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WAS THAMUDIC OF THE NEGEV A MIDIANITE SCRIPT
DERIVED FROM PROTO-SINAITIC?

HARRIS James, Orem, USA

Early 18th and 19th century explorers of the Sinai, Negev and Arabian deserts discovered rock-
newn inscriptions of former inhabitants and sojourners of these regions. Some of these inscriptions
appeared 10 be graffitti composed of names and slangs whose origin came from a wide range of

pomadic and caravaneer cultures (Egyptian, Edomite, Moabite, sundry Canaanite, Nabatian, Greek,
Roman, Arabian, etc.) . Others appeared to be instructions, poetry, songs, prayers and religious worship
spanning several millennia. Many of those in the Arabian deserts were repesentative of Semitic pre-
Arabic language groups classified as South Arabian Thamudic scripts. While Proto-Sinaitic, Moabite,
Edomite,and Proto-Canaanite inscriptions were translated using Hebrew roots, the Thamudic inscriptions
were believed to be of more recent origin and thus were translated using classical Arabic roots.
Although geographically the inscriptions of the Negev wers farther northwest than other Thamudic
inscriptions, the script of the Negev has been widely and uncritically believed to be a pre-Arabic script
derived from the south Arabian script, classifying it with Thamudic. "Uncritically believed” becauss,
until the recent publication of Ancient Rock Inscription, Supplement to Map of Har Naths (196) 12-01,
in which Thamudic inscriptions of the Negev ware published, conclusions wera based on an insufficient
number of signs and failure to recognize the unique features of this script. With a collection of about
thirty-five panels and the identification of significant archaic features we feel justified in suggesting an
alternative to the widely accepted supposition. ,

- Our studies of the existing 35 panels led us to asked several questions about the scripts of the
Negsv;
1. Are the rock-inscribed characters of Har Karkoum, Har Nafha, and the region of the central
Negev representative of a distinctive alphabet or mersly another local variation of the South
Arablan, Thamudic family of scripts?
2. If itis a distinctive Semitic script or a close relative of the Thamudic alphabets,
a. Does it preceda, or is it contamporary with, or post-date the other Thamudic and
Semitic scripts?
b. - What is its origin?
¢. Who used it?
d. What is the language of its transiation?
3. What are the translations of the already discovered panals?
4. What are the implications of this discovery to an understanding of the history, cuitures and
psoples who used this script?
5. What are the benefits of this knowledge to us today?

The first two questions will be answered in this article, while the remaining three will be
dddressed in a separate articie entitied, "Some Preliminary Transiations of Negev Thamudic As A
Kenite/Israelite Script Expressing A Proto-Canaanite Language”.

Our method was to first catalogue and compare all other known similar Thamudic alphabetic
tharacters with those found in the Negev. The frequency comparisons and use of the ligatures between
the scripts led us to conclude that:

1) The 35 panels of the Negev Thamudic evidenced a distinctive alphabet from other graups of
Thamudic in letter form, use and style;

2) The Negev Thamudic (NT) contained archaic forms in greatsr frequency than other Proto-
Canaanite and South Arabian scripts;

3) The archaic forms were similar to or identical to Proto-Sinaitic signs and ligatures suggesting
that the NT is probably older and more ciosely tied to the Prota-Sinaitic alphabet than the later
Thamudic and pre-Arabic systems. The work of Benjamin Sass on the origin of South Semitic
and West Semitic Scripts (1991) presents a reliable framework with which we may examine the



quastion expressed. Sass pointsd out that F. Cross (1354) gave his opinion that p
scripts developed from Proto-Canaanite script based on his examination of the sha
some of the letters and the unfixed direction of writing, To the above criteria Sass
the following questions must alsa be addressed.

