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o Rab-saris and Rab-shakeh
in 2 Kings 18

Hayim Tadmor
The Hebrew University of Jerusalem

he citles of two of the three envo
T of Jerusalem in 701 (2 Kgs 18:
~ both Assyriologigal and biblical, for ov
equartions and circular argumentacion.
Whereas the identity of the Tarran with che Assyrian tarting,
Chief” (lic., “che secoad-in-command”), was apparent even after the first scages of
the decipherment of the Assyrian royal inscriptions, the question of the cuneiform
counterpart of the other two Assyrian tizles in Hebrew guise could not easily be
resolved. But even before the decipherment of the cuneiform, when Assyriology was
still in its infancy, Semitists and biblical scholars had surmised thar ““Rap-saris” (Kjv
Rabsaris) must mean “Chief of the Eunuchs"/“Chief Eunuch.” This title was compared
-t0 rdb sarisim (Dan 1: 3), “Master of (Nebuchadnezzar's) eunuchs,” and was related to
saris, sarisim in Isa 53: 3 and to sérisalsarss in Arsmaic and Syriac.
Similarly, “Rab-shakeh” (KJV Rabshakeh) was understood to be Sennacherib’s

“Chief Cupbearer” (RSV: Chief of the Butlers, Luther: Erzschente) and was com pared
t0 far hammasqim in Gen 40: 2,9, etc.!

A few years later, the earl
that Rab-shakeh corresponds
nounced rab jaq or rab jagu
occasionally dispatched by th

( was no longer rendered as

“officer,” or the like.2

As no cuneiform counter
Schrader stated thar it was “p
But it has not been
Hebrew] word sariy,
319=1888: 2: 3). Schrader's disciple Hug
suggested that the “Rab-saris” of 2

to che rab-SAG (1889: 138). A learned glossator, knowing tnar SAG
“retranslated” rab-jag (Rab-shakeh) with the non
then hebraized it into rab-saris! As su
pointed out cthat in Isa 36: 2,
appears, the Rabshakeh.?

At about the same time, sounder suggestions were broughe foreh, mainly from
the Leipzig school, headed by Zimmern (1899: 1 16; 1905: 651). The lacter, followed
by Klauber's penetrating scudy (1910: 70-72), adduced ampl

. e evidence thar the
Chief Cupbearer g Assyria was not che GAL.SAG, buc the GAL.BI.LUL (or

ys of Sennacherib who appeared before the gates
17f1.) have been a subject of scholarly debace,
€r a century—a curious case of miscaken lexical

B

“Commander-in-

y- Assyriologists concluded—racher unfortunarely—
to LU.GAL.SAG, a logogram believed to be pro-
(from jaqa, high), a title of a high ranking dignitary
e kings of Assyria on military missions. Hence this ticle
“Chief Cupbearer” but as “General,” “General Staff-

part could be provided at thar time for che “Rab-saris,”
robably che cranslacion of a corresponding Assyrian citle.
possible to say anything more definite hitherto. The {Biblical

= r&u, had
-existent Assyrian title rzb fz rif and
pporting evidence for this argument, Winckler
the parallel t0 2 Kgs 18: 17, only one Assyrian envoy
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~nz/

