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Abstract

This paper concentrates on the etymology of the epistolary terms k‘t, k‘nt in Offi-
cial Aramaic and proposes that they are related to the root k-‘-n, used both in 
official correspondence from Middle Assyrian and in the Amarna letters. In this 
discussion various dialectal features in the history of Aramaic are discussed, 
among them: rule ordering with regards to the assimilation of the consonant –n, 
and the insertion of an anaptyxis between clusters of two final consonants; the 
existence of two allomorphs in Aramaic for the feminine ending, -at and –t; and 
a consideration of the existence of some connection between the dialect of the 
Sefire inscription and the dialect of the Hermopolis letters.*
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1 Inter alia, Fitzmyer 1974, p. 205. 
2 Folmer 1995. 
3 Folmer 1995, pp. 661–671. 
4 My student Rotem Amiram has noted that in the biblical texts the form k‘nt appears in 

the letter from the officials in the Trans-Euphrates to the Persian king, while the form k‘t 
appears in his response. Accordingly this may reflect a dialectal variation between the east and 
the west. For another example of a linguistic variation in a direct speech in a biblical text, see 
Bar-Asher 2008. 

5 Some deviations will be discussed throughout the paper.  
6 In addition, in ostraca k‘nt occasionally appears at the beginning of letters alone with-

out any longer formula. 

1. Introduction

The affinity between the Aramaic epistolary epigraphy from Egypt and 
the administrative correspondence in the biblical book of Ezra, both of 
which are dated to the period of the Persian Achaemenid dynasty, have 
long fascinated biblical and Aramaic scholars.1 Folmer’s decision to 
include the biblical dialect in her study of the Aramaic language in the 
Achaemenid period2 was based on a resemblance that extends beyond the 
lexicon, revealing itself again and again at all levels of linguistic analysis. 
A prime example of this kinship is the distribution of the adverbs k‘t, k‘nt 
and k‘n, to which Folmer dedicated an exhaustive discussion.3 While k‘n 
is well attested in other dialects, with the meaning of ‘now’, k‘t is rarely 
attested in dialects from other periods and k‘nt is known only in the Ara-
maic letters of the book of Ezra and the Elephantine documents. In §2 we 
will discuss whether relics of these forms can be found in later dialects as 
well.

Following Folmer’s survey, one should have in mind these several facts: 

1. k‘nt and k‘t never appear in the same source (besides Ezra).4

2. In the Aramaic of this period, these forms appear only in letters, as 
part of an epistolary formulation.

3. They come almost5 always at the beginning of letters, in the vicinity of 
the praescriptio, very often in one of the following formulae:6

a. mn PN ‘l PN wk‘(n)t
 From PN to PN and-k‘(n)t
b. Or following some greeting:
 mn PN ‘l PN slm sgy’ hwsrt lk wk‘(n)t
 From PN to PN, I send you abundant greetings of welfare and- 

k‘(n)t
c. k‘t PN kn ’mr
 k‘t PN thus says
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7 Inter alia, Bauer and Leander 1929, p. 74; BDB 1107 (under the root ענ״ה); Rosenthal 
1995, p. 92. 

8 Ezra 4:10–11 and D 5, 1. 
9 It is interesting to note that this interpretation was already given by the Syriac translator 

of Ezra. In 5:16 he translated k‘n with hasa ‘now’. But in the letters he translated using the 
conjunctive adverbs hakana ‘thus’ (4: 13), and mekel ‘therefore’ (4: 14, 21) (the latter is some-
times translated to English as ‘and now’, but this is not a temporal adverb outside of this 
context). I believe that these translations demonstrate a deep understanding of the language 
of Ezra, and, in this regard, I disagree with Hawley (1922, p. 37) who took it as a misunder-
standing on the part of the Syriac translator. Later (§4.3.4), we will dedicate a special discus-
sion to the way k‘nt and k‘t are translated in the Syriac translation.  

10 Fitzmyer 1974, p. 216. For more references to previous literature on the form see Fitz-
myer (1974, p. 216, esp. n. 46). Similarly in HALOT, p. 1901, they took all three forms 
together and said that it is “a link into what is to follow, and marks that transition to the real 
point of concern in a letter.”  

