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PREFACE 

This dissertation is .a collection of all the published 

Aramaic magic bowls. I am thus indebted to .all the scholars 

who have previously worked on these bowls and wish to express 

my thanks to them in writing here. But two people in particu

lar merit a special word of thanks for the help they have 

given me in my studies and in the preparation of 'this disser

tation. 

Dr. Harvey E. Finley of the Nazarene Theological Seminary .. 

(Kansas City, Missouri) was my ·first Semitics teacher and it 

was he who in large part inspi~ed me to do .further graduate 

work.in the field to which he brings such devotion and mas

tery. 

Dr. Cyrus H. Gordon gave patient and wise counsel as my 

thesis advisor and through three years at Brandeis, the in

spiration of his teaching and scholarship have.been matched 

by his friendship and fatherly interest in me. 

I wish also to thank the University of Massachusetts for 

a spec~al Faculty Research Grant allocation to cover the ex

pense involved in the final typing of this manuscript. 

Finally, I express appreciation and admiration for 

·typist Judith Stark who learned the Hebrew alphabet in order 

to be able .to type the Aramaic and Hebrew portions and did a • 

superb job in all aspects of a difficult project. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Almost sixty years have passed since the publication of 
James A. Montgomery•·s definitive work on the Aramaic magic 

bowls, Aramaic Incantation Texts From·Nippur, 1 a work which 
has been the starting point for every student of the bowls 

since its appearance in 1913. Professor Montgomery's student, 
_Cyrus H. Gordon, was able to say in 1941 that Montgomery's 

book "remains the unrivaled authoritative work on the sub
ject,"2 an evaluation which would still be true today. But, 

although Professor Montgomery's 1913 book is the best, it is 
certainly not the only work on the subject. 

Published in journals and periodicals of many different 
countries are "over one hundred complete texts plus numerous 

partial fragments." 3 These one hundred plus include bowls in 
Mandaic,4 Syriac,5. and what has been.called "Jewish Babylonian 

1James A. Montgomery, Aramaic Incantation Texts From 
Nippur (Philadelphia: The University Museum, 1913). Cited 
hereafter as Montgomery. 

2orientaZia X, 1941, p. 116. 

3william H. Rossell, A Handbook of Aramaic MagicaZ Texts 
(New Jersey: Shelton College, 1953), p. 7. Cited hereafter 
as Rossell, Handbook. 

4The definitive work on Mandaic texts is Edwin Masao 
Yamauchi' s Ma.ndaean Incantation Texts (Ann Arbor: University 
Microfilms, Inc., 1964), a dissertation done in the Department 
of Mediterranean Studies at Brandeis University under Cyrus H. 
Gordon. It contains a full introduction to Mandaic studies, 
a complete grammar of Mandaic (with chapters on Orthography,
Phonetics, the Numerals, Pronouns, Nouns, Particles, Para
digms, Verbs, and Syntax), fifty-two texts transcribed into 
the Hebrew alphabet and translated into English, glossaries, 
and an extremely helpful bibliography. A revised edition is 
now published: Mandaic Incantation Texts (American Oriental 
Series 49; New Haven: American oriental Society,· 1967). 

5The definitive work on Syriac bowls is Victor Hamilton's 
Syriac Incantation Bowis, a dissertation done in the Depart
ment of Mediterranean Studies at Brandeis University under 
Cyrus H. Gordon. 

1 
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Aramaic. 116 The present dissertation is concerned only with 

those texts which were written in Aramaic, texts which have 

be.en described by Professor Gordon as follows: 

The texts under discussion come from Sasanian Baby
lonia before and after 600 A.O. These inscriptions 
are written spirally on terra-cotta bowls; usually 
on the inside of the bowl, sometimes on the outside, 
and sometL,es on both sides.7 

A complete bibliography of the previously published Ara

maic bowls is unnecessary here, for that ta.sk has been handled 

by several other scholars, 8 but a word is needed about the ex

clusion of some, the inclusion of other texts among the 

seventy-two which comprise the bulk of this dissertation. 