280 .
S -faqé, another high ranking dignitary also men-
C';ALAK‘AS.LUL)’ pmnlci)slizc::d Z\b;oayq:i correspondfilce. Consequently, rab fagiliaqé
cloned in che e[;lOF-YY? inal of the Rab-shakeh of the biblical narrarive. 45 for the
oPe v eh?r tgitle was either transcribed, rather cauciously as ﬂme/rab-SAC’}.
LU-GAL.SA%T ;‘li77' 89) or transliterated as “mé[rqb-rafu, and translated-"General
s 191‘ 6823) It ,was furcher suggested that LU.SAG by itse!f was pronounced
(,S“ic»k 1916i'k tk;e fit-r&u of the Assyrian royal inscriptions, denoted a (royal}
o andf’t e loyed in various imperial-administrative posrs.4 '
cunuch © e i c}klle might have seemed, these renderings were not universally
e e taijel i)IIXCOITECC equation of Rab-shakeh with LU.G.AL.SAG'and ‘thel
aCCCP(C.d' 'The : ?he la};ter as rab-faq were not abandoned. Several leadm.g Azsynologlca
tranSFrlp_UOIl;) ollections of ancient Near Eastern texts in translation,® as v7/ell as
AR lations of the Old Testament have followed the old error. .
O e o traTs the equation of LU.SAG with 2 ri-fi in a lexical text published
ot l:ecmu';xlx,d Gue:\ey (1957: 83: 232) has finally settled the ;en:gryfold
b}' I-‘M(:‘Sbergerbe uestion of how the ticle LU.GAL.SAG in the royal inscriptions
Y YEf,; t'?l remains a matter of debate. Some continue to nor_r:}ahze it as
Sh:urle':c'{i ’gewr:?le :t:::ers prefer rab-sa-réi, which thus corresponds © raé-;arlu og 30Kt§s
8 17 is not i ical conventions; it relate he
18: 17.2 The issue is not me_rely one of lemcoglrapl;;:amb wentions; fe relates w0 e
qliestion whethf:r the §z-r&7 and cqnseq;;:lnic ﬂ): :rial g Jare e
eunucgi:i?)uc:l;dl:ﬁuzsf) 1:;;2 ;ic:gf? tlk&xsaiy;.ﬁ.GAli.SAG was _ir%deed p:;nounc:: sb
fa-r&i in Assyria has been close at hand all t§c§e years. A blshln—g;.:—a-l4 1?7[; sb ea[;ing
docket from the Kuyunjik collection at the British Mu.sc.ex.;lmd(al - a,cemu;y iy
an Aramaic superscription with the title rbsrs, was publishe 2 moRab-saris s
The editors of chat text in CIS re::iognilzed l\;l;at rb:; rscc::n‘:‘s.xzos;l e ol
: ered che date fm Nbsrr . ;
ll\?ab:;rauzirhe(rgg‘ tze;;d 145). It was rather unfortunate that in tkée lc\gnzﬁ:mg::;:{;}:
date-formula had been shortened to limma Nabn-fvar-u.gur a; :’semor ofMarqa_g.j
Subsequently, this eponym was identified w'it: Na?u;sfa;\ixs;u;oe f:m o s
ony »
o el?Of;Yem rformf ?12 ;. E&i’ gzg).vgt'l'hat idencification has never bec:n ques-
S;Z)S:;aan:::?as tl:; r);sulting ;tmnge situarion that a provincial governor would ac the
e t'ime e t(;‘e }lligh mrtdk:eoi(ﬁlr]:f I;:clil:riltcx}t‘y of the Nabu-3ar-usur of the
he long awaited clue to : d
bilin;uael docﬁet and to his citle has been provided by th;ee ;;05221; :i;c;x:er;;;}
one—unpublished—from Assur (Weidner 1941: 316) ZZG;(Per‘ o 15,4 o
3423 (Wiseman 1953: 140; Deller 1966: 193) and NDESGAL o o L 3ol
21). In all three texts Nabu-$ar-usur carries Fhe title o sAL. i m‘b-SAG) n(;ted o
referring to the date in the Assur documan (lim-mu Nabf:-xargigg v bl;t ored i
relation to thar of the rbsrs of the Aramax.c §u?erscr1ptlor}r§‘ ! was. U
draw the prosopographic and ch;onologx;:z :]r;f;er:tr:gz;n [ hla: Nabpj.gar-usu;, 7
. w -us
;‘{j“’é‘:&“f‘gj\}’é bayf,‘ th}f: r;g;lii;treudFa:ngej{ssur rablets, should be placed(llr(\) 5!:2& ;:':121)',/
pos;-canonical period, i.e., in the fifth decade of the seventh c::(t::i’z'al epon_yn:\ ; na
Our bilingual docker was also assigned by her to the same p;)\st-c e st o
not to that for 682. She made no reference, however, to the Aram pe .
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More recent prosopographic examinacion of our dacket and of anocher bilingual
« docket, K. 3784, close}i’telatew to it,"” has revealed thac boch must belong to the
mid-séventh century or somewhat later and noc to 682,16 Thus, the identification of
the Nabu-Sar-usur of the bilingual docker with the eerly post-canonical Nabu-sar-
usur the LU.GAL.SAG has once and for all been established. It elim:nates any

possible doubt chat the logographically wricten citle LU.GAL.SAG (or, occasionally,
LU.GAL.LU.SAG') was indeed rendered in Aramaic rbsrs, i.e.. rab fa-réi in

Akkadian or Rab-saris in Biblical Hebrew. Thus oddly enough, proper analysis of the

Assyriological evidence has returned us to cthe answers offered in the pre-cuneiform
stage of inquiry.

Notes

L. Thus, e.g., Thenius 1849: 383; Eddrup 1875: 2858; Berger 1886: 201, Bur alrcady Jerome
did not doubc thac “Rabsaris” was “princeps cunuchus sive magister aut major curuchus’ and
“Rabsace” was “princeps deosculans sive mulcus osculo” (Liber de Nommthus Hebrarcis. ad loc.r.