It is evident that k‘nt and k‘t function exactly in the same way, thus from 
a linguistic point of view, the fact that they never appear in the same text 
suggests that these are two dialectal variations of the same form. 

Before considering the etymology of these forms we should examine 
their meanings, or, better yet, their functions in their context. Based on the 
function of k‘n in other stages of Aramaic, and the functions of what are 
considered to be the cognates of these forms in other Northwest Semitic 
languages (which will be discussed below), most lexicons provide the trans-
lation: ‘now’.7 However, most often such a reading seems unnatural, espe-
cially when these forms are repeated twice in the greeting section,8 without 
any specific content that requires a temporal adverb at all. Another problem 
with this translation is the distribution of these forms and the distribution 
of the more common word k‘n. If we momentarily disregard the possibility 
that these are frozen formulae and assume that they share the same mean-
ing, then it is unclear as to why k‘nt and k‘t occur only at the beginning of 
letters while k‘n appears everywhere. Another common translation, there-
fore, is as the conjunctive adverb ‘thus’.9 This reading, however, seems 
redundant when these forms appear in expressions such as “k‘t PN kn ‘mr” 
(“k‘t PN thus says”), where kn already delivers this function.

Fitzmyer, while discussing all three forms without distinction, describes 
their function as “a word that either introduces the body of the message or 
is repeated in the course of it as a sort of message divider; it marks logical 
breaks in the letter and has often been compared to English ‘stop’ on tele-
grams.”10 For our purposes, he did not propose an explanation for the exist-
ence of various forms simultaneously.

Despite this, the overwhelming impression from a sensitive reading of 
these texts is that for some scribes it was almost obligatory to include either 
k‘t or k‘nt at the beginning of a letter. The fact that k‘t survived as an ideo-
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11 See Henning 1959, pp. 415–416, esp. note on line 1. 
12 Bauer and Leander (1927, p. 255) suggest that the /w/ is not a conjunctive but rather a 

part of the root, and, therefore, propose that these words in Hebrew and in Aramaic are 
related to the root w-‘-d based on the fact that almost always these forms follow a /w/. It is 
hard, however, to justify such an etymology as it neither explains the origin of the /k/ nor 
provides an explanation for the shift of d>t. Levias (1930, p. 109) proposed the unlikely sug-
gestion that this is a combination of the ‘deictic letters’ K-‘-N-T. 

13 See HALOT, p. 1901, and references there for the previous literature.  
14 The fact that also in ancient Hebrew epistolography we encounter w‘t (‘and now’) in 

a similar location strengthens this direction (see Pardee 1978, p. 339). However, since most 
of the Hebrew ostraca are very short, and contain only short instructions, it is possible that 
this is not part of the praescipto but rather marks the beginning of paragraphs, similar to 
the function of k‘n in Official Aramaic letters or the function of k‘t in the Hermopolis 
papyri (see below §4.3.2.2). This option can be supported by the fact that in the Hebrew 
ostraca where there is more than one paragraph, w‘t is repeated at the beginning of each 
one. See, for example, Lemaire and Yardeni (2006, p. 197), and see also in Lachish 6 
(AÌituv, p. 80). 

gram in a Middle Iranian letter from Dura Europos contributes to this 
assessment as well.11 Given such a case, it is worth considering that these 
forms are vestiges of an older formula whose meaning had become opaque 
semantically and functioned only formally, a well-known phenomenon in 
this type of epistolary formula. This assumption will be considered later in 
light of a number of factors (§4.3).

As for the etymology, there is almost12 a consensus that all three have a 
similar origin of k+‘NY+(t): the temporal preposition k, with a noun derived 
from the root ‘NY with the basic meaning of ‘time’, and finally k‘nt and k‘t 
have also the feminine ending, with an adverbial sense.13 Among the other 
Northwest Semitic languages, cognates of these forms are the Hebrew 
words ‘ona (‘time, season’), ‘atta and ka‘et (‘now’), ‘t (‘now’) in Ammonite 
and Edomite, as well as ‘nt/‘tn in Ugaritic (‘now’). 

