Some Observations on
the Balaam Tradition

at Deir Alla

By Jo ANN HACKETT

he plaster inscription from

Tell Deir cAlla currently

resides at the Amman

Museum. It is impressive-
ly displayed across from a copy of
the Moabite Stone and next to the
Copper Scroll from Qumran. The
fragments of the ancient inscription
are arranged in order in modern
plaster and securely encased in large
wood and glass trays, which are
themselves enclosed in a wooden
cabinet. In 1979 and again in 19811
went to the museum in order to ex-
amine the inscription at close quar-
ters and to photograph it. [ was es-
pecially interested in checking some
specific readings, particularly in the
difficult second combination.

Thanks to the cooperative efforts

of several scholars since the first
publication of the inscription, the
first combination can now be read
with some certainty, although there
are still gaps to be filled in,

perience of a man named blcm brber,
who is called a seer of the gods (hzh

Numbers 2224 and elsewhere in the

Bible. (His name is commonly given
as Balaam, son of Beor, in English
Bibles, and I continue that tradition
here.) In the Deir cAlla text, Balaam
is visited at night by the gods {7hn)

he story of the Deir cAlla texts and their contents has been magnificently

published by Jacob Hoftijzer and G. van der Kooij {1976). During the
excavation of Deir ¢Alla in the Jordan Valley in February and March of 1967, a
sharp-eyed foreman spotted writing on bits of plaster. Thus an important
inscription was saved from being shoveled out with the debris.

The date of the inscription ig roughly 700 B.C.E) The precise date is still
under discussion, with suggestions ranging from the early eighth century to
the Persian period. The dating comes from analysis of the formation of the
letters in the inscription, as well as from analysis of the artifacts found in the
destruction debris. A carbon-14 date could push things back to 800 B.C.E.,
while others claim 650 or even 600 B.C.E. is more appropriate.

The excavator, (1" Franken) has suggested that instead of being on the
wall of the building that he labels a sanctuary (Hoftijzer and van der Kooij
1976: 12-13), as at Kuntillet cAjrud in the Negeb, the Deir cAlla texts may
have been on a stele or at least on some form of display area. The bu Ing was

estroyed by an earthquake, so the plaster may have been thrown out during
this destruction. The result is some very fragmentary plaster. Franken
theorizes that an earthquake shock destroyed portions of the inscriptions,
which may now be lost forever. A second shock actually threw the plaster off
its backing, thus preserving what we have now.

The excavators did a superb job of preservation. Unfortunately they did
not have a great deal to preserve, so in addition to a partial inscription we end
up with fragmentary writing as well. The problem has been made worse by
water damage to the letters. These are also damaged in specks where the straw
in the original plaster has rotted away, leaving holes in the plaster and in the
writing.

The Hoftijzer-van der Kooij volume gives full details on the find, how the
letters were deciphered, suggested transcriptions and translation, general
remarks on the texts, photographs (color and infrared), and drawings of the
texts. The last shows the use of red ink in several places, instead of the black
ink used for most of the writing. Hoftijzer thinks the red ink may represent
the introduction of new and important aspects, such as the title of the
prophecy and the beginning of direct discourse. McCarter {1980] believes “red
was used for passages referring to the inscription itself, its composition, its
utilization, and so on,” whereas Kaufman (1980) has suggested that the shift
from black back to red at the beginning marks off the divine quotation. There
may have been a magical element in the use of red. Others, including Hackett,
do not consider the change in the color of the ink significant (see the notes to
her transliteration and translation of Combination I.

The fragments of plaster have been pieced together into fifteen different
groups, called combinations. Combination I and Combination I are the
largest, with seventeen and thirty-seven lines respectively. The others range
from single letters to several phrases. Since the original publication of the
inscription, scholars have made several suggestions for changes.

