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A NEW GREEK WORD FROM THE
SANCTUARY OF ESHMUN AT SIDON
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The history of the sanctuary of Eshmun at Sidon, around three kilometers to
the north of the city, starts in the late 6" century BC '. After its foundation or,
more likely, after its first architectonical development under King
Eshmunazar Il and his mother Amashtart, and after a first monumental
extension of the whole complex around 500 BC under their successor,
Bodashtart, the sanctuary had its architectural peak in the first half of the 47
century BC. On the podium built by Bodashtart, which was around 25 m.
high, there were two great buildings of Greek, probably Pentelic marble: an -
lonic propylon and an amphiprostylos with exterior facades also in the
lonic order, but in the interior a cella of oriental type, reflecting the local
cult tradition. In the same period, the sanctuary filled up with votives made
from the same kind of imported stone 2 The biggest and best-preserved

~marble votive, the so-called ‘Tribune of Eshmun’, decorated with two fi-

gured friezes, was also made around 350 BC 2. After that, in the early
Hellenistic period, the area adjacent to the north-east of the Bodashtart
Podium was built over with an extended sacred complex, whose two parts
were joined together, and at the same time separated, by a common wall:




the so-called ‘Pool of the Throne of Ashtart’ and the ‘Children’s Frieze
Building’ ¢. Not much later, the sanctuary seems to have started to
decline. A small Byzantine church is the most recent building whose
foundations have been preserved >.

Whereas in the extra-mural sanctuary of Eshmun, the votives and
buildings made from Greek marble in the western style had their

peak in the fourth century, imported Greek marble had already been

used a century earlier in the city itself and its periphery. There are some
fragments of column of oriental type from some kind of palace, that had
been found on the former fringe of the city. They later came to the Ford
Collection and subsequently to the National Museum of Beyrouth. It was
only during their recent restoration before the reopening of the Museum
that their material was recognized: not local limestone, as had been
assumed for a long time, but Greek marble ¢. Already in the early fifth cen-
tury, Phoenician type anthropoid sarcophagi had been made from marble
of the Cyclades at Aradus and Sidon”. The two earlier examples of the royal
sarcophagi, decorated with reliefs, the so-called Satrap Sarcophagus and
Lycian Sarcophagus, are also made from Cycladic marble °, whereas the
two younger ones, the Mourning-Women Sarcophagus and the Alexander
Sarcophagus °, are from Attic marble.

From the fifth century onward, therefore, Phoenician stone-masons and
sculptors must have been familiar with elements of Greek iconography and
style, which they had to fit into various kinds of work, ordered by the court
and by wealthy merchants. They also had to learn to cope with the unu-
sually hard stone, which splits in very particular ways. At first, Greek sculp-
tors from the Cyclades must have helped them. Later on, architects and
sculptors from Attica followed. These specialists taught the local appren-
tices how to deal with the imported marble and, if needed for a particular
piece of art, how to use the iconographical and stylistic features of Greek
art.

There are widely diverging opinions on the extent of influence by immigrant
Greek artists on Phoenician art of the Persian era. One group of scholars sug-
gests that an initial phase with immigrant Greek artists ‘implanting” Greek
ideas into Phoenician art was sufficient *°. Others are convinced that during
the fifth and fourth centuries, migrating artists from Greece and Asia Minor
periodically passed by the Phoenician cities to produce works ordered by
wealthy local people ™. For this group of scholars only a repeated presence
of Greek artists can explain the heterogeneous bits and pieces of western
influence in Phoenician sarcophagi and votives.

According to their respective position in this question, scholars have
assumed that the immigrant Greeks joined the local workshops or founded
their own workshops, employing local craftsmen and teaching them to
work the marble. Of course, there was not the faintest hint as to the forma-
tion and structure of such workshops, and even less so of a professional
organization of these stone-masons and sculptors. Now, a Greek inscription
sheds at least a little light on these matters although its content refers to a
rather late period of the sanctuary; it is dated to the year 214 of the Sidonian




era, i.e. 104 AD ™. This inscription, too, belongs to the documents
that have disappeared during the civil war.

Catherine Apicella, in her important work on Sidon in the Hellenistic

and Roman periods, on the basis of the few epigraphical texts avai-

lable in 2002 suggested that the local craftsmen had been organized

in guilds or corporations (téxvar) from the Hellenistic period
onward ®. Her conclusions are based on the inscriptions of the cutlers
dated to 48/47 BC and - thanks to a hint from Jean-Paul Rey-Coquais ™ - on
an inscription of 104 AD mentioning a guild of yetiwtai. Their name will
be at the centre of the present article. In addition, Apicella refers to a pas-
sage in a papyrus from the Zenon Archive.

Therefore, as in Greece and Asia Minor, also the Sidonian craftsmen were
forming guilds, of which in fact a few more have made their appearance in
the meantime. These organizations allowed better control of work, workers,
orders, and wages. The prefect of such a guild at Sidon, as elsewhere, had
the title of an apyov.