While this etymology is definitely reasonable, it cannot explain two of 
the phenomena mentioned earlier. First, according to this etymology the 
terms all share the same origin; therefore, it would be more difficult to 
explain why either k‘nt or k‘t regularly appears in the same dialect with k‘n. 
In addition, it does not explain why they are specifically and almost exclu-
sively parts of epistolary formulation.14 These ‘problems’ should not be 
taken as reasons to reject the common etymology, as they can be simply 
explained as frozen old formulae. However, an alternative proposal that 
would provide an answer to these questions should be favoured. In the fol-
lowing discussion, I will first follow the common etymology and concen-
trate on explaining the dialectal difference between k‘nt and k‘t. Later (§4), 
I will propose an alternative etymology to these two forms that may have 
the advantage of providing an explanation for the distribution of them. 
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15 It should be noted that it also has some discursive functions in later dialects. See, for 
example, the entry כען in Sokolloff (1990, p. 266), and its function in Jewish Palestinian 
Aramaic.

16 See Morgenstern (2002) about the style of language of the Geonim and their custom-
ary use of archaic forms often found only in earlier Aramaic but not in the Babylonian Jewish 
literature. 

17 See Beyer 1984, p. 661 and Sokoloff 1990, p. 266. 
18 In fact, another close similarity to Hebrew is found in the very sentence in which k‘t 

appears:
wk‘t hsbw ’lhn sybt by [’by] 

Now, the gods have brought about the return of [my father’s] house (Stele III, 24, Fitz-
myer 1995, p. 140) 

The construction of hsbw… sybt, a finite verb followed by a cognate object, is very com-
mon in literary Hebrew, in fact common with the same root (see Fitzmyer 1995, pp. 160–161). 

19 For a discussion about this close similarity with the Hebrew formula and previous lit-
erature about this line of thought, see Fitzmyer 1995, p. 160. 

20 Folmer 1995, p. 670 and n. 367. 

2. k‘nt and k‘t in the history of Aramaic

k‘n appears with a temporal meaning15 in other dialects of Aramaic: in 
Daniel and, most notably, in the Targum (and, consequently, in the Bab-
ylonian Aramaic of the later Geonic literature)16 and in other late, West-
ern dialects.17 The picture with k‘t is slightly more complicated. In gen-
eral, like k‘nt, it appears regularly for the first time in this corpus, but 
with one earlier exception: in Old Aramaic in the Sefire inscription there 
is one occurrence of k‘t with a clear temporal meaning. This may not 
indicate that it was common in the lexicon of Old Aramaic, since this 
might simply be another example of the affinity between the Aramaic of 
Sefire and the Canaanite languages; thus, this specific form may be 
regarded in light of the Hebrew adverb ka‘et and the Ugaritic ‘nt/‘tn, both 
meaning ‘now’. 18 The affinity between the dialect in which the Sefire 
inscriptions were written and the Canaanite languages is found in all of 
the linguistic aspects, from the lexicon (for example, the root ‘-w-d for 
‘testimony, covenant’, instead of the Aramaic root s-h-d ) to the grammar 
(infinitive of Peal without preformative m, and examples of infinitive 
absolute).19 Without entering into a discussion of the significance of this 
similarity, for our purposes it is enough that the dialect of Sefire was 
somehow in contact with some Canaanite language. Therefore, when 
Hebrew, for example, regularly has something that only occurs in Ara-
maic in one text, the Sefire inscription, we should consider how much of 
a genuine form of Aramaic it is.

Folmer argues that unlike k‘n, neither k‘t nor k‘nt is attested in later 
Aramaic dialects.20 This claim, however, is not so simple. It is possible that 
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21 Nöldeke 1875, p.26. It is worth mentioning that cross-linguistically it is very common 
to have the adverbial lexeme ‘now’ as the source for ‘still’. This is the case in Hausa, where 
har yànzu ‘until now’ means also ‘still’, and in Lithuanian,where from dabar ‘now’ derived 
dar ‘still’. For a survey of the phenomenon, see Heine and Kuteva 2002, p. 218.  

