	in	use	among	Judeans	on	Elephantine	Island,	and	reference	

to	some	form	of	the	bride	price	and	dowry	sum.	

	 The	case	studies	on	the	two	Judean	families	from	Babylonia	have	demonstrated	

the	influence	of	social	contacts	and	individual	social	networks	on	the	integration	patterns	

of	 members	 of	 migrant	 communities.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 the	 Arih	 family,	 the	 intrinsic	

motivation	 to	 establish	 themselves	 further	 into	 the	 networks	 of	 trade	 that	 centered	

around	 major	 Babylonian	 cities	 like	 Sippar,	 must	 have	 been	 a	 motivating	 factor	 to	

accustom	themselves	to	Neo-Babylonian	legal	customs.		
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	 The	influence	of	social	networks	on	the	process	of	integration	is	also	important	for	

the	 study	 of	 Judean	 identity	 on	 Elephantine	 Island.	 Like	 the	 Judean	 community	 in	

Babylonia,	the	composition	of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island	was	complex	

and	consisted	of	several	different	social	strata.	Some	Judeans	owned	plots	of	 land	and	

conducted	 trade	 with	 other	 habitants	 on	 the	 island	 on	 a	 regular	 basis,	 whilst	 other	

Judeans	depended	on	the	salary	they	received	in	exchange	for	their	services	in	the	Persian	

army	 or	 the	 performance	 of	 temple	 duties.	 Based	 on	 such	 differences	 in	 the	 socio-

economic	 realities	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 assume	 that	 the	 individual	members	of	 the	 Judean	

community	enjoyed	different	integration	tendencies,	much	like	the	Judeans	in	Babylonia.	
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5.	 	Social	Network	Analysis	Applied	to	the	study	of	Judean	Cultural	Identity	on	

Elephantine	Island	

Applying	Social	Network	Analysis	to	the	social	networks	of	the	members	of	two	Judean	

families,	 I	 will	 demonstrate	 that	 the	 noted	 variants	 in	 Aramaic	matrimonial	 property	

arrangements	are	due	to	the	socio-economic	circumstances	in	which	the	documents	had	

been	composed.	

	 In	the	previous	chapter,	I	have	discussed	two	marriage	contracts	from	Babylonia,	

concerned	 with	 intercultural	 marriages	 between	 Judean	 brides	 and	 their	 Babylonian	

husbands.	In	the	case	of	these	Judaeo-Babylonian	contracts	I	have	noted	that	the	variants	

in	their	composition,	which	includes	the	use	of	additional	legal	formulae	and	references	

to	 legal	 specifics,	 are	 due	 to	 the	 milieu	 in	 which	 the	 contracts	 were	 composed.	 The	

marriage	 contracts	 composed	 among	 Judean	 royal	 merchants	 in	 Sippar	were	 written	

according	 to	 the	 general	 Neo-Babylonian	 legal	 standards,	 whereas	 the	 marriage	

agreement	that	originated	in	the	rural	area	of	Āl-Yāhūdū	contains	elements	reminiscent	

of	Judean	matrimonial	law.		

	 The	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements	were,	like	the	Judean	marriage	

agreements	from	Babylonia,	composed	in	different	socio-economic	contexts.	The	Judean	

community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	 was	 not	 a	 homogeneous	 composition,	 but	 rather	

consisted	 of	 separate	 social	 layers,	 each	of	which	were	 associated	with	distinct	 socio-

economic	circumstances	and	social	networks.	In	this	chapter	I	will	demonstrate	how	such	

different	social	layers	within	the	community	influenced	the	composition	of	the	Aramaic	

matrimonial	 property	 arrangements	 and	 choice	 of	 the	 Judean	 contractual	 partners	 to	

include	or	omit	specific	clauses	 in	 the	contract.	 I	will	do	so	by	application	of	a	method	

generally	known	as	Social	Network	Analysis.	By	analysis	of	 the	 social	networks	of	 the	

contractual	partners	involved	in	the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements,	I	will	
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be	able	to	acquire	more	data	on	the	social	layers	associated	with	the	contractual	partners	

and	the	socio-economic	circumstances	in	which	the	contracts	had	been	composed.		

	

5.1	Social	Network	Analysis:	Some	Methodological	Considerations	

Before	 I	will	 continue	and	apply	Social	Network	Analysis	 to	 the	 Judean	community	on	

Elephantine	 Island,	 however,	 I	 will	 first	 discuss	 the	 methodological	 basics	 of	 Social	

Network	 Analysis	 and	 its	 application	 in	 previous	 studies	 concerned	 with	 historical	

communities.		

	 One	of	 the	 first	scholars	 to	provide	a	more	profound	theory	on	the	 influence	of	

social	 networks	 and	 ties	 between	 individuals	 on	 cultural	 development	 was	 Mark	

Granovetter.	In	his	article	on	the	importance	of	what	he	labeled	‘weak-ties’,	Granovetter	

discussed	the	importance	of	weak	social	ties	in	comparison	to	those	ties	that	represent	

more	 intimate	 social	 relationships.348	 According	 to	 Granovetter,	 the	 ties	 between	

individuals	serve	as	the	network	through	which	information	is	shared	between	members	

of	any	given	community	and	can	be	either	strong	or	weak.	Strong	ties	are	ties	between	

individuals	who	trust	each	other,	either	because	of	frequent	social	contact	or	some	other	

intimate	relationship.	Weak	ties,	on	the	other	hand,	are	ties	between	individuals	who	only	

encounter	each	other	infrequently.	The	difference	between	strong	and	weak	ties	can	thus	

be	described	in	terms	of	the	frequency	of	social	contact	between	individuals.	Strong	ties	

indicate	 frequent	 social	 contact	 and	 are	 associated	 with	 the	 transfer	 of	 intimate	

information,	whereas	weak	 ties	 represent	 scattered	 social	 contact	 and	 the	 transfer	 of	

rather	superficial	resources.		

                                                
348	Mark	S.	Granovetter,	“The	Strength	of	Weak	Ties,”	AJS	78	(1973):	1362-1380.	
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The	importance	of	weak	ties,	however,	should	not	be	underestimated.	As	has	been	

demonstrated	 by	Granovetter,	weak	 ties	 are,	 in	 general,	 an	 important	 source	 for	 new	

information	 on	 resources	 and	 new	 cultural	 practices	 from	 outside	 the	 community.	 In	

other	 words,	 the	 ties	 between	 individuals	 that	 constitute	 individual	 social	 networks	

illustrate	how	information	and	resources	were	distributed	within	any	social	structure,	

whether	on	a	micro-level	or	on	a	macro-level,	that	is,	on	the	level	of	an	entire	community.	

Studying	the	ties	of	the	members	of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island	can	thus	

help	 to	 illustrate	 the	 transfer	of	knowledge	and	 resources	both	within	 the	 community	

itself,	as	well	as	between	members	of	 the	community	and	 individuals	 from	outside	the	

community.	 From	 such	 a	 perspective,	 it	 can	 be	 demonstrated,	 for	 example,	 by	which	

channels	Egyptian	and	Persian	cultural	influences	found	their	way	into	the	community.		

The	ties	between	individuals,	either	weak	or	strong,	are,	therefore,	the	channels	

through	which	information	is	shared	within	a	community.	Since	such	information	could	

contain	new	ideas	on	cultural	values,	understanding	the	network	of	ties	is	also	important	

to	 any	 study	 focusing	 on	 cultural	 identity.	 To	 visualize	 these	 important	 ties	 between	

individuals	in	any	given	social	network,	scholars	often	use	a	method	generally	known	as	

Social	 Network	 Analysis.349	 The	 use	 of	 Social	 Network	 Analysis	 allows	 for	 the	

reconstruction	of	complex	social	networks,	based	on	large	data	sets	acquired	from	diverse	

sources	with	various	 characteristics	and	consequently	 reconstruct	 the	 influence	of	 the	

structure	 of	 this	 network	 on	 large	 social	 entities,	 like	 entire	 communities,	 or	 on	 its	

individual	members.	 By	 using	 Social	 Network	 Analysis	 scholars	 are	 able	 to	 study	 the	

influence	of	social	structures	on	communities	or	its	individual	members	through	whole	

network	or	egocentric	network	analysis.	The	nature	of	the	sources	used	in	such	analyses	

                                                
349	 For	 a	 general	 introduction	 on	 Social	 Network	 Analysis,	 see	 John	 Scott,	 Social	 Network	 Analysis:	 A	
Handbook	(London:	SAGE,	2000).		
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can	 differ	 in	 character.	 Some	 sources	 are	 documentary	 in	 nature,	 like	 contracts,	

administrative	texts	and	lists,	whilst	other	sources	are	of	a	more	subjective	nature,	such	

as	diaries.	The	 former	 category	 is	 related	 to	 the	 transfer	of	 resources	 like	wealth	and	

property,	 whereas	 the	 latter	 category	 of	 sources	 could	 provide	 information	 on	 the	

emotions	a	person	experiences	when	confronted	with	members	of	their	social	network.		

In	 spite	 of	 any	 differences	 in	 the	 approach	 to	 whole	 network	 and	 egocentric	

network	analysis	and	the	conclusions	that	are	subsequently	drawn	on	the	results,	the	two	

approaches	share	some	of	its	fundamental	features.	In	each	of	the	two	approaches,	the	

same	 three	 focal	 points	 for	 analysis	 can	 be	 distinguished.	 In	 both	whole	 network	 and	

egocentric	 analysis,	 social	 networks	 are	 observed	 based	 on	 properties	 at	 three	 basic	

levels,	namely,	the	structure	of	the	entire	network,	the	properties	of	the	ties	shared	by	

individuals	within	the	network	and	the	properties	of	the	individuals	themselves,	that	is,	

the	property	of	nodes.350	The	properties	of	the	entire	network,	on	a	community	level,	or	

the	 level	 of	 a	 single	 individual	 are	 generally	 described	 in	 terms	 of	 density	 and	

centralization.	 The	 density	 of	 a	 network	 relates	 to	 the	 cohesion	 of	 the	 social	network	

under	study	and	the	number	of	 ties	shared	between	nodes.	A	dense	network	 indicates	

that	most	nodes	within	the	network	share	some	relationship	and	tend	to	know	each	other,	

which	subsequently	 indicates	that	 information,	new	ideas	and	resources	travel	quickly	

within	the	community.	Centralization	focuses	on	nodes	central	within	the	social	network.	

When	one	or	more	nodes	are	located	at	the	center	of	the	network,	it	can	be	assumed	that	

these	individuals	held	important	positions	within	society,	such	as	community	leaders.351	

                                                
350	 Caroline	 Waerzeggers,	 “Social	 Network	 Analysis	 of	 Cuneiform	 Archives:	 A	 New	 Approach,”	 in	
Documentary	Sources	in	Ancient	Near	Eastern	and	Greco-Roman	Economic	History:	Methodology	and	Practice,	
ed.	Heather	D.	Baker	and	Michael	Jursa	(Philadelphia,	Oxford:	Oxbow	Books,	2014),	212.	
351	Waerzeggers,	“Social	Network	Analysis	of	Cuneiform	Archives:	A	New	Approach,”	212.	
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The	property	of	ties,	on	the	other	hand,	are	concerned	with	the	characteristics	of	

the	ties	shared	between	nodes.	Not	all	ties	are	of	the	same	importance	to	the	node	with	

which	they	are	associated.	People	might	know	each	other	through	one-time	events,	after	

which	 they	do	not	keep	 touch.	 In	 the	 case	of	 the	 Judeans	 from	Elephantine	 Island,	 for	

example,	 individuals	might	 know	 each	 other	 from	 a	 one-time	 transaction,	 which	 they	

served	to	witness.	Such	witnesses	know	each	other	through	their	shared	experience	as	

witnesses,	but	are	unlikely	to	encounter	each	other	in	more	private	events.	Such	contacts	

self-evidently	contrast	those	in	which	individuals	encounter	each	other	more	frequently.		

To	distinguish	between	such	differences	of	the	available	ties	between	nodes,	four	

general	 characteristics	 of	 ties	 can	 be	 differentiated.	 The	 strength	of	 ties	 relates	 to	 the	

importance	of	a	tie	to	specific	nodes	and	frequency	in	contact	between	individuals.	If	ties	

between	nodes	are	strong,	 the	 individuals	represented	by	these	nodes	encounter	each	

other	frequently.	The	opposite	of	strong	ties,	are	weak	ties,	which	indicate	that	contact	

between	the	nodes	only	occurred	infrequently.	In	essence,	the	difference	between	strong	

and	weak	 ties	 relates	 to	 the	 strength	of	 relationships	 between	 individuals	 and	 can	 be	

related	 to	 social	 concepts	 like	 trust.	 The	 stronger	 a	 tie,	 the	 more	 likely	 the	 nodes	

associated	with	this	tie	share	more	intimate	information	with	one	another.	Strong	ties,	

however,	are	not	necessarily	indicative	of	the	transmission	of	important	resources	alone.	

As	has	been	demonstrated	by	Granovetter,	weaker	ties	are	often	the	channels	 through	

which	new	ideas	and	information	enter	communities.352	Secondly,	the	multiplexity	of	ties	

indicates	which	forms	of	contact	activate	the	same	tie.353		

In	social	sciences,	Social	Network	Analysis	is	used	for	a	wide	range	of	purposes	to	

answer	 questions	 on	 the	 social	 behavior	 of	 specific	 social	 groups	 within	 society	 and	

                                                
352	See	note	349	in	this	work.	
353	Waerzeggers,	“Social	Network	Analysis	of	Cuneiform	Archives:	A	New	Approach,”	212.	
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predict,	for	example,	any	possible	social	conflicts	or	even	terrorist	attacks.354	In	spite	of	

the	fact	that	Social	Network	Analysis	is	mainly	used	in	studies	on	modern	societies,	Social	

Network	Analysis	has	also	demonstrated	its	value	in	fields	related	to	historical	studies.	In	

their	 study	 on	 the	 ‘birth	 of	 the	 Renaissance	 state	 in	 Florence’,	 John	 Padgett	 and	

Christopher	Ansell	applied	Social	Network	Analysis	to	the	social	networks	of	the	Medici	

family.355	 By	 applying	 Social	 Network	 Analysis	 to	 the	 study	 of	 the	 formation	 of	 early	

politics	in	Florence	and	elite	consolidation,	Padgett	and	Ansell	were	able	to	demonstrate	

how	Cosimo	the	Medici	expanded	his	network	and	connected	to	his	 followers	through	

different	means,	like	marriage	and	trade.356	Other	historical	communities	to	which	Social	

Network	Analysis	has	been	applied	are,	for	example,	the	Staffordshire	gentry	in	Medieval	

England,	the	Byzantine	archbishop	in	Bulgaria	from	1090-1100,	and	Byzantine	Egypt.357		

Social	 Network	 Analysis	 has	 also	 proven	 to	 be	 a	 valuable	 tool	 in	 studies	 on	

Mediterranean	societies.	Applying	Social	Network	Analysis	 in	a	 study	on	monotheism,	

Anna	Collar	suggested	the	use	of	Social	Network	Analysis	to		explore	the	influence	of	social	

contacts	 on	 the	 successful	 rise	 of	 monotheism	 during	 the	 Roman	 Imperial	 period.358	

According	to	Collar,	the	application	of	Social	Network	Analysis	to	this	field	of	study	can	

illuminate	 to	whom	 the	 concept	of	monotheism	would	have	been	attractive	enough	 to	

                                                
354	See	for	example,	Stuart	Koschade,	“A	Social	Network	Analysis	of	Jemaah	Islamiyah:	The	Application	to	
Counterterrorism	and	Intelligence,”	Studies	in	Conflict	&	Terrorism	29	(2006):	559-575.	
355	John	F.	Padgett	and	Christopher	K.	Ansell,	“Robust	Action	and	the	Rise	of	the	Medici	1400-1434,”	AJS	98	
(1993):	1259-1319.	
356	Padgett	and	Ansell,	“Robust	Action	and	the	Rise	of	the	Medici	1400-1434,”	1310.	
357	For	an	extensive	overview	of	the	application	of	Social	Network	Analysis	to	these	historical	communities,	
see	Waerzeggers,	“Social	Network	Analysis	of	Cuneiform	Archives:	A	New	Approach,”	215-216	and	Bastian	
Still,	The	Social	World	of	the	Babylonian	Priest	(Leiden/Boston:	Brill,	2019),	36.	
358	Anna	Collar,	“Network	Theory	and	Religious	Innovation,”	Mediterranean	Historical	Review	22	(2007):	
149-162,	 149-156.	 See	 also	 Irad	 Malkin,	 Christy	 Constantakopoulou	 and	 Katerina	 Panagopoulou,	
“Introduction,”	 in	 Greek	 and	 Roman	 Networks	 in	 the	 Mediterranean,	 ed.	 Irad	 Malkin,	 Christy	
Constantakopoulou	and	Katerina	Panagopoulou	(New	York:	Routledge,	2009),	1-11	for	an	introduction	on	
the	application	of	Social	Network	Analysis	to	the	study	of	the	Mediterranean.	
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convert	and	how	the	choice	to	convert	benefitted	the	individual.	The	analysis	of	the	social	

networks	can	furthermore	indicate	which	socio-economic	circumstances,	like	occupation	

and	ethnic	identity	influenced	the	process.359	

Another	 academic	 field	 that	 has	 benefited	 significantly	 from	 the	 use	 of	 Social	

Network	 Analysis,	 is	 the	 field	 of	 Assyriology.360	 Based	 on	 Social	 Network	 Analysis,	

Assyriologists	have	been	able	to	reconstruct	and	study	numerous	communities	in	Assyria	

and	Babylonia,	as	well	as	egocentric	networks	of	prominent	members	of	Assyrian	and	

Babylonian	society,	which	would	otherwise	have	been	a	daunting	task	due	to	the	plentiful	

nature	 of	 the	 available	 source	material.	 Bastian	 Still,	 for	 example,	made	 use	 of	 Social	

Network	Analysis	to	comprehend	in	more	detail	the	social	world	of	Babylonian	priests	

during	 the	 Neo-	 and	 Late-Babylonian	 periods.361	 Based	 on	 the	 use	 of	 Social	 Network	

Analysis,	 Still	 has	 been	 able	 to	 draw	 some	 important	 conclusions	 on	 the	 hierarchy	 in	

priestly	 marriages	 and	 nature	 of	 the	 matrimonial	 relationships	 between	 Babylonian	

priests.362	 Similarly,	 Alstola	 used	 Social	 Network	 Analysis	 to	 study	 social	 interaction	

between	 Judean	 royal	merchants	and	members	of	 the	merchant	 community	of	 Sippar.	

Based	on	this	analysis,	Alstola	examined	the	integration	of,	for	example,	a	Judean	family	

of	royal	merchants	into	Babylonian	society.363	

 Social	Analysis	might	also	prove	to	be	a	valuable	tool	in	the	study	of	Judean	cultural	

identity.	 The	Aramaic	 papyri	 from	Elephantine	 Island	 contain	 a	 significant	 number	 of	

                                                
359	Collar,	“Network	Theory	and	Religious	Innovation,”	159.	
360	For	an	introduction	on	the	use	of	Social	Network	Analysis	in	the	field	of	Assyriology	and	an	overview	of	
its	uses,	see	Waerzeggers,	“Social	Network	Analysis	of	Cuneiform	Archives:	A	New	Approach,”	216-227.	
361	For	the	application	of	Social	Network	Analysis	to	the	study	of	marriages	among	priests	in	Babylonia	by	
Bastian	Still,	see	Still,	The	Social	World	of	the	Babylonian	Priest,	35-41.	
362	See	Still,	The	Social	World	of	the	Babylonian	Priest,	41-18.	
363	For	the	importance	of	Social	Network	Analysis	in	the	study	by	Alstola,	see	Alstola,	Judeans	in	Babylonia,	
91-95.	Also	see	Adam	Grant	Anderson,	“The	Old	Assyrian	Social	Network:	An	Analysis	of	the	Texts	from	
Kültepe-Kanesh	(1950-1750	B.C.E)”	(PhD	diss.,	Harvard	University,	2017).		
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names	and	information	on	the	socio-economic	positions	of	individuals	within	the	Judean	

community.	Visualizing	the	social	networks	of	the	members	of	the	Judean	community	can	

help	to	understand	the	general	composition	of	the	community.	In	previous	scholarship,	

such	analysis	has	mainly	been	based	on	prosopographic	data,	that	is,	on	lists	that	contain	

all	names	mentioned	in	the	Aramaic	papyri.364	Although	such	data	has	proven	useful	in	

studies	concerned	with	specific	members	of	the	Judean	community,	or	specific	groups,	the	

data	is	too	plentiful	to	study	larger	social	structures	within	the	community	by	such	lists	

alone.	 Visualizing	 the	 data	 will	 allow	 us	 to	 better	 comprehend	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	

composition	of	the	community.	Consequently,	we	will	be	able	to	determine	with	whom	

the	 Judean	 families	 associated	 with	 the	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	 arrangements	

engaged	 in	 social	 contact	 and	whether	 these	 families	 belonged	 to	 separate	 subgroups	

within	the	Judean	community.		