Most of the publishers of texts failed to include either a 

photograph or a hand copy of the bowls they translated and 

explained. Their work is omitted in the present dissertation 

because of the fact that there is no way of checking their 

readings, and consequently their translations and comments. 

Only those bowls which could be read by photograph or by a 

facsimile have been included, and their number happens to 

total seventy-two. 

6Rossell, aandbook, p. 7. 

7cyrus H. Gordon, Adventures In the Nearest East (London: 
Phoenix House Ltd., 1957), p. 161. Cited hereafter as Gordon, 
Adventures. 

8Montgomery, pp. 13-22, cites all material known in 1913. 
Franz Rosenthal (:::ie aPamaisti.sche. Forschung, Leiden, 1939) 
includes the bowls in his bibliographies of the various fields 
of Aramaic studies (pp. 34-35, 218-223, 233-235) and he omits 
only P. Lacau's article, "Une Coupe d'Incantation" in Revue 
d'AssyrioZogie, II, 1894, pp. 49-51. Edwin Masao Yamauchi 
(JAOS, 85, 1965, pp. 511-513) includes a "Survey of Research" 
done on the Aramaic bowls to. the year 1965. These lists cite 
all the Aramaic bowls published with the exception of those 
handled by Isak Jeruzalmi in a Sorbonne dissertation (1964) 
entitled Les Coup£s Nagiques Aramienes de Uisopotamie . . Ma
terial published since 1965 is included in the bibliography. 

For t!'le bo•,ls published by Ellis in the volume by 
Layard, Discover: . .,s in the Ruins of flineveh and Baby Zon, 
Montgomery (followed by Rossell and YaJ!lauchi) is incorrect in 
citing the pages as 509-523. Correct to 434-448. 

Also, in the Yamauchi (JAOS 85 (1965] 512) citation of 
Halevy's article in Comptes-rendus, v, correct pages 228-233 
to 288-298. 
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Three other Aramaic incantation bqwls should be men-

tion~d. In 1967, W. S. McCullough published two bowls in-

scribed in Aramaic and three in Mandaic.9 Of the two Aramaic 
bowls, "Bowl B"lO is "badly written" and "badly preserved," 

as McCullough notes 11 and little could be accomplished by re

peating his work here. "Bowl A"12 is very clear and legible, 

and there is little to add to McCullough's transcription, 

translation, or commentary on it. It-·does contain several 

proper names not attested elsewhere among the bowls as well-as 

four new vocabulary words: t':>n, "to ,gird, bind"; iil:l, Afel-

"to afflict": :l1K, !.IH "ghost"; 'KO':>,w,,,, "the Jerusalemite." 

The third bowl worthy of note was published·by Stephen 

Kaufman. 13 The bowl does not contain an Aramaic incantation, 

b_ut is "nothing more than a collection of quotations 11.14 from 

Scripture or from the Targum to a Scripture verse. 

Previous Publications Pertain.inq to the Bowls 

The first Aramaic incantation bowls·were published in 

1853. 15 In the years following that first publication, a 

variety of opinions about the bowls have been expressed. 

Ellis, in 1853, declared of the seven bowls which he trans

lated that "the subject of these inscriptions are amulets or 

charms against evil spirits, diseases and every kind of mis

fortune.1116 And Ellis was certain that the writers of the 

bowls were Jews, because "sometimes pure Hebrew sentences are 

found mixed with the Chaldee, especially in No. s:17 and the 

9JMIB. 

lOJMIB, pp. 6_-10. 

UJ~IB, p: 6. 

12JMIB, pp. 1-5. 

13s. A. Kaufman, "A Unique Magic Bowl From Nippur" (JNES, 
32, 1973, pp. 170-174). 

14Kaufman, "A Unique Magic Bowl," ,P· 171. 

15rn Layard's Discoveries, pp. 434-448, by Thomas Ellis. 

16viscoveries, p. 435. 