22 See Sokoloff 1990, p. 266. 
23 Similarly Sokoloff (2002, p. 136) left it as עד כען +?. 
24 For /t/>/d/ shifts in the middle of words in Mandaic, see Macuch 1965, pp. 60–61. 
25 Macuch 1965, p. 44. Accordingly, the final /t/ of k‘(n)t was not perceived anymore as 

adverbial and another adverbial ending was added. A similar phenomenon occurred with the 
Hebrew cognate ‘atta, in which both the /t/ and the /a/ are functionally adverbial.  

26 Spitaler 1938, p. 122 §114, 1d. An alternative form is l‘axett which is a combination of 
the adverbial prefix l and the preposition ‘a(l), which is reminiscent of the JBA and Mandaic 
forms. It should be noted that Levias (1930, p. 109) already discussed all these forms together, 
but in a very different way. 

relics of these forms can be found in Late Aramaic, in two of the Late East-
ern dialects, and maybe in the Neo-Western dialects as well.

In Babylonian Aramaic we encounter the form ’KTY (אכתי), in Mandaic 
the form ’K’NDYA (אכאנדיא), and in the modern dialects the form kandi 
for the adverb with the meaning ‘still, yet’. Nöldeke has proposed that the 
Babylonian and the Mandaic forms are genetically related, and that they are 
a combination of the preposition ‘d ‘until’ and the adverb k‘n ‘now’.21 He 
referred to the fact that the combination of these forms occurs in Ezra 5:16. 
In that specific context, however, the combination has a literal meaning of 
‘until now’. Rather, better support for his proposal is found in the language 
of the Targum of Onqelos, which regularly translates the Hebrew words ‘od 
and ‘odennu ‘still’ with the combination of ‘d k‘n.22 Nöldeke, however, did 
not explain the origin of the /t/ in JBA [=Jewish Babylonian Aramaic] and 
/d/ in Mandaic.23 If we assume that the original adverbs were not k‘n, as 
Nöldeke proposed, but rather k‘t and k‘nt in JBA and Mandaic respectively, 
then the derivation is explained:

‘d k‘a(n)t>‘dk‘a(n)t>’aka(n)t + i/ya

The shift of /‘/>/’/ at the beginning of a word is a rule in these dialects, 
and the elision of /d/ is very common in both. And finally the quiescence 
of the pharyngeal /‘/ in this environment is expected. Mandaic went 
through a further change of a vocalic progressive assimilation of /t/>/d/, 
due to the voiced /n/.24 As for the endings, it is possible to accept Macuch’s 
proposal that originally there was a gentilic ending -it, functioning as an 
adverb with an apocopation of the final /t/.25

If this etymology is correct then we do have vestiges of both k‘t and k‘nt 
in later dialects, and it supports the analysis that they meant ‘now’ during 
the official period as well.
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27 Usually this phenomenon is attributed to the contact with Arabic. See, for example, 
Bergsträsser 1983, p. 99. This can explain the fact that occasionally we do encounter words in 
this dialect which do not have a pharyngeal consonant, but which are reflexes of words with 
them, especially when the word does not occur in Arabic; for example, in the word that actu-
ally expresses ‘now’ hos(i), which derives from hasa‘a. According to Werner Arnold (personal 
communication) the lack of the pharyngeal is not the problem, since it is very difficult to 
pronounce the /‘/ immediately after /x/ if the two consonants are not separated by a syllable 
border, and therefore it could have disappeared easily. 

28 As in ittta>eccta ‘a woman’,‘attiq>‘acceq ‘old’. 
29 Macuch 1965, p. 44. 
30 Tal 2000, p. 378. 
31 In this case we would assume that the JBA form was borrowed from a dialect in which 

the relative pronoun became /t/ as in Ma‘lula. Spitaler (1938 p. 122) proposed examining a 
connection between the xett(e) in Ma‘lula and the adverbial form kaddu ‘now’ found in all 
the western dialects of Late Aramaic, which derives from kad+hu. Accordingly, it is possible 
that the forms with a final /i/ derived from a combination of kad+hi. While this hypothesis 
might explain the form in Mandaic, it is hard to explain the d>t shift in the JBA and Ma‘lula 
forms. 

