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Two Linear A inscriptions have been found in recent excavations in Israel. The first was found at
Tel Lachish Level VI in 1987, though published only in 1996." It dates to “the earlier part of the 12th
century B.C.E.,” unless the find is “a stray from an earlier level.”” It consists of five signs, a numeral, and
two word dividers, “incised on the shoulder of a large limestone vessel, probably a large, deep bowl or

krater”, of which only this one large fragment was found.®> Applying the values of Linear A/B to this short
inscription yields the following:*
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1. M. Finkelberg, A. Uchitel, and D. Ussishkin, “A Linear A Inscription from Tel Lachish (LACH Za 1)”, Tel-Aviv 23
(1996) 195-207.

2. Ibid., 195.
3. Ibid.
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Without suggesting any linguistic identification for Linear A in general or for this text in particular,
M. Finkelberg and A. Uchitel tentatively translate the inscription “(container) for the ridau commodity of
3/4 SE capacity.”” Anaylsis of the material suggests “that the rock from which the bowl was made was taken
from the surrounding area and not brought from afar.”®

The second inscription was found at Tel Haror Area K sometime during the years 1986-1992 (it is
not clear exactly when) and also was published in 1996.” The inscription appears on a potsherd, clearly
“incised before firing.”® It is attributed to MB III, approximately the late 17th century or early 16th century
B.C.E. The inscription has three signs: the “figs” logogram, the “cloth + z¢” logogram, and the “bull’s head”
logogram. All three signs fit equally well to the Linear A script or the Hieroglyphic script. The pattern of
signs suggests to J.-P. Olivier that the inscription is a graffito yielding no real sense, though “it was
engraved by a literate person, knowing at least the logographic system of Hieroglyphic and/or Linear A?
Unfortunately, analysis of the material yields no conclusive evidence as to origin. Only negative results can
be presented: “(a) The Tel Haror piece does not match the composition of any ceramics analyzed from
Crete; (b) The Tel Haror piece does not match in composition any pottery that can be said to be local in
Israel.”"?

The comments that follow are sparked mainly by the latter find. The identification of Tel Haror is
still unsure, but by far the most likely candidate for the site is ancient Gerar."" (Even if Tel Haror is not
Gerar, the latter clearly is in the general vicinity of the former.) The city of Gerar is mentioned in the Bible
first in conjunction with the patriarchs Abraham and Isaac. In the first reference, Genesis 20, we gain the
name of the ruler of Gerar, namely, Abimelech, but the local population is not labeled. In the second
reference, however, Genesis 26, the people of Gerar are identified as Philistines.

The mention of Philistines in Genesis has elicited much discussion in biblical scholarship. The usual
approach is to consider their presence in these stories as anachronistic.'? As is well known, the Philistines
were part of the Sea Peoples movement that did not reach the Levant from the Aegean until ¢. 1200 B.C.E.
If there is any historicity to the characters mentioned in Genesis, individuals such as Abraham and Isaac
would have lived at an earlier period (Late Bronze Age according to my reconstruction,’* Middle Bronze
Age according to most scholars), centuries before the arrival of the Philistines in the land of Canaan.

However, the picture is more complicated. As Y.M. Grintz noted, the Philistines of Genesis are
unlike the Philistines known from later biblical sources.” The well-known group, appearing mainly in
Judges and Samuel, are organized around the pentapolis of Gath, Gaza, Ekron, Ashdod, and Ashkelon, and
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are ruled by five séranim “rulers” (or however one wishes to translate this term). By contrast, the Philistines
in Genesis live in Gerar and are ruled by a melek “king”. If a later author were to place the Philistines in
the patriarchal narratives anachronistically, one would expect them to conform to the picture of the known
Philistines of the author’s period (whenever that might have been, the 10th century B.C.E. according to my
view'). Grintz concluded, accordingly, that the Philistines in Genesis must reflect an earlier wave of Aegean
folk who migrated to the land of Canaan.

We now have before us two Linear A inscriptions excavated in Israel, the more important of which
for our present concerns is the Tel Haror piece from c. 1600 B.C.E. It may be premature to make such
connections, but the following scenario suggests itself. If Tel Haror is indeed Gerar (or if not, as stated
above, Gerar must be very close to Tel Haror), and if there is any historicity to the Philistines of Gerar in
Genesis 26, then I suggest that the Tel Haror Linear A inscription affords us the evidence to substantiate
the general picture reconstructed by Grintz. This small find presents evidence for contact with Aegean folk
(if not the settlement of Aegean folk) in the region of Gerar (if not in Gerar itself) during the Middle Bronze
Age, in general conformity with Grintz’s hypothesized early Philistines.'® I fully recognize the speculative
nature of this conclusion, hanging on rather slim evidence. On the other hand, it is remarkably striking that
of all places, ancient Gerar (the city itself or the general region), about which the Israelites transmitted a
tradition of Philistine settlement from patriarchal times, should yield a Minoan Linear A inscription.'’

The second inscription, from the 12th century B.C.E., is most likely the result of the attested Sea
Peoples wave, even though the location of Lachish is somewhat inland.

Finally, we take the opportunity to note the following. In the debate over the identification of the
language of the Minoan Linear A texts, two main schools compete. Cyrus Gordon holds that the language
is Semitic,'® while others, including Finkelberg and Uchitel, claim that it is Anatolian." While neither of
these very short inscriptions allows one to decide this issue, it is noteworthy that two Linear A texts have
been found in the heart of Semitic-speaking territory. Obviously, this is not decisive (compare, for example,
the inclusion of two Hittite texts among the Amama letters), but it is a point to keep in mind as scholars
continue to grapple with this crucial issue.
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