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THis article re-examines a class of stamp impressions which has received relatively
little attention since the publication of the first exemplar.! This is the 1% (hereafter

* We would like to thank those who greatly facilitated our sampling of the
m(w)sh impressions: Ruth Peled, J. Zias, Tali Ornan and B. Brandl (Israel Antiquities
Authority); Michal Dayagi (Israel Museum); D. Ariel (City of David Excavations);
R.P. Harper (The British School of Archaeology in Jerusalem); S. Flemming and P.
McGovern (The University Museum in Philadelphia); and K. Kaiser (The Bade Institute
of Biblical Archaeology in Berkeley). Permission to cite the impression from the Bible
Lands Museum, Jerusalem, is courtesy of Joan Westenholz. We are grateful to Y. Goren
(IAA) for performing the petrographic analysis; to Ruth Borosh (The Hebrew University
of Jerusalem) for help with the statistical analysis; to R. Asia (Hebrew University) for
assistance with instrumentation; to A. Nagler and S. Diga (Soreq Nuclear Research
Centre) for performing the neutron irradiation; to I. Sharon (Hebrew University) for his
suggestions concerning the statistical analyses employed; and to E. Stern and I. Sharon
(Hebrew University) for reading various versions of this paper, although the opinions
expressed herein are solely those of the authors. Photographs used in this study are
courtesy of the IAA and the Badé Institute. The Neutron Activation Analysis tests were
made possible by a Humanities Graduate Research Grant from the University of California
at Berkeley.

I E. Sellin and K. Watzinger: Jericho (Wissenschaftliche Verdffentlichung der Deutschen
Orient-Gesellschaft 22), Leipzig, 1913, p. 158, PL 42:K. See Figs. 3-7 below for examples
of the principle types.
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m[w]sh) group, written in one line of three characters as 137 (hereafter mgh), or in
two lines of two characters each as 1%/1 (mw/gh). Discussion of this stamp type
has been overshadowed by that of the earlier /mlk and the later ya(wd) groups. It is
our opinion that the type under discussion probably belongs to the Neo-Babylonian
period.?

INTRODUCTION

Table 1 lists all known examples of this type of impression. The first example of the
three-character type was excavated by Sellin and Watzinger at Jericho.* The largest
collection of impressions was uncovered by W.F. Bade¢ at Tell en-Nasbeh; it includes
28 of the one-line, and two of the two-line, variety.* Influenced by the probable
identification of Tell en-Nagbeh with biblical Mizpah, Badé was inclined to read the
final character as pe, rather than he, making the one-line inscription H3¥n, msp, i.e.
ancient 19¥». Few scholars accepted this reading; in most cases the final character
was clearly a he, and it was certain that all the one-line impressions bore the same
inscription.’

The two mw/sh impressions were misread at first. Avigad identified this two-line
class as belonging to the m(w)sh type in 1958.6 He recognized that the first character,
mem, was written in reverse and that what had been taken as a gimel was really
a waw. Instead of reading the impression clockwise yod (or aleph), sade, he (or
nun), gimel, as suggested by McCown, he read it in two horizontal lines as mw/sh,
providing what he believed was a plene spelling of the name of the town Mozah.?
These impressions are generally circular, and appear on the vessels’ walls.

One of the three-character variety was then uncovered at Jericho,® and four in
the excavations at el-Jib (Gibeon).® These, unlike the two-line variety, are oval

2 First suggested by C.C. McCown: Tell en-Nasbeh, 1, Archaeological and Historical

Results, Berkeley — New Haven, 1947, pp. 6, 202; see also E. Stern: Material Culture

of the Land of the Bible in the Persian Period 538-332 B.C., Warminster, 1982,

pp. 207-209.

Sellin and Watzinger (above, n. 1), p. 158, P1. 42:K.

McCown (above, n. 2), pp. 165-167; Pls. 56:15-28, 57:15-16.

5 Also discarded were attempts to read the second character as aleph, i.e. m’h, and Albright’s
suggestion to Badé that the inscripiion be read magssah, the jars thus stamped being used to
hold wine for the feast of unleavened bread, see McCown (above, n. 2), pp. 165-167.