	

5.2	 Social	Network	Analysis	Applied	to	the	Judean	Community	on	Elephantine	

Island	

The	first	step	in	visualizing	the	social	networks	of	the	members	of	the	Judean	community	

on	Elephantine	Island	is	collecting	the	relevant	data.365	In	the	case	of	the	networks	related	

to	the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements,	the	data	for	analysis	is	acquired	from	

those	Aramaic	 papyri,	which	 belonged	 to	 the	 two	 Judean	 family	 archives.366	 Since	 the	

                                                
364	See	for	example	the	extensive	appendix	included	in	Porten,	“Aramaic	Texts”,	268-276.	
365	The	social	networks	are	visualized	by	use	of	‘CSV	to	Pyvis	Network	Visualization	Script’.	This	script	is	
written	in	collaboration	with	Tomas	van	der	Meer	and	is	based	on	the	general	Pyvis	script	(Copyright	(c)	
2018,	 West	 Health	 Institute	 All	 rights	 reserved).	 The	 map	 can	 be	 accessed	 via:	
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.6616430.	
366	The	relevant	documents	are	noted	in	tables	included	in	section	5.3	(the	Mibṭaḥiah	family)	and	section	
5.4	(the	Ananiah	family).	Other	relevant	documents,	like	letters	and	additional	administrative	documents	
that	were	not	part	of	either	of	the	Judean	families	are	also	considered.	Whilst	not	 included	in	the	Social	
Network	Analysis,	they	serve	as	additional	sources	on	the	quality	of	nodes.		
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three	complete	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements	were	once	part	of	either	of	

these	 two	 Judean	 archives,	 it	 would	 only	 be	 appropriate	 to	 limit	 ourselves	 to	 the	

individuals	 associated	 with	 these	 archives	 and	 the	 related	 families.	 From	 these	

documents,	I	have	collected	the	names	of	all	individuals	mentioned.	The	most	important	

names	are	the	names	of	the	members	of	each	of	the	individual	families,	which	in	all	cases	

include	two,	or	even	three	generations	of	family	members.	The	importance	of	the	names	

of	other	individuals	mentioned,	however,	should	not	be	underestimated.	Like	in	the	case	

of	the	Judeans	in	Babylonia,	names	of	other	individuals	included	in	the	individual	social	

networks	of	the	members	of	each	of	the	families	can	shed	important	light	on	their	socio-

economic	position	within	the	Judean	community.	

	

Figure	5:	excerpt	from	the	database	made	in	Excel	
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The	names	collected	are	put	into	a	database.367	The	database	consists	of	two	columns,	one	

vertical	 and	 one	 horizontal	 column.	 The	 names	 in	 the	 vertical	 column	 represent	 the	

source	 of	 contact,	 whereas	 the	 horizontal	 column	 represents	 the	 targets.	 Source	 and	

target	 are	 concepts	 related	 to	 the	 direction	 of	 contact.	 A	 source	would	 be	 the	 one	 to	

initiate	the	legal	case	or	transaction	with	which	the	contract	or	administrative	document	

is	concerned.	In	the	visualization	of	the	ties,	direction	is	often	indicated	with	arrows.	In	

the	case	of	this	analysis,	however,	I	have	chosen	to	represent	direction	in	a	homogeneous	

manner.	This	means	that	the	difference	between	source	and	target	is	mostly	ignored.	The	

transactions	mentioned	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	do	not	necessarily	

indicate	that	some	discrimination	in	direction	would	provide	additional	information	on	

the	 transfer	 of	 resources,	 since	most	 of	 the	 transactions	 are	 of	mutual	 interest	 to	 the	

contractual	partners.	Another	factor	which	limits	the	possibilities	of	including	direction,	

is	 the	 availability	 of	 source	 material.	 Contrary	 to	 cuneiform	 archives,	 the	 documents	

stored	 in	 the	 Judean	 archives	 from	 Elephantine	 Island	 are	 limited	 in	 number.	 The	

omission	of	direction,	however,	does	not	limit	the	results.	The	visualization	still	offers	a	

comprehensible	overview	of	the	social	networks	of	the	family	members	and	their	social	

contacts.	

	 The	names	in	the	database	are	associated	with	either	a	‘0’	or	‘1’.	The	‘0’	signifies	

the	absence	of	any	social	contact	between	the	individuals	mentioned	in	the	database.	The	

‘1’	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 indicates	 that	 the	 individuals	 are	 mentioned	 within	 the	 same	

document	and	 likely	engaged	 in	 some	 form	of	 social	 contact.368	Like	 in	 the	 case	of	 the	

direction	 of	 social	 contact,	 the	 intensity	 of	 social	 interaction	 is	 visualized	 in	 a	

                                                
367	In	this	case,	the	database	is	made	in	Microsoft	Excel.	The	complete	database,	including	an	overview	of	
the	nodes	and	edges	can	be	accessed	via:	https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.6616430.	
368	The	‘*’	indicates	contact	between	the	same	individual.		
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homogeneous	manner.	Contacts	are	thus	binary,	that	is,	they	exist	or	they	do	not	exist.	

The	number	of	Aramaic	papyri	is	not	sufficient	to	engage	into	details	on	the	intensity	of	

social	contact	between	individuals.	The	lack	of	intensity	is	a	slight	disadvantage,	yet	does	

not	prevent	us	from	acquiring	valuable	results	from	the	analysis.	The	first	visualization	of	

the	Judean	community	by	use	of	Social	Network	Analysis	still	allows	for	a	representative	

reconstruction	of	the	social	networks	of	its	members.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
Figure	6:	visualization	of	the	social	networks	of	the	three	Judean	families 
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Based	 on	 the	 visualization	 of	 the	 nodes	 and	 ties,	 it	 is	 already	 possible	 to	 draw	 some	

preliminary	conclusions	on	the	structure	of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island.	

Within	the	totality	of	ties,	one	can	identify	ten	clusters	of	nodes,	of	which	three	are	located	

in	 a	 central	 position	 and	 seven	 are	 positioned	 in	 the	 periphery.	 The	 clusters	 in	 the	

periphery	indicate	the	existence	of	separate	subgroups	within	the	community.	The	three	

families	are	 located	 in	 the	 center	of	 the	graph,	which	 is	 expected	 since	 the	analysis	 is	

centered	around	the	social	contacts	of	the	members	of	these	three	specific	families.	The	

combination	 of	 central	 and	 peripheral	 clusters	 suggests	 that	 each	 of	 the	 individual	

families	mentioned	within	the	Aramaic	papyri	associated	themselves	with	separate	sub-

groups	within	the	Judean	community.	

The	 cluster	 related	 to	 the	 social	 network	 of	 Maḥseiah/Nathan	 and	

Yedaniah/Nathan	 requires	 some	 discussion.	 Other	 than	 the	 remaining	 clusters,	 this	

cluster	was	not	so	much	due	to	differences	in	social	contact,	but	more	to	the	difference	in	

time.	The	database	does	not	take	into	consideration	the	factor	of	time	and	consequently,	

all	generations	of	Judeans	are	presented	in	one	graph.	The	omission	of	any	consideration	

of	the	factor	time	might	seem	like	an	obvious	drawback.	A	diachronic	analysis	of	the	social	

networks,	however,	would	not	have	yielded	any	more	accurate	results.	On	the	contrary,	

the	inclusion	of	different	generations	of	Judeans	allows	for	an	even	more	accurate	analysis	

of	the	integration	process	of	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family,	since	it	allows	us	to	determine	whether	

the	marriage	between	the	Judean	Mibṭaḥiah	and	Egyptian	Esḥor	could	have	some	effects	

on	the	generation	to	follow.		
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In	 addition	 to	 the	 general	

database	with	names,	the	computer	

is	 supplied	 with	 additional	

information	on	the	roles	and	family	

of	 the	 protagonists	 named	 within	

the	 available	 documentation.	 The	

roles	 are	 ascribed	 from	 the	

perspective	 of	 the	 main	 character	

from	each	of	the	individual	family	archives.369	In	the	case	

of	 the	Mibṭaḥiah	 archive,	 for	 example,	 this	would	mean	

that	 familial	 relationships	between	nodes	are	 described	

from	 the	 perspective	 of	 Mibṭaḥiah.	 Maḥseiah	 thus	

assumes	 the	 role	 of	 ‘father’,	 whereas	 Yedaniah/Uriah,	

Esḥor	and	Pi	are	all	labeled	‘husband’,	rather	than	son-in-

law.	 In	 the	 case	of	 the	Ananiah	 family,	 roles	are	viewed	

from	the	viewpoint	of	Ananiah/Azariah.	Scribes	are	also	

ascribed	 a	 separate	 role,	 due	 to	 their	 social	 position	

within	 the	 community	 and	 their	 recurring	 presence	 in	

legal	 documents.	 The	 assignment	 of	 roles	 allows	 for	 a	

quick	reference	of	the	intimacy	of	social	contacts	between	

the	individual	nodes.	

                                                
369	 Each	 role	 is	 associated	 with	 a	 different	 symbol.	 Son/daughter	 is	 associated	 with	 a	 triangle,	
father/mother	with	a	diamond,	husband/wife	with	a	downside	triangle,	other	family	with	a	square	and	
scribes	with	a	star.	

Figure	 7:	 close-up	 of	 the	 social	 networks	 of	 Maḥseiah	 and	
Yedaniah/Esḥor 

Figure	8:	Excerpt	of	the	overview	
of	the	distribution	of	roles	and	
families 
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In	 total,	 three	 families	 can	 be	 distinguished.	 In	 random	 order,	 these	 are	 the	

Mibṭaḥiah	 family,	 the	Ananiah	 family	and	the	 family	associated	with	Mešullam/Zaccur.	

Documents	on	the	latter	were	not	discovered	in	a	separate	family	archive,	but	were	stored	

in	the	archive	associated	with	Ananiah/Azariah.	Notwithstanding	the	fact	that	documents	

on	the	Mešullam	family	were	not	stored	in	an	archive	of	its	own,	the	family	itself	should	

be	treated	as	distinct	from	the	Ananiah	family.	Tamet	and	her	daughter	Yehoyišma	were	

adopted	by	Mešullam	and	subsequently	became	part	of	the	family	of	Mešullam	and	his	

son	Zaccur.	The	impact	of	this	adoption	on	the	proceedings	of	the	marriage	of	Yehoyišma	

to	 Ananiah/Haggai	 was	 significant.	 In	 Aramaic	 property	 arrangement	 TAD	 B3.8,	 the	

contract	 associated	 with	 this	 marriage,	 Zaccur	 is	 the	 agent	 of	 the	 bride,	 rather	 than	

Yehoyišma’s	 father	 Ananiah.	 This	 contrasts	 TAD	 B2.6,	 in	 which	 Maḥseiah,	 the	 father	

Mibṭaḥiah,	acts	as	the	agent	of	the	bride.		

The	 three	 individual	 Judean	 families	 are	 associated	 with	 three	 different	 color	

patterns.	The	blue	lines	are	associated	with	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family,	the	red	lines	represent	

the	Mešullam	 family	 and	 the	 green	 lines	 relate	 to	 the	 ties	 of	 the	 Ananiah	 family.	 The	

orange	 lines	 represent	 the	 ties	between	nodes	 that	 are	not	part	of	 either	of	 the	 three	

Judean	families.	The	distinction	between	the	three	different	families	in	terms	of	color	can	

help	structure	the	social	networks	within	the	entirety	of	social	networks.	This	structural	

approach	can	enhance	the	analysis	of	the	visualization	and	advance	the	understanding	of	

the	complexity	of	the	composition	of	social	networks.	Based	on	the	use	of	separate	colors,	

it	can	be	stated	for	example,	that	there	is	only	limited	overlap	in	the	social	networks	of	

the	 three	 families.	 Some	 central	 figures	 feature	 in	 documents	 related	 to	 one	 or	more	

families,	yet	 the	majority	of	 individuals	were	confined	to	their	own	social	networks.370	

                                                
370	One	of	such	central	figures	is	Gemariah/Maḥseiah.	
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Colorization	of	ties	thus	establishes	the	assumption	that	the	Judean	community	existed	of	

different	social	strata.	

	

5.3	 The	Social	Networks	of	the	Mibṭaḥiah	Family	

Visualized	 by	 Social	 Network	 Analysis	 are	 the	 ties	 between	 nodes,	 the	 connections	

between	the	different	individuals	attested	in	the	available	source	material	through	which	

ideas	and	resources	were	shared	both	within	the	community	and	outside.	Such	an	analysis	

helps	 to	 structure	 social	 data	 about	 the	 Judean	 community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	 and	

divide	social	contacts	 into	smaller	groups.	The	division	of	social	networks	 into	smaller	

groups,	however,	is	only	part	of	the	analysis.	The	understanding	of	the	social	networks	

and	transfer	of	knowledge	within	the	community	can	be	expanded	by	studying	the	socio-

economic	backgrounds	of	 the	nodes.	Whereas	 the	visualization	of	 the	 social	networks	

shows	which	 individuals	within	the	 Judean	community	were	connected, an	analysis	of	

data	 on	 the	 protagonists	 of	 the	 individual	 social	 networks,	 the	 ‘quality	 of	 nodes’,	 can	

answer	questions	related	to	why	these	nodes	are	connected.		

	 In	the	case	of	the	Judeans	from	Elephantine	Island,	the	‘quality	of	nodes’	can	be	

studied	based	on	documents	from	two	Judean	family	archives.	Reconstructed	based	on	

the	contents	of	the	majority	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island,	these	family	

archives	give	an	overview	of	the	legal	activities	of	the	members	of	the	so-called	Mibṭaḥiah	

and	Ananiah	families,	and	cover	a	historical	period	of	multiple	generations	throughout	

the	 fifth	 century	BCE.	The	Aramaic	papyri	 from	 the	 family	archives	 contain	 important	

information	 on	 both	 the	 main	 characters	 of	 each	 of	 the	 Judean	 families	 and	 other	

individuals	 associated	with	 their	 social	 networks.	 Such	 information	 is	 concerned	with	

economic	status	and	includes	details	on	income,	property	and	loans.	In	this	section	I	will	

give	an	overview	of	the	contents	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	that	serve	as	our	primary	source	
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on	the	social	networks	and	socio-economic	status	of	the	members	of	the	first	of	the	two	

Judean	families,	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family.		

	 In	previous	studies,	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family	has	been	described	as	a	wealthy	family,	

which	had	been	able	to	acquire	significant	amounts	of	property.		Consequently,	scholars	

have	 often	 assumed	 that	 this	 family	 occupied	 a	 central	 position	 within	 the	 Judean	

community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island.	 Although	 scholars	 have	 described	 the	 amount	 of	

wealth	the	Mibṭaḥiah	 family	was	able	 to	acquire,	 they	have	not	yet	studied	the	way	 in	

which	the	acquisition	of	such	means	shaped	the	social	networks	of	each	of	its	individual	

members.		

	 Social	 networks,	 however,	 provide	 important	 information	 on	 the	 intrinsic	

motivation	of	 individuals	to	adapt	 themselves	to	 the	 legal	customs	of	 their	contractual	

partners,	 as	 has	 been	 demonstrated	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 Judeans	 of	 Babylonia.	 In	 my	

discussion	of	the	source	material,	I	will	thus	focus	on	those	aspects	that	relate	to	the	social	

status	of	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family,	like	titles	and	acquired	wealth.	How	did	the	social	status	of	

both	the	members	of	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family	and	their	contractual	partners	shape	the	legal	

proceedings	of	the	transactions	described	by	the	available	contracts	and	administrative	

documents?		

Name	 Contents	 Date	

Bodleian	 Library	 MS	 Heb.	 B.	

19	(8)		

Cowley	5		

TAD	B2.1	

Grant	of	building	rights	 471	BCE	

Cairo	pap.	3648		

Cowley	6		

Conveyance	of	a	piece	of	land	 465	BCE	
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TAD	B2.2	

Cairo	pap.	3652		

Cowley	8	

TAD	B2.3	

Conveyance	of	a	house	 460	BCE	

Cairo	pap.	3467			

Cowley	9	

TAD	B.2.4	

Deed	relating	to	the	reversion	of	property	 460	BCE	

Cairo	pap.	3455			

Cowley	48	

TAD	B2.5	

Fragment	of	a	document	of	betrothal	 [xxx]	

Cairo	pap.	3649		

Cowley	13	

TAD	B2.7	

Conveyance	of	a	house	 447	BCE	

Cairo	pap.	37112		

Cowley	14	

TAD	B2.8	

Act	of	separation	 441	BCE	

Cairo	pap.	3651		

Cowley	15	

TAD	B2.6	

Document	of	wifehood	 440	BCE	

Cairo	pap.	3468		

Cowley	20	

TAD	B2.9	

Settlement	of	a	claim	 420	BCE	

Cairo	pap.	37113		

Cowley	25	

Renunciation	of	a	claim	 416	BCE	
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TAD	B.2.10	

Cairo	pap.	3650		

Cowley	28	

TAD	B2.11	

Assignment	of	slaves	 412	BCE	

Table	8:	Overview	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	stored	in	the	archive	of	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family	

TAD	B2.1	is	the	earliest	known	document	from	the	Mibṭaḥiah	archive	and	dates	to	the	12th	

of	September,	472	BCE.	Concerned	with	a	grant	 to	build	a	wall,	 this	contract	served	to	

establish	the	rights	to	the	wall	and	ensure	that	the	property	walled	off	would	remain	in	

the	 possession	 of	Maḥseiah.	 On	 the	 12th	 of	 January,	 in	 464	 BCE,	Maḥseiah	 had	 to	 re-

establish	his	 rights	 to	 the	piece	of	property	mentioned	 in	TAD	B2.1,	 in	a	 court	 case	 in	

Syene.	 Six	and	a	half	 years	after	 the	 composition	of	TAD	B2.1,	 a	 certain	Khwarazmian	

called	Dargamana	contested	the	rights	of	Maḥseiah	to	this	property.	In	court,	Maḥseiah	

was	able	to	prove	that	he	was	the	rightful	owner,	by	swearing	an	oath	to	YHWH.371	The	

inclusion	of	an	oath	sworn	to	YHWH	is	of	 interest,	since	TAD	B2.2	was	composed	 in	a	

multi-cultural	context.	The	plaintiff	was	Khwarazmian	and	the	 judges	were	most	likely	

Persian.	 This	 raises	 the	 question	 how	 an	 oath	 sworn	 to	 a	 Judean	 deity	 could	 be	

authoritative	in	court.372		

	 This	question	 can	be	answered	 in	view	of	TAD	B2.3.	 In	 this	 contract,	Maḥseiah	

transfers	the	rights	to	the	property	discussed	in	TAD	B2.1	and	TAD	B2.2	to	his	daughter	

Mibṭaḥiah.	In	this	contract,	Maḥseiah	is	referenced	with	an	additional	legal	title,	that	of	

                                                
371	It	is	possible	that	claiming	property	was	a	right	of	hereditary	property	holders.	Based	on	a	clause	in	CG	
no.	170,	‘your	property	is	 ןסח ,	so	come	and	seal’,	James	D.	Moore,	“Judeans	in	Elephantine	and	Babylonia:	A	
Case	Study	on	Rights	and	Tenancy	Status,”	ZAW	132	(2020):	40-56,	53	claimed	that	property	holders	could	
legitimize	their	claim	to	property	in	court	proceedings.	
372	This	is	especially	noteworthy	in	view	of	TAD	B2.8,	in	which	Mibṭaḥiah	swears	an	oath	to	the	Egyptian	
goddess	Sati	to	support	her	claims	to	her	matrimonial	property	after	divorce.	Like	TAD	B2.2,	this	document	
of	divorce	was	composed	in	a	multi-cultural	context.		
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‘hereditary	 property	 holder’	 ( ןסחהמ ).	 In	 the	 Aramaic	 contracts,	 the	 title	 of	 ‘hereditary	

property	holder’	is	used	in	contracts	and	letters.	In	contracts,	both	title	and	the	verb	from	

which	the	title	is	derived	are	used	in	the	context	of	property	arrangements.	The	title	of	

‘hereditary	property	holder’	was	not	limited	to	Judeans.	In	the	Aramaic	papyri	concerned	

with	Judeans,	for	example,	is	a	certain	Caspian,	Ynbwly/Misdaya,	who	is	also	said	to	be	a	

hereditary	 property	 holder.373	 Other	 named	 hereditary	 property	 holders	 are	

Malchiah/Jashobiah,	 Mannuki	 and	 possibly	 Nathan.374	 The	 verb	 related	 to	 the	 title	

indicates	that	someone	inherited	property	as	‘hereditary	property’.	The	meaning	of	 ןסח ,	

‘hold	as	heir’,	does	seem	to	differ	from	the	regular	verb	used	to	indicate	inheritance,	 תרי ,	

since	 it	 is	 limited	 to	 papyri	 concerned	 with	 hereditary	 property	 holders.375	 Moore	

advanced	the	understanding	of	 the	title	 ‘hereditary	property	holder’	by	comparing	the	

Aramaic	title	with	its	Akkadian	equivalent	šušānu.376	According	to	Moore,	some	Judeans	

in	service	of	the	Persian	army	would	receive	a	plot	of	land	located	outside	of	the	borders	

of	 the	 island,	much	 like	 Judeans	 in	Babylonia	would	 receive	 a	 plot	 of	 land	upon	 their	

arrival	in,	for	example,	Al-Yāhūdū.	Here,	Moore	supports	his	argument	based	on	the	many	

references	 to	 the	 in-	 and	 export	 of	 goods	 in	 ostraca.377	 If	 the	 family	 of	Maḥseiah	was	

indeed	given	a	plot	of	land	outside	of	the	borders	of	the	island,	this	could	mean	that	the	

family	acquired	its	wealth	through	trade	in	the	produce	they	produced	on	their	land.		