1. Do the archaaclogical evidance and writing sources confirm the existence of a literate doclety In th
Peninauls in the fourteenth-thirteenth centuries <BCE>7 ' :
2. Do the characteristic faatures of the early aouth Semitic script—the latter forms. their names and

and the direction af writing-demonatrate a link with the fourteanth-thirteanth-canturies <BC > Northy
Semitic alphabet? (Sasa, 1991, p. 28.) :

In the summary of Benjamin Sass in which he linked the South Arabian script to
he observed a resemblance of ten out of twenty-two letters to Canaanite/Phoenician
forms , also stating that this resemblance was sufficient to "confirm the position hel
scholars that consonantal alphabetic writing was adopted in South Arabia under the
of the Northwast Semitic alphabet” (Sass, 1991, p. 861. Wa take the liberty of para
the above to fit the Negav script. We link the Thamudic of the Negev to Proto-Sina
observed a resemblancs of fourteen out of twenty-two letters to Proto-Sinaitic letter 0
also stating that this resemblance was sufficient to confirm the position not held by
scholars that consonantal alphabetic writing was adopted in the Negev under the influ
Proto-Sinaitic lerter forms. Also observed in section 3.4.1 of Sass (p. 76) that in his
discussion of each letter he did not find archaic forms for the Alif {Aleph}, or the Ba (B
both of which we find in Negev Thamudic and other signs which spring from an altern
offshoot, such as the archaic Yodh, in which the body of the Set animal in abstract fo
became the Proto-Canaanite Yodh ( [J | ) While the tail of the Set ( ! ) animal bec
the Negev Thamudic Yodh. :

4) NT's geographic proximity, use of archaic and Proto-Sinaitic forms, direction of read
and material culture found associated with the inscriptions suggest that this is an early ¢
shoot of Proto-Sinaitic (possibly pre-Proto-Canaanite script) and associated with the ling
franca of the region which was the early Semitic or Proto-Canaanite language. The early
of this NT script is indicated by the archaic forms in use from the Proto-Sinaitic corpus
Thamudic of the Negev, like other inscriptions of that period, may read left 10 right, rig

left, top to bottom, or boustrophadon. Also somae archaic ligatures are carried into the N
material. The following are a few examples; :
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The twenty-two sound zign [hamuaic-like alphabet found in the Negev has charactanancs nacassary 10 idenufy.
an offshoot of the prote-Sinaitic alphabst. The numbaer and nature of the archaic signs certainly suggest the
possibility that it in older than ths Prote-Canaanite script and that it may have bean used by the sarly southern

Hebrews and Midianitas to writa the Proto-Canaanite language. A comparative chart of the scripts ig in tha T
and lustrations section following thie article,

Early in this century Hubert Grimme, and Van den Brandsn, suggested an early
appearance of Thamudic and in the 1987, BASOR article Martin Barnal first identified the
"pictographic Sinai alphabet as very old and in soma way related to other alphabets® (Be
1987, p. 11). He then suggested that the most obvious links of Proto-Sinaitic to the
alphabets found on the Phoenician coasts were in Ugaritic and Thamudic alphabets,
Continuing his focus on Thamudic he wrote:

Theaea alphabets ars particulerly congervetive, partly because many of them were used in
remote deserts but more because the Arabic and gouth Arabian languages they reprasent sesm
o have been closer than sny others to those spokan in the Levant in the early sacond
riflennium BC. [Or in other words closer to the Prota-Canaanite language.| Thus thair letters
hava batter phonetic correspondences to those of the original forms than do thosa of
Canaanite, Gresk, and Anatollan (ibid.).




Emmanuel Anati has suggested that the inscriptions found in the Mar Karkom area exhibit
significantly darker and lighter shades of patination on the same rock. This process would
require centuries ta build up between the initial placement of inscriptions. Professor Anati
observed a rock near Har Karkom (172-173-174, Site HK/318, pp. 163-164) with three
distinct inscriptions that demonstrata activity at this site over a number of centuries. Our
transiation of his comments reads as follows:

This reck with the Inscription has In front of it another rock In the natural forrm of a hasin
that was put there by man end supported by smaller rocks {go that the basin would ba lavel].
All around this . . . thers is an alignad circle of rooks that indicats a fence. From ons side

lower) you can see & view of the "plaza,” from the other [side] it prasents 8 majestic profile of
Har Karkom.