17Number fifty-nine in this dissertation. 
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words 'Halleluiah' and 'Selah' occur in nearly every one of 
them." 18 Layard adopted the view of Ellis about the Jewish 
authorship of the bowls, asserting that the Jews, "like the 
Chaldaeans, amongst whom they dwelt, appear to have been cele
brated for their skill in the art of writing charms, 1119 

As to the use of the bowls, Layard noted the conjecture 
of Ellis "that the writing was to be dissolved-in water, to 
be drank (sic) as a cure against disease, or a precaution 
against the arts of witchcraft and magic. 1120 But he justifi

ably raised the following objection to the theory of Ellis: 
"they could not ha:ve been used for that purpose, as the writing 
upon them is perfectly fresh, and it is essential that it 
should be entirely washed into the water to make the remedy 
efficacious." 21 And, having rejected the theory of Ellis, 
Layard added his own: 

As they were found at a considerable depth beneath 
the surface in mounds which had undoubtedly been used 
as place of sepulture, I am rather inclined to believe 
that they were charms buried with the dead, or em
ployed for some purpose at funeral ceremonies, and 
afterwards placed in the grave.22 

Such then were the views of Ellis and Layard in 1853, 
Sixty years later, Montgomery judged the views of Ellis to be 
"wild" and his facsimilies "unreliable, 1123 In short, in the 
opinion of Montgomery, Layard's publication "did little more 
than attract the attention of scholars to a fresh field of 
philology and religious lore. 1124 

18 Dis~overies, p. 435. 

19 Disaove1'ies, p. 446. 

20 Disaoveries, p. 447. 

21 Disaove1;ies, p. 447. 

22oisaoveria ■ , pp. 447-448. It is obvious that such a 
theory could not be true for all the bowls, as text two of 
the dissertation demonstrates. The first half of text two 
is written by "Kupitai" for the benefit of '"Abuna" while the· 
second half is written by the same "'Abuna" for the benefit 
of "Kupitai." Two men would hardly be exchanging funeral 
incantations. 

23Montgomery, p. 16. 

24Montgomery, p. 17. Montgomery also 7ites ,in !hi_~ place 
two article's by M. A. Levy: iibeP die von i,a,•.ll•::; a:.,1ee,r1.mdenen 



Some twenty-four years after the appearance of the 
volume edited by Layard, M. Halevy published some "Observa

tions sur un vase Judeo-Babylonien du British Museum" 25 in 

which he noted two different opinions about the bowls among 

scholars: 

Les uns y voient des coupes a divination dent il est 
deja fait mention dans l'histoire de Joseph (Genese, 
xliv, 5); les autres supposent que ce sont des 
coupes consacrees et dent l'eau qu'elles renfermaient 
etait censee impregnee d'une vertu mysterieuse 
capable de guerir les maladies.26 

The theory connecting the bowls with the divining cup 
of Joseph had been advanced in 1873 by one J.M. Rodwell, in 

an article entitled "Remarks Upon A Terra-Cotta Vase."27 

This idea Halevy rejected because the text of the inscription 
"porte un caractere plutot prophylactique que curatif. n28 

5 

The second theory is that which had been given by Ellis in the 

Layard volume. Halevy deemed it equally false for two reasons: 

L'eau devait avoir pour effet d'effacer l'ecriture a 
la longue. L'epaisseur du bord est telle, d'ailleurs, 
qu'on ne pouvait aisement se servir de la coupe pour 
boire.29 

ahaZdiiischen Inschriften auf Topfgefassen. Ein Beitrag zur 
hebriiischen Pa'laographie u. a. ReZigionsgeschichte, published 
in 1885 in Zeitschrift d. Deutschen MorgenZiindischen . ·· 
GeselZschafti and "Epigraphische Beitrage Zur Geschichte der 
Juden," published in 1861, in Jahrbuch fur die Geschichte der 
Juden. Both articles treat bowl number one of Ellis, using ·. 
his facsimile. Levy's work was "the first scientific treatment 
of this new material" according to Montgomery (p. 17). How
ever, his transcription of the bowl was very imperfect, as a 
comparison of his readings with those given in text eighteen 
of this dissertation will show. 