The most important study on these matters remains Franz Poland’s
‘Geschichte des griechischen Vereinswesens', published 1909 as the 38"
volume of ‘Preisschriften gekront und herausgegeben von der Flrstlichen
Jablonowskischen Gesellschaft *. It makes it quite clear that the Sidonian
teyvol belong to the category of professional societies or — more precise-
ly — guilds. For instance, a guild of kline-makers (i.e. makers of couches, beds),
attested at Sidon, has been long known from Tralles . On the other hand,
we may wonder why there is as yet no testimony of an organization of tex-
tile workers at Sidon, given the importance of the production of purple-
dyed cloth and the frequent attestation of such organizations elsewhere .
As for the stone-masons and sculptors, already Poland has stated the rarity
of their guilds; besides A[180&b01] on the island of Paros and pepurapdpion
(of unknown location) he only cites some evidence for architects at Paphos on
Cyprus at the time when the city was under Egyptian rule, and in Egypt
itself .

Poland assumed that this kind of professional organizations had started in
late Hellenistic times, already under Roman influence ™. On the basis of new
finds we can now date the process to the early Hellenistic period, with
some predecessors going back to the early fourth century BC *. At Sidon,
too, however, the earliest testimonies are from the mid-first century BC. If
similar organizations should have existed as early as the Persian era, we
would have a chance to know more about the cooperation of Phoenicians
and Greeks in Sidonian workshops.

The fact that most or all of the preserved inscriptions mentioning Sidonian
guilds are precisely from the sanctuary of the healing god, Eshmun, may
have its reason in the position of the sanctuary outside the city with its per-
manent building activity. On the other hand, it seems to have been typical
of professional guilds to worship the principal city deities *'. An important
part of their cult consisted of regular sacrifices with subsequent banguets,




which used to take place in so-called ‘Hestiatoria’, large dining halls
within the precincts of the sanctuaries. In fact, in the northern part of

the Eshmun sanctuary, within the dense network of walls, two buil-

dings can be identified whose simple structure is typical of such di-

ning halls. The entrance is on one of the short sides, and along the

three other sides a pedestal served as support for the mattresses on
which those invited to the banquet reclined 2 The smaller dining

hall would house around 30, the bigger almost 50 symposiasts. Whether
these halls were the property of particular guilds or could be hired, we do
not know.

Most of the Greek inscriptions from the sanctuary of Eshmun are from late
Hellenistic and early Roman times, especially the texts which mention the
professional guilds. They give us some valuable insight into the social struc-
tures and ritual traditions of the time, albeit at a rather late period, when the
sanctuary had long passed its heyday. Apart from the cutlers and klinema-
kers, mentioned above, there are the carpenters, the smiths, and not least,
the craftsmen designated by the word weltlotal, which neither Rey-
Coquais nor Apicella tried to translate. Here Is the relevant inscription:

Plague of white marble, inv. E 1042, found 1968 in square 13/12 =
Measures: 23 x 23 x 2.5 cm. Around the inscription, there is a thin line for-
ming a rectangle 20 cm. wide and 18.5 cm. high. Letter forms: lunar sigma,
cursive omega, upsilon partly without a vertical. Mentioned by Rey-
Coquais # and Apicella =, see fig. 1.

"Etoug AIC unvog In the year 214 (= 104 AD), in the month
Movnuov K Panemos, on the 20th (day),

AwpdBeoc Anpostpdrton Dorotheos, son of Demostratos,

kol "AAEEavdpog Nikaiov and Alexandros, son of Nikaios, -
kol Zexovvdog kol ‘HAMbSw- and Sekoundos, and Heliodo-

pog kol "AmoArddmpoc kot PHAZ ros, and Apollodoros, and Ph....,

01 &mo Thg TéxvNe welhwTdy (members) of the guild of the Psilotai,

£00101c £k AV {8iwv

for themselves from their own means

[leaf] xoreckevacov [leaf] have built (this),

ouv yovoul

with their wives

KO TEKVOLG

and children.

The name starting with @ is not clear. The readings ®nAg (for Felix or dHAxE?)
and OPNa& (for daink, with horizontal bar missing in the alpha) are both unsatisfac-
tory.

Now, what profession do we have to seek behind the expression wetAwtot?
It is true, there is in Greek a verb wikow, attested from early times, which is
often spelled yet- and has the meaning of ‘shear, depilate’. This immedi-
ately reminds one of the barber’s profession.

However, the verb yidow as well as the noun for the respective action,
WwiAwo1g, are only very rarely used in the sense of ‘shave’ or ‘shaving,
respectively, and if they are, the hair of the entire head is referred to (thus:



‘shear a bald head’). And, what is more, for the agent noun, yilwtig,

which should have designated the professional, there is not a single
attestation in antiquity apart from our inscription. The only testimony

Is by John Tzetzes in the late Byzantine period, but with a com-
pletely different meaning: ‘those who write and pronounce the
smooth breathing (spiritus fenis) in the word-initial position’ (e.g in ££).