                                                
373	See	TAD	B3.12:5.	
374	See	TAD	B7.2:2	and	TAD	B8.7:5.	
375	The	verb	 תרי 	is	used	in	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements	to	indicate	that	the	surviving	spouse	
would	inherit	the	property	of	his/her	spouse	in	the	case	of	predecease.	The	verb	is	also	used	in	TAD	B3.8,	a	
contract	concerned	with	the	marriage	between	Yehoyišma	and	Ananiah/Haggai,	neither	of	which	was	a	
hereditary	property	holder,	which	indicates	that	this	verb	was	used	to	indicate	inheritance	in	general	terms.	
376	Moore,	“Judeans	in	Elephantine	and	Babylonia,”	49-50.	By	doing	so,	Moore	went	beyond	anachronistic	
comparisons	with	Greek	 titles	known	 from	the	Ptolemaic	period	onwards,	 like	κλῆρος	 ‘landholder’	and	
κάτοικος,	‘colonist’.	
377	Moore,	“Judeans	in	Elephantine	and	Babylonia,”	54-55.	
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	 Another	important	document	to	the	analysis	of	the	socio-economic	status	of	the	

Mibṭaḥiah	 family	 is	TAD	B2.7.	This	document	 is	 concerned	with	a	grant	of	 a	house	by	

Maḥseiah	to	his	daughter	Mibṭaḥiah.	On	the	surface	of	things,	this	contract	might	seem	

like	additional	evidence	on	the	wealth	of	Maḥseiah,	since	he	was	able	to	give	Mibṭaḥiah	

yet	another	piece	of	property.	There	is,	however,	more	to	this	contract	than	just	the	grant	

of	 a	 house.	 The	 reason	 for	 this	 grant	 sheds	 some	 important	 light	 on	 the	 means	 and	

resources	of	Mibṭaḥiah.	According	to	Maḥseiah,	he	had	given	his	daughter	this	house	‘in	

exchange	for	the	goods’,	which	she	had	given	him	when	he	was	stationed	in	the	garrison.	

Goods	with	 a	 total	 value	 of	 5	 karsh,	 which	 equals	 a	 value	 of	 50	 shekels.	 Apparently,	

Maḥseiah	needed	food	or	other	goods	that	Mibṭaḥiah	was	able	to	supply	these,	despite	

their	accumulated	value	of	50	shekels.378	

Based	 on	 the	 available	 documentation	 discussed,	 it	 can	 be	 concluded	 that	

Mibṭaḥiah	 family	was	a	 family	of	wealth,	with	multiple	pieces	of	property	and,	 among	

other	things,	slaves.	To	better	understand	the	social	position	of	this	wealthy	family	within	

society	on	Elephantine	Island,	it	is	also	necessary	to	have	a	better	understanding	of	their	

social	 contacts	 and	 the	 people	with	whom	 they	 interacted.	 In	 view	 of	 social	 network	

theory,	such	understanding	of	the	social	network	of	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family	can	contribute	

to	 a	 better	 understanding	 of	 how	 social	 contact	 with	 members	 of	 other	 mercenary	

communities	 or	 native	 Egyptian	 population	 may	 have	 motivated	 members	 of	 the	

Mibṭaḥiah	 family	 to	accustom	 themselves	to	 cultural	 customs	 from	outside	 the	 Judean	

community.		

                                                
378	 The	wealth	 of	Mibṭaḥiah	 is	also	 expressed	 in	TAD	B2.11,	 a	 contract	 concerned	with	 the	 division	 of	
property	amongst	the	two	sons	of	Mibṭaḥiah	and	Esḥor.	The	contract	mentions	that	Mibṭaḥiah	owned	a	total	
of	four	slaves.	A	valuable	possession.	
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	 Unfortunately,	not	much	is	known	about	the	contractual	partners,	which	appear	

side-by-side	with	Maḥseiah	 in	 the	 earliest	 contracts.	 The	 plaintiff	 that	 appears	 in	 the	

contract	on	the	rights	to	build	a	wall,	Konaiah,	appears	only	once	as	an	actual	contractual	

partner	in	TAD	B2.1.	In	two	other	documents,	TAD	B2.2	and	TAD	B2.3,	he	is	referenced	as	

a	neighbor	living	in	close	vicinity	to	the	property	transferred	in	the	contract.	Similarly,	

not	much	is	known	about	the	contractual	partner	with	whom	Maḥseiah	appears	in	TAD	

B2.2,	Dargamana.		

	 More	 is	 known	 about	 the	 contractual	 partner	 mentioned	 in	 TAD	 B2.4,	

Yedaniah/Uriah.	It	is	quite	possible	that	Yedaniah	originated	from	a	priestly	family,	since	

the	name	of	his	father,	Uriah,	is	referenced	frequently	in	context	with	the	Judean	temple	

on	Elephantine	Island.	In	TAD	D7.9,	Uriah	is	said	to	have	delivered	beer	that	needs	to	be	

prepared	for	a	libation	by	Gemariah/Ahio.379	After	preparation,	the	libation	offer	needs	

to	return	to	Uriah.	Likewise,	in	TAD	D7.18,	Uriah	is	said	‘to	have	been	present	in	the	House	

of	 YHH’	 ( ההי	תיב	תיב )	 and	 is	 requested	 to	 the	 return	 the	 tunic,	 ןותכ ,	 of	 his	 fellow	priest	

Salluah.	 If	 the	Uriah	mentioned	 in	 these	 documents	was	 indeed	 a	priest	 and	 father	 to	

Yedaniah,	 this	 would	 mean	 that	 Yedaniah	 belonged	 to	 an	 upper-class	 family.	 On	

Elephantine	Island,	priests	often	presented	themselves	as	the	(religious)	leaders	of	the	

Judean	community,	as	has	been	discussed	in	the	context	of	the	correspondence	between	

Yedaniah/Gemariah	and	the	authorities	in	Egypt	and	Judah.380	Social	contact	between	the	

members	of	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family	and	Yedaniah	therefore	seems	to	suggest	that	the	family	

had	members	from	the	higher	echelons	of	Judean	society	on	the	island	in	its	social	circles.	

Some	additional	 information	on	 the	 social	 interaction	between	members	of	 the	

family	and	Yedaniah	can	be	deduced	from	two	contracts	concerned	with	the	transfer	of	

                                                
379	Gemariah/Ahio	is	also	an	important	social	contact	of	the	Ananiah	family.	
380	See	section	3.5	for	a	more	detailed	discussion	on	the	use	of	the	title	‘priest’	by	Yedaniah.	
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property	 and	 rights	of	 usufruct,	 TAD	B2.3	 and	TAD	B2.4	 respectively.381	 In	 TAD	B2.3,	

Maḥseiah	 transfers	 the	 rights	 to	 a	 piece	 of	 property	 to	 his	 daughter	 Mibṭaḥiah	 and	

includes	a	 reference	 to	Yedaniah,	who	 is	 said	to	be	 ‘your	husband’	 ( יכלעב ),	 that	 is,	 the	

husband	of	Mibṭaḥiah.	In	the	second	document,	which	is	concerned	with	the	transfer	of	

rights	of	usufruct	 to	the	property	transferred	 in	TAD	B2.4	to	Yedaniah,	Mibṭaḥiah	 is	 in	

turn	said	to	be	the	wife	of	Yedaniah.	The	two	documents	therefore	suggest	that	Mibṭaḥiah	

and	Yedaniah	were	married	and	the	latter	was	thus	the	son-in-law	of	Maḥseiah.	Contact	

between	Yedaniah	and	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family	must	have	been	quite	intimate.382		

Yedaniah,	son	of	Uriah,	however,	was	not	the	only	priest	included	into	the	social	

network	of	 the	 family,	since	another	priest,	Yedaniah,	 the	son	of	Gemariah,	was	also	a	

member	 of	 the	 intimate	 social	 circle	 of	 the	 Mibṭaḥiah	 family.383	 Other	 than	

Yedaniah/Uriah,	however,	Yedaniah/Gemariah	was	a	family	member,	rather	than	an	in-

law.	He	was	the	grandson	of	Maḥseiah	and	nephew	of	Mibṭaḥiah.	In	the	previous	chapter,	

it	has	already	been	demonstrated	that	Yedaniah	was	an	important	member	of	the	Judean	

community	on	Elephantine	Island.384	Not	only	was	he	a	priest	in	service	of	the	temple	on	

the	island,	but	he	also	actively	participated	in	political	matters	concerning	the	entirety	of	

the	 Judean	 community.385	 Apparently,	 such	 activity	 must	 have	 given	 him	 a	 central	

                                                
381	It	has	been	suggested	that	one	of	the	fragmentary	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements,	TAD	
B2.5,	also	relates	to	marriage	between	Mibṭaḥiah	and	Yedaniah,	since	it	mentions	the	name	of	a	certain	
Maḥseiah.	This	document,	however,	is	too	fragmentary	to	draw	any	decisive	conclusions	on	the	importance	
of	TAD	B2.5	to	the	study	of	the	marriage	between	Mibṭaḥiah	and	Yedaniah.	For	some	arguments	on	its	use,	
see	Porten,	“Aramaic	Texts,”	176.	
382	Yedaniah	is	also	mentioned	in	TAD	B2.3,	a	contract	concerned	with	the	transfer	of	rights	to	property	
from	Maḥseiah	to	Mibṭaḥiah.	In	this	contract,	it	is	explicitly	stated	that	he	is	the	husband	( לעב )	of	Mibṭaḥiah.		
383	Note	that	the	status	of	Yedaniah	as	priest	has	been	contested.	Hays,	“Yedaniah’s	Identity	as	Priest	or	
Layperson,”	527-540,	for	example	argued	that	the	status	of	priest	ascribed	to	him	in	the	letters	sent	to	the	
leaders	of	Judah,	served	a	rhetorical	purpose.	Although	the	arguments	given	by	Hays	are	compelling,	I	do	
not	see	any	reason	to	deny	that	Yedaniah	could	have	been	an	actual	priest.	
384	See	section	3.5.	
385	See	for	example,	3.6,	which	discusses	more	in-depth	the	correspondence	between	the	(religious)	leaders	
of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island	and	authorities	in	Egypt	and	Judah.	
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position,	since	the	reconstruction	of	his	social	network	indicates	that	Yedaniah	was	also	

involved	in	legal	affairs.	Whether	or	not	Yedaniah	inherited	his	position	as	priest	in	the	

temple	of	YHWH	on	Elephantine	Island	and	the	subsequent	function	as	(religious)	leader	

of	 the	 community	 is	unknown,	yet	 it	does	 indicate	 that	 the	members	of	 the	Mibṭaḥiah	

family	 were	 able	 to	 acquire	 influential	 positions	 within	 the	 Judean	 community	 on	

Elephantine	Island.	These	positions	 likely	offered	them	new	resources	to	expand	their	

own	socio-economic	means.	

	 In	addition	to	members	of	the	temple	community,	the	social	circle	of	the	Mibṭaḥiah	

family	also	included	Judeans	who	had	been	able	to	acquire	significant	wealth	whilst	on	

the	 island.	 One	 of	 these	 Judeans	 that	 needs	 to	 be	 discussed	 is	 Mešullam.	 In	 the	

documentation	 concerned	 with	 the	 Mibṭaḥiah	 family,	 Mešullam	 occurs	 in	 TAD	 B2.7.	

Concerned	with	the	transfer	of	property	to	Mibṭaḥiah,	in	exchange	for	the	goods	which	

she	had	provided	to	Maḥseiah	prior	to	this	transaction,	the	contract	mentions	Mešullam	

as	 the	 individual	who	 had	 sold	 the	 house	 to	Maḥseiah.	 Based	 on	 TAD	B2.7,	 it	 can	 be	

concluded	that	Mešullam	was	able	to	acquire	and	sell	houses.	More	information	on	the	

figure	and	social	status	of	Mešullam,	however,	can	be	acquired	from	documents	from	the	

second	family	archive,	the	archive	of	Ananiah/Azariah.386	From	the	documents	related	to	

the	Ananiah	 family,	 it	 can	 be	 deduced	 that	Mešullam	possessed	 at	 least	 two	Egyptian	

handmaidens	and	was	able	to	retain	his	authority	over	one	of	these	handmaidens,	even	

after	her	marriage	to	Ananiah/Azariah.	

Intimate	social	relations	between	the	members	of	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family	and	other	

prominent	members	 of	 society	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	were	 not	 limited	 to	 the	 Judean	

                                                
386	Since	this	documentation	is	especially	relevant	to	the	discussion	on	the	Ananiah	family,	the	documents	
will	only	be	discussed	in	brief	in	this	section.	For	a	more	detailed	discussion	on	the	documents	that	pertain	
to	Mešullam	and	their	relevance	to	the	study	of	the	social	position	of	the	Ananiah	family	within	the	Judean	
community	on	Elephantine	Island,	see	section	5.4.	
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community	 alone,	 however,	 as	 is	 indicated	 by	 two	 other	 documents	 related	 to	 the	

matrimonial	activities	of	Mibṭaḥiah.	The	first	of	these	documents	is	TAD	B2.8,	of	which	

the	possible	legal	function	has	been	disputed.	Porten,	among	others,	for	example,	believes	

that	 this	document	 is	related	to	a	 legal	case	on	the	distribution	of	goods.	According	to	

Porten,	 the	 Egyptian	 builder	 Pi	 would	 have	 stored	 some	 items	 for	 Mibṭaḥiah,	 which	

included	 a	 so-called	 ‘document	 of	 wifehood’,	 an	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	

arrangement,	 which	 was	 generally	 composed	 in	 matrimonial	 contexts	 to	 register	 the	

value	of	the	items	belonging	to	the	dowry	of	the	bride.	In	spite	of	the	presence	of	such	

document	 among	 the	 items	 distributed,	 Porten	 does	 not	 consider	 TAD	 B2.8	 to	 be	 a	

document	of	divorce,	since	at	the	time,	Mibṭaḥiah	would	already	have	been	married	to	

Esḥor.387		

Porten’s	 conclusion,	however,	 is	difficult	 to	maintain.	The	Aramaic	matrimonial	

property	arrangement	served	to	list	the	value	of	the	dowry	given	to	the	bride	prior	to	her	

marriage	 and	 establish	 whether	 the	 bride	 price	 had	 been	 paid.	 Like	 with	 other	 legal	

contracts,	 the	 contractual	partner	 that	 required	evidence	 to	establish	his	 rights	 to	 the	

acquired	property	would	receive	the	necessary	legal	documents.	If,	for	any	reason,	a	legal	

agreement	 would	 be	 dissolved,	 any	 documentation	 on	 rights	 to	 property	 could	 be	

destroyed	or	returned	to	its	rightful	owner.388	Since	divorce	meant	that	Pi	would	have	to	

return	all	matrimonial	property	to	Mibṭaḥiah,	he	would	also	have	to	return	the	Aramaic	

matrimonial	property	arrangement.	Furthermore,	it	is	difficult	to	imagine	a	situation	in	

which	Esḥor	would	store	such	a	valuable	document	with	someone	else.		

                                                
387	Porten,	“Aramaic	Texts,”	188-189	n.	10.	This	contrasts	the	earlier	conclusion	in	Porten,	Archives,	245-
247,	where	Porten	argued	in	favor	of	a	marriage	between	Mibṭaḥiah	and	Pi.	Also	see	Azzoni,	Private	Lives,	
136	who	also	claimed	that	‘we	know	for	certain	that	Mipṭaḥiah	had	one	husband,	possibly	two,	but	certainly	
not	three’.	
388	Cf.	TAD	B2.7,	which	mentions	a	document	signed	by	Mešullam.	This	document	served	to	establish	the	
rights	of	Maḥseiah	and,	subsequently,	Mibṭaḥiah,	to	the	property	that	they	bought	from	Mešullam.	
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Whereas	 the	 exact	 circumstances	 related	 to	 the	marriage	 and	 divorce	 between	

Mibṭaḥiah	and	Pi	remain	elusive,	due	to	the	scarcity	of	 the	available	evidence,	more	 is	

known	about	her	marriage	to	her	second	Egyptian	husband,	Esḥor.	Esḥor	first	appears	in	

TAD	B2.6,	the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangement	written	in	view	of	his	marriage	

to	his	Judean	bride	Mibṭaḥiah.	In	TAD	B2.6,	it	is	left	unmentioned	whether	Esḥor	was	a	

member	of	a	detachment,	since	he	is	identified	by	his	title	 לכידרא ,	 ‘royal	builder’.389	The	

exact	meaning	 and	 significance	 of	 the	Aramaic	 title	 לכידרא 	 is	unknown,	 but	 it	 finds	 its	

origins	in	the	Akkadian	title	arad	ekalli,	‘master	builder’.		

	 Three	 other	 documents	 that	 belonged	 to	 the	 archive	 of	 the	 Mibṭaḥiah	 family	

contain	data	on	the	life	of	Esḥor	and	the	course	of	his	marriage	to	Mibṭaḥiah.	Concerned	

with	withdrawal	from	goods,	TAD	B2.9	relates	to	a	legal	case	on	property	between	two	

Judean	 plaintiffs	 and	 the	 sons	 of	Mibṭaḥiah	 and	 Esḥor.	 According	 to	 this	 document,	 a	

certain	Judean	named	Šelomam,	the	grandfather	to	the	plaintiffs	involved	in	this	case,	had	

stored	goods	with	Esḥor.	Esḥor,	however,	did	not	return	the	stored	goods,	but	claimed	

them	as	hereditary	property	( ןסחה ).390	Based	on	this	document	it	can	be	inferred	that	prior	

to	 his	 marriage	 to	 Mibṭaḥiah,	 Esḥor	 had	 already	 been	 present	 within	 the	 Judean	

community	and	possibly	conducted	trade	with	Judeans,	or	stored	items	in	exchange	for	

silver.	Furthermore,	 it	 could	also	be	argued	 that	 the	 sons	of	Esḥor	and	Mibṭaḥiah	also	

inherited	the	title	of	hereditary	property	holder,	since	it	is	explicitly	mentioned	that	the	

                                                
389	This	is	not	a	unique	case	of	an	Egyptian	individual	being	identified	by	his	title	alone.	Other	Egyptians	
that	are	introduced	by	their	title	are	Pefṭuauneith,	the	sailor	of	the	rough	waters	( אישק אימ יז חלמ )	and	Ḥor,	
who	is	simply	said	to	have	been	a	servant	of	the	Egyptian	god	Khnum	( םונח יז דבע ).	Additionally,	Judeans	can	
also	be	introduced	with	a	title,	rather	than	their	detachment.	One	of	the	most	well-known	examples	here	
are	Ananiah	and	his	father	Azariah,	who	are	both	introduced	with	their	title	temple	servant	( ןחל ).	
390	The	contract	literally	states	that	Esḥor	had	‘taken’	the	items	as	hereditary	property	( ןסחה ).	It	is	unlikely,	
however,	that	Esḥor	had	stolen	the	items,	since	the	contracts	adds	that	the	goods	were	placed	on	deposit	
( ודקפב 	 ודקפה ).	
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goods	stored	with	Esḥor,	were	taken	as	‘hereditary	property.	It	remains	to	be	determined	

whether	the	sons	inherited	the	title	from	their	mother	Mibṭaḥiah,	or	their	father	Esḥor.		