25 comptes-t>endus, iv, VoL V, pp. 288-29·3. Halevy' s 
article deals with the.same bowl published in 1873 by J.M. 
Rodwell (TSBA, ii·, 1873, pp. 114-118). Rodwell's attempts at 
decipherment were very unsuccessful, the fact -which first 
prompted Halevy to take up the same text. In this disserta
tion, the Rodwell-Halevy text is number sixty-five. 

26comptes-rendus, V, p. 288. 

21 TSBA, II, 1873, pp. 114-118 and one plate. 

28 comptes-rendus, V, p. 288. 

29comptes-rendus, V, pp. 288-289. 
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Having rej,ected the opinions of both Rodwell and 
Ellis,30 Halevy proceeded to voice his own theory about the 

function of the bowls: 

Il parait done plus probable que ces vases etaient 
de simples amulettes, destines a preserver la famille 
centre les demons et les maladies dont ces etres 
etaient reputes les auteurs. En d'autres termes, 
c'etaient des talismans de famille.3l 

Halevy placed the approximate date of the bowl which he 
was editing "vers le neuvieme siecle apres notre ere. 1132 

Since the time of Montgomery the date has been pushed back by 
about two or three hundred years. 33 

The work of Halevy was followed in 1885 by the publica
tion of an article entitled "Sur un vase judeo-babylonien de 
musee Lycklama de Cannes (Provence) 1134 written by Henri 
Hyvernat. Although he ~id include several points of interest 
in his article, "the photographic reproduction in Hyvernat's 
publication is not clear enough to warrant emendations of his 

30 strangely,· Halevy does not even mention Layard's own 
opinion about the funerary function of these bowls. Nor does 
he acknowledge the earlier works of M.A. Levy, who, for 
example, in 1861, had already rejected Layard's idea and de
clared that the bowls were simply "Bannspriiche, welche schad
liche r.eister aus dem Hause vertreiben sollten" (Jahl'buch, II, 
p. 267). 

31 comptes-rendus, V, p. 289, 

32 comptes-l'endua, V, p. 292. When the date of the bowls 
is set this late, room is made for the theory of Halevy about 
Dallallah. It is, he argued (pp. 292-293), composed of two 
elements: Dall, "porte" and .4U.ah, "Dieu." But by assuming 
that the element Allah could have been represented by a pagan. 
god during the Babylonian period, Halevy posits an original 
Dali-.4ni, or "(petite) porte de Anou," the ·analogue o.f sab-ili, 
or "(grande) porte de Il." This name .was later changed to . 
Dali-Allah by the Arabs, "au point de vue -du monotheisme." · 
Subsequent reading of this text, which• is number sixty-five-· 
in the present dissertation, shows the reading of Dail-A Ha.ii 
to be incorrect and Halevy's arguments unnecessary. 

33Montgomery, pp. 102-105. He is followed by Gordon (Ad
ventures, p. 161), Obermann (AJSLL, 1940, p. 2), Rossell 
(Handb0ok, p. 10), Yamauchi (,.TAOS, 85, 1965, p. 511), and 
McCullough (,r,:;Ja, pp. xi-xii). 

34zx, II, 1885, pp. 113-146 plus two plates. 
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transcriptio11," 35 But in his work, Henry i:lyvernat followed 

Halevy in the citation of some Ta'l.mudic parallels to the 
magic bowl which he published, 36 explaining such parallels in 

the following terms: 

Les exiles de la .Palestine n'•I accepterent done jamais 
la religion de le_urs conquerants et c' est pourquoi
ils eurent.plus d'une fois a souffrir leurs perse-· 
cutions. Mais le sentiment du merveilleux ·se · 
developpa a l'exces chez eux et leur esprit con
tracta une tendance bien marquee a la superstition·. 
Cette· tendance presida a la composition des livres 
Talmudiques.37 

In spite of the early recognition of such similarity.be
tween the bowls and certain parts of the Talmud, very little 

has been written beyond sparse comments by various men who have 
published some of the bowls. A full treatment of this subject 
would be extremely useful.· 