2. Delitzsch 1883: 13; 1896: 685; Schrader 1888: 319 -20: Knudrzon 1893: 317 Muss-Arnole
1905: 1099:; Winckler 1903: 273; Manitius 1910: 199-209.

3. Before Winckler's ingenious speculation Klosterman ( 1887: 4$59) had suggested that che shorrer
version in Isa 36: 2 should be preferred. Influenced by these opinions, Scade and Schwally 1904: 271)
excised the “Tarran” and the “Rab-saris” from 2 Kgs 18: 17. conmsidering chem marginal glosses. (In
modern scholarship, this hyper-critical approach has besn followed by Gray 1970: 675 and by the JB
Several years after his short note of 1899 Winckler otfered vet another. bur no less tar-terched.
speculation. He suggested chac the original texc in 2 Kgs [8: 17 cezd “and he sear che Tartan” cec. . hut
the “Taran™ was lacer supplanted by “Rab-shakeh™ (1903: 273.q. 3. Haupt's tzcic objection (wpud Stade
and Schwally 1904: 271) must have salvaged che “Rab-shakeh™ uc not che ocher ewo ticles in the
English edicion of the Polychrom: Bible.

4. Ungnad 1917/18: 56: Zimmern 1923: 31; Weidner 1956: 264. By chat time ic ha
widely recognized that Hebrew sdris, Aramaic srs>. nse, and Syriac s@riedi, Ceunuch.” were loan
words from Assyro-Babylonian iz &7 (lic.. “he who is at head”). Thus alrcady. Delirzsch 1896:
694; Zimmern 1899: 116; 1903: 649; and BDB: T10.

5. Cf., e.g..Smith 1921: 60: 20; Waterman 1950-31: no. 283 1andvol. 3. p. 11z Piepkorn
1933: 12: 9. This error, reicerazed recencly by Henshaw. 1969:
Streck 1916: 160: 25.

d been

15, goes back w0 che parallel passage in

6. See, e.g.. Luckenbill 1926: 9717; 9802; %803: Oppenheim 1950 287" Wiscman 1958 36.
Cf. also Wiseman 1962: 1072.

7. “"Rab-shakeh™ was translated as “field-marshall” in Waternan (1947), as “the commander” in
NAB. and as “chief officer™ in NEB. NJPS left chis and the other two Assyrian sicles uncranslaced. as in
KJV and RSV.

8. So. e.g.. AHW: 9385, Kinnier Wilson 1972 35: Garelli 1974: 135. Borger (1978: 9D
renders LU.SAG as jsy,-%7. As tor LU.GAL.SAG. he caunousty noced: -

rab-réfi.” Only in those few cases when ic is wriceen as LU GAL. LU SAG does he
Cf. below. note 18.

Lesung unsicher. ctwa
read icas lu‘-‘,/)_;‘,l (1St
9. So Oppenheim 1963: 3: Fenton 1968: 1127 Henshaw 1969: 14: Parpola 1976: 17 1: Tad-
mor 1976: 323.

10. For the Neo-Assyrian macerial see mose recently Benkman 1968: 309: Reade 1972 91:
Oppenheim 1973: 33034 (wich survey of previous liceroture); Garelli 1974: 133-36: Parpola 1979: 33;
Henshaw 1980: 293 In a paper presenced at the 27¢h Rencantre Asyrrdugrque tttornatimmale in Panis «July
1980). Tadduced some evidence for che political role of the influenciaf se-reii's in the Assvrian Empire of
che tace th and the carly 8ch cencuries. Ie is noc our purpose here w discuss the controversid quescion
whether all chese high royal courtiers were caseraces or vhecher the appellacion we-résy
also denoee non-castraced persorncl. In all breviey,
generally overlooked passages: (0 CT 25 L0

Lrvdradrds could
[ would like o draw attention o two crucial bue
14 (quoced—us far as T know—rtor the firse time by fensen
apud Maxitius 1910: 1OOY: &oma st réit b dlids nilka 1, “May your semen dey up like chae of « cunuch

/4

. g let rOT
i 3=5: ubal y? ris hén dni<és yabés,” " And
- 234%); (b) Isa 561 3=5: wéas yomar basss ‘ g ) ent
who cannot Deges (CAphjre; :r:c"' (NJPS). The eunucths are consoled chae they will have “a monum
mawit -