6 N. Avigad: New Light on the MSH Seal Impressions, JEJ 8 (1958), pp. 113-119.

7 Ibid., pp. 114-116.

& J.R. Bartlett: Appendix A: Iron Age and Hellenistic Stamped Jar Handles from Tell
es-Sultan, in Kathleen M. Kenyon and T.A. Holland: Jericho IV, Oxford, 1982, pp.
537-545, esp. p. 542, Fig. 220.5 and PL 1ILb.

9 J.B. Pritchard: Hebrew Inscriptions and Stamps from Gibeon, Philadelphia, 1959, p.
27, Figs. 10:1, 11:1; idem, Winery, Defenses and Soundings at Gibeon, Philadelphia, 1964,
pp. 4, 20, Figs. 50:4, 50:7, 51:6.
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and are impressed on the vessels’ handles. Another variation was found at Ramat
Rahel:10 a three-character mgh inscription on a circular field with all characters
— not only the initial mem — inverted. Like the circular impressions from Tell
en-Nagbeh, it was made on the side of the jar. Four of the three-character variety
were uncovered in the City of David excavations;!! another example was found at
Belmont Castle (Suba) in 1987 in the debris packing the walls of a Crusader castle.!?
Finally, there is an example of unknown provenance at the Bible Lands Museum,
Jerusalem. A total of 43 examples of this group of stamps has thus been recovered,
forming a small corpus from a geographically circumscribed area.

Cross reported the discovery of yet another ‘new type’ of three-character
m(w)sh impression in 1969, but did not provide details, photograph, or line drawing.
Unfortunately, it has not been possible to locate this impression, and the poor quality
of the only existing photograph made it impossible for us to establish its reading. 13

Lidzbarski was the first to suggest identifying the m(w)sh impressions with the
Mozah of Joshua 18:26.1¢ In 1948 Ginsberg suggested that msh was an abbreviation
for ms(p)h, based on a similar analogy to the one he used to explain the Imlk
mmst impressions as abbreviations for Imlk mms(l):, which he believed to be
a designation for Jerusalem.!S Established on an analogy to a dubious graphic
abbreviation, this interpretation received little support.'® Avigad suggested three
possible roles for the stamps: 1) that m(w)sh was a tax collection centre; 2) that these
impressions marked commodities such as wine, oil, or grain produced at m(w)sh;
and 3) that m(w)sh was a crown estate, producing income for the Persian Satrap,
requiring its own stamp. Avigad preferred the third possibility.!” Cross felt that
the stamps marked wine produced at the village of Mozah, and Stern claimed the
impressions were trademarks for wine produced by the governor’s estates at Mozah. !8

10 Y. Aharoni: Excavations at Ramat Rahel: Seasons 1961 and 1962 (Serie Archeologica 6),
Rome, 1964, pp. 18, 23, P1. 20:8.

11 Personal communication: D. Ariel.

12 A. Millard: Note on Two Seal Impressions on Pottery, Levant 21 (1989), pp. 60-61.

13 F.M. Cross: Judean Stamps, EI 9 (1969), pp. 22-23, n. 28. It was found at Nebi Samwil by
Klaus Baltzer, who gave it to the German Protestant Institute of Archaeology in Jerusalem.
We thank Prof. Cross for providing us with a copy of a photograph of the impression. It
was, however, absolutely clear that this impression was not one of the previously attested
forms. Moreover, the handle upon which it was stamped was very thick and unridged,
totally unlike the ridged handles on which the definite m(w)sh impressions appear. We do
not, therefore, include it in the present study.

14 M. Lidzbarski: Ephemeris fiir Semitische Epigraphik, 3, Giessen, 1915, p. 45.

15 H.L. Ginsberg: MMST and MSH, BASOR 109 (1948), pp. 20-22.

16 Avigad (above, n. 6), p. 118, n. 28.

17 Avigad (above, n. 6), p. 119.

I8 Cross (above, n. 13), pp. 22-23; Stern (above, n. 2), p. 209.
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXT

Inter-Site Distribution

The m(w)sh impressions come from an area 16 km. long and 27 km. wide, bounded
by Tell en-Nagbeh in the north, Ramat Rahel in the south, Jericho in the east
and Belmont Castle in the west (Fig. 1). This is, therefore, a southern phenomenon,
virtually restricted to the area generally ascribed to the tribe of Benjamin. It is
significant that 709 of the impressions of known provenance come from Tell en-
Nagbeh. If it is accepted that m(w)sh equals ‘Mozah’, then one town (Mozah) was
supplying another (Tell en-Nagbeh) with more of a particular product than any other
town in a geographically circumscribed area was receiving. Tell en-Nasbeh had a
central function in the distribution of a particular commodity in a small area.