	 The	activities	of	Esḥor	within	the	Judean	community	and	subsequent	marriage	to	

Mibṭaḥiah	 are	 likely	 to	 have	 had	 their	 effect	 on,	 at	 least,	 his	 religious	 identity.	 From	

documentation	on	his	 sons,	Yedaniah	and	Maḥseiah,	 it	 can	be	 inferred	 that	Esḥor	and	

Mibṭaḥiah	 gave	 their	 children	 Yahwistic	 theophoric	 names,	 rather	 than	 Egyptian	

theophoric	names	or	any	possible	mix	of	the	two	options.	This	is	remarkable,	since	other	

Judean	families	regularly	feature	generations	of	mixed	names.	In	addition,	the	documents	

frequently	reference	Esḥor	by	his	Aramaic	name	Nathan	( ןתנ ),	which	could	possibly	have	

been	a	hypocoristic	form	of	Yehonathan,	another	Yahwistic	name.391	Based	on	the	use	of	

this	name,	Porten	even	posed	the	possibility	that	Esḥor	had	‘converted’.392	In	the	case	of	

Esḥor,	an	argument	on	conversion	is	difficult	to	sustain	due	to	the	absence	of	any	evidence	

on	the	activities	and	life	of	Esḥor	after	his	marriage	to	Mibṭaḥiah.	The	sudden	change	in	

name,	however,	does	 suggest	 that	Esḥor	attempted	 to	adapt	himself	 to	his	new	socio-

cultural	environment.	

	 Based	on	my	analysis	of	the	documentation	on	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family	above,	I	can	

conclude	 that	 the	 social	 status	 of	 the	 family	 had	 a	 significant	 influence	 on	 the	 social	

interaction	between	its	members	and	other	contractual	parties.	The	contracts	concerned	

with	the	property	acquired	by	Maḥseiah	indicate	that	Maḥseiah	was	able	to	use	his	legal	

title	 ‘hereditary	property	holder’	 to	enforce	his	position	 in	court	when	ownership	was	

contended.	In	addition,	Maḥseiah	was	also	able	to	purchase	multiple	pieces	of	property.	

One	of	these	pieces	of	property	was	acquired	from	Mešullam,	an	influential	and	wealthy	

                                                
391	Azzoni,	Private	Lives,	107.	
392	Porten,	“Aramaic	Texts,”	177	n.	2.	Also	see	Porten,	“Aramaic	Texts,”	196	n.	6,	where	he	claimed	that	‘He	
[=	Esḥor]	must	have	assumed	that	second,	Jewish	name	during	his	lifetime’.	
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member	of	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island.	Although	the	contracts	do	not	

mention	further	social	contact	between	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family	and	Mešullam,	trade	activity	

between	these	individuals	suggests	social	interaction	on	equal	socio-economic	grounds.	

	 Most	significant,	however,	are	the	intimate	relations	between	the	members	of	the	

Mibṭaḥiah	family	and	individuals	from	both	inside	and	outside	the	Judean	community.	It	

is	in	these	relations	that	we	can	identify	the	effects	of	the	social	status	of	the	family	on	

marriage	 and	 the	 related	matrimonial	 legal	 proceedings.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 the	Mibṭaḥiah	

family	we	can	 reconstruct	 these	 intimate	 relations	based	on	evidence	 related	 to	 three	

marriages.	The	first	is	the	marriage	between	Mibṭaḥiah	and	Yedaniah.	Yedaniah	belonged	

to	a	priestly	family	and	the	marriage	between	Mibṭaḥiah	and	Yedaniah	therefore	indicates	

that	 the	 family	was	 closely	 related	 to	other	 influential	 families	within	 the	 community.	

Priests	had	 leading	 roles	within	 the	 community	and	by	marrying	Yedaniah,	Mibṭaḥiah	

would	have	been	able	to	expand	their	position	within	the	community.	

	 The	marriages	 between	Mibṭaḥiah	 and	 the	 Egyptian	 Pi	 and	 Esḥor	 furthermore	

indicate	 that	 the	 relations	 of	 the	Mibṭaḥiah	 family	 reached	 beyond	 the	 borders	of	 the	

Judean	community.	Like	Yedaniah,	Pi	and	Esḥor	must	have	been	men	of	status,	since	both	

Pi	 and	 Esḥor	 were	 so-called	 royal	 builders.	 Other	 than	 with	 the	 marriage	 between	

Mibṭaḥiah	 and	 Yedaniah,	 however,	 the	 marriages	 between	 both	 royal	 builders	 and	

Mibṭaḥiah	 would	 likely	 have	 involved	 motives	 related	 to	 trade	 and	 other	 economic	

activities.	Prior	to	his	marriage	to	Mibṭaḥiah,	Esḥor	was	already	active	within	the	Judean	

community,	as	he	likely	engaged	in	trade	with	other	Judeans.	His	marriage	to	Mibṭaḥiah	

would	have	allowed	Esḥor	to	further	enforce	his	position	within	the	Judean	community	

and	expand	his	network	of	 trade.393	Mibṭaḥiah,	on	 the	other	hand,	would	have	gained	

                                                
393	Contra	Analisa	Azzoni,	“Family	Life	and	Law	at	Elephantine,”	in	Elephantine	Revisited	:	New	Insights	into	
the	Judean	Community	and	Its	Neighbors	ed.	Margaretha	Folmer	(Pennsylvania:	Eisenbrauns,	2022),	31,	who	
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access	 to	 the	 social	 networks	 of	 Esḥor,	 allowing	 her	 to	 conduct	 trade	with	 Egyptians	

beyond	the	border	of	 the	 Judean	community	and,	possibly,	 the	borders	of	Elephantine	

Island.	

	

5.4	 The	Social	Networks	of	the	Ananiah	Family	

In	this	section	I	will	discuss	the	available	sources	related	to	the	Ananiah	family,	which	is	

named	after	 its	most	prominent	member,	Ananiah/Azariah.	 In	 the	case	of	 the	Ananiah	

family,	scholars	have	often	emphasized	the	modest	position	of	this	family.	Like	in	the	case	

of	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family,	however,	scholars	have	not	yet	related	the	modest	position	of	the	

Ananiah	family	to	the	development	of	the	family’s	social	networks	and	the	influence	of	the	

modest	social	status	on	the	legal	proceedings	reflected	in	the	available	evidence.	Similar	

to	 the	previous	section,	 this	section	will	demonstrate	how	 the	position	of	 the	Ananiah	

family	influenced	the	development	of	the	social	networks	of	its	members.	

B.	Mus.	47.218.152	

+	B.	Mus.	47.218.155		

Kraeling	1	

TAD	B3.2	

A	dispute	over	the	rights	to	(undeveloped)	property	 451	BCE	

B.	Mus.	47.218.89		

Kraeling	2	

TAD	B3.3	

Document	of	Wifehood	 449	BCE	

B.	Mus.	47.218.95	

Kraeling	3	

TAD	B3.4	

Sale	of	property	 437	BCE	

                                                
ascribed	the	marriage	between	Mibṭaḥiah	and	Esḥor	to	Mibṭaḥiah’s	status	as	widow.	Azzoni	furthermore	
implies	that	Mibṭaḥiah’s	‘remarkable	contractual	power’	would	have	been	due	to	her	status	as	widow.	
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B.	Mus.	47.218.91		

Kraeling	4	

TAD	B3.5	

Gift	of	a	house	to	wife	 434	BCE	

B.	Mus.	47.218.90		

Kraeling	5	

TAD	B3.6	

Document	of	Manumission	 427	BCE	

B.	Mus.	47.218.32		

Kraeling	6	

TAD	B3.7	

Estate	of	Usufruct	 420	BCE	

B.	Mus.	47.218.150	

+	B.	Mus.	47.218.97	

+	B.	Mus.	47.218.155		

Kraeling	7	

TAD	B3.8	

Document	of	Wifehood	 420	BCE	

B.	Mus.	47.218.96		

Kraeling	8	

TAD	B3.9	

Document	of	Adoption	 416	BCE	

B.	Mus.	47.218.92		

Kraeling	9	

TAD	B3.10	

Testament	of	will	 404	BCE	

B.	Mus.	47.218.88		

Kraeling	10	

TAD	B3.11	

Dowry	addendum	 402	BCE	

B.	Mus.	47.218.94		 Sale	of	Apartment		 402	BCE	
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Kraeling	12	

TAD	B3.12	

B.	Mus.	47.218.93		

Kraeling	11	

TAD	B3.13	

Loan	of	Grain	 402	BCE	

Table	9:	overview	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	stored	in	the	archive	of	the	Ananiah	family	

The	first	document	in	the	archive	of	the	Judean	Ananiah	family,	is	TAD	B3.1,	a	document	

concerned	 with	 a	 loan	 of	 silver	 lent	 to	 the	 Judean	 Yehoḥen	 by	 Mešullam/Zaccur.	

Notwithstanding	the	absence	of	any	reference	to	the	members	of	the	Ananiah	family,	this	

document	 has	 become	 part	 of	 the	 family’s	 archive	 due	 to	 the	 legal	 significance	 of	 its	

contents.394	It	is	possible	that	Yehoḥen	was	unable	to	repay	her	loan,	which	consequently	

meant	 that	Mešullam	would	 receive	 some	of	her	possessions	as	 compensation	 for	 the	

unpaid	loan.	The	contract	could,	therefore,	have	served	to	establish	the	rights	of	Mešullam	

to	the	seized	property	of	Yehoḥen.	TAD	B3.1	is	also	of	importance	to	the	analysis	of	the	

social	networks	of	both	the	Ananiah	and	Mibṭaḥiah	families,	since	the	contract	indicates	

that	 Mešullam	 was	 a	 wealthy	 and	 influential	 member	 of	 the	 Judean	 community	 on	

Elephantine	Island,	who	was	able	to	lend	silver	to	other	Judeans.	

TAD	B3.2	is	concerned	with	the	establishment	of	the	rights	of	Ananiah	to	a	piece	

of	undeveloped	property	( אריה ).395	The	rights	to	this	piece	of	undeveloped	property	were	

contested,	since	two	Judeans,	a	certain	Mica/Ahio	and	Ananiah,	attempted	to	acquire	the	

rights	 to	 the	 אריה 	 in	 court.	 To	 acquire	 the	 property,	 Ananiah	 paid	Mica	 a	 total	 of	 five	

                                                
394	Another	possibility	for	the	inclusion	of	this	document	into	the	family	archive	of	the	Ananiah	family,	is	
the	fact	that	Yehoyišma,	the	daughter	of	Ananiah	who	inherited	the	archive,	became	a	legal	family	member	
of	the	Mešullam	family.	Consequently,	she	must	have	inherited	this	document.	This	would	also	explain	the	
presence	 of	 the	 document	 of	 adoption,	 which	 in	 terms	 of	 its	 legal	 contents,	 is	 not	 directly	 related	 to	
Yehoyišma.	
395	See	section	3.3	for	a	discussion	on	the	possible	meanings	of	the	Aramaic	loan	 אריה .	
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shekels,	 a	 mere	 third	 of	 the	 14	 shekels	 he	 would	 have	 to	 pay	 the	 Caspians	 for	 the	

abandoned	house	mentioned	in	TAD	B3.4.	On	the	surface	of	things,	it	might	seem	that	this	

contract	 would	 only	 indicate	 that	 Ananiah	 was	 able	 to	 acquire	 property,	 albeit	

undeveloped	in	character.	The	contract,	however,	does	offer	some	additional	information	

when	considered	in	view	of	TAD	B2.2.	Like	in	TAD	B2.2,	the	rights	to	a	piece	of	property	

were	contested.	Contrary	to	the	case	of	Ananiah,	however,	Maḥseiah	did	not	need	to	pay	

any	 silver	 in	 order	 to	 have	 its	 rights	 to	 the	 property	 restored.	 Porten	 explained	 this	

difference	based	on	social	status.	According	to	Porten,	Maḥseiah	was	able	 to	claim	the	

property	by	use	of	his	social	status	of	‘hereditary	property	owner’,	a	status	which	Ananiah	

did	not	hold.396	

	 TAD	B3.3	is	one	of	the	two	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements	stored	in	

the	archive	of	the	Ananiah	family	and	served	to	establish	the	legal	conditions	involved	in	

the	 marriage	 of	 Ananiah	 to	 his	 Egyptian	 wife	 Tamet.	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	

arrangement	 TAD	 B3.3	 has	 received	 significant	 scholarly	 attention	 due	 to	 its	 unique	

nature	and	composition.	The	contract	contains	a	number	of	corrections	and	omits	legal	

clauses,	which	would	otherwise	have	been	fundamental	to	Judean	marriage.397	In	addition	

to	 its	value	as	a	source	 for	 Judean	marriages	on	Elephantine	Island,	TAD	B3.3	can	also	

serve	as	a	source	for	the	socio-economic	position	of	the	Ananiah	family	within	the	Judean	

community	on	Elephantine	Island.		

	 In	437	BCE,	Ananiah	was	able	to	acquire	a	second	piece	of	property	for	a	price	of	

14	shekels.	Like	the	 אריה 	purchased	by	Ananiah	in	451	BCE,	however,	the	property	was	in	

poor	 condition	 and	 the	 contract	 which	 lists	 the	 legal	 conditions	 involved	 in	 the	

transaction,	TAD	B3.4,	mentions	quite	some	defects.	The	walls	are	said	to	be	standing,	but	

                                                
396	Porten,	“Aramaic	Texts,”	206	n.	7.	
397	See	section	4.1.2	for	a	more	in-depth	discussion	on	the	format	and	contents	of	this	contract.	
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the	courtyard	is	(barren)	land	and	not	built	( הינב	אלו	יה	ערא	הצברתו	ןמיק	הורגא ).	The	building	

does	contain	windows,	but	no	beams	( דחא	אל	ןושגו	הב	ןויכ ).	The	poor	state	of	the	house	and	

low	price	of	the	house	are	all	indications	that	Ananiah	did	not	have	much	silver	to	spend	

and	had	to	come	by	with	only	limited	resources.	Related	to	TAD	B3.4	are	five	additional	

contracts,	which	support	the	argument	that	Ananiah	was	a	man	of	modest	means.	In	the	

first	of	these	contracts,	TAD	B3.5,	which	was	composed	in	434	BCE,	Ananiah	bequests	part	

of	the	house	to	his	wife	Tamet.	In	this	contract,	it	is	specified	that	Tamet	is	to	receive	half	

of	the	large	room,	which	would	have	been	the	main	room	to	the	house.398	Contrary	to	the	

situation	in	TAD	B3.4,	the	house	had	been	renovated	and	now	contained	beams.	In	420	

BCE,	 Ananiah	 shared	 the	 rights	 of	 usufruct	 to	 this	 same	 room	 with	 his	 daughter	

Yehoyišma.	 In	 the	years	 to	 follow,	Yehoyišma	received	 the	 rights	 to	more	parts	of	 the	

house,	first	in	contemplation	of	Ananiah’s	death,	as	described	in	TAD	B3.10,	and	later	as	

addendum	 to	 her	 dowry.	 The	 remaining	 share	 to	 the	 house	was	 sold	 to	 Yehoyišma’s	

husband	Ananiah/Haggai,	for	a	total	of	thirteen	shekels	in	402	BCE.399		

	 The	dossier	of	contracts	and	administrative	documents	on	the	house	purchased	by	

Ananiah	from	the	Caspians	Bagazušta/Bazu	and	lady	Wbl	is	of	importance	to	the	analysis	

of	 socio-economic	differences	within	 the	 community,	 since	 it	demonstrates	 that,	 other	

than	 the	Mibṭaḥiah	 family,	 the	 family	 of	 Ananiah	 had	 to	 do	with	 only	 limited	means.	

Whereas	Maḥseiah	could	acquire	a	new	piece	of	property	to	bequest	to	his	daughter	prior	

to	her	marriage	to	Yedaniah/Uriah,	Ananiah	could	only	offer	his	daughter	a	part	of	his	

own	house.	Such	differences	in	income	and	subsequent	opportunities	to	acquire	property,	

                                                
398	See	section	3.3	for	a	more	in-depth	discussion	on	Egyptian	architectural	terminology	used	in	the	Aramaic	
papyri	from	Elephantine	Island.	
399	For	the	contract	related	to	the	dowry	addendum,	see	TAD	B3.11.	The	sale	of	the	house	to	Yehoyišma’s	
husband	Ananiah/Haggai	is	documented	in	TAD	B3.12.	
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underscore	the	modest	position	of	the	Ananiah	family	within	the	Judean	community	on	

Elephantine	Island.	

	 Two	other	contracts	 from	the	archive	of	 the	Ananiah	 family	 that	 I	will	consider	

here	are	TAD	B3.6	and	TAD	B3.8,	which	are	a	document	of	manumission	and	adoption	

and	an	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangement	respectively.	In	427	BCE,	Mešullam	

manumitted	Tamet,	who	at	the	time	of	her	marriage	to	Ananiah	was	still	a	handmaiden,	

and	 her	 daughter	Yehoyišma,	who	was	 born	 into	 slavehood.	The	 contract	 is	 labeled	 a	

‘document	of	withdrawal’	 ( קחרמ	רפס ),	since	Mešullam	withdrew	from	his	rights	 to	both	

Tamet	 and	 Yehoyišma.400	 In	 spite	 of	 the	 apparent	 freedom	 offered	 by	 this	 contract,	

however,	 Mešullam	 did	 retain	 his	 influence	 over	 the	 two	 women.	 In	 addition	 to	 the	

manumission	 of	 Tamet	 and	 Yehoyišma,	 TAD	 B3.6	 also	 contains	 an	 adoption.	 Upon	

manumission,	Mešullam	adopted	the	two	women	and	made	them	his	daughters.	With	this	

adoption,	 Mešullam	 acquired	 the	 patria	 potestas	 over	 Tamet	 and	 Yehoyišma.	 The	

adoption	included	in	TAD	B3.6	is	remarkable,	not	only	because	of	its	influence	on	Aramaic	

matrimonial	property	arrangement	TAD	B3.8,	but	also	because	the	adoption	stresses	the	

social	influence	of	Mešullam	over	the	members	of	the	Ananiah	family.		

	 TAD	B3.6	 is	not	 the	only	document	of	 adoption	 related	 to	 slaves	owned	by	 the	

Mešullam	family,	since	a	second	document	of	adoption,	TAD	B3.9,	was	also	discovered	

among	 the	 papyri	 stored	 in	 the	 archive	 of	 the	 Ananiah	 family.	 Concerned	 with	 the	

adoption	of	Yedaniah,	TAD	B3.9	serves	to	establish	the	paternal	rights	of	Uriah/Maḥseiah	

to	Yedaniah/Takhoi	and	assure	the	status	of	Yedaniah	as	manumitted	slave.	Similar	 to	

Yehoyišma	and	Pilti,	Yedaniah	was	born	in	captivity	and	consequently	inherited	the	status	

                                                
400	Note	that	Mešullam	did	distance	himself	from	the	rights	to	Ananiah’s	son,	who,	like	Yehoyišma,	would	
have	been	born	into	slavehood.	In	TAD	B3.3,	it	is	stated	that	Mešullam	would	not	be	able	to	reclaim	Pilti.	
With	this	expression,	Pilti	must	have	gained	his	freedom,	since	in	TAD	B3.5	it	is	mentioned	that	he,	like	his	
sister	Yehoyišma,	owned	a	room	in	the	house	purchased	by	Ananiah/Azariah.		
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of	slave,	the	same	status	as	his	mother	Takhoi.	It	is	not	improbable	that	Uriah/Maḥseiah	

was	the	biological	father	of	Yedaniah,	since	the	situation	described	in	TAD	B3.9	mirrors	

that	 of	 Ananiah.	 Like	 Ananiah,	 Uriah	 could	 have	 had	 intercourse	 with	 one	 of	 the	

handmaidens	of	the	Mešullam.	Adoption	would	have	been	the	only	manner	by	which	he	

could	acquire	the	paternal	rights	to	his	son.	Zaccur	accepts	the	terms	of	the	adoption	and	

subsequently	transfers	the	rights	to	Yedaniah	to	his	father	Uriah.401	

The	situation	described	in	TAD	B3.9	contrasts	the	manumission	and	adoption	of	

Tamet	and	her	two	children	Pilti	and	Yehoyišma.	Contrary	to	Zaccur,	who	allowed	the	

biological	father	of	Yedaniah	to	adopt	his	son,	Mešullam	did	not	allow	Ananiah	to	adopt	

his	son	and	daughter	under	similar	circumstances.	The	corrections	on	the	rights	to	Pilti	

indicate	 that	Mešullam	did	 not	want	 to	manumit	 Pilti	 without	 securing	 his	 own	 gain.	

