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J. F. Healey: Aramaic Inscriptions of the Roman Period

Healeyas volume is presented as a continuation of
John Gibsonas Textbook of Syrian Semitic Inscriptions
(TSSI) series, which appeared in three volumes from
197141982. He presents here a selection of 80 texts
from five dialects of Middle Aramaic: Nabataean, 4Jewish
(Palestinian)a, Palmyrene, Early Syriac and Hatrene. The
collection ranges from the 2nd century BC to the 4th cen-
tury AD, and so is broadly contemporary to the period of
Roman interest in the Near East. Like the earlier volumes
of TSSI, Healey explains that athere is no intention here
to re-edita (p. V), but rather to provide an introductory
volume that is representative of the surviving material.
Each text is given a very brief introduction, and the com-
mentary sometimes includes further remarks on items of
social, religious or political interest. There follows a bib-
liography of the textis main publications, which Healey
states should always be consulted for full information
about the certainty of the reading and translation. Af-
ter the transliteration and translation there is a commen-
tary. The focus here is explanatory, with a grammatical
analysis of nearly every word, rather than on the variant
readings and translations. A lexical index, arranged by
dialect, completes the volume.

Healey begins with two introductory chapters. The
first sets the texts in their historical and cultural con-
text, and begins with brief summaries of the histories of
Nabataea, Judaea, Palmyra, Edessa and Hatra. This is fol-
lowed by equally brief sections on some common social
and cultural issues on which the texts can shed light: lit-
eracy and bilingualism, ethnicity, law and religious syn-
cretism. The second deals with linguistic matters. Firstly
there is an overview of the different scripts, complete
with a chart illustrating the different dialects in their cur-
sive and monumental forms. A discussion of the lan-
guage follows. This begins with an overview of the differ-
ent phases of Aramaic, following Fitzmyeras categorisa-
tion into Old, Official, Middle and Late. Joseph Fitzmyer,
A Wandering Aramaean, Montana 1979, p. 57484. There
is then a more detailed linguistic examination of the dif-
ferent dialects, and an attempt to draw out their salient
or distinctive features. This is illustrated by a chart (p.
51). Healey is careful to caution as to the introductory
nature of his analysis throughout these chapters, noting
that there are complications and exceptions to the fea-
tures he proposes, and the reader is given ample bibli-
ographies to investigate the different dialects further.


http://www.h-net.org/reviews/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0199252564

H-Net Reviews

The following chapter has the Nabataean inscriptions
and texts. The collection is organised by region, begin-
ning with the texts from Petra and ending with those
from the Hauran. The full chronological spectrum is
also covered, with Healey including the earliest known
Nabataean text (from Elusa, 2nd century BC) and the lat-
est (from Hegra, AD 356). He rightly emphasises the di-
versity in the language and scripts that have traditionally
been grouped in the aNabataeana corpus (p. 28), and the
wide range of texts he includes highlights this. Healey
covers the different categories of inscriptions, including
examples of tomb texts, honorifics, building inscriptions
and dedications. Two legal texts on papyrus from Na-
hal Hever represent the very limited surviving number
of written Nabataean documents. The selection of Jew-
ish (Palestinian) Aramaic texts begins with two letters of
Simon Bar Kosibah delivering his orders during the Sec-
ond Jewish Revolt (AD 1324135). There follows a papyrus
detailing the sale of part of a house, also probably from
Nahal Hever. Healey has chosen not to include any ex-
amples of Jewish literary texts here. These are abundant,
but cannot readily be used as comparative material for
the other dialects. The section is therefore finished with
some examples of the relatively limited surviving epi-
graphic material: a synagogue building inscription and
examples of tomb inscriptions and dipinti.