Henry O. Thompson
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The Deir cAlla text refers to a man named
Balaam, son of Beor, a seer of the gods.
We assume be is the same man spoken of
in Numbers 22-24,

Two portrayals of Balaam riding an ass. Above:
From one of the bronze doors of the basilica of St.
Zeno in Verona. Above right: From a carving on the
capital of a column in the church of Saint-Androche.
Saulieu, Burgundy.

and he sees a vision (wyhz mhzh,
end of line 1j, after which the gods
speak to him and give him a message
(in line 2: wy'mrw Ifblc/m brber). At
the beginning of line 3 we are told
that Balaam “got up the next day”
(wygm blcm mn mbr), so we must
assume that the gods' message to
Balaam, following his vision reported
in line 1, is contained entirely in the
remainder of the second line. This is
much too short a message to com-
prise the upsetting information that
was apparently given to Balaam —
information that is the topic of the
rest of Combination I. Therefore, we

conclude that the significant com-
munication Balaam receives from
the gods must have been disclosed to
him in the vision in line 1 and that
it is this vision, and not the sub-
sequent message in line 2, that he
relays to his people later in the ex-
tant text. I would propose that the
message from the gods in line 2 {un-
fortunately only partially preserved)
simply refers back to the vision in a
summarizing or admonishing man-
ner (kh yp¢l could begin such a mes-
sage: “thus he [El?| willdo . . . ”—ig-
noring the change in ink color). The

vision and message devastate Balaam.

He arises the next day and cries pas-
sionately. His people come up to
him and ask him why he is crying
and fasting. In response, Balaam tells
them what the gods have done and
are going to do.

Balaam relates a vision of the
Divine Council sitting in assembly
(lines 5/6: Ifhjn tyhdw | wngbw §dyn
mwp¢d). The council addresses a god-
dess [the imperatives that follow are
feminine singular); although we can-
not determine the deity’s identity,
we know that the first letter of her
name is §—the rest of her name is
lost in a lacuna in the text. The god-
dess is asked to close up the heavens
“in” or “with” a cloud (line 6), to or-
dain darkness for the earth instead
of light, and to seal up the sky for-
ever. This is presumably a punish-
ment, as perpetual darkness would
bring the loss of fertility and lifeon
earth.

The reason the gods are angry
with the earth is set out in the follow-
i rsals”
text styleglt seems that everything
on earth has been turned topsy-turvy
For instance, “the [tiny] swift re-
proaches the griffin-vulture, and the
voice of [normally voiceless) vul-
tures sings out . . . . Instead of ewes,
it is the staff that is led . . . . The deaf
hear from afar” (This interpretation
was proposed by McCarter in 1980.)

Such a series of reversals is
known to us from biblical texts like

ieis, Eowcver, in Egyptian-;iterature.

For instance, in “The Admonitions
of Ipuwer” we read: “See, he who had
nothing is a man of wealth, the noble-
man sings his praise . . . . He who
was a messenger sends someone
else. . .. See, the baldhead who
lacked oil has become owner of jars
of sweet myrrh” (Lichtheim 1975:
157); and in “The Complaints of
Khakheperre-Sonb,” we find: “He who
gave orders takes orders” (Lichtheim
1975: 148). There are obvious paral-
lels in our text, in lines 9, 11, and 12.
Combination I breaks off at this
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A section of Combination Ii. Photograph
courtesy of the Deir cAlld Expedition.

point, and we are still unsure of the
relationship between Combination I
and Combination II. I have suggested
elsewhere that Combination II rep-
resents some sort of ritual that is
meant to appease the gods and to
take away the curse of darkness
(Hackett 1984: 80). Late in Combina-
tionII, in lines 35 and 36, we can
read at the beginnings of the lines,
“They [clouds?] will drip with heavy
rain” and “They will drip with dew.”
It would seem that the curse and the
loss of fertility have been lifted late
in the text.

The Deir €Alla Text and the Bible
The Deir cAlla inscription is a fas-
is also interesting because it casts
light on the biblical character Ba-
laam. Balaam at Defr CAIE Is a non-
Israelite religious leader revered in
Transjordan — precisely as we would
expect, given the biblical data. He is
a leader in a cult that is not Yahwis-

tiC=again as expected from some
biblical Balaam traditions {for in-

Balaam in the Bib

mong that unique group of people in the Bible called prophets, one of the

more interesting is the prophet Balaam. We do not usually talk about him
as a biblical prophet because he was not an Israelite. Despite this, he prophe-
sied by the power of Yahweh, the God of Isrzel - a situation that was unusual,
though not without parallels. In Isaiah, the Persian emperor Cyrus is called
the messiah —that is, Yahwel's anointed one {chapter 45, verse 1}—and foreign
people {Assyria) are designated as instruments of God {chapter 10, verse 5).