This 2one hea the impression todsy of a silent desert though at one tims it was full of life
end humen activity, On the trail that is above the site towards the west their is a heap [very
larga bouldar] and next to it a black rock with inscriptions of st lgaat three ditfarant phases of
coating (desert varnish). In front of (and & litte to the left of the inscribed rock] thare has been
posted (placed) a rack with @ concave surface like a basin [as mentioned shovel. Tha srea that

aurrounds it ia a circle [mede) from amall rocks (Anati, E., | SITI 4 PLAZA DI HAR KARKOM,
Archivi, Vol. 9 Capo di Ponte (Edizieni del Centro), 1887).

Photographs from Anati’s volume p. 164 ara included by permission of the author. Script
identification or translation would not be possible without several additional photographs
taken from different angles and featuring various areas of the panel. Sketches made on site
with explanatory notes and personal physical examination of the rock would aiso be heipful.
From what can be seen in Anati’s photo (Tables & Nllustration Pages) differing shades of

patination do appear to be present that would suggest the passing of several centuries
between inscriptions.

Along with the abave, other indications of the use of this Thamudic script in the Negev
from its emergencs out of Serabit el Khadim to0 300 BC. include a persistent retention of
pictographic signs (espacially when used in connection with the divine names El and Jah and
used in ways characteristic of 8th and 7th century BC, practices) also the use of a Persian
loan word that could not have enterad the vocabulary before 300 BC.. The above featurss
are considered in detail in a subsequent paper titled, *Some Praliminary Translations of Negev
Thamudic As A Kenite/Israelite Script Expressing A Proto-Canaanite Language.”

Concluding his discussion of the "Alphabet of Primary Transmission, "and in reference to
ancient finds he (Bernal) added, "These finds have revived hypotheses proposed early in this
century by Grimma that Thamudic should be dated to the second millennium” (1987, p. 12).
Bernal was no doubt referring to the hypothetical Thamudic script that Grimme called *Old
Thamudic™ and Van den Branden called *Primitive Thamudic” (Winnett, 1937, p. 19.).
Winnett said that the only reason the notion of an "Old Thamudic® script was not widely
accepted was that Grimme could not preduce samples of the script (Ibid.), Wae suggest that
the Thamudic of the Negev could very well be that ancient script,

Qur corpus of Thamudic inscriptions from the Negev is still smail but if the format of the
1990 Archaeological Survey of Israel continues to find the same volume and scope of material
there will soon be an abundance of inscriptions upon which to make more solid judgments. It
is also probable that the large collection of Emmanuel Anati will yield valuable information on
the early colonization and later pilgrimage utilization of the Har Karkom area.

5§} The location, volume, and manner of distribution of panels requires a sedintary population
sufficient to produce such a corpus. Our evidence produced two pericds of time when such a
demography existed capable of supporting the numbers and use of the script, the mid-second
millenium BC and the 10th to 6th centuries BC Middianite/Kennite/Israelite society of the
Negev. This is & particularly appealing group in explaining the origin, transfer and use of the

NT script. In the opening paragraphs of M. Halloun’s transiations of the Negev inscriptions
from Har Nafha he states:



The Thamudic inscriptions published harain enhance our knowledge of the scops of
Thamudic settlement in the Negev, If at one umae it was assumed that Inscriptions discovered in -
the Negev were but traces of Thamudic tribes passing thraugh the ragion, particularly aiong tha
main trade routes, this assemblage of inscriptions, as well as additional inscriptions published and
unpublished, now ocalls for a resvaluation of the subject.

Halloun asserts that the recant idantification and assemblage of Negev Thamudic
a reevaluation of the subject that would explain the scope and dating of the scripts ¢
with the archaeological evidences. Archaeological evidence from the first and secon
centuriesAD (the presumed dates of the inscriptions) is insufficient to establish the h
sattlement in the region, especially insofar as Thamudic settlement and sedentarizatio
concerned. Camprehensive epigraphic research could contributa a great deal to this
subject (Holloun, Supplement, 1990 p. 36). A most probable period, prior to the ung
first and second canturies, could be tha tenth to early sixth centuries BC. This was
when the largest population is known to have existed in the Negev. Y. Aharoni describ
baginning of this period as follows:

In David's time-conversion of the semi-nomad zonas to the south district of the Kingdom of
Judeh with parmanent settlements <represents™> more than a natural development. ... Tha
Nagev of Judah, the Nagev of Casleb, and the Negev of ths Kenites reached a height of
devslopment unparalieled in all ite history *The Negev of Judah® /£/, Vel. 8, (pp. 28-38).