Similarly we encounter in the dialect of Ma‘lula the form xett(i)26 for the 
meaning of ‘still’. /k/ normally shifts to /x/ in initial word position in this 
dialect. Therefore, it is very likely that the origin of this form is k‘ent, espe-
cially since it also explains the gemination of the final /t/. The only prob-
lem with this proposal is that usually pharyngeal consonants did not go 
through any process of weakening in this dialect;27 and also an original /tt/ 
should have become /cc/,28 unless the form in Ma‘lula derived from a form 
similar to the Mandaic one.

An alternative etymology has also been proposed by Macuch, suggesting 
that the Mandaic form derived from kdi (the preposition k + the relative 
pronoun) with the following derivation kdi (pronounced kddi)>kœndi (a 
dissimilation)>kandi.29 While Macuch did not offer any support for this 
proposal, it is significant that in Samaritan Aramaic kd- has the meaning of 
‘still’.30 This proposal, however, does not explain why kdi would be pro-
nounced kddi. In addition, it does not explain the connection between the 
Mandaic and the JBA forms, making it unlikely. However, it does fit the 
form xett(e) from Ma‘lula. The shift /d/>/t/ is regular with the relative pro-
noun, and the geminate /t/, while still not explained, supports Maccuch’s 
proposal.31 

To conclude, it is possible that derivations of k‘t and k‘nt are found in 
later dialects, but it is not definite, since an alternative proposal is some-
what possible. The absence of these adverbs in earlier and later dialects and 
their appearance only in certain formulae invites a reconsideration of 
whether the common etymology of these forms is indeed accurate, but we 
shall return to this question later (§4).
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32 For an exhaustive discussion of these phenomena, see Folmer 1995, pp. 74–94. 
33 Folmer 1995, p. 670. See also, Murauka and Porten 1998, p. 11, n. 46. 
34 Folmer 1995, p. 671. 

3. The relation between k‘t and k‘nt

3.1 The problem

Prima facie, having two variations of one word in Official Aramaic, one 
of which has an extra /n/, should not surprise us, as it is quite common that 
the same word has two such variations; either the one without the /n/ is a 
result of an assimilation of an /n/ before another consonant, or the one 
with the /n/ is a result of dissimilation.32 Thus, in our case, since the /n/ is 
part of the root, one could easily assume that the variation of k‘t and k‘nt is 
simply a token of this larger phenomenon. Folmer, however, demonstrated 
that our case is not so simple, since, on the one hand, the form k‘t appears 
in the Arsham archive where there is never an assimilation of the /n/; and, 
on the other hand, in the ostraca there are many instances of such an assim-
ilation, and in this corpus we almost always encounter k‘nt, without the 
expected assimilation.33 For this reason Folmer promoted the idea that both 
forms are of a different origin, but without proposing an alternative ety-
mology for them.34 As said earlier, since these forms have the same function 
and never occur together, it is natural to assume that they are two dialectal 
variations of the same form. But, in order to follow this direction, we need 
to propose an explanation for the puzzle Folmer raised.

The lack of the expected form k‘nt in the Arsham archive does not pose 
a serious problem. While it is possible that the form k‘t was inserted as such 
to the dialect in which the Arsham archive was written, such an explanation 
is not available in the other direction, that of the lack of the /n/ in the 
ostraca. Even if k‘nt had been inserted from a dialect where the assimilation 
was not active, we would expect that the assimilation would occur after 
such an insertion; thus, we should provide an explanation for how such a 
form is possible in dialects where assimilation of /n/ to the next consonant 
was a rule. The following sections will be devoted to this.