Balaam is mentioned several times in the Bible, but his best-known
appearance is in Numbers 22-24. A close reading of the story in Numbers
presents some problems. For instance, where does he live? Although Balaam
is said to live on the Euphrates River, the description of Balak’s messengers
traveling back and forth, as well as the description of Balaam’s own travels,
suggests a location closer to Moab. Both the Samaritan and the Septuagint
Greek text of Numbers have Balaam coming from the land of the Ammoenites.
If Joshua 13:22 represents the same man, he was in this area when the
Israclites killed him. The Ammonite area makes more sense in the context of
the Numbers story, as well as in the texts found at Deir cAlla. McCarter's
{1980) suggestion that Balaam was a foreigner at Deir cAlla would fit either
tradition. J. Lust (1978) suggests Balaam was an Ammonite.

Another problem involves an apparent contradiction in the story. The ,
reader will recall that Balak, the king of Moab, sent messengers to Balaam in
order to hire him to curse the invading Israelites. Balaam asked the Lord what
to do and God told him not to go with the messengers and not to curse the
people of Israel. He therefore sent the messengers away because he could only
do what Yahweh allowed. {Note that this is not God in general but specifically
Yahweh, the God of Israel.) But Balak would not give up. He tried again, using
higher-class messengers. Balaam again asked the Lord and this time God said,
“Go, but only do what I tell you”

So Balaam went. And God got mad. We see a parallel to this in the Mosaic
tradition in Exodus 4:24, where the Lord, who had just sent Moses back to
Egypt, sought to kill him. No clear explanation for the contradiction appears
in either instance if we take the texts literally. Why should God want to kill
someone he has just allowed or asked to go on an errand? We do not Know.
Wmom
stories woven together--with the poetry in the chapters coming from still
other sources. According to this view, in one strand Balaam had permission to
go, while in thm If these critics are

W

right, the second strand“ma

icah 6:5 seems positive: see Baskm 1983 and Coats 1973) Wxthout these
references it is difficult to explain why the Israelites would kill someone who
loyally obeyed their God and blessed them. [Psychologically, of course, he
could be their scapegoat, since they did not obey God themselves.}

Canaanite literary traditions, as

stance, Numbers 25 and 31)~acult
that recognizes a council of several
gods, The language of the Deir cAlla
text exhibits syntax and vocabulary
similar to biblical Hebrew; it is to be
compared with South Canaanite dia-
lects, as I have argued [Hackett 1984:
10924, or is at least dependent on
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McCarter has proposed (1980: 50-51).
Perhaps the most suggestive new
information from the Deir cAlla text

is the mention of a group of gods
known as the §dyn. We:'ti;i;ﬁ-imme-
diately of Sadday as an epithet of El
in the Hebrew Bible. We are also
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> and at Deir cAlla

It is this interesting, but difficult, character that we are probably dealing
with when we come to the Deir cAlla texts. Hoftijzer says of the blcm brber
who appears in the texts, “There can be no reasonable doubt that in the
so-called first combination . ., . we have to do with the story of a prophecy” He
adds, “In my opinion there can be no doubt that the prophet in question is
Balaam, the son of Beor”

There is, of course, doubt. The word blcm is actually present in the Deir
cAlla texts only twice: Combination I, lines 3 and 4 in Hackett’s recon-
struction {see also McCarter 1980 and Levine 1981); and Combination, line 5,
and Combination XII, fragment 4, line 2, in Hoftijzer’s reconstruction. The
name has also been restored. Hoftijzer restored it in both lines 1 and 2 of
CombinationI, and virtually all scholars working on the texts since then have
followed his lead. In addition, various suggestions have been made for its
restoration in other places in the texts. Thus, the two clear instances support
the restorations.