We suggest that the concept of writing and the forms of the Negev script were b
the Negev by Midianite miners returning home from the Sinai. The following comments
Nelson Glueck are supportive of the above proposition:

The Kenitas who were native 10 thesa mining regions and whosa very name reveaia that they
weore smiths, were evidently ameong tha craltsmen who furnished the skillad labor in connaction
with tha verious mining, ameiting, end manufacturing operations . . ., The Kenites were the enes
in all probability who introduced the Israslites to the arts of mining and metaliurgy (*Kenites and
Kenizzites” PEQ, 1940 January, pp. 22.-24).

As the most probable miners of the Sinai the Midianites also qualify as probable carries
the madified Sinaitic script to the Negev. While much of Israel and the north and west
Judah may have eagerly accepted the Canaanite script the descendants of the fervently
nomadic tribes of the Negev heartland would understandably be more reluctant to give ug
their sacred script.

The close alliance of israel with the Kenites is stated in the Bible and is in harmony wi
the observations of both Nelson Glueck and Benjamin Mazar. {B. Mazar, "Arad and the Fa
of Hobob the Kenite” JNES, Vol. XXIV, No. 3, July, 1965, pp. 297-303; and N, Glueck
(1940) pp 22-24). Tha composition of that population is described in ths following passa
from the Bible:

And the children of the Kenite, Moses father-in-law, went up out of tha city of
palm traes with the childran of Judah, into the wilderness of Judah, which listh in
the gouth of Arad; and thay want and dwelt among the people (Judges 1: 16-17).

Intermarriage and integration {of the two peoples) continued and buiit on the foundation
that began when lsraal wandered for forty years in the wilderness, both peoples
accommodating the promises recorded in Numbers,

The Kenite kinship to Israel is also expressed in the woards of ques to Hobab:

And he said, Leave us not, | pray thee: forasmuch as thou knowest how we are to encamp, in
the wildarness, and thou may be 10 ug ingtead of syes. And it shall ba if theu go with us, yea,
it shall be that what goodness the Lord shall do unte us, tha samae shall wa do unto thea
(Numbers 10;31-32 ).

Under the United Kingdom the integration of these peoples seems to have been
completed. Arad became a fortified city with the approval of the royal House of Judah, ev
as it is written in the Book of Sarnuel:



When an Israslite King constructad a fortrass on the sita thers was also built within tha holy

preainot, a houce of God. ... And the gane of Hobab conunued to function within it &8 prisgts,
the asne af Hebab baing rightesus with loraal (| Eamuct 151 &, and Mumbors 10132).

Extensive excavations at the site of Tel Arad. have to some extent affirmed a major degree
of integration. The site was occupied from the tenth century BC until the destruction of the
kingdom of Judah, Strata six to eleven at Tel Arad show use of the Hebrew language on
inscription material (920-595 BC). Tha fifth strata, fifth to fourth centuries) indicatss that
Aramaic was the prevailing languags (Y. Aharoni, "The Arad Ingeriptions,” /ES, Jerussaiem,
1881). The above should not be taken to infer that all Midianites, or aven that all Kenite
Midianites, wers integrated into Israel. It is suggested that only the Hobab clan and all that
joined with them became assimilated into israel,

Two Proto-Sinaitic Inscriptions:

The two inscriptions featrued herein have baen the subject of considerable attention since
the 1929 publication of Cowley (*The Sinaitic Inscriptions”, JEA, vol. 15, p. 218}, the
decipherment of W. F. Albright in 1928/29 (A Neglected Hebrew insription of the Thirteenth
Century BC®, AFO, vol. 5, pp. 150-2} and a reappsarance in his 1968 book titled, The Proto-
Sinaitic Inscriptions and Their Decipherment {Harvard University Press, Cambridge). The latter
work on these two panels was "corrected® by Anson Rainey in a 1981 /EJ {vol. 3, pp. 92-4)
article titled, *Some Minor Points in Two Proto-Sinaitic Inscriptions”®, Other recent articles
include A. Rainey (1975, pp. 11-114), Beit Arieh (1978, pp. 179-82), and B. Sass (1988, p. 27).