Intra-Site Distribution
Plotting the find spots of the m(w)sh impressions on a map of Tell en-Nasbeh reveals
that they tend to cluster, rather than being evenly distributed. Although a discussion

@ Samaria
@® Shechem
Mediterranean Sea
/
/ \
/ B Tell en-Nasbeh (30)
/ B elJib (4)
Jericho (2}
o
® Timna ® zﬁhJerusalem “4)
gelrgoat) @ Ramat Rahel (1)
astle
@ Lachish

Fig. 1. Distribution map of m(w)sh impressions and reference sites. Curving line indicates
approximate boundaries of Moza clay formation.

B Site yielding m(w)sh impressions; number of impressions in parentheses
® Site yielding NAA comparative data
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of Tell en-Nasbeh’s stratigraphy is beyond the scope of this article, a few salient
points can be made: 1) Tell en-Nagbeh is generally identified with biblical Mizpah
of Benjamin; and 2) 2 Kings 25:23-25 and Jeremiah 40-41 relate how Mizpah
served as the capital of the Neo-Babylonian Judaean province. If these accounts are
accurate, some remains from the early sixth century B.C.E. should be found at Tell
en-Nagbeh.

Two impressions were found in Cistern 361, which, as recognized by Wampler
and later affirmed by Stern, contained a Greek black-figure oinochoe, dated by
Stern to ¢. 530 B.C.E., i.e. right at the beginning of the true ‘Persian’ period.!® This
cistern probably went out of use at around that time.

Two impressions were found in debris of Squares T23 and V23, three in Squares
724-25, and a sixth from ‘Tomb’ 168.20 This area contains remains of a massive
wall which once connected the huge northern city gate with what the excavators
termed the ‘early’ gate in Squares AA24-25 and AB24-25.21 The structures on the
published site map are built over the remains of a great inner-outer gate complex.
The most likely time for such monumental defences to go out of use and be replaced
by a spacious four-room house complex and many other structures would be the
Babylonian period, when many new edifices would have been required to house the
provincial bureaucracy.

The major cluster of these impressions, 15 of the 30 discovered, comes from the
south-western corner of the site, within a radius of ¢. 15 m. This is not a random
distribution. Most are from fills collapsed into rooms and shifted around in a
restricted area by levelling, building and perhaps farming activities. An examination
of the map reveals remains of two long magazine-like chambers connected diagonally
in this area, one in Squares AD-AE19 and the other in AE19-20. The walls of
both rooms are built over the walls of the earlier Iron Age town. There are no
traces of partition walls in these rooms, and one cannot ascertain whether these
are more than foundations. The jars stamped with the m(w)sh impressions may
have come from these chambers, and even if not, probably came from a storage facility
in the vicinity. The seven remaining impressions are not grouped in clear clusters.
The find-spots of Greek pottery, and to a lesser extent of the ya(wd) impressions,
correspond fairly well to those of the m(w)sh impressions and the buildings erected
in the post-ring road phase at Tell en-Nagbeh.?? This may indicate that structures
erected in the Babylonian period continued in use into the Persian period.

19 J.C. Wampler: Tell en-Nasbeh, 11, The Pottery, Berkeley — New Haven, 1947, p. 137,
Stern (above n. 2), p. 209.

20 ‘Tomb’ 168 was thus labelled early in the excavation and was not renamed, although it
contains none of the usual tomb architecture or deposits. Perhaps it was a dwelling or
storage area and contains material redeposited from outside?