We are well informed about the Greek language of the Roman Empire

and would expect such a noun to be attested somewhere if it had been in
current use, especially since a profession organized in a guild and recor-
ded in a prominent sanctuary of a famous city must have been a wide-
spread phenomenon.

If we are already uneasy in view of the lack of more attestations of this noun,
we have to be quite unsatisfied with its supposed, but unattested, mea-
ning ‘barber’, a profession which hardly fits the context of the Eshmun sanc-
tuary *. The only way out of these difficulties was to assume an expression
restricted to the local speech variety, and the obvious solution was a loan
from the local North-West Semitic language. Thus, the classicist asked the
semitist, and the latter’s search for a suitable Semitic etymon was short and
successful, as we shall see in @ moment. Obviously, the Semitic word was
borrowed into Greek and adapted morphologically (-11¢) and perhaps
even phonologically, as happens frequently in many languages. Obviously
the Greek verb ynAdw offered itself as a point of reference. The actions for
which it was used, namely depilating animal skins and cutting off the
branches and twigs of trees, resembled certain actions of the profession in
guestion. In addition, the adaptation suggested itself because the agent
noun WA®TAG was not current in Greek.

The solution for ywethwtat is the Semitic root ps/, attested in Ugaritic, Punic,
Palmyrene, Hebrew, Aramaic and Syriac ¥. There are as yet no attestations
in Phoenician texts from Phoenicia or the colonies (except Carthage), but this
can easily be due to the scarcity of texts from these regions. The verb ps/
means ‘to cut stone’, ‘to sculpture’. Apart from the verb, there is a number
of nominal derivatives, meaning ‘cut stone’, ‘stone block’, ‘statue’, ‘divine
effigy’, ‘stone-mason, sculptor’.

In administrative texts from Ugarit (= Ras Shamra, 14™ century BC) there are
pskm) appearing as one of the guilds *. They did not only work in stone.
Apart from the ps/ hzm, who produce stone arrow-heads, there are ps/ gst,
who carve bows.

In the Old Testament ¥, péasal and pasil is used for an image of god (or rather,
from the perspective of the authors, of an idol), which was either carved in wood,
sometimes covered by a metal layer, or cut in stone. We also read that
Moses was ordered by God to cut (ps/, Exadus 34,1.4) a second pair of law
. tablets. In our context, however, the most important passage is the follo-
wing: In order to build the Temple at Jerusalem, Solomon has to call
Phoenician craftsmen. Among other things they have to help cut the huge
blocks that will form the foundation of the building. First Book of Kings,
5,32: ‘The builders of Solomon and those of Hiram (King of Tyrus) as well as




the people from Gebal (Byblus) then cut (ps!) them (i.e. the blocks) and
prepared wood and stone in order to build the temple.’ This is an
important testimony for the high reputation of Phoenician craftsmen,
especially stone-masons and sculptors, in Israel.

Sculptors (ps!) are particularly well represented in literary texts on

tomb monuments at Hegra (Mada'in Salih, Saudi Arabia) from the first
century AD ®, Around thirty of approximately eighty tomb facades bear
lengthy inscriptions in Nabataean dialect. Sixteen of them present the name
or names of the sculptor(s) at the end. Thirteen of them were probably from
one clan, that of “Abd-obodat.

These are the most important attestations of ps/ used for Semitic stone-
masons and sculptors. They are joined by the weltlotal at Sidon. Which
derivative from the root ps/ was the model for the Greek borrowing, and
where in the Near East and when precisely this happened, it is impossible
to say. Nor can we know for certain from which Semitic language the word
was taken. One point is clear, however: the word which was borrowed
into Greek did not have a full vowel between the p and the s; at best there
was a reduced vowel. (Unfortunately, there are many uncertainties as for the precise
pronunciation of the spoken Semitic languages at that time.) Otherwise there could
not have been the merger in Greek of p and s to v (ps). Now, such a rea-
lization of the root without a full vowel between p and s is typical of the
Aramaic language family (including Syriac); see, for instance, Judaeo-Aramaic
©O°sila (‘cut picture’, ‘statue of idol’) and Syriac psal (‘to cut stone”).

If we try to corroborate the possibility of weltlotal being a loan word from
Semitic, we may point to the opposite case of a Greek word borrowed into
Aramaic. Greek wyaAtmplov (latin psalterium) appears as psanterin in the
Aramaic part of the Book of Daniel (chapter 3). Similar examples of Greek
words beginning with v and borrowed into Semitic languages are to be
found in post-Old Testament Hebrew and Aramaic as well as in Syriac.

Thus, we have been able to supplement the ancient Greek vocabulary by
one item, the name of a profession of craftsmen, yetimtig ‘stone-mason,
sculptor’, a word, however, which will not have been used in an area
extending far beyond the boundaries of Sidon or at least beyond the Near
East.
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