. and
¢he cunuch say ‘12 speak for chemselves 30

betcer than sons and daugheers™ (v 5). Both passages. 1 believe,
and 4 name DC . d
require 0O furcher COTm:SG: Briinnow 1888 238—42:CIS no. 38. The Akkadin cexe was chublil::;o
1 B 18839: a;:i e.ditcd by Kohlerand Ungnad 1913: no. 313, wherethe Arazmc text
in Johns 1889: 0o- l:j The Aramaic texe is discussed i full by Delapor’te 19}2i 39— 1[; 1938: 452.
quored 2nd ("“25[1“8‘;(- 1765: Pinches 1902: 18 {; Kohlerand Ungnad 19 13: no. 313: Ungna ’
12. Bezol 0: b Ungnad 1938: 452. . al’
13. Cf. Johas 1()é)'lll(i,‘i :(;31-24) rgcndered LU.GAL.SAG as #mélrab-risi, :nd tmr.xslatccizGC““ :
14. Fnlkncr(l‘)? ) 130; Kohler and Ungnad 1913: no. 327; Delaporte 1?12. “‘0~bocl.\ dockets
15. Johns 1893 - o - " 2ad " Handuate (probably in the West) are mcnuoned in o i
16. "Taqum, H: ’:ac[l”ocum ments from Nineveh. However, ™Apladdu-hutin, son of 0;‘: . éocume.m
but do not occur mo{[-; ty identical with "Ha-ma-tu-is of the two dockers). aPpeale Nabu-sar-usur
1l ™ Hamadudu (most_rlsgg'9 = Kohler and Ungnad 1913: no. 209, dalted to the lm:rm (;ird ¥ che. same
from Kannas o A BALKUR). To judge by the B Falknes (1956, 114-15; 119). For e
the Palace Scrt ce of the posc-canonical /immu's: Falkner 3 —1% Jocation
cae, Pelongs T l;tocumes‘: g:::!;mm Kanow, cf. Lipidski 1976: 58; Zadok 1977: 137; for the
in chat
personal names in € ! d Lipigski 1976: 53-63. . . ndec-in-
of Kannw® see Pélh“ fl?;?\.uclhoslit: thepeadie: bearers of chac ncle,l was in rc;l;;ya;k: nsCto:tr::f; N eans
17. This Chue * o hurbanipal on milirary missi
. dispatched by Ashurtanip Mt : . _zar-usur the
Chief. He is kxl;(:;m toee ha{"(‘nizzon P1893; nos. 150; 153. If he is ;dentxc;l vtm:: “I::‘z;l:‘u A?;urbmiml
and the Gambulu, § . 66, 67. texts which derive from the ume “Chief
. . 1893: nos. 00, O/, o Ily the ‘Chie
LU.GAL ma-g/ of K'm‘l:kzi(t)nwould seem chat he had a long militacy career, bic-ol:: mmfe?‘:\:d Z land-grant
was sell 3 crOWR b 58 (Knudrzon 1893: no. 153). Already alslf;;" ’l""":'h':'eponymy in 645 bus thac
Eunuchy’ no lacet ¢  no. 10. Falkner (1956: 118) placed hi o4l and
from Ashurbanipal; see Pascghaecgeulffz .64n(:1 bt of Nabu-nadin-ahi; see Tudmor 1964: 240

- . Ould thus
Cogan and Tadmor 1981 2 8~ 9 The earliest dates for his tenure as limmu W be eicher
3 3

i itle of rab-fa-rii: see
AT _canpnical eponyms who bore thc.tll: <
of the chree post-cal ‘ re the ¢ frabia i
Nab‘;;zr-uls.g; w::d;%ﬁriz)i nos. 133 and 137 (from (h; time :f S::-::rl ;5:1:::(1 The laxe oo
B e nous of i cates, was Sin-Sum- isir, who n "o
P e ﬁ:’“":ﬁ:j:‘::;:‘g‘f;?{’;g; aos. 13—14) but also seized ﬂ;66t9hr02n;:7 fo;ga short w
: . ipal’ " 1969: -39. )
Ash.urbampal on che od which followed Ashurbanipal’s dead), see Borger 96 B3T3 in Chict:
i A Peng is atrested for Sa-Nabu-3u, Esarhaddon’s Chief Eungc;r;nm.d e CAG,
S e no. 57 H ¢, the same person isrete: A .

: R 1913: no. 37. However, ’ L A e
Knumaudm;els?;iimx.\zlsﬁagbrnd in Johns 1901: no. 890: 5.18135 w:‘a: ;1; c_;.;orl\g‘:l“rmd ond
N . rved 25 A ipal’ ief Eunuch: Johns : no. 48 = .

Nabu-3 Ashurbanipal’s Chiel - oo 48 = Kou
N;'{’;-W-usz\;rgsegsi :\n his ticle in this document is no more rab fa-réli but Ja
1 : no. .
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