Likewise,	Mešullam	did	not	transfer	the	patria	potestas	over	Yehoyišma,	in	spite	of	the	

implied	 manumission	 included	 in	 TAD	 B3.6.	 What	 could	 have	 been	 the	 reason	 for	

Mešullam	to	retain	his	influence	over	Yehoyišma?	In	view	of	TAD	B3.9,	it	could	be	argued	

that	Ananiah	did	not	possess	the	financial	means	to	acquire	the	rights	to	both	Tamet	and	

Yehoyišma,	 since,	 contrary	 to	 TAD	 B3.9,	 the	 contents	 of	 TAD	 B3.6	 do	 not	 mention	

Mešullam	writing	a	document	for	Ananiah	to	confirm	the	transmission	of	parental	rights.		

Furthermore,	 the	 reference	 to	 the	 manumission	 and	 subsequent	 adoption	 of	

Tamet	indicate	that	Tamet	remained	Mešullam’s	handmaiden,	even	after	her	marriage	to	

Ananiah.	 Unlike	 Esḥor	 and	 Ananiah/Haggai,	 Ananiah/Azariah	 did	 not	 acquire	 the	 full	

potestas	over	his	wife	after	marriage.	Whether	or	not	this	situation	can	be	ascribed	to	the	

                                                
401	TAD	B3.9	does	not	mention	any	payments	or	other	compensation	paid	by	Uriah	to	acquire	the	rights	to	
Yedaniah.	 The	 phrase	 ‘you	 gave	me	and	 a	 document	 you	wrote	 for	me’	 ( יל תבתכ רפסו יל תבהי ),	 however,	
suggests	that	Yedaniah	was	sold	to	Uriah,	since	this	clause	is	also	used	in	TAD	B2.7,	to	reference	a	document	
of	sale.	
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absence	of	the	payment	of	the	bride	price	remains	to	be	determined,	yet	it	does	indicate	

that	Mešullam	was	able	to	assert	his	dominance	over	the	Ananiah	family.		

	 The	consequences	of	the	adoption	of	Yehoyišma	and	transfer	of	the	patria	potestas	

are	 also	 visible	 in	 the	 opening	 lines	 of	 TAD	 B3.8,	 the	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	

arrangement	written	in	view	of	Yehoyišma’s	marriage	to	her	husband	Ananiah/Haggai.	

Whereas	Maḥseiah,	the	father	of	Mibṭaḥiah,	was	the	one	to	act	as	the	agent	of	the	bride	in	

the	 matrimonial	 arrangements	 related	 to	 her	 marriage	 to	 Esḥor,	 it	 was	 Zaccur,	 the	

adoptive	brother	of	Yehoyišma	who	acted	as	the	agent	of	the	bride	in	TAD	3.8,	rather	than	

her	biological	father	Ananiah.			

	 The	archive	of	the	Ananiah	family	also	contains	a	document	concerned	with	the	

activities	of	Ananiah/Haggai,	the	husband	of	Yehoyišma.	Contract	TAD	B3.13	is	concerned	

with	a	loan	of	grain	and	served	to	ensure	the	return	of	the	grain	borrowed	to	its	lender.	

In	this	case,	Ananiah	had	borrowed	a	total	of	2	peras,	3	seahs	of	grain,	which	would	be	the	

equivalent	of	two	months	of	salary	paid	in	grain,	from	the	Egyptian	Pakhnum/Besa.402		If	

Ananiah	failed	to	deliver	the	grain	to	Pakhnum	by	the	time	he	himself	is	given	‘the	ration	

from	the	storehouse	of	the	king’	( אכלמ	תיב	ןמ	אפתפ ),	he	will	be	fined	with	a	penalty	of	one	

karsh	of	silver	(=	10	shekels	of	silver).	If	Ananiah	was	to	die	before	the	loan	was	repaid,	

Pakhnum	would	be	allowed	to	take	from	among	the	possessions	he	left	his	family	items	

with	a	value	equal	to	the	value	of	the	borrowed	grain.	

	 This	document	provides	some	valuable	information	on	the	husband	of	Yehoyišma.	

The	most	important	information	provided	by	TAD	B3.13	is	the	information	on	the	income	

of	Ananiah.	Within	the	contract,	it	is	stated	that	Ananiah	will	return	the	borrowed	grain	

at	the	time	when	he	himself	will	receive	his	‘ration’	from	the	storehouse	of	the	king.	The	

                                                
402	Porten,	“Aramaic	Texts,”	252.	
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term	‘ration’	( אפתפ )	and	its	equivalent	‘allotment’	( אסרפ )	occur	a	total	of	five	times	in	the	

Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	and	seem	to	refer	to	some	form	of	payment	in	

kind.403	 TAD	 C3.14,	 an	 administrative	 text	 which	 lists	 rations	 distributed	 among	

mercenaries,	states	 that	 ‘the	ration	which	(one)	gave	to	the	garrison’	( אליחל	בהי	יז	אפתפ )	

came	from	the	grain	 from	the	province	of	Tshetres.404	Based	on	this	parallel,	 it	can	be	

stated	with	fair	certainty	that	the	 אפתפ 	and	its	equivalent	 אסרפ ,	relate	to	payment	in	kind.	

If	reference	to	rations	in	TAD	B3.13	does	indeed	indicate	that	Ananiah	received	a	

monthly	payment,	this	would	mean	that,	contrary	to	the	members	of	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family,	

he	was	not	a	hereditary	property	holder.	Other	than	hereditary	property	holders,	Judeans	

in	service	 for	monthly	pay	did	not	receive	a	plot	of	 land	and	had	to	come	by,	with	the	

payment	they	received	from	the	Persians.	The	reasons	for	the	loan	of	grain	are	unknown	

unfortunately.	 Porten	 does	 consider	 the	 possibility	 that	 Ananiah	 required	 some	

additional	funds	to	finance	the	purchase	of	the	house	mentioned	in	TAD	B3.12.	Since	the	

date	of	TAD	B3.13	is	difficult	to	determine	due	to	its	state	of	preservation,	it	is	difficult	to	

sustain	this	argument.	The	contract	does	indicate,	however,	that	Ananiah/Haggai	served	

in	the	garrison.			

In	conclusion	to	my	analysis	of	the	documentation	related	to	the	members	of	the	

Ananiah	family	presented	above,	I	can	state	that	the	modest	position	of	the	Ananiah	family	

also	 influenced	 the	 social	 networks	 of	 its	 members	 and	 the	 organization	 of	 legal	

proceedings	involved	in	contracts	and	administrative	documents.	Whereas	the	Mibṭaḥiah	

family	was	able	to	acquire	wealth	and	property	by	use	of	their	social	status	within	the	

                                                
403	 See	also	section	3.4	for	a	discussion	on	 the	meaning	of	Old	Persian	 loanwords	related	 to	salary	and	
payment	and	reasons	for	their	inclusion	into	Aramaic	documentation.	
404	The	name	of	the	garrison	is	lost,	yet	a	same	statement	is	made	about	the	garrison	stationed	at	Syene,	
since	the	document	states	that	something,	possibly	a	ration	in	kind,	 ‘was	given	to	the	Syenian	garrison’	
( הינכנוס אליחל  ).	Cf.	TAD	C3.26,	which	is	also	a	list	concerned	with	the	distribution	of	grain	amongst	Egyptians,	
labeled	 אפתפ .	
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community,	 the	 documentation	 on	 the	 Ananiah	 family	 are	 generally	 characterized	 by	

(legal)	inequality.	Here,	the	inequality	is	most	explicitly	visible	in	the	cache	of	documents	

concerned	with	contractual	agreements	related	to	members	of	 the	Ananiah	 family	and	

Mešullam/Zaccur.	In	the	first	draft	of	TAD	B3.3,	Mešullam,	who	functioned	as	the	agent	of	

the	bride,	was	able	to	include	his	own	legal	interests.	Although	Ananiah	did	manage	to	

deny	Mešullam	these	rights,	Mešullam	was	still	able	to	retain	his	influence	over	Tamet	

and	Yehoyišma,	by	adopting	the	two	women	simultaneously	with	their	manumission.	By	

this	adoption,	Ananiah	had	lost	his	patrias	potestas	over	Yehoyišma.	

The	social	position	of	 the	Ananiah	 family	within	the	 Judean	community	and	the	

development	of	its	social	networks	were	furthermore	influenced	by	its	modest	economic	

means	and	opportunities.	Contrary	to	the	Mibṭaḥiah	family,	the	Ananiah	family	did	not	

generate	its	income	from	trade	and	produce	from	their	hereditary	lands.	The	members	of	

the	 Ananiah	 family	 rather	 received	 shares	 from	 the	 royal	 treasury	 in	 return	 for	 their	

service	or	loans	received	from	partners	in	trade.	The	influence	of	this	position	within	the	

community	is,	for	example,	visible	in	the	witness	lists	included	in	the	contracts.	Contracts	

related	to	later	transactions	of	the	Ananiah	family	include	other	individuals	of	lower	social	

standing,	like	the	(manumitted)	slave	Nahum	the	Houseborn.	

	

5.5	 Conclusions:	The	Aramaic	Matrimonial	Property	Arrangements	in	Context	

The	previous	two	sections	were	concerned	with	a	discussion	on	the	visualization	of	the	

social	 networks	 that	 compose	 the	 Judean	 community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	 and	 an	

analysis	of	the	‘quality	of	nodes.’	In	this	section	I	will	discuss	the	results	by	focusing	on	

two	questions.	How	do	the	results	advance	our	understanding	of	Judean	attitudes	towards	

the	use	of	Judean	legal	elements	in	matrimonial	contexts?	
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	 In	the	case	of	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangement	TAD	B2.6,	it	has	been	

noted	 that	 this	 contract	 contains	 a	 significant	 number	 of	 elements	 of	 Egyptian	

matrimonial	 law	 as	 known	 from	 the	 Hieratic	 and	 Demotic	 matrimonial	 property	

arrangements.	Included	in	the	contract	is	an	additional	legal	clause	to	confirm	the	transfer	

of	the	dowry,	a	variant	to	the	standard	prohibition	clause	on	marrying	a	second	husband	

or	wife,	which	is	phrased	from	a	second	person	perspective,	rather	than	the	expected	first-

person	perspective.	The	inclusion	of	such	Egyptian	legal	customs	is	noteworthy,	since	the	

remainder	 of	 the	 contract	 is	 written	 according	 to	 Judean	 legal	 practice.	 The	 contract	

mentions	the	payment	of	the	bride	price,	with	use	of	the	Hebrew	loanword	 רהמ ,	and	the	

bride	is	endowed	with	a	dowry	sum,	the	 הנוכת .	Furthermore,	if	the	parties	were	to	divorce,	

they	would	have	to	announce	their	divorce	before	the	‘assembly’	( הדע ).	

	 The	 mixed	 legal	 character	 indicates	 that	 either	 of	 the	 contractual	 partners	

accustomed	themselves	to	the	matrimonial	legal	customs	of	‘the	other’.	On	the	one	hand	

Mibṭaḥiah,	allowed	for	the	inclusion	of	Egyptian	legal	practicalities	into	the	proceedings	

of	 marriage.	 Esḥor,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 complied	 with	 seemingly	 Judean	matrimonial	

customs,	like	the	payment	of	the	bride	price	and	composition	of	the	contract	according	to	

Judean	 legal	 standards.	 What	 could	 have	 caused	 both	 Esḥor	 and	 Mibṭaḥiah	 to	 be	 so	

receptive	of	 the	matrimonial	 legal	customs	of	 their	partner?	How	can	this	question	be	

answered	in	view	of	the	analysis	of	social	networks?	

The	 analysis	 of	 the	 social	 network	 of	 the	Mibṭaḥiah	 family	 has	 shown	 that	 the	

Mibṭaḥiah	 family	had	been	able	 to	acquire	 significant	wealth	and	accumulate	valuable	

social	contacts,	like	priests	and	wealthy	Judeans,	into	their	social	network.	The	available	

source	material	suggests	that	Mibṭaḥiah	was	able	to	acquire	quite	some	wealth.	She	was	

able	to	support	her	father	when	he	was	in	(financial)	need	and	the	inheritance	of	her	sons	

Maḥseiah	and	Yedaniah	implies	that	Mibṭaḥiah	owned	multiple	Egyptian	slaves.	Similar	



   
 

207 

to	the	Judean	bride	Kaššāya,	Mibṭaḥiah	must	thus	have	been	a	bride	with	a	valued	socio-

economic	position	within	society.	

When	 related	 to	 a	matrimonial	 context,	 the	 valued	 status	 of	Mibṭaḥiah	 can	 be	

inferred,	 for	 example,	 from	 documentation	 on	 her	 first	 marriage	 to	 Yedaniah/Uriah.	

Based	on	documentation	on	the	family	of	Yedaniah,	it	has	been	argued	that	he	stemmed	

from	 a	 priestly	 family.	 His	 father	was	 a	 priest	 in	 the	 temple	 of	 YHWH	 and	 it	 is	 quite	

possible	that	Yedaniah	was	so	too.	Among	Judeans	on	Elephantine	Island,	priests	were	

held	 in	 high	 regard,	 since	 it	 was	 also	 the	 priestly	 collegium	 that	 functioned	 as	 the	

(religious)	 leadership	 of	 the	 community.	 Documentation	 on	 Yedaniah/Gemariah	

indicates	 that	 priests	 corresponded	 with	 the	 (religious)	 leaders	 of	 Judah	 and	 even	

Samaria	on	a	regular	basis.	The	marriage	between	Mibṭaḥiah	and	Yedaniah	signifies	that	

social	contact	between	the	family	of	Mibṭaḥiah	and	the	priestly	collegium	was	intimate	

and	 that	Mibṭaḥiah	was	able	 to	marry	an	 individual	of	high	social	standing	within	 the	

community.	

After	her	marriage	to	Yedaniah,	Mibṭaḥiah	married	the	Egyptian	builder	Pi.	It	is	

possible	that	Mibṭaḥiah	moved	to	Syene,	beyond	the	borders	of	Elephantine	Island,	since	

the	document	of	divorce	was	composed	 in	this	 location.	Subsequently,	 the	presence	of	

Mibṭaḥiah	could	have	caused	her	network	to	include	more	individuals	with	a	non-Judean	

background,	which	would	certainly	explain	the	presence	of	solely	non-Judean	witnesses	

in	TAD	B2.8.405	Her	 choice	to	move	to	Syene	could	be	explained	based	on	her	 family’s	

status	 as	 ‘hereditary	 property	 holders’.	 If	 it	 is	 indeed	 true	 that	 some	 Judeans	 would	

receive	a	plot	of	land	in	exchange	for	their	services,	it	is	not	difficult	to	imagine	that	the	

                                                
405	The	absence	of	any	Judean	witnesses	can	be	ascribed	to	the	location	where	the	contract	was	composed.	
As	argued	by	Porten,	Archives,	248,	documents	from	Syene	are	often	witnessed	by	non-Judean,	generally	
Aramean	witnesses.		
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fields	 of	 the	 Mibṭaḥiah	 family	 were	

located	on	 the	mainland	of	 Syene,	 since	

arable	 land	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	 itself	

was	scarce.	Moving	to	Syene	would	thus	

offer	 Mibṭaḥiah	 the	 opportunity	 to	

expand	her	network	of	trade	beyond	the	

borders	of	the	island.	In	her	efforts	to	do	

so,	 she	 must	 have	 acquainted	 herself	

with	Egyptian	workers	and	boatmen.406	

After	her	marriage	to	Pi,	Mibṭaḥiah	married	another	Egyptian,	 the	royal	builder	

Esḥor.			Evidence	suggests,	however,	that	the	marriage	between	Mibṭaḥiah	and	Esḥor,	was	

not	only	beneficial	to	Mibṭaḥiah.	From	a	contract	concerned	with	hereditary	property,	it	

can	be	inferred	that	Esḥor	had	already	been	present	within	the	Judean	community	prior	

to	his	marriage	to	Mibṭaḥiah.	The	property	to	which	the	ownership	is	disputed	was	stored	

with	Esḥor	by	the	 Judean	Šelomam/Azariah,	 the	grandfather	of	 the	two	plaintiffs.	This	

reference	 to	possessions	being	stored	with	Esḥor	 could	 indicate	 that	Esḥor	 conducted	

trade	with	members	of	the	Judean	community.	Self-evidently,	marriage	with	the	daughter	

of	 a	 hereditary	 property	 holder,	who	 herself	was	 had	 been	 able	 to	 acquire	 significant	

amounts	 of	 property	 and	 slaves,	 would	 significantly	 advance	 his	 cause.	 By	 marrying	

Mibṭaḥiah,	 Esḥor	would	 be	 able	 to	 establish	 himself	 into	 the	 Judean	 community.	 The	

                                                
406	TAD	B1.1,	on	a	joint	venture	between	Arameans	and	Egyptian	workers,	indicates	that	Arameans,	and	
quite	possibly	Judeans,	hired	Egyptians	to	assist	them	in	working	the	lands	they	received	from	the	Persian	
king.	To	ensure	the	success	of	the	cooperation,	Arameans	must	have	acquainted	themselves	with	Egyptian	
agricultural	terms.	Evidence	for	this	 is	the	presence	of	the	Egyptian	loan	šw	nby	n	 ‘ḥw.ti,	which	literally	
translates	to	‘negligent	damage	to	farmland’,	rendered	in	Aramaic	as	 תוחנ 	 יבנש ,	with	the	meaning	of	‘a	poor	
harvest	caused	by	negligent	behavior’.	For	its	use	in	a	Demotic	contract,	see	P.	Louvre	E	7837.	It	is	also	likely	
that	Mibṭaḥiah	made	use	of	the	services	offered	by	her	neighbor	Pefṭuauneith,	who	was	boatman.	

Figure	9:	social	networks	of	Mibṭaḥiah	related	to	her	
marriage	to	Pi	and	stay	in	Syene 
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change	of	name	 from	Esḥor	 to	Nathan,	or	even	Yehonathan,	 could	be	evidence	of	 this	

effort.	

	 In	the	case	of	TAD	B2.6,	it	can	be	concluded	that	the	combination	of	Judean	and	

Egyptian	legal	elements	can	be	explained	based	on	the	socio-economic	context	it	had	been	

composed.	Both	Mibṭaḥiah	and	Esḥor	were	traders,	who	sought	to	expand	their	networks	

of	trade.	Like	in	the	case	of	the	marriage	contract	of	Kaššāya	and	Guzānu,	either	of	the	

parties	involved	in	the	composition	of	TAD	B2.6	likely	felt	comfortable	with	the	inclusion	

of	elements	from	both	the	Judean	and	Egyptian	legal	traditions.	By	marrying	Mibṭaḥiah,	

Esḥor	would	gain	access	to	the	social	contacts	of	a	wealthy	Judean	family,	which	had	been	

able	 to	establish	 itself	within	the	 Judean	community	throughout	the	 fifth	century	BCE.	

Marriage	to	Esḥor,	similarly	allowed	Mibṭaḥiah	to	gain	access	to	 the	social	network	of	

Esḥor.		