The phrase "the signet-ring of Solomon" occurs in 
Hyvernat's bow138 and evokes from him the following- interest
ing explanation: 

Les legendes judeo-musulmanes nous parlent de quatre 
pierres precieuses qui furent donnees a Salomon par 
quatre anges envoyes de Dieu pour lui conferer la 
toute puissance sur la creation. La premiere lui 
donnait l'empire sur les vent, la deuxieme, sur les 
animaux; la troisieme, sur la terre ferme et sur les 
mersi et la quatrieme sur le monde des esprits. une 
courte inscription gravee sur chacune d'elles rappelait 
a Salomon qu'il tenait de Dieu seul sa puissance mer
veilleuse. Leroi fortune reunit ces quatre pierres 

_et eri forma le fameux anneau.39· 

· 35cyrus H. Gordon in Archiv Orientaini'., VI, 1·934, p. 331. 
Two parallel texts to the one treated by Hyvernat were pub
lished with facsimiles by Gordon (AOR,. VI, 1934,· pp. 331-334) 
and they are numbers fifty and fifty-one in this dissertation. 

36Halevy's article in Co~ptes-rendus, V, 1877, p. 291, 
portrays the purpose of the Koi Nidre prayer to·be similar to 
that of some of the bowls. Cf. also the treatment of Hyvernat 
in ZK, II, 1885, pp. '117-119. 

37zx, II, 1885, pp. 118-119 .. 

38And in many other bowls. now known. Cf. the texts in the 
body of this dissertation for the frequent.occurrences of 
forms of xnvlV/X. 

39 zx, II, 1885, pp. 124-12s. 
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In concluding his article, Hyvernat spoke briefly about 

the purpose of the bowl, its "caractere paleographique," 40 and 
~ts date. Concerning its purpose, Hyvernat proposed the idea 
that "c'etait une croyance populaire chez les Juifs gue l'on 
pouvait emprisonner les esprits nuisibles dans les vases. 1141 

This idea has been rejected by Gordon, who remarks aptly that 
"the last_ thing the-ancients wished to do was to trap on ~heir 
own property the demons ·which might subsequently escape and 
work mischief on the spot."42 

Concerning the date of his bowl, Hyvernat, in viewing 
the opinions of several who had previously expressed themselves 
on the subject,43 found himself at last in agreement with the 
conclusions of M.A. Levy who had written "gue son inscription 
ne saurait etre anterieure a l'invasion arabe c.a.d. au VIIe 
siecle."44 The main thrust of Levy's arguments45 depended 

upon the use of the Yodh as a mateF Zectionis, the use of K as 
well as of n to indicate the emphatic state of nouns,46 and 
especially on the final forms of 1, c, l, ~. and Y at the end 
of words. These f~nal forms were vestiges of an older alpha
bet, of Chaldean origin. As Hyvernat summarizes the argument, 
"Mr. Levy croit .•• que l'absence ou la presence des lettres 

40Hyvernat simply points out the fortunate circumstance of 
his bowl's letters being generally written the same way in 
each place they occur, a fact which gives his bowl an advan
tage over those in the British Museum (ZK, II, 1885, p. 139). 
He then includes (p. 146) "un alphabet calque avec le plus 
grand soin sur l'original lui-meme." 

41 zx, II, 1885, p. 138. Montgomery (pp.· 41-42) follows 
Hyvernat with modifications. His view will be treated in full 
on pages 13-15. 

42Gordon, Adv_entuFes, p. 162. 

43Among them Ellis and Layard. 

44 zK, II, 1885, p. 141. 

45oeveloped in full in his "Epigraphische Beitrage" cited 
in note twenty-four above. 

46Although n pointed to an earlier date, the repeated use 
of K seems to indicate a date somewhat earlier. However, as 
Montgomery (p. 27) has noted, Levy had at his disposal "rather 
scanty epigraphical resources," i.e., only the one bowl. By 
1913, Montgomery (p. 29) realized the fact that K was used 
more often than was n in the bowls. 