My concern here is not a detailed analysis of the text but to note that,
fragmentary and uncertain as it is, Combination I from Deir cAlli may
involve Balaam engaging in prophecy or prediction of doom. As [ compare the
biblical story of Balaam with the Deir ¢Alla texts, [ am struck by an anomaly.
In Jeremiah 28, verse 8, Jeremiah says, “The prophets who preceded you
[Hananiah] and me from ancient times prophesied war, famine, and pestilence
against many countries and kingdoms” This is a strong contrast to Numbers
23 and following where Balaam prophesies good. But it is in agreement with
the Balaam of Deir cAll3, if the text in Combination I does indeed predict
destruction. [f there is a call for repentance in Combination I, that too would
be in harmony with the biblical tradition of the preexilic prophets.

The contrast should not be pressed too far, of course. The biblical
prophets had their moments of hope. [saiah knew Jerusalem would be saved.
Jeremiah could tell the exiles to settle down and seek the good of the land.
They would go home some day. Further, the context of Numbers 22-24 is a
setting in which an enemy of Israel called for Israel to be cursed but God called

Whatever qualifier or explanation might be given, it remains remarkable
to me that the Balaam of the seventh-century text of Deir ¢Alld has a closer
resemblance to those figures we call biblical prophets than does the Balaam of
Numbers 22-24,

Like Micaiah ben Imlah (1 Kings 22:14), Balaam declared in Numbers
22-24 that he could only say what the Lord allowed. But the activity of bless-
ing and cursing is perhaps more priestly than prophetic in nature. It may
reflect the activity of the diviners and seers, forerunners of the prophets
{1 Samuel 9:9). In the Deir cAlla i ivine seer but his
activity there more closely resembles the biblical prophets.

Henry O. Thompson

reminded of the oracles of Balaam in  sented in parallel, this time in the

Numbers 24, where he twice de-
scribes himself as “the one who
hears the words of El / who sees the
vision of Sadday” (verses 4 and 16}. In
the biblical context El and Sadday
are paralle] epithets for Yahweh. At
Deir ¢Alla, the same names are pre-

plural, but they represent the gods
meeting in council: “The 7hn gathered
together / the dyn stood as the as-
sembly“(liness6). Here, I would
suggest, Thn is the general term for
the gods and §dyn is the epithet of
the gods in their capacity as the

members of the Divine Council. As
has long been suggested, the word
Sadday means “the one of the moun-

tain” from an original *6dw/y, “breast,”

“and the gods T coUneil (with E1 Sad.
day as head of the council) are per-
haps referred to as “mountain ones”
because the council meets on top of
a mountain (as in Isaiah 14:13; text
2.1.19-24 in Herdner 1963; see also
McCarter 1980: 57).

As an epithet of a group of gods
in the Transjordanian region, $dy
may also have been preserved in the
Hebrew Bible. In Deuteronomy 32:17
we read that Israel, in the period be-
tween the Exodus and the Conquest,
“sacrificed to $dym, not Eloah, gods
they did not know.” The word §dym
is vocalized $édim here (the simple
plural of $éd) and is usually trans-
lated “demons.” (At Deir cAlla 3dyn
could not be vocalized §2din and read
as a plural of $&d. The orthographic
system operative in the Deir cAlla
text requires that the y in -yn be
consonantal and not simply a mater
for 1.) The Hebrew Bible vocalization
Séd is probably connected with Ak-
kadian jedu (Kaufman 1974: 101-02),
even though §edu, “spirit,” carries no
negative connotations. Certainly by
rabbinic times the meaning “demons”
was established. These §dym in
Deuteronomy 32, however, are spe-
cifically called gods, 2lohim, in the
second part of the colon. So the word
§dym in Deuteronomy 32 should
describe a group of gods, not simply
“demons,” that the Israelites wor-
shipped during their stay in Transjor-
dan {note the reference to Bashan—a
region north of the river Jabbok—in
verse 14). Furthermore, in Psalms
106:37 it is reported that the Israel-
ites “sacrificed their sons and daugh-
ters to 3dym.” Again, the reference is
to the pre-Conquest sojourn in Trans-
jordan. This report is mentioned
shortly after the incident of Baal-
peor for which Balaam, son of Beor,
is given credit as instigator in Num-
bers 31:16.