	 Contrary	 to	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	 arrangement	 TAD	 B2.6,	 TAD	 B3.8	

seems	to	have	included	additional	legal	clauses	with	origins	in	the	Judean	legal	tradition,	

rather	than	elements	related	to	Egyptian	legal	customs.	TAD	B3.8	contains	an	additional	

legal	clause	on	nominal	(Judean)	matrimonial	behavior,	which	it	shares	with	later	Judean	

marriage	 agreements	 discovered	 in	 the	 Judaean	 Desert.	Whether	 or	 not	 this	 nominal	

behavior,	or	 ןיד ,	was	already	associated	with	religious	norms,	like	the	 השמ	ןיד 	mentioned	in	

the	Judean	marriage	agreements	from	the	Judaean	Desert,	remains	to	be	determined,	yet	

the	 inclusion	of	 such	 reference	 to	 ןיד 	 does	 support	 the	 Judean	 character	of	 the	 clause.	

Furthermore,	unlike	the	prohibition	on	adultery	 in	TAD	B2.6,	 the	clause	that	prohibits	

either	Yehoyišma	or	Ananiah/Haggai	to	marry	a	second	husband	or	wife	is	phrased	from	

a	 third	 person	 perspective,	 which	 seems	 to	 have	 been	 the	 standard	 in	 Judean	 legal	

contracts.		
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	 In	the	case	of	TAD	B3.8,	it	is	not	difficult	to	imagine	why	the	contract	was	composed	

according	to	Judean	standards.	The	contract	documented	the	legal	conditions	related	to	

the	matrimonial	property	of	 two	 Judean	contractual	partners	of	 equal	 social	 standing.	

Both	the	groom	and	bride	were	Judean,	so	neither	of	the	parties	must	have	been	required	

to	adapt	itself	to	the	cultural	customs	of	the	other.	The	presence	of	the	prohibition	clause	

aimed	at	Zaccur,	can	be	explained	based	on	the	socio-economic	status	of	the	contractual	

partners	 and	 relationship	 between	 Zaccur	 and	 Yehoyišma.	 After	 adoption,	 Yehyišma	

became	 a	 legal	 family	 member	 of	 the	 wealthy	 Mešullam	 family.	 Her	 socio-economic	

background	as	handmaiden,	however,	would	have	made	her	vulnerable.	She	had	not	been	

able	to	acquire	her	own	wealth,	like	Mibṭaḥiah,	but	was	given	an	impressive	list	of	dowry	

items	by	her	adoptive	brother	Zaccur.	The	financial	means	of	Ananiah/Haggai	also	seem	

to	have	been	only	modest,	since	he	received	a	monthly	salary.	To	prevent	any	legal	case	

on	the	rights	to	the	dowry	of	Yehoyišma	and	avoid	any	legal	confrontation	with	a	member	

of	the	influential	Mešullam	family,	both	spouses	must	have	felt	the	need	to	include	the	

attested	prohibition.	

Other	 than	 the	 situation	 sketched	 in	 the	 case	 of	 TAD	 B2.6	 and	 TAD	 B3.8,	 the	

contractual	 parties	 involved	 in	 the	 composition	 of	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	

arrangement	 TAD	 B3.3	 do	 not	 seem	 to	 have	 enjoyed	 the	 same	 equality	 in	 terms	 of	

influence	 on	 the	 (legal)	 proceedings	of	marriage.	 Ananiah/Azariah	was	 a	 Judean	with	

access	to	only	limited	means,	whereas	the	bride,	Tamet,	was	a	slave	to	the	wealthy	Judean	

Mešullam.	The	deviations	from	the	standard	format	of	the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	

arrangement,	however,	should	not	be	ascribed	to	Judean	acculturation	by	Ananiah	to	the	

Egyptian	customs	of	Tamet,	but	rather	to	the	socio-economic	context	in	which	TAD	B3.3	

had	been	composed.		
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General	Conclusions	and	Final	Remarks	

My	stated	goal	was	to	demonstrate	how	Judeans	on	Elephantine	Island	articulated	their	

Judean	cultural	identity	during	the	fifth	century	BCE	by	adherence	to	(elements	of)	Judean	

matrimonial	law.	The	main	conclusion	of	this	work	is	that	Judean	matrimonial	law	was	an	

important	 marker	 of	 Judean	 cultural	 identity	 for	 Judeans	 on	 Elephantine	 Island.	 The	

distinct	elements	of	matrimonial	law	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	legal	documentation,	

indicate	 that	 Judeans	 distinguished	 themselves	 from,	 for	 example,	 Arameans	 and	

Egyptians	 by	 adherence	 to	 a	 Judean	 legal	 tradition.	 The	 distinct	 elements	 of	 Judean	

matrimonial	 law	 included	 in	 the	Aramaic	matrimonial	 property	 arrangements	 are	 the	

payment	of	 the	bride	price	 ( רהמ ),	dowry	 sum	( הנוכת )	 and	 reference	 to	 a	 (Judean)	 legal	

institution	or	congregation	( הדע ).		

	

The	 Cultural	 Significance	 of	 Matrimonial	 Practices	 among	 the	 Judeans	 of	

Elephantine	Island	

Among	Judeans	on	Elephantine	Island,	the	payment	of	the	bride	price	was	still	considered	

a	legal	prerequisite	for	marriage.	The	payment	of	the	bride	price	is	mentioned	in	two	of	

the	three	complete	matrimonial	property	arrangements	(TAD	B2.6	and	TAD	B3.8),	which	

suggests	 that	 its	 inclusion	 into	 matrimonial	 negotiations	 was	 common	 practice.	 The	

omission	 of	 any	 reference	 to	 the	 bride	 price	 in	 the	 third	 contract	 (TAD	B3.3),	 can	 be	

explained	based	on	the	social	status	of	the	bride.	Since	the	bride	was	a	slave,	the	agent	of	

the	bride	likely	received	an	alternative	payment	in	exchange	for	the	patria	potestas.	The	

legal	value	of	 the	bride	price	 is	 furthermore	signified	by	the	 legal	clauses	that	were	to	

secure	the	rights	of	the	contractual	parties	to	the	silver	paid	as	bride	price.	The	addition	

of	the	bride	price	to	the	dowry	of	the	bride	indicates	that	the	bride	price	functioned	as	

additional	means	for	the	bride	to	support	herself	during	marriage.	Such	characterization	
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of	the	bride	price	is	supported	by	the	legal	conditions	related	to	the	division	of	the	bride	

price	in	case	of	divorce.	If	the	husband	would	initiate	divorce,	he	would	forfeit	the	silver	

paid	 to	 his	 father-in-law.	 Additionally,	 the	 bride	 price	was	 likely	 a	 legal	 deterrent	 for	

divorce,	since	the	wife	too,	would	forfeit	the	bride	price	if	she	would	initiate	divorce.	By	

doing	so,	she	would	lose	some	significant	financial	means.	

	 Like	the	bride	price,	the	dowry	sum	was	associated	with	distinct	legal	conditions.	

The	amount	of	silver	that	constituted	the	dowry	sum	is	consistently	distinguished	from	

other	 payments	 by	 use	 of	 the	 Hebrew	 loanword	 הנוכת .	 The	 Hebrew	 loanword	 is	 only	

attested	 in	the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements	and	 is	used	to	specify	 the	

legal	conditions	related	to	the	silver	included	in	the	dowry.		

	 Another	 distinct	 element	 of	 Judean	 matrimonial	 law	 included	 in	 the	 Aramaic	

matrimonial	property	arrangements,	relates	to	proper	matrimonial	behavior.	TAD	B3.8	

contains	references	to	‘the	law’( ןיד ).	Although	it	is	uncertain	whether	 ןיד 	refers	to	the	law	

of	Moses,	 it	 is	 likely	 the	 law	mentioned	 in	 the	Aramaic	 papyri	 does	 find	 its	 origins	 in	

Judean	 culture.	 Other	 than	 Aramaic	 documents	 from	Edom,	 Judean	 Aramaic	marriage	

contracts	still	use	the	Aramaic	word	‘ ןיד ’	for	‘law’,	rather	than	the	Greek	loanword	νοµός. 

Like	 in	 the	 Judean	marriage	 contracts	 from	 the	 Judaean	 Desert,	 the	 use	 of	 ןיד 	 in	 the	

Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	relates	to	the	duty	of	the	husband	‘to	feed’	and	

‘clothe’	his	wife.	If	he	is	unable	to	do	so,	he	will	take	upon	himself	the	law	of	divorce.	

	 Although	Judeans	on	Elephantine	Island	did	indeed	adhere	to	a	distinct	tradition	

of	Judean	matrimonial	law,	they	did	not	share	the	tradition	in	a	homogeneous	manner.	In	

general,	Judeans	did	incorporate	the	basics	of	Judean	matrimonial	law,	like	the	payment	

of	 the	 bride	 price	 and	 specifics	 related	 to	 divorce,	 into	 matrimonial	 contracts.	 The	

Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	 arrangements,	 however,	 do	 contain	 variants,	 which	

indicate	that	Judeans	had	an	active	choice	in	selecting	those	legal	elements	most	suitable	
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within	the	given	legal	context.	TAD	B2.6	contains	an	additional	confirmation	clause,	TAD	

B3.3	omits	any	reference	to	the	bride	price	and	TAD	B3.8	includes	additional	legal	clauses	

on	 proper	 matrimonial	 behavior.	 By	 application	 of	 Social	 Network	 Analysis,	 I	 have	

demonstrated	that	the	choice	for	distinct	elements	of	Judean	matrimonial	law	depended	

on	specific	socio-economic	circumstances	involved	in	the	negotiations.		

	 TAD	B2.6	was	 concerned	with	 the	 cross-cultural	marriage	 between	 the	 Judean	

bride	 Mibṭaḥiah	 and	 the	 Egyptian	 groom	 Esḥor.	 In	 this	 case	 the	 contract	 contains	

elements	that	are	both	distinctly	Judean	and	Egyptian.	The	inclusion	of	the	bride	price,	

dowry	 sum	 and	 reference	 to	 the	 Judean	 congregation	 are	 all	 features	 of	 Judean	

matrimonial	law.	The	double	acceptance	clause,	by	which	the	groom	obligates	himself	to	

return	the	dowry	of	the	bride	in	full	in	case	of	a	divorce,	is	Egyptian.	The	choice	of	the	

contractual	 partners	 to	 include	 elements	 from	 both	 the	 Judean	 and	 Egyptian	 legal	

tradition	has	been	explained	based	on	the	intrinsic	motivation	of	the	bride	and	groom	to	

expand	 their	networks	of	 trade.	By	marrying	Mibṭaḥiah,	Esḥor	was	able	 to	expand	his	

trade	network	within	the	Judean	community.	Mibṭaḥiah,	on	the	other	hand,	could	enforce	

her	position	in	the	trade	networks	beyond	the	borders	of	the	island.	In	TAD	B3.8,	both	

bride	and	groom	were	Judean,	which	allowed	the	parties	to	marry	according	to	Judean	

standards.	This	resulted	 in	 the	 inclusion	of	additional	 legal	clauses	on	the	matrimonial	

duties	of	husband	and	wife.		

	 My	analysis	of	the	Aramaic	matrimonial	property	arrangements	has	demonstrated	

that	Judean	matrimonial	law	remained	an	important	marker	of	Judean	cultural	identity.	

Judeans	 attempted	 to	 include	 specific	 elements	 of	 a	 distinct	 Judean	matrimonial	 legal	

tradition	into	negotiations	related	to	marriage.	The	analysis	has	also	demonstrated	that	

Judeans	actively	chose	which	elements	to	include.	The	choice	was	dependent	on	the	socio-

economic	circumstances	of	the	situation	in	which	the	negotiations	took	place.		
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A	Distinct	Judean	Legal	Tradition	Shared	by	the	Members	of	the	Judean	Community	

on	Elephantine	Island	

The	conclusions	on	matrimonial	law	as	an	important	marker	of	Judean	cultural	identity	

presented	 above	 assume	 that	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island	 contain	

evidence	on	a	distinct	tradition	of	Judean	law.	The	characterization	of	the	legal	tradition	

attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	as	‘Judean’,	however,	is	not	self-evident.		

	 Scribes	with	a	Judean	cultural	background	used	a	dialect	of	Aramaic	distinct	from	

the	dialect	used	by,	for	example,	Egyptian	and	Babylonian	scribes	writing	in	the	Aramaic	

language.	 Here	 the	 differences	 in	 the	 dialects	 of	 Judean	 and	 other	 scribes	 writing	 in	

Aramaic,	is	especially	noticeable	in	contexts	related	to	law.	In	legal	documents	written	by	

Babylonian	and	Aramean	scribes,	the	apodosis	of	the	legal	clauses	is	generally	introduced	

with	 רחא ,	 ‘then,	 thereupon’,	whereas	 Judean	scribes	omit	 the	use	of	any	such	particles.	

Likewise,	Babylonian	and	Aramean	scribes	use	 legal	 vocabulary	different	 from	 that	of	

Judean	scribes.	To	denote	the	hypothetical	plaintiff,	an	individual	that	could	potentially	

contest	the	legal	agreements	included	in	the	contract,	Babylonian	and	Aramean	scribes	

would	use	the	Aramaic	 שנא ,	‘man’	or	‘individual’.	Judean	scribes	on	the	other	hand,	used	

רבג ,	‘person’,	or	 שיא ,	‘man’.	Such	differences	in	legal	languages	do	not	only	indicate	that	the	

scribes	behind	the	production	of	the	Aramaic	papyri	used	distinct	dialects	of	Aramaic,	but	

also	suggest	the	existence	of	separate	legal	traditions.	

	 The	Judean	legal	tradition	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine	Island	

also	shares	 features	with	 legal	documentaries	 from	Syro-Mesopotamia	and	Egypt.	The	

similarities	between	 the	 legal	 language	used	 in	 the	Aramaic	papyri	 and	 legal	 evidence	

from	Syro-Mesopotamia	and	Egypt	are	the	result	of	socio-cultural	 interaction	between	

scribal	 professionals	 and	 cultural	 exchange.	 During	 the	 Neo-Assyrian	 period,	 Aramaic	
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scribes	 based	 (part	 of)	 their	 scribal	 practices	 on	Neo-Assyrian	 examples,	which	made	

legal	documents	a	channel	of	 transmission	through	which	Neo-Assyrian	 legal	concepts	

entered	 Aramaic	 law.	 Such	 examples	 included	 the	 lay-out	 of	 legal	 documents,	 legal	

terminology	and	legal	formulae.	Assyrian	influence	on	the	development	of	Aramaic	law,	

however,	 was	 limited	 to	 the	 Neo-Assyrian	 period.	 Any	 similarities	 between	 Syro-

Mesopotamian	 legal	 material	 and	 the	 Aramaic	 legal	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island	

should	therefore	be	ascribed	to	indirect	influence.	

	 The	 similarities	 between	 the	 sources	 on	 Egyptian	 law	 and	 the	 Aramaic	 papyri	

produced	 by	 the	 Judean	 community	on	 Elephantine	 Island,	 on	 the	 other	hand,	 can	 be	

ascribed	 to	 direct	 interaction	 between	 Aramaic	 and	 Demotic	 scribes.	 Centers	 of	

Achaemenid	administration	offered	fertile	grounds	for	the	exchange	of	information		and	

cultural	 concepts	 between	 Demotic	 and	 Aramaic	 scribes.	 Since	 Achaemenid	 policy	

allowed	for	the	continuous	use	of	local	languages,	the	administrative	centers	would	have	

needed	professionals	able	to	translate	letters	into	Aramaic	and	vice	versa.	Evidence	on	

such	 cross-cultural	 exchange	 between	Demotic	 and	Aramaic	 scribes	 includes	Demotic	

postscripts	 on	 Aramaic	 letters	 and	 verbatim	 translations	 of	 Demotic	 clauses	 in	 the	

Aramaic	texts.	

	 Egyptian	 influence	 on	 Judean	 culture,	 however,	 surpassed	 mere	 influence	 on	

scribal	practices.	The	analysis	of	Egyptian	 loanwords	 in	Aramaic	papyri	 related	 to	 the	

Judean	 community	 on	 Elephantine	 Island,	 has	 indicated	 that	 Judeans	 had	 accustomed	

themselves	to	Egyptian	customs	related	to	commerce	and	architecture.	A	similar	analysis	

of	Old	 Persian	 loanwords	 indicated	 that	Old	 Persian	 culture	mainly	 influenced	 Judean	

legal	practices	related	to	the	judicial	processes	within	the	empire.	In	some	cases,	Judeans	

would	use	Old	Persian	legal	concepts,	to	advance	the	success	of	their	petitions,	of	which	

the	petition	to	rebuild	the	temple	is	a	noteworthy	example.	Old	Persian	loanwords	are	
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also	encountered	in	administrative	documents.	Here,	the	loanwords	relate	to	the	payment	

of	loans.		

	 Although	Old	Persian	culture	did	influence	Judean	legal	customs,	the	discussion	of	

Hebrew	loanwords	attested	 in	the	Aramaic	papyri	has	demonstrated	that	 Judeans	also	

attempted	to	include	elements	of	their	own	native	legal	tradition	into	contexts	concerned	

with	matrimonial	law.	The	Judean	character	of	these	legal	practices	has	been	established	

not	only	on	the	occurrence	of	Hebrew	loanwords	unique	to	the	legal	papyri	composed	by	

the	 Judean	community,	but	also	based	on	parallels	 in	 legal	documents	concerned	with	

Judeans	 in	Babylonia.	 In	 cuneiform	 evidence	 on	 the	 lives	 of	 Judeans	 in	Babylonia,	we	

encounter	matrimonial	legal	customs	similar	to	those	encountered	in	the	Aramaic	papyri.	

I	have	argued	for	example,	that	Judeans	in	Babylonia	still	valued	the	payment	of	the	bride	

price,	albeit	in	kind.	Similarly,	Judeans	in	Babylonia	still	included	the	dowry	sum	into	the	

dowry	of	the	bride.			

	 The	 legal	 customs	 shared	 by	 Judeans	 on	 Elephantine	 Island	 and	 Judeans	 in	

Babylonia	supports	the	conclusion	that	the	legal	tradition	attested	in	the	Aramaic	papyri	

concerned	with	the	Judean	community	on	Elephantine	Island	is	distinctly	Judean.	In	both	

contexts,	in	Egypt	and	Babylonia,	the	mentioned	legal	practices	are	unique	within	their	

legal	environment.		

	

Matters	 of	 Judean	 Cultural	 Identity:	 The	 Contribution	 of	 this	 Work	 to	 Further	

Studies	on	Judean	Identity		

The	contribution	of	the	conclusions	presented	above	is	not	limited	to	the	study	of	Judean	

cultural	 identity	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 matrimonial	 law.	 The	 conclusions	 have	 also	

advanced	 our	 understanding	 of	 Aramaic	 law	 and	 Judean	 cultural	 identity	 in	 general.	

Previously,	 scholars	 have	 generally	 focused	 on	 Judean	 cultural	 identity,	 from	 the	
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perspective	of	religion.	My	conclusions,	however,	have	demonstrated	that	legal	customs	

were,	 like	 religious	 practices,	 an	 important	 marker	 of	 Judean	 cultural	 identity.	 This	

conclusion	broadens	the	spectrum	by	which	Judean	cultural	identity	during	the	Persian	

period	 can	 be	 studied.	 The	 Aramaic	 papyri	 from	 Elephantine	 Island	 are,	 as	 I	 have	

mentioned	 throughout	 this	work,	 first	 and	 foremost	 documents	 concerned	with	 legal	

matters.	 By	 including	 legal	 customs	 as	 markers	 of	 Judean	 cultural	 identity,	 more	

information	 will	 be	 available	 to	 study	 the	 manner	 in	 which	 Judeans	 expressed	 their	

identity	in,	for	example,	the	multicultural	society	of	Egypt	during	the	Persian	period.	In	

addition	 to	matrimonial	 law,	 there	are	other	 legal	 customs	 that	 could	be	 linked	 to	 the	

formation	 of	 Judean	 cultural	 identity	 in	 Egypt	 and	 Babylonia.	 Examples	 of	 such	 legal	

customs	are	those	related	to	the	division	of	inheritance.	