Gerster's No. 1, and Inscription No, 357 provide further rsinforcement for the Hobab/Kenite/
Israelite union and suggest a date two hundred years earlier for Kenito/lsraelite activity in the
Sinai (i.e. earlier than the date set by W. F. Albright and popularized by Cecil B. DeMille). For
both inscriptions the transiations of Wm, H. Shea will be presented without argument,

The Translation of Gerster’'s No. 1, (by Shea): :TJ l‘.':.: @
“And for the congregation and Hobab S <

a mighty furnace.”

-
[
£

Shea then suggests that an alternate (and
smaather) reading would be;

*A mighty furnace fi.e. a smelter) (was <
supplied) for the congregation (of Israel)

and for Hobab (the Kenite from Midian,

ibid. p.85).

In the interest of identifying the time period of these events Shea recalled the text of Judges
4:11, and stated that it was Hobab (not Jethro) that remained with Israel in the Sinai for one
year. Also that the inscription dates to the New Kingdom period of Egyptian history, "the same
general period in which the biblical Exodus took place.” Both the name Hobab and the word for
congregation are linked with the language of the period and the geographical region. He then
concludes with: *We have here in this inscription, then, a contemporary text inscribed by
someone from among the biblical people of Israel [or a Kenite] not long after they had left Egypt,
while they were encamped in Sinai® (Ibid. p.88),

A paragraph on the impact of this inscription upon the date of the Exodus is also helpful.
The Date of the Exodus, For those who conaider the biblical Exodus 10 have been an historical
avent there has bean a long standing discussion ovar tha data when it was thaught to have
ocourred. Two main dates have been propased: one in tha thirteenth century BC., under the
ninstsanth Egyptian Dynasty af the Ramaeseides, and ths other in the fiftesnth century, under the
Eighteenth Dynasty of the Tuthmasidas. If tha interpretation of this Prote.Sinaitie Inseription
proposed ebove is carract, it ia decisively in favor of tha sarlier date (ibid., p. 93),




Proto-Sinaitic Inscription No. 357, (translation by Shea):
Transiation:

"We continued mining for Abib. The king Thutmoses haard and said

*We continued mining for {the month of) Abib. The king Thuthmose h
ordered, four (months of mining).”

.(E.
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(::\ A smoother English paraphrased version was then provided:
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Shea continued his commentary and conclusions by pointing out that the minin
usually from January to the end of March, but the king now required them to work a
month (a fourth month) into the season of intanse heat (Shea, Ugarit- Forschunge
1988. pp. 301-3086). Two brief observations are add by Shea: )

First, tha referanca to a Thutmose in the second verdeal line of the Inscription detas the time whan

this text wag inscribed to the early 18th Dynasty when the Thutmosides occupied the throns of

Egypt. That ehronelogical indicator also provides a ganeral date for the development and use of thig

early alphabatic acript in the other inacriptions of this type found in the sams region. Sacond it

provides a context for the use of the month nama of Ablb which, prior to the discovery of this

inseription was known only from the biblical record of the Exedus (Ibid., pp. 307-308).

in gll of the photos of the above inscription, that we have been able to access, no
convincing evidence of the presence of the name of Thuthmoses, but transliterations o
vertical and horizontal lines of text are generally in agreement. Where word divisions
made is, at this point in time, entirely left to the disgression of the translator. Theref
transiations these two Sinaitic inscriptions must remain only in the relm of possibilities
that want the history of thase inscriptions and the bases for each sound assignment s
to tha complete article by Wm. H. Sheal.

Also, while working on this material at the Ecole Biblique library we encountered an
by ltzhaq Beit Arieh, (the second of thrse articles appearing under the title, Explorations
Serabit El-Khadim, "} and authored by 1. Raphael Giveon, 2. ltzhaq Beit Arieh, 3. and Be
Sass. Arieh’s exploration of the "Mine L® area enabled him to make significant correcti
signs comprising Inscription No. 357 {1877} and the Gerster No. 1, Inscription. We ca
ignars his work and do not have space to include it in detail (the detail will be suppiied i
subsequent sarticle). A brief statement of the impact of Arieh’s corraections will be includ

Arieh On No. 367: The transliterations of Itzhaq Beit Arieh confirm Shea’s translitera
with the exception of the last two lettars in the name Shea translated as "Thut-"mose. A _
not offer a translation {Anah et.al. 1977, p. 179). :

Arigh On Gerster’'s No. 1: Eight sign changes require a reconsideration of the transiati
“b'du pl 363'.