These connections push us in
the direction of repointing $dym in
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Deuteronomy 32 and Psalms 106, so
that the y in biblical §dym, like the
y in the Deir ¢Alla 8dyn, is conso-
nantal. We would then read for the
biblical passages *$addayyim, and
identify by this name one group of
the “gods of the nations” The Israel-
ites encountered this group on the
east side of the Jordan and partici-
pated in its ceremonies, behavior
that angered Yahweh. The identifica-
tion of *$addayyim allows us to
attribute more authenticity to the
tradition that Balaam was a religious
leader in a ritual cult east of the
Jordan. This cult would have been a
rival to the Yahwistic cult, and its
followers might well have practiced
rituals connected with death or sex.
(Full decipherment of the extant sec-
ond combination will give us valu-
able information relating to this
matter.)

A pattern has begun to emerge
that ties together Balaam, son of
Beor; the plains of Moab in the east
Jordan valley; worship of gods with
the epithet $dy; and various ritual
practices. Balaam is connected with
this geographical area both by the
biblical stories and by the location
of Deir cAlla itself. The epithet §dy
is connected to Balaam in Numbers
24 and at Deir cAlla. Some sort of
ritual dealing with death or sex is
apparently being described in the
second combination of the Deir
cAlla text (see, for instance, such
phrases as rwy ddn in Combination
I, line four, likely a sexual image,
and byt cImn in Combination II, line
6, which can be translated “grave”);
Balaam {via Baal-peor| is connected
in the Bible with sacrifices to other
gods (Numbers 25:2), sacrifices of
the dead (Psalms 106:28}, and per-
haps to ritual sexual practices
{Numbers 25:6-9). (Child sacrifice
could also be mentioned here if
Psalms 106:37 is to be brought in.
Considering the use of $dym in
verse 37, l am inclined to add it.)

I might further suggest that the
prose portions of Numbers 22-24
were seen by their original audience

as extremely ironic. If we see Balaam
as one of Israel’s powerful religious

¢4

worshipped not Yahweh but a pan-

theon of other gods, then portraying

Balaam as one who must call on
Qvements

and who has no choice but to bless
srael because o weh's favor
toward Israel would surely have de-

Ilgﬁfeﬂ Eﬁe-eaﬂy-ﬁuﬂlence. Thenew
1iﬂormat10n on Balaam provﬂea E;

the Deir €Alla text allows us to 1nier

tﬁat tHlS was macea tﬂe gist of.tﬁe

The Deir cAlla Text; Combination I

Transliteration

‘Iwh

1 [VACAT]spz[.bicm.brbejr 3. hizh. Thaf Jhf jwy'tw. Thn.blylh.wyhz.mhzh

2 km$' lwymrw.ifblcjm.brbcr kh.ypelf. [ hr'h. 3.1 Jetf)
3 wygm.blcm.mn.mhi|. Nyt jmnf Jihwlykfll .jwbk

4 h.ybkb.wycl.cmh.’Iﬁrb.[wy.'mmljfz[.]blcm.brbcr.lm.t.sm.Wtbk.b.wy'
5 mr.lhm.sbw. hwkm.mh.3dfyn.pclw jwikw.r'w.pclt. Thn. ifhjn. tyhdw.,
6 wnsbw.idyn.mwedwiriuw.lS Jtpry.skry.smyn.bebky.3m.hik.w'ln

7 gh.cl'm.w':ﬂ.]sfaky.tbby:bt[m. Jb.hskwlf jthgy.cd.clm.ky.sscgr.hr

8 pt.asrwaql.rhrianyenh.bisd.
9 ywn.wspr]. yn{
10 { Jb.hp3/

. ]imy.nhs.wsrh. ‘prhy. ‘nph.drr.njrt.
Jmth.b3r.chinyyblhtr. mbn. klw,
] Styw.hmrwgbcn.Smcw.mwsr.gry.§

11 fel. JIhkmnyghkwenyh.rqht.mrwkhnh
12 JIng"'zr.qm. hib. hib.whib.h
13 fsb. Jwimew.hrinf jmn.rthql]
14 Jikl hzw.ggn.igrwetr.]
15 [ J'nmz.hnys.hqrqt.bn
16 [ Jmén.2m.weyn.