The Palmyrene inscriptions are organised by subject
matter: firstly a selection of honorific texts, including
a pair of statue dedications from the Grand Colonnade
honouring King Odainath and Queen Zenobia (AD 271),
secondly the famous bilingual Palmyra tariff text, which
details the taxes on goods going in and out of the city,
thirdly a selection of religious dedications from three of
Palmyrads many temples, and finally three tomb texts.
The Early Syriac section contains texts mainly from a fu-
nerary context, including a number of mosaic inscrip-
tions from the late 2nd and 3rd century AD. There are
also two 3rd century legal parchments, one recording
the transfer of a debt and the other the sale of a slave.
Texts and translations of these had appeared in Drijvers
and Healeyés Old Syriac Inscriptions (1999), but here they
are also accompanied by a commentary. The Hatrene in-
scriptions are also organised by subject matter. A num-
ber of religious texts from Hatraas large central sanc-
tuary area are followed by a selection of statue dedica-
tions, some mentioning the royal family. The last five
texts are a selection of the legal inscriptions concerning
Hatraas temples. These specify punishments, for exam-
ple for those caught stealing from the temple or temple
slaves deserting their posts.

The immediate points of comparison for Healey are
the earlier volumes of TSSI There have been some
changes in presentation. The practice of transliterating
the different Aramaic dialects solely into the Hebrew
square script has been abandoned, in line with current
practice. This is appropriate to the introductory nature of
the volume and allows the Aramaic to be more accessible
to readers who may not be familiar with Hebrew. Healey
is able to include 21 figures and plates of both inscribed
and written material which help to illustrate his discus-
sions of the various scripts. He omits, however, any kind
of epigraphic concordance, which would have been help-
ful considering that most of the texts are also found in a
handful of corpora treating the individual dialects.

TSSI received a mixed a reception, partly because
Gibson occasionally proposes unsupported translations
without sufficient justification, and was sometimes com-
pared unfavourably with Donner and RAlligas then re-
cent KanaanAwzische und aramAsische Inschriften. See,
for example, the review of TSSI I by Joseph Fitzmyer,
in: Journal of Biblical Literature 91 (1972), pp. 1094110
and 112. Healey is careful to note that he does not pro-
vide full information on the text, but only acknowledges
the most significant doubts in readings (p. V). There are
therefore numerous variant translations, readings and
interpretations that are omitted. We could note as an
example NehmA®©4s recent discussion of the term dtrd
in Nabataean texts, which appears several times in the
Nabataean section and has particular relevance for the
discussion of the divine name dwtrd in text 4. LaA'la
NehmA®©, Inscriptions nabatA©ennes vues et revues A
Medain Salih, in: Arabia 3 (200542006), pp. 1794226, here
pp- 2144216. Specialists may find such information has
not been included elsewhere. These are not the stan-
dards, however, by which this volume should be judged.
Healey is generally careful to follow the most favoured
readings and translations, and so largely produces an ac-
curate reflection of the scholarly consensus.

There are two small choices in presentation which
are less successful. Firstly, although the lines of each
text are numbered, the commentaries do not feature the
line numbers prominently or consistently enough. This
can make the process of locating a particular word in
the commentary more cumbersome than it need be. Sec-
ondly, the treatment of bilingual Greek/Aramaic texts is
not consistent. Healey states that he does not intend to
discuss the Greek in detail, and that it is donly translated
separately if it is very brief or if it adds significantly to
the Aramaica (p. VIII). In fact, the Greek is nearly always
translated, mostly in a separate section but sometimes
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contiguously with the Aramaic. Only in the lengthy tax
law of Palmyra (no. 37) the Greek text has no trans-
lation. Unfortunately this includes the only part of the
Greek that does not have an Aramaic parallel (a section
on sureties), so we do not have a full English version of
the inscription.

However, these are relatively minor matters, and they
do not detract greatly from what is a valuable volume. It
will be well received by students not only with an interest

in these Middle Aramaic dialects, but also in the history
and culture of those centres where they were used. By
bringing together a representative collection of these di-
alects, and cross-referencing amply throughout, Healey
highlights the many cultural similarities between the so-
cieties that produced them, as well as some of their more
distinctive features. It therefore serves as a useful intro-
duction and overview of these local cultures that flour-
ished on the eastern fringe of the Roman Empire in the
first centuries AD.
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