Assuming that both forms were originally the feminine singular form, we 
can explain the dialectal variations in two ways. According to the first 
explanation (§3.2) there was a morphological difference between the dia-
lects; according to the second explanation (§3.3) both forms reflect the 
same form, and the difference between the dialects was in terms of the 
order of sound changes. The proposals will differ in another aspect. While 
the second proposal will be able to explain the actual vocalisation in MT 
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35 See, for example, Blake 1951. 
36 The assumption that the representation of the /n/s in this phonological environment in 

Official Aramaic does not reflect the actual pronunciation, but rather a historical writing is 
very common in the literature. For a survey of the scholarship on this, see Folmer 1995, 
pp. 74–76, and especially n. 75. For her opinion, see pp. 90–95. 

37 Folmer (1995, p. 80 n. 238) mentions this possibility regarding the difference between 
the form snh appearing in most texts and st appearing in the text from Teima for “year”, and 
later (p. 744) she includes this among the reasons for referring to Teima as a separate dialect. 
However, she did not develop this possibility any further.  

38 Most of the survey is taken from Brockelmann (1908, pp. 405–410 §225A) and Hueh-
nergard (2002, pp. 73–88). 

[=Masorite Text], the first will assume that the vocalisation was influenced 
by the equivalent Hebrew forms, which should only account for the conso-
nantal representation. This, of course, is not the first example of forms in 
Biblical Aramaic for which it has been suggested that the MT forms were 
influenced by Hebraism.35

3.2 First proposal

3.2.1: As noted above, we assume here that both forms are from dialects 
in which there was a regressive assimilation of the /n/ before consonants,36 
but that there was a morphological variation between the dialects with 
regards to the feminine ending.37 Accordingly, the form k‘nt had the final 
ending –at [kV‘inat]; while the form k‘t had the ending –t without a pre-
ceding vowel, and, therefore, the final –n went through an assimilation 
[*kV‘int> *kV‘itt>ke‘et]. Before explaining the motivation for this proposal, 
a general description of the variation of these feminine singular nominal 
markers across the Semitic languages in general, and in Aramaic in particu-
lar, is needed.38

The Akkadian -at and -t alternate according to strictly phonological cri-
teria. We see -at after bases ending in consonant cluster and otherwise –t, 
such as the following: kalbatum ‘female dog’, beltum ‘lady’. Similar distri-
bution is found also in Ethiopic: ’¢mnat ‘faith’, n¢g¢st ‘queen’, with a few 
exceptions. Arabic usually has –at, whereas -t is restricted to a very small 
number of biconsonantal words, such as bintun ‘daughter’. 

Hebrew and Aramaic went through a similar generalisation and the 
majority of the nouns with feminine endings have –at, in which the final t 
went through apocopation and the stressed vowel became the vowel repre-
sented in MT by a qamets, -at>a, regardless of the structure of the syllable 
preceding it. However, vestiges of the -t variant can be found in both lan-
guages. In Hebrew, this variant did not go through the apocopation, and in 
the cluster of the final consonant there was anaptyxis, similar to the so-
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39 Huehnergard 2002. For an alternative synchronic approach and for a survey of the 
literature about this problem, see Edzard (2001, esp. p. 82). I wish to thank Na‘ama Pat-El 
for referring me to this article. 

40 See Nöldeke 2001, pp. 17–18 §23 E. 
41 In this context we can also consider the variation between the Syriac forms of the III-n 

passive participle in light of these two allomorphs: zbitta (<*zabinta) and zbinta (<*zabinata). 
However, since the latter is not a common word we do not have a clear tradition for whether 
the /t/ in the second word was plosive or fricative. If it was plosive the difference between the 
forms has to do with the occurrence or non-occurrence of an assimilation. 

42 With the exception of s’t ‘a ewe’ in Sefire I A 21 and bq‘t ‘valley’ II B 10 (Fitzmyer 1995, 
p. 191). Regarding other similarities between the Sefire inscription and the Egyptian material 
see below, §4.3.2,2. 

43 Regarding the variation of the writing of the /i/ vowel, see below n. 54. 
44 See Murauka and Porten 1998, pp. 65–66 §18 j. 

called segholate forms. Thus we regularly see *dalt>delet and, and in Bibli-
cal Hebrew, the participle of the G-stem *samirt> someret. 