Translation

The account of [Balaam, son of Beo]r, who was a seer of the gods. The
gods came to him in the night, and he saw a vision (2] like an oracle of
El. Then they said to [BalaaJm, son of Beor: “Thus he will do/make | ]
hereafter (2}, which | ] (3) And Balaam arose the next day
| ] rom [ | but he was not abfle to ] and he wept (4)
grievously. And his people came up to him |and said to] him, “Balaam,
son of Beor, why are you fasting and crying?” And he sa{5)id to them:
“Sit down! I will tell you what the Saddajyyin have done.] Now, come,
see the works of the gods! The g[o}ds gathered together; (6) the $addayyin took
their places as the assembly. And they said togse[ ): “Sew up, bolt up the
heavens in your cloud, ordaining darkness instead of {7) eternal light! And put
the dark [ se]al on your bolt, and do not remove it forever! For the swift
re(8)proaches the griffin-vulture and the voice of vultures sings out. The
stlork } the young of the NHS$-bird {?) and claws up young herons. The
swallow tears at (9) the dove and the sparrow [ . ] the rod, and instead
of the ewes, it is the staff that is led. Hares eat (10} [a wollf (1) [ . ]
drink wine and hyenas give heed to chastisement. The whelps of the £{1)
[ox . ] laughs at the wise. And the poor woman prepares myrrh
while the priestess (12} [ .7 ]for the prince, a tattered loincloth.
The respected one [now} respects jothers) and the one who gave respect is
(now} re(13) [spected. } and the deaf hear from afar. (14}
{ and the ? of (1)] a fool see visions. The constraint of
fertility (lit. “offspring”) (15) [ | the leopard. The piglet
chases the you|16) [ng of 1m...”
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; -* A_se_cnon of Combination {1, Photograph courtesy of Gordon Harnilton.

Below left: Fragments of the text before they were arranged into
combinations and designated fragment c of Combination I and
fragments ¢ and d of Combination V. Photograph courtesy of the Deir
€Alla Expedition. Below dght 'TkII DeircAlla, viewed from the north

Notes: The text offered here reflects sev-
eral changes that have been suggested
since the first publication of the text in
Hoftijzer and van der Kooij 1976. A.
Caquot and André Lemaire suggested in
1977 that ents c and d in Combina-
tion I should be moved up two lines, to
yield the reading wbkhybkh across the
third and {now} fourth lines of the text.
also suggested that fragment d in
Combination VIIl and fragment ¢ in Com-
bination XII should be placed together,
since blem.brber could thsn be read. In
fact, these two suggestions should be
combined: Fragment d of Combination
VIII and fragment c of Combination XTI
should be put together and placed within
the first combination as parts of lines 3, 4,
and 5, thereby insuring that fragments ¢
and d of Combination I could be moved up
to fit around the newly placed fragments.
Additional fragments have been placed

recently by Gordon Hamilton, of the Uni-
versity of Calgary, who has also worked on
the inscription. For instance, Hamilton
has put fragment ¢ of Combination V and
fragment ¢ of Combination XV in the
large gap at the end of line 1, which place-
ment is reflected in my transliteration.
Further, Hamilton argues convincingl
that we should disregard changes in
color in lines 1 and 2, since the switches
occur precisely at the midpoint of each
line. Fitzmyer [1978: 94-95), Nweh |l979
134-35), Greenfield (1980:

Levine |l981 196-97)

color, although their trans| tion.s dlﬁer
slightly from mine,

For a detailed discussion and justifi-
cation of the readings and translation
offered here, see Hackett 1984,

Underlined words are in red ink in

the original.

Balaam stories in Numbers 22-24.
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