21 McCown (above, n. 2), Fig. 57, Square W23,

22 McCown (above, n. 2), pp. 202, 205.
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Little is known about the Jericho impression found by Sellin and Watzinger.
Apparently it was found outside the mound on the sloping retaining wall/ glacis. It
was probably dumped over the edge of the mound from some structure on the north-
eastern part of the tell.2? Kenyon’s impression came from Phase Ixxiiic of Stage
XILVII of Trench I, which she described as ‘a thick silt level above the collapse
of the final Iron Age building’ and as ‘a thick horizontally laminated silt level’.24
Apparently this was debris that washed over the remains of the Iron Age structures
near the foot of the mound. This deposit was said to contain ‘very many fragments
of Iron Age pottery, showing that this was the material lying on the surface of the
mound during this period’?s Later a Roman pit was cut into this debris.

The find from Ramat Rahel is apparently from a pit cut by a wall, whose foundation
trench contained transitional Persian— Hellenistic pottery.?¢ The pit contained pottery
ranging from the late Iron Age, ie. the sixth century B.C.E. (not illustrated in
the report!), to the transitional phase between the Persian and Hellenistic periods.
Stamp impressions from the Persian period were also recovered from the pit. The
data in hand — one impression in a fourth-century B.C.E. pit — are insufficient
to determine the vessel’s original context.

The finds from el-Jib are insufficient to determine much about their distribution.
One was found in the ‘Pool’, along with materials ranging from the Iron Age to
the Persian period.?” Two were found in ‘Cellar’ 136 (Square 17-N-9). The pottery
from this locus is ‘predominately Iron II’, although it is not stated whether the other
material from Cellar 136 is earlier or later than Iron Age 11.28 A fourth impression
was found in the top 40 cm. of unstratified debris in Square 17-H~19, possibly
placing it in association with some substantial ‘late’ walls.?

Little is known about the pre-Crusader remains from Belmont Castle. No Iron
Age architecture has been recovered; the impression came from mixed debris (as late
as the Roman period) packed inside the walls of the Crusader castle.0

The samples from Jerusalem come from the clearest stratigraphic contexts. Two are
from Stratum 9, the earliest phase of the Persian period in the City of David, and of
these, one is from a Persian fill above an Iron Age floor. The building remains
associated with this impression were too fragmentary to reconstruct. The other

23 Sellin and Watzinger (above, n. 1), p. 158.

24 Bartlett (above, n. 8), p. 541; Kenyon and Holland (above, n. §), p, 113.

25 Kenyon and Holland (above, n. 8), p. 113.

26 Aharoni (above, n. 10). On p. 18 it is said to have been found in ‘a very large accumulated
heap of shards more than a meter high’, while PL. 17:2 refers to this mass of pottery as a
pit.

27 Pritchard (above n. 9, 1959), p. 27, Figs. 10:1, 11:1.

28 Pritchard (above, n. 9, 1964), p. 4.

29 Pritchard (above, n. 9, 1964), pp. 4, 20, Figs. 50:4, 50:7, 51:6.

30 Personal communication: R.P. Harper.
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comes from limestone chips which washed downhill from a quarry. Approximately
90% of the pottery found with the chips was Iron Age; the rest was later. A third
impression is probably from a Roman period (Stratum 5) dump, while the fourth is
from a non-stratified context.?!

A few points are clear from the above discussion. The impressions are from
deposits from the very end of the Iron Age (Jericho and possibly el-Jib) or the
beginning of the Persian period (Jerusalem and several of the Tell en-Nagbeh pieces).
This supports the suggestion that they date from the Babylonian period. The fact that
they are also found in later phases of the Persian period shows only that a number
of jars stamped with these impressions continued in use for some time before being
discarded.

Jar Type

Although not discussed in the 1947 report, Wampler assigned MS 24, which preserves
the entire handle and attached vessel wall (Fig. 2), to his vessel type 240,32 in the same
tradition as the Imlk jars, but with a broad, rounded bottom, which he dated from
600 B.C.E. into the Hellenistic period.’? Stern also notes this similarity, as well as

Fig. 2. Wamplert’s jar type 240 (Table 1, MS 24, from Tell en-Nasbeh).

31 Personal communication: D. Ariel. This material will be discussed in Volume VI of the
City of David publications in Qedem.

32 This was discovered only by going through all the Tell en-Nagbeh records in Berkeley.

33 Wampler (above, n. 19), p. 9, paragraph 40; p. 10, paragraph 49; p. 11, paragraph 55;
p. 136, PL. 14:240.