Column Shea’s transliterations Arieh’s signs Harris/Hone translations
t WL'AD WL'D "And for the congragation
Il TWKhBEB TWKhBBL and Hobab"® {the T may be a svmbﬁ
1 ‘ADY (Our (Columns Il & IV are 100 uncertain

transliterations) to allow an educated guess.!
v RKR/

Translation (of columns |, & II); "And for the congregation and for Hobab, The overall effect
the work of Arieh was to strengthen the sign identification arrived at by Shea.
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The inscriptions examined for this study are concentrated in the area occupied by Kenitas
and Israelites from the time of Israel’s arrival in the Sinai and through tha-time of thair wondaring
in the Negev. Kaenite skills in mining, smelting, desert survival, and the writing skills and script
that both groups may have brought from the Sinai to the Negev ware all réinforcad by their
union.

8. In conclusion, batween the fourtsenth and sixth centuries BC a literate Midianite/Israslite
society existed in the Sinai and the Negev. This society continued in the area where the
greatest assemblage of the inscriptions have been found thus far, The Hobab/Kenite/
Midianite/Israslite groups were both geographically positioned to transmit the Proto-Sinaitic
script to the region of the Negev with their own modifications of that alphabetic system. The
common language used by these groups has generally been translatad through the
Hebrew/Proto-Canaanite root words.

SUMMARY

Our answers to the initials questions are:

1. Are the rock-inscribed characters of Har Karkoum, Har Nafha, snd the region of the central
Negev representative of a distinctive alphabet or merely another local variation of the South
Arabian, Thamudic family of seripts?

Answer: The petroglyphs appear to be repressntative of a distinctivs alphabet derived from
the Proto-Sinaitc script,

2. Ifitis a distinctive Semitic script or a close relative of the Thamudic alphaberts,
a. Does it precede, or is it contemporary with, or post-date the other Thamudic and
Semitic scripts?
Answer: As an early Semitic script we suggest that the Thamudic of the Negev is probably
the undiscovered "Qld Thamudic" or Proto-Thamudic script suggested to exist by Grimme,
Bernal, Van den Branden, Rabin, and Winnett with an origin in the mid-second millenium BC
pre-dating the other Thamudic and Proto-Canaanite scripts. Howaver, it continued to exist

along side the other Proto-Canaanite and older Semitic scripts until possibly as late as the
4th cantury BC.

b. What is its origin?

Answer: The Negev Thamudic was developed from the Proto-Sinaitic script in the mid-
second millenium BC,

¢. Whao used it?
Answer: Hobab/Midiannite/Kennite/lsraslite miners and traders working for Eqyptian masters

in the Serabit el Kadim region of the Sinai transparted this script in the mid-second millenium
BC to ths area of the Central Negev with their own alphabetic modifications, They
continued to use it along side other Proto-Canaanite/Hebrew 8Cripts in the area until thers

was a disruption of their soclety (possibly the Assyrian and Babylonian invasions in the late
eighth, seventh and sixth centurles BC.).

d. What is the language of its translation?

Answer: The most probable language of these people was Proto-Canaanite or Old West
Semitic (Old Hebraw),

The next article entitled “Some Preliminary Translations of Negev Thamudic As A
/lsraelite Script Expressing A Proto-Canaanite Language” will examine some of the possible
ions of the existing Thamudic panals from the Negev. ["Tables and lllustration” pages follow.]




TABLES AND ILLUSTRATIONS

Comparative Chart of Archeic VWest Semitic, & South Semitic Sign F
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Thamudic of the Negev, tiks other inseriptions of that period, may read left to right
left, top to bottom, or boustmphedon Alse some archaic ligatures are carried into the
material, ;
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