	 Furthermore,	the	application	of	Social	Network	Analysis	to	the	study	of	variants	

between	 the	 Aramaic	 matrimonial	 property	 arrangement	 has	 demonstrated	 how	

differences	in	socio-economic	circumstances	and	composition	of	social	networks	had	an	

influence	on	Judean	acculturation	to	the	culturally	diverse	environment	of	Elephantine	

Island.	 This	 conclusion	 is	 also	of	 importance	 to	 studies	 that	 approach	 Judean	 cultural	

identity	from	the	perspective	of	Judean	religious	practices.	Application	of	Social	Network	

Analysis	 can	 be	 used	 to	 determine	 which	 social	 circumstances	 caused	 Judeans	 on	

Elephantine	Island	to	include	Egyptian	or	Aramean	gods	in	their	worship.	Consequently,	

it	will	allow	scholars	to	study	more	meticulously,	the	development	of	the	Judean	religion	

among	Judeans	in	the	south	of	Egypt	during	the	fifth	century.	Such	detailed	study	will	help	

to	 answer	 questions	 related	 to	 which	 individuals	 were	 more	 susceptible	 to	 religious	

change	and	how	information	on	Egyptian	and	Aramean	religion	was	distributed	within	

the	community.		
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To	conclude	this	study,	despite	 their	settlement	 into	a	noticeably	multi-cultural	

society,	Judeans	continued	to	adhere	to	a	separate	Judean	legal	tradition	(chapter	one	and	

two)	and	expressed	their	Judean	cultural	identity	by	the	inclusion	of	elements	from	this	

very	legal	tradition	into	contracts	related	to	matrimonial	law	(chapters	three,	four	and	

five). 
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Nederlandse	samenvatting	

In	 dit	 proefschrift	 onderzoek	 ik	 de	 culturele	 identiteit	 van	 de	 Judese	 gemeenschap	 op	

Elephantine	 eiland	 gedurende	 de	 vijfde	 eeuw	 voor	 Christus,	 aan	 de	 hand	 van	 het	

huwelijksrecht	 zoals	 deze	 kan	 worden	 gereconstrueerd	 uit	 drie	 volledige	

huwelijksdocumenten. 

	 Sinds	 de	 ontdekking	 van	 een	 verzameling	 Aramese	 papyri	 en	 ostraca	 op	

Elephantine	 eiland,	 hebben	 archeologen,	 Bijbelwetenschappers	 en	 oudhistorici	 zich	

beziggehouden	met	het	bestuderen	van	de	identiteit	van	de	leden	van	de	gemeenschap	

die	achter	de	productie	van	deze	documenten	schuilgaat.	Het	is	niet	geheel	onverwacht	

dat	 de	wetenschap	 zich	 al	 zo	 lang	 interesseert	 in	 deze	documenten,	want	de	Aramese	

teksten	van	Elephantine	eiland	gaven	voor	het	eerst	een	kijkje	in	het	leven	van	wat	lang	

bekend	 stond	 als	 een	 ‘Joodse’	 gemeenschap,	 ten	 tijde	 van	 de	 Perzische	 periode.	Waar	

wetenschappers	 het	 Jodendom	 eerst	 vanuit	 het	 oogpunt	 van	 de	 Hebreeuwse	 Bijbel	

bestudeerden,	 bood	 het	materiaal	 van	Elephantine	 eiland,	wat	 grotendeels	 bestaat	 uit	

contracten	en	administratieve	documenten,	een	interessant	alternatief. 

	 Het	bleek	echter	snel	dat	de	identificatie	van	deze	gemeenschap	als	‘Joods’	niet	zo	

gemakkelijk	 was	 als	 men	 eerder	 had	 gedacht.	 Niet	 alleen	 werden	 de	 leden	 van	 de	

gemeenschap	 aangeduid	 als	 ‘Judeeër’	 ( אידוהי ),	 maar	 ook	 als	 ‘Arameeër’	 ( אימרא ).	 Verder	

waren	de	diensten	 in	de	 tempel	niet	 enkel	 toegewijd	aan	YHWH,	maar	werden	er	ook	

andere,	 Aramese	 en	 Egyptische,	 goden	 aanbeden.	 De	 jaren	 die	 volgden	 op	 de	 eerste	

publicaties	van	de	ontdekte	papyri,	stonden	dus	met	name	in	het	teken	van	het	verklaren	

van	deze	unieke	karaktereigenschappen	van	wat	nog	steeds	werd	gezien	als	een	‘Joodse’	

gemeenschap.	 Volgens	 sommige	 wetenschappers	 ging	 het	 hier	 om	 een	 gemengde	

gemeenschap	 van	 Joden	 en	 Arameeërs	 en	 werden	 haar	 leden	 daarom	 aangeduid	 als	

‘Judaeo-Arameeërs’.	 Weer	 andere	 studies	 schreven	 deze	 identiteit	 toe	 aan	 een	 proces	
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waarin	Judeeërs	steeds	meer	(religieuze)	gebruiken	overnamen	van	Arameeërs,	totdat	zij	

zichzelf	 niet	 meer	 van	 Arameeërs	 wilden	 onderscheiden.	 Ten	 slotte	 hebben	

wetenschappers	beargumenteerd	dat	de	Judese	gemeenschap	eerst	een	gemeenschap	van	

Arameeërs	was,	die	later	een	Judese	identiteit	hebben	aangenomen	door	de	nadruk	op	de	

verering	van	YHWH	te	leggen.	

 Hoewel	de	studies	die	zich	bezig	hebben	gehouden	met	de	religie	van	de	Judese	

gemeenschap	 op	Elephantine	 eiland	 veel	 inzichten	 hebben	 geboden	 in	 het	 belang	 van	

religie	 voor	 Judese	 culturele	 identiteit,	 laat	 de	 veelvoudigheid	 van	 benaderingen	 en	

conclusies	ook	zien	dat	het	vraagstuk	van	culturele	identiteit	erg	complex	is.	Het	doel	van	

deze	 studie	 is	 om	het	 vraagstuk	 via	 een	 nieuwe	 invalshoek	 te	 benaderen.	 Anders	 dan	

eerdere	onderzoekers	die	vooral	keken	naar	religie,	zal	ik	mij	in	dit	werk	focussen	op	het	

belang	van	het	recht	voor	de	expressie	van	de	Judese	culturele	identiteit.	Hierbij	zal	ik	met	

name	focussen	op	het	huwelijksrecht.	

	 Ondanks	dat	de	bronnen	belangrijke	 informatie	bevatten	over	de	 religie	van	de	

Judeeërs	 van	 Elephantine	 eiland,	 zijn	 de	 contracten	 en	 administratieve	 teksten	 geen	

religieuze	teksten.	Het	zijn	rechtsdocumenten,	die	het	doel	dienden	om	de	rechten	van	

contractanten	vast	te	leggen.	Onder	de	documenten	die	op	Elephantine	eiland	gevonden	

zijn,	 zijn	 bijvoorbeeld	 contracten	 die	 opgesteld	 zijn	 om	 de	 verkoop	 van	 een	 huis	 te	

verzegelen,	of	een	contract	dat	gemoeid	is	met	de	verdeling	van	een	erfenis	onder	broers.	

Verder	zijn	er	ook	contracten	gevonden	die	betrekking	hebben	op	de	vrijlating	van	een	

slavin	 en	 adoptie.	 Huwelijks	 en	 scheidingsdocumenten	 zijn	 ook	 gevonden	 tussen	 de	

papyri.	Uit	deze	documenten	kunnen	we	rechtsgebruiken	reconstrueren,	die	uniek	zijn	

voor	de	Judese	gemeenschap	op	Elephantine	eiland.	Rechtsgebruiken	die	een	belangrijk	

onderdeel	vormden	van	de	culturele	identiteit.			
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Het	bronnenmateriaal:	de	Aramese	huwelijksdocumenten	

Ten	grondslag	aan	deze	studie	ligt	een	collectie	van	huwelijksdocumenten	die,	samen	met	

andere	administratieve	en	rechtsdocumenten,	ontdekt	zijn	op	Elephantine	eiland,	in	het	

zuiden	 van	 Egypte	 bij	 de	 grens	 met	 Nubië.	 Het	 gaat	 om	 een	 totaal	 van	 zeven	

huwelijksdocumenten,	waarvan	drie	compleet	zijn	(TAD	B2.6,	TAD	B3.3	en	TAD	B3.8)	en	

vier	fragmentarisch	(TAD	B6.1,	TAD	B6.2,	TAD	B6.3	en	TAD	6.4).	Hoewel	deze	documenten	

eerder	 in	 studies	 naar	 voren	 zijn	 gekomen	 als	 (vroege)	 bron	 voor	 Joodse	 of	 Judese	

huwelijksrituelen,	is	dit	de	eerste	studie	die	deze	bronnen	gebruikt	voor	een	studie	naar	

Judese	culturele	identiteit. 

	 In	dit	werk	duid	 ik	de	huwelijksdocumenten	aan	met	de	Engelse	 term	 ‘Aramaic	

matrimonial	property	arrangements’.	In	vroegere	studies	wordt	er	doorgaans	naar	deze	

documenten	 met	 de	 Engelse	 termen	 ‘marriage	 contract’	 en	 ‘document	 of	 wifehood’,	

waarbij	 de	 eerste	 term	 impliceert	 dat	 de	 inhoud	 van	 deze	 documenten	 het	 huwelijk	

bevestigt	en	de	tweede	term	de	indruk	wekt	dat	het	document	de	rechten	van	de	bruid	als	

vrouw	 bekrachtigt.	 Op	 basis	 van	 de	 structuur	 en	 inhoud	 van	 deze	 documenten	 zal	 ik	

echter	 aantonen	 dat	 het	 doel	 van	 deze	 documenten	 niet	 was	 om	 het	 huwelijk	 te	

bevestigen,	of	de	status	van	de	bruid	als	vrouw,	maar	om	de	rechten	van	de	partijen	op	de	

huwelijkse	 goederen	 vast	 te	 stellen.	 De	 Aramese	 huwelijksdocumenten	 benoemen	

namelijk	vier	belangrijke	transacties,	die	van	de	bruidsschat,	de	inboedel	van	de	bruid,	de	

betaling	van	eventueel	scheidingsgeld	en	de	verdeling	van	de	huwelijkse	goederen	in	het	

geval	van	voortijdig	overlijden	of	een	scheiding. 

	

Een	eigen	Judese	rechtstraditie	op	Elephantine	eiland	

De	hoofdgedachte	van	mijn	theorie	dat	het	huwelijksrecht	een	belangrijk	element	van	de	

Judese	culturele	identiteit	was,	is	sterk	geworteld	in	het	idee	dat	de	Aramese	documenten	
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van	 Elephantine	 eiland	 bewijs	 bevatten	 over	 een	 goed	 te	 onderscheiden	 Judese	

rechtstraditie.	 De	 precieze	 karakterisering	 van	 de	 rechtstraditie,	 zoals	 wij	 deze	

tegenkomen	 in	 de	 Aramese	 papyri	 van	 Elephantine	 eiland	 is	 echter	 complex	 en	 in	

vroegere	 studies	 is	 deze	 op	 verschillende	 manieren	 beschreven.	 Bijvoorbeeld	 als	

overblijfsel	van	een	rechtstraditie	uit	Mesopotamië	of	als	een	(gedeeltelijk)	Egyptische	

rechtstraditie.	Voor	ik	in	kan	gaan	op	het	belang	van	het	huwelijksrecht	bij	de	studie	van	

Judese	 culturele	 identiteit,	 zal	 ik	 dus	 eerst	 aan	 moeten	 tonen	 tot	 in	 hoeverre	 de	

rechtstraditie	waartoe	de	huwelijksdocumenten	behoren	kan	worden	gekarakteriseerd	

als	‘Judees’.	

	 In	hoofdstuk	 één	 ga	 ik	 daarom	 in	 op	 de	 karakterisering	 van	 de	 rechtstraditie	

waartoe	de	juridische	documenten	van	Elephantine	eiland	gerekend	kunnen	worden.	In	

dit	hoofdstuk	laat	ik	zien	dat	de	Aramese	papyri	van	Elephantine	eiland	elementen	van	

een	op	zichzelf	staande	Judese	rechtstraditie	bevatten.	Hoewel	de	Aramese	contracten	en	

administratieve	documenten	die	opgesteld	zijn	door	de	Judese	gemeenschap	veel	van	hun	

juridische	eigenschappen	delen	met	contracten	opgesteld	door	andere	gemeenschappen,	

zijn	er	ook	belangrijke	verschillen	te	vinden.	De	 Judese	schrijvers	die	verantwoordelijk	

waren	 voor	 het	 opstellen	 van	 de	 respectievelijke	 documenten	 maakten	 bijvoorbeeld	

gebruik	 van	 een	 dialect	 van	 het	 Aramees	 dat	 verschilt	 van	 het	 Aramese	 dialect	 van	

Egyptische,	 Babylonische	 of	 Aramese	 schrijvers	 die	 vergelijkbare	 documenten	 in	 het	

Aramees	 hebben	 geschreven.	 Zo	 gebruikten	 Judese	 schrijvers	 een	 ander	 juridisch	

vocabulaire.	Op	basis	van	deze	verschillen	beargumenteer	ik	dat	Judese	schrijvers	bij	het	

schrijven	 van	 contracten	 gebruik	 maakten	 van	 hun	 kennis	 van	 een	 eigen	 Judese	

rechtstraditie.	Het	argument	dat	 Judese	schrijvers	gebruik	maakten	van	een	dergelijke	

rechtstraditie	 zal	 ik	 verder	 onderbouwen	 op	 basis	 van	 de	 verdeling	 van	 schrijvers	 en	

contractanten.	 Een	 dergelijke	 verdeling	 laat	 duidelijk	 zien	 dat	 contractanten	 met	 een	



   
 

239 

Judese	 achtergrond	 doorgaans	 een	 schrijver	 met	 een	 Judese	 culturele	 achtergrond	

inhuurden.	 Immers	wilden	Judese	contractanten	een	schrijver	die	bekend	zou	zijn	met	

hun	eigen	en	vertrouwde	juridische	achtergrond. 

	 In	hoofdstuk	twee	bespreek	ik	de	mogelijke	invloed	van	de	Syro-Mesopotamische	

en	Egyptische	rechtstradities	op	de	Judese	rechtstraditie	zoals	wij	deze	tegenkomen	in	de	

Aramese	papyri	van	Elephantine	eiland.	Sinds	de	ontdekking	van	de	Aramese	papyri	op	

Elephantine	eiland	hebben	onderzoekers	de	overeenkomsten	tussen	de	rechtstraditie	uit	

de	 Aramese	 papyri	 en	 rechtstradities	 bekend	 uit	 Syro-Mesopotamisch	 en	 Egyptisch	

materiaal	benadrukt.	 In	veel	gevallen	heeft	dit	geleid	tot	het	argument	dat	de	Aramese	

rechtstraditie	beïnvloed	 is	door	rechtsmateriaal	uit	Mesopotamië	of	Egypte.	Hoewel	de	

overeenkomsten	 tussen	 de	 individuele	 rechtstradities	 inderdaad	 kan	 wijzen	 op	 een	

(wederzijdse)	 afhankelijkheid,	 is	 nog	 niet	 aangetoond	 hoe	 deze	 overeenkomsten	 zich	

verhouden	 tot	 de	 ontwikkeling	 van	 de	Aramese	 rechtstraditie	 in	 termen	 van	 culturele	

invloed.	 In	 dit	hoofdstuk	 bepaal	 ik	 daarom,	of	 de	 Syro-Mesopotamische	 en	 Egyptische	

tradities	 een	 directe	 of	 indirecte	 invloed	 hebben	 gehad	 op	 de	 ontwikkeling	 van	 de	

Aramese	rechtstraditie. 

	 Aan	 de	 hand	 van	 een	 gedetailleerde	 analyse	 van	 het	 bronnenmateriaal	 en	

theorieën	 over	 de	 invloed	 van	 Akkadische	 rechtsdocumenten	 op	 de	 Aramese,	 die	 ten	

grondslag	liggen	aan	een	belangrijke	theorie	die	bekend	staat	als	de	‘Assyrisch-Aramese	

symbiose’,	 zal	 ik	 aantonen	 dat	 de	 voorgestelde	 invloed	 van	 de	 Syro-Mesopotamische	

rechtstradities	 indirect	 is	 geweest.	 Het	 belangrijkste	 bronnenmateriaal,	 tweetalige	

teksten	 geschreven	 in	 het	 Akkadisch	 en	 Aramees,	 beperkt	 zich	met	 name	 tot	 de	 Neo-

Assyrische	 periode.	 De	 verscheidene	 spijkerschrifttabletten	 met	 Aramese	

samenvattingen	van	de	inhoud	van	het	contract	of	de	administratieve	details	evenals	de	

bullae	 laten	zien	dat	de	Neo-Assyrische	periode	een	periode	was	waarin	Assyrische	en	
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Aramese	schrijvers	nauw	samenwerkten	bij	het	opstellen	van	rechtsdocumenten.	Hoewel	

de	aanwezige	Aramese	teksten	en	samenvattingen	doen	blijken	dat	het	talige	landschap	

van	 het	 Assyrische	 rijk	 grotendeels	 Aramees	 was,	 bleef	 het	 Akkadisch	 de	 taal	 waarin	

rechtsdocumenten	werden	opgesteld.	Na	een	millennium	van	Assyrisch	recht,	was	dit	een	

traditie	die	verder	ontwikkeld	was	dan	het	Aramese	recht,	ten	minste	in	geschreven	vorm.	

Via	de	nauwe	samenwerking	tussen	de	schrijvers	van	de	Akkadische	en	Aramese	traditie	

is	het	mogelijk	dat	Aramese	schrijvers	concepten	van	het	Neo-Assyrische	recht	hebben	

overgenomen	voor	gebruik	in	het	Aramese	recht.	Concepten	zoals	frasen,	rechtstermen	of	

labels	voor	de	verscheidene	rechtsdocumenten.	Het	is	echter	onwaarschijnlijk	dat	de	Neo-

Assyrische	rechtstraditie	een	directe	 invloed	heeft	gehad	op	de	Aramese	rechtstraditie	

zoals	 wij	 deze	 kennen	 uit	 de	 Aramese	 papyri	 van	 Elephantine	 eiland.	 	 Het	 is	

waarschijnlijker	 dat	 de	 Neo-Assyrische	 invloeden	 de	 Aramese	 rechtstraditie	 van	

Elephantine	eiland	indirect	beïnvloed	hebben,	door	een	proces	waarin	Aramese	schrijvers	

elementen	van	de	Neo-Assyrische	rechtstraditie	hebben	aangepast	aan	de	context	van	het	

Aramees	recht. 

	 	In	het	geval	van	de	Egyptische	rechtstraditie	zal	ik	voorstellen	dat	de	invloed	van	

de	Egyptische	rechtstraditie	op	de	Aramese	omschreven	kan	worden	als	directe	invloed.	

Anders	dan	in	het	geval	van	de	rechtsbronnen	geschreven	in	het	Akkadisch,	beperken	de	

Egyptische	rechtsbronnen	niet	tot	de	zevende	eeuw	voor	Christus.	Verder	is	er	ook	geen	

sprake	 van	 een	 significante	 afstand	 tussen	 de	 schrijvers	 op	 Elephantine	 eiland	 en	 de	

Egyptische	schrijvers	achter	rechtsbronnen	geschreven	in	het	Demotisch	en	Hiëratisch,	

Egyptische	 talen	die	naast	het	Aramees	gebruikt	werken	voor	het	opstellen	van	onder	

andere	administratieve	bronnen	en	contracten.	In	mijn	discussie	zal	ik	aan	de	hand	van	

een	briefwisseling	tussen	de	satraap	van	Egypte,	Aršāmes,	en	de	priesters	van	Khnum	op	

Elephantine	eiland	laten	zien,	dat	de	administratieve	bureaus	van	het	Perzische	rijk	een	
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vruchtbare	grond	waren	voor	het	uitwisselen	van	culturele	concepten,	tussen	Egyptische	

en	Aramese	schrijvers.	In	deze	brieven	vinden	we	geregeld	Aramese	zegswijzen	terug	in	

de	Demotische	tekst	en,	andersom,	Demotische	zegswijzen	in	de	Aramese	tekst. 

	 Net	als	in	het	Neo-Assyrische	rijk,	werden	er	in	de	Egyptische	provincie	van	het	

Perzische	rijk	meerdere	‘officiële’	talen	gebruikt,	waardoor	vertalers	nodig	waren	die	de	

verschillende	teksten	beschikbaar	maakten	voor	hun	lezers.	Demotische	brieven	werden	

vrijwel	letterlijk	naar	het	Aramees	vertaald	en	Aramese	teksten	naar	het	Demotisch.	Ik	zal	

beargumenteren	 dat	 deze	 vertaalopdrachten	 tot	 culturele	 uitwisseling	 hebben	 geleid.	

Hoewel	het	hier	om	brieven	gaat	en	er	geen	volledige	tweetalige	contracten	gevonden	zijn,	

zal	 ik	 op	 basis	 van	 de	 inhoud	 van	 deze	 brieven	 stellen	 dat	 er	wel	 degelijk	 tweetalige	

contracten	 bestaan	 hebben.	 De	 brieven	 zijn	 veelal	 gemoeid	 met	 het	 toedelen	 van	

bezitsrechten	 van	 land	 en	 administratieve	 zaken	 binnen	 het	 rijk.	 Verder	waren	 er	 ook	

Judese	 schrijvers	 actief	 in	 de	 administratieve	 centra	 binnen	 het	 Perzische	 rijk	 die	

betrokken	 waren	 bij	 vertaalopdrachten.	 Het	 is	 niet	 onwaarschijnlijk	 dat	 deze	 Judese	

schrijvers,	die	ook	verantwoordelijk	waren	voor	het	opstellen	van	contracten,	elementen	

uit	 het	 Egyptisch	 recht	 via	 dergelijke	 vertaalopdrachten	 implementeerden	 bij	 het	

schrijven	van	Aramese	contracten	en	administratieve	documenten	voor	Judeeërs. 

	

Het	 huwelijksrecht	 als	 belangrijk	 element	 van	 de	 Judese	 culturele	 identiteit	 op	

Elephantine	eiland 

In	 hoofdstuk	 één	 heb	 ik	 aangetoond	 dat	 de	 Aramese	 papyri	 van	 Elephantine	 eiland	

elementen	van	een	te	onderscheiden	Judese	rechtstraditie	bevatten.	 In	hoofdstuk	twee	

heb	ik	echter	ook	laten	zien	dat	deze	rechtstraditie	beïnvloed	is	door	het	Egyptisch	recht.	

De	 vraag	 die	 nu	 dus	 beantwoord	 moet	 worden,	 is	 welke	 onderdelen	 van	 de	 Judese	
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rechtstraditie	 daadwerkelijk	 beïnvloed	 zijn	 door	 de	 Egyptische	 cultuur	 en	 welke	

elementen	van	de	rechtstraditie	overwegend	Judees	zijn	gebleven.	

	 In	hoofdstuk	drie	ga	ik	dan	ook	verder	in	op	de	manier	waarop	de	invloed	van	de	

Egyptische	op	de	Judese	cultuur	van	de	leden	van	de	Judese	gemeenschap	op	Elephantine	

eiland	zichtbaar	is	in	de	Aramese	papyri	en	hoe	deze	culturele	invloed	zich	verhoudt	tot	

rechtsgebruiken.	Ik	doe	dit,	door	leenwoorden	in	de	Aramese	papyri	te	categoriseren.	Aan	

de	 hand	 van	 deze	 categorisatie	 zal	 ik	 aantonen	 dat	 de	 Egyptische	 cultuur	 met	 name	

invloed	 heeft	 gehad	 op	 het	 Judese	 cultureel	 handelen	 gerelateerd	 aan	 handel	 en	

architectuur.	De	meerderheid	van	de	Egyptische	 leenwoorden	 is	namelijk	gemoeid	met	

handelswaar	en	termen	uit	de	architectuur.	Vervolgens	zal	ik	het	blikveld	verbreden	door	

ook	te	kijken	naar	de	Oud-Perzische	en	Hebreeuwse	leenwoorden	die	terug	te	vinden	zijn	

in	de	Aramese	papyri	van	Elephantine	eiland.	Waar	de	Egyptische	cultuur	met	name	zaken	

uit	het	dagelijks	leven	van	de	 Judeeërs	beïnvloed	heeft,	heeft	de	Oud-Perzische	cultuur	

met	 name	 de	 administratieve	 en	 rechtscultuur	 van	 Judeeërs	 beïnvloed.	 Oud-Perzische	

leenwoorden	betreffen	gewichtsmaten	en	de	distributie	van	salarissen	aan	huurlingen.	

Verder	 relateren	 Oud-Perzische	 woorden	 ook	 aan	 rechtszaken	 binnen	 het	 rijk.	 Het	

aangetoonde	verschil	tussen	Egyptische	en	Oud-Perzische	leenwoorden	zal	ik	verklaren	

op	basis	van	de	machtsverhoudingen	tussen	Judeeërs	en	Egyptenaren	en	Judeeërs	en	de	

Oud-Perzische	machthebbers. 

	 Ten	slotte	zal	 ik	beargumenteren	dat	het	gebruik	van	Hebreeuwse	 leenwoorden	

een	duidelijk	bewijs	 is	dat	 Judeeërs	bepaalde	elementen	van	de	 Judese	cultuur	bewust	

naar	voren	wilden	laten	komen	in	de	bewaard	gebleven	documentaire	teksten.	In	het	geval	

van	 de	 Aramese	 papyri	 van	 Elephantine	 eiland	 kunnen	 we	 twee	 categorieën	 aan	

Hebreeuwse	leenwoorden	onderscheiden.	Leenwoorden	die	betrekking	hebben	op	religie	

en	 leenwoorden	 die	 verband	 houden	met	 het	 huwelijksrecht.	 Uit	 een	 analyse	 van	 de	
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leenwoorden	 die	 betrekking	 hebben	 op	 religie,	 blijkt	 dat	 de	 Judeeërs	 van	Elephantine	

eiland	 een	 belangrijk	 onderscheid	 maakten	 tussen	 de	 religieuze	 handelingen	 van	 de	

Judese	 gemeenschap	 en	 de	 religieuze	 gebruiken	 van	 bijvoorbeeld	 Arameeërs	 en	

Egyptenaren.	In	de	papyri	zijn	Hebreeuwse,	termen	terug	te	vinden	die	uniek	zijn	voor	de	

Aramese	teksten	die	geproduceerd	zijn	door	de	Judese	gemeenschap,	zoals	termen	voor	

specialistische	materialen	 die	 gebruikt	werden	 in	 de	 tempel	 van	 YHWH	 en	 tijdens	 de	

diensten	in	de	tempel. 

	 Verder	 wordt	 er	 door	 het	 gebruik	 van	 de	 Hebreeuwse	 term	 ‘ ןהכ ’,	 ‘priester’	

onderscheid	gemaakt	 tussen	priesters	die	behoren	 tot	het	 collegium	van	priesters	van	

YHWH	 en	 priesters	 die	 buiten	 dit	 specifieke	 collegium	 vallen,	 zoals	 bijvoorbeeld	 de	

Egyptische	priesters	van	Khnum,	waar	de	term	 רמכ 	voor	gebruikt	wordt.	Interessant	is	om	

hierbij	op	te	merken	dat	het	woord	 ןהכ 	doorgaans	alleen	gebruikt	wordt	in	documenten	

die	binnen	de	Judese	gemeenschap	zijn	opgesteld,	of	in	briefwisselingen	tussen	de	Judese	

gemeenschap	 op	 Elephantine	 eiland	 en	 de	 Judese	 gemeenschap	 in	 Judah.	 Zeker	 het	

gebruik	 van	 de	 term	 ןהכ 	 in	 de	 context	 van	 briefwisselingen	 tussen	 twee	 Judese	

gemeenschappen	 geeft	 aan	 dat	 dit	 een	 term	 was	 waarmee	 de	 leden	 van	 de	 Judese	

gemeenschap	op	Elephantine	eiland	wilden	aangeven	dat	zij	zichzelf	nog	steeds	als	leden	

van	de	overkoepelende	Judese	gemeenschap	zagen. 

	 Hebreeuwse	leenwoorden	die	betrekking	hebben	op	het	recht,	zijn	gerelateerd	aan	

het	huwelijksrecht.	In	de	Aramese	papyri	van	Elephantine	eiland	vinden	we	een	drietal	

Hebreeuwse	 termen	 die	 uniek	 zijn	 voor	 de	 Aramese	 huwelijksdocumenten	 die	 in	 de	

archieven	van	twee	Judese	families	gevonden	zijn.	Het	gaat	om	de	termen	 הדע ,	‘raad’,	 הנכת ,	

‘zilver’	 en	 רהמ ,	 ‘bruidsschat’.	 Het	 Hebreeuwse	 leenwoord	 הדע 	 is	 in	 vorige	 studies	 op	

verschillende	manieren	vertaald.	Als	voorzetsel	of	met	een	betekenis	die	 iets	 te	maken	

heeft	met	een	rechterlijke	institutie.	Aan	de	hand	van	een	vergelijking	tussen	de	formule	
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‘opstaan	in	de	 הדע ’,	die	voorkomt	in	de	Aramese	huwelijksdocumenten,	en	de	clausule	‘een	

rechtszaak	( ןיד )	beginnen’,	die	voorkomt	in	reguliere	contracten,	zal	ik	aantonen	dat	de	 הדע 	

wel	 degelijk	 een	 rechterlijke	 institutie	 was.	 Het	 verschil	 in	 gebruik	 tussen	 הדע 	 in	

huwelijksdocumenten	 en	 ןיד 	 in	 reguliere	 contracten,	 geeft	 aan	 dat	 Judeeërs	 bij	 een	

scheiding	een	ander	soort	recht	toe	wilden	passen	dan	bij	onenigheden	over	bijvoorbeeld	

de	rechten	tot	een	stuk	grond. 

	 Op	basis	van	deze	Hebreeuwse	 leenwoorden	zal	 ik	 tot	de	 conclusie	komen	dat,	

ondanks	 dat	 Judeeërs	 zich	 in	 de	meerderheid	 van	 de	 gevallen	 schikten	 naar	 het	Oud-

Perzische	recht,	de	Judeeërs	op	Elephantine	eiland	het	huwelijksrecht	nog	steeds	zagen	

als	belangrijk	element	van	de	Judese	culturele	identiteit. 

	 	In	hoofdstuk	vier	benader	ik	de	inhoud	van	de	Aramese	huwelijksdocumenten	

van	 Elephantine	 eiland	 vanuit	 een	 vergelijkend	 perspectief,	 waarbij	 ik	 de	 Aramese	

documenten	vergelijk	met	Judese	huwelijksovereenkomsten	uit	Babylonië.	Hoewel	ik	in	

hoofdstuk	 drie	 heb	 aangetoond	dat	 het	 huwelijksrecht	 een	 belangrijk	 element	 van	 de	

Judese	 culturele	 identiteit	 is	 gebleven,	 zijn	 de	 Aramese	 huwelijksdocumenten	 niet	

homogeen	 in	 hun	 compositie.	 Twee	 van	 de	 drie	 documenten	 maken	 gebruik	 van	

additionele	 clausules,	 waar	 het	 derde	 document	 een	 belangrijke	 clausule	 over	 de	

bruidsschat,	de	 רהמ ,	weglaat	in	de	opsomming	van	de	rechtspositie	van	de	vrouw.	Aan	de	

hand	 van	 een	 diepgaande	 bespreking	 van	 de	 inhoud	 van	 de	 Judese	

huwelijksovereenkomsten	 uit	 Babylonië,	 zal	 ik	 aantonen	 dat	 de	 varianten	

hoogstwaarschijnlijk	 het	 resultaat	 zijn	 van	 verschillen	 in	 sociaaleconomische	

omstandigheden.		

	 Net	als	de	Aramese	huwelijksdocumenten,	bevatten	de	huwelijksovereenkomsten	

uit	Babylonië	namelijk	ook	verscheidene	varianten.	Een	huwelijksdocument	dat	opgesteld	

is	in	het	Judese	dorp	Āl-Yāhūdu,	gelegen	in	het	rurale	buitengebied	van	Babylonië,	bevat	
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rechtelijke	clausules	die	on-karakteristiek	zijn	voor	Neo-Babylonische	rechtsdocumenten.	

Zo	bevat	dit	specifieke	document	twee	scheidingsclausules	en	een	clausule	over	een	extra	

vergoeding	voor	de	moeder	van	de	bruid.	De	aanwezige	varianten	zorgen	ervoor	dat	dit	

huwelijksdocument	 in	contrast	staat	met	een	huwelijksdocument	dat	 is	opgesteld	voor	

een	Judese	familie	in	de	Babylonische	handelsstad	Sippar.	Anders	dan	het	document	uit	

Al-Yahudu	volgt	het	Judese	huwelijksdocument	uit	Sippar	nauwkeurig	de	lay-out	van	Neo-

Babylonische	rechtsdocumenten. 

	 Het	verschil	tussen	beide	Judese	huwelijksdocumenten	uit	Babylonië	kan	worden	

toegeschreven	aan	de	sociale	contacten	en	sociale	netwerken	van	de	beide	Judese	families.		

Het	huwelijksdocument	dat	is	opgesteld	in	Sippar,	behoort	tot	het	archief	van	een	familie	

van	 Judese	 handelaren,	 de	 zogenoemde	Arih	 familie.	 De	Arih	 familie	was	 gevestigd	 in	

Sippar	en	had	aldaar	een	significant	handelsnetwerk	op	kunnen	bouwen.	Zo	bevatte	het	

handelsnetwerk	van	de	familie	bijvoorbeeld	een	belangrijke	priester	van	de	tempel	van	

Šamaš,	 de	 Ebabbar	 tempel.	 Contacten	 met	 dergelijke	 prominente	 figuren	 binnen	 de	

Babylonische	maatschappij	moet	ertoe	hebben	geleid	dat	de	Arih	familie	zich	steeds	meer	

heeft	 aangepast	 aan	 de	 Babylonische	 cultuur.	 Zo	 is	 in	 de	 stamboom	 van	 de	 familie	

bijvoorbeeld	 te	 zien	 dat	 de	 kinderen	 van	 latere	 generaties	 Babylonisch	 theophorische	

namen	 hebben,	 dus	 met	 referenties	 aan	 de	 Babylonische	 goden	 Bēl,	 Šamaš	 en	 Nabû,	

terwijl	de	eerdere	generaties	overwegend	Judese	namen	hadden,	zoals	Amušê.	

	 Anderzijds	moet	een	dergelijk	aanpassingsvermogen	aan	de	Babylonische	cultuur	

ook	 een	 strategisch	 doel	 hebben	 gediend.	 De	 Arih	 familie	 was	 als	 Judese	 familie	

overwegend	 ‘nieuw’	 in	 een	 sociaaleconomische	 context	 die	 gedomineerd	 werd	 door	

Babyloniërs.	Om	toch	mee	te	komen	in	de	lokale	handelsnetwerken	en	zich	op	te	werken	

op	 de	 sociale	 ladder,	 moest	 de	 Arih	 familie	 zich	 verder	 inbedden	 in	 de	 Babylonische	

maatschappij.	Een	van	de	manieren	om	dit	te	doen,	was	door	de	banden	met	prominente	
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Babylonische	handelsfamilies	aan	te	sterken	via	huwelijken.	Het	huwelijksdocument	dat	

is	opgesteld	voor	Kaššāya,	een	lid	van	de	Arih	familie,	is	getuige	van	een	dergelijk	huwelijk.	

In	dit	spijkerschrifttablet	worden	namelijk	de	huwelijke	voorwaarden	besproken	van	het	

huwelijk	tussen	Kaššāya	en	haar	bruidegom	Gūzānu,	een	lid	van	de	aanzienlijke	Arraru	

familie.	 Hoewel	 ook	 Gūzānu	 voordeel	 moet	 hebben	 gehad	 bij	 dit	 huwelijk,	 moet	 dit	

huwelijk	een	kans	zijn	geweest	voor	de	Arih	familie	om	hun	handelsnetwerk	verder	uit	te	

breiden.	In	het	geval	van	de	Arih	familie	moet	de	motivatie	om	hun	handelsnetwerk	verder	

uit	te	breiden	in	de	Babylonische	stad	Sippar	hebben	bijgedragen	aan	de	keuze	om	zich	

aan	te	passen	aan	het	Neo-Babylonische	(huwelijks)recht.	

	 Anders	 was	 de	 situatie	 voor	 de	 bruid	 voor	 wie	 het	 huwelijksdocument	 uit	 Āl-

Yāhūda	 geschreven	 was.	 Waar	 de	 Arih	 familie	 zich	 in	 een	 overwegend	 Babylonische	

sociaaleconomische	context	had	gesetteld,	bevond	deze	bruid,	Nanāya-Kānat,	zich	in	een	

context	die	overwegend	Judees	van	aard	was.	Het	dorp	Āl-Yāhūda	was	een	dorp	waarin	

Judese	individuen	vanuit	hun	thuisland	Judah	terecht	kwamen	wanneer	zij	in	ballingschap	

gingen.	 Naast	 dergelijke	 Judese	 dorpen,	 bestonden	 er	 bijvoorbeeld	 ook	 Egyptische	 en	

Arabische	dorpen	in	de	buitengebieden	van	de	Babylonië.	De	Judese	context	heeft,	net	als	

de	Babylonische	context	in	het	geval	van	de	Arih	familie,	zijn	invloed	gehad	op	de	inhoud	

van	het	huwelijksdocument	van	Nanāya-Kānat.	Het	document	bevat	namelijk	clausules	

die	uniek	zijn	binnen	het	corpus	aan	Neo-	en	Laat-Babylonische	huwelijksdocumenten.		

	 Hoewel	 de	 toegevoegde	 clausules	 in	 het	 huwelijksdocument	 van	 Nanāya-Kānat	

uniek	zijn	binnen	het	corpus	van	Neo-	en	Laat-Babylonische	contracten,	vertonen	deze	

clausules	veel	overeenkomsten	met	de	 clausules	uit	de	Aramese	huwelijksdocumenten	

van	Elephantine	 eiland.	Het	 is	 dus	waarschijnlijk	 dat	 de	 familie	 van	Nanāya-Kānat	 het	

Judese	 huwelijksrecht	 (deels)	 heeft	 willen	 toepassen	 in	 wat	 anders	 een	 Babylonisch	

contract	zou	zijn	geweest.		
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	 In	 hoofdstuk	 vijf	 zal	 ik	 aantonen	 dat	 de	 varianten	 in	 de	 Aramese	

huwelijksdocumenten	verklaard	kunnen	worden	op	basis	van	de	sociale	netwerken	van	

de	leden	van	de	families	voor	wie	de	respectievelijke	documenten	geschreven	zijn.	Om	dit	

te	 kunnen	 doen	 zal	 ik	 een	 methode	 toepassen	 die	 bekend	 staat	 als	 Social	 Network	

Analysis.	Aan	de	hand	van	Social	Network	Analysis	laat	ik	zien	dat	de	Judese	gemeenschap	

op	Elephantine	eiland	niet	homogeen	was	in	haar	compositie.	De	gemeenschap	bestond	

uit	 goed	 te	 onderscheiden	 sociale	 netwerken,	 die	 allen	 met	 verschillende	

sociaaleconomische	omstandigheden	geassocieerd	kunnen	worden.	Omstandigheden	die	

uiteindelijk	ook	tot	de	varianten	in	de	huwelijksdocumenten	hebben	geleid.	Het	sociale	

netwerk	van	de	Mibṭaḥiah	familie	bevatte	prominente	leden	van	de	Judese	gemeenschap,	

zoals	 priesters,	wat	 aangeeft	 dat	 de	 familie	 een	 belangrijke	 centrale	 positie	 binnen	 de	

gemeenschap	 innam.	 Het	 is	 deze	 centrale	 positie	 die	 de	 familie	 van	 Mibṭaḥiah	 de	

mogelijkheid	heeft	geboden	om	de	eigen	belangen	binnen	het	contract	te	waarborgen	met	

behulp	 van	 additionele	 clausules.	 Anders	 was	 de	 situatie	 van	 de	 familieleden	 van	 de	

Ananiah	 familie,	 die	 grotendeels	 rond	moesten	 komen	 van	 een	 beperkt	 inkomen.	 	 Als	

gevolg	van	dit	beperkte	inkomen,	kon	de	Ananiah	familie	een	minder	prominente	positie	

binnen	de	gemeenschap	innemen,	wat	zijn	weerslag	heeft	gehad	op	hun	sociale	netwerk	

en	uiteindelijk	ook	op	de	compositie	van	de	contracten	en	andere	rechtsdocumenten	die	

voor	de	familie	zijn	opgesteld.	Uit	een	vergelijking	tussen	de	huwelijksdocumenten	van	de	

Mibtahiah	familie	en	de	 familie	van	Ananiah	blijkt	bijvoorbeeld,	dat	de	Ananiah	 familie	

veelal	clausules	gebruikten	die	hen	moesten	beschermen	tegen	mogelijke	rechtszaken	in	

de	toekomst. 
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