The evidence for the two allomorphs in Aramaic can be found in dialects 
with vocalisations. Both in Biblical Aramaic and in Syriac, in the long form 
of the noun (emphatic form) some words have a plosive [t] and some have 
a fricative one [q/t]. According to the general distribution of the phoneme 
/t/, this variation depends on the existence of a preceding vowel. Therefore, 
Huehnergard suggests explaining the Aramaic alternation by assuming the 
existence of the two allomorphs of the feminine ending, and, therefore, the 
following derivations: Cat>Cta and Ct>Cta.39 To some extent, one can rec-
ognise a similar distribution to the one in Akkadian, as words with a cluster 
of consonants before the feminine ending, such as malkta ‘queen’, usually 
have a fricative /t/. But it is impossible to explain the distribution according 
only to this.40 For the purpose of our later discussion (§4.2.2), we should 
note that in Syriac we find words with a plosive /t/ after a syllable with a 
long /i/, such as qaddista, priqta.41

3.2.2: Independent of the discussion regarding the forms k‘nt and k‘t, it 
is worth suggesting that this alternation was common in Official Aramaic 
and, more specifically, in the Egyptian material, but for another reason. 

Since the appearance of the Aramaic epigraphic material from Egypt, 
one of the grammatical peculiarities that has been noticed is the abundance 
of examples of feminine singular nouns with a final /t/ in the absolute 
forms. This is unique to this dialect, as it is almost42 unknown both in 
older dialects and later ones that regularly have the apocopated forms writ-
ten with a final –h (and occasionally with a final -’), representing a final 
vowel /a/. Thus, one finds in the Aramaic material from Egypt both the 
forms ’grt and ’grh for ‘letter’ or qbylh and qblt 43 for ‘complaint’.44 Some 
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45 Kaufman 1974, p. 44 n. 63. 
46 Hug 1993, p. 65. 
47 Gibson 1975, pp. 127–128. 
48 Kutscher 1954, p. 236. 
49 Wesselius 1980. 
50 Folmer 1995, pp. 252–257. 
51 A similar proposal has been made by Garr (1985, p. 59) regarding the form s’t from 

Sefire. 

have suggested ignoring these examples as mistakes,45 whereas others have 
viewed them as examples of a local process of preserving a historic spelling 
unknown elsewhere.46 Some have even suggested a local Egyptian influ-
ence, since the feminine ending /t/ was still written in the demotic script 
(although probably not pronounced at the time).47

Among those who believed that we should consider this an areal phe-
nomenon representing two types of pronunciation is Kutscher, who sug-
gested that it is a remnant of an old accusative ending functioning as an 
adverbial accusative.48 Wesselius proposed an instance of opposition of 
cases, –h for nominative/genitive and -t for accusative.49 While Folmer 
accepts Kutscher’s proposal that this is indeed a relic of an old accusative, 
she demonstrated that it is hard to support any synchronic evidence for this 
distribution, since the different forms appear in both subject and object 
positions. In addition, she noted that it is difficult to explain why we find 
both forms in the same letters.50 In general, Kutscher’s proposal is rather ad 
hoc given that in those Semitic languages that still maintain cases, the /t/ 
element of the feminine forms is part of the gender ending, not the case 
marking, with all cases having the /t/. It is then hard to explain why it 
would be retained only in the accusative case. Therefore, since there is no 
strong diachronic reason for this proposal, and it cannot be supported syn-
chronically, it seems quite reasonable to reject it altogether.

Without any better explanation, I think that it would be reasonable to 
propose that these variations of writing the feminine ending with a final –t 
are to be explained as representations of the allomorph of the feminine 
ending in Aramaic without a vowel, assuming that the apocopation of the 
final /t/ occurred, like in Hebrew, only after a vowel, and not after a con-
sonant. Thus ’grt should be read as ’igirt (in fact similar to its Akkadian 
origin igirtu) and ’grh should be read as’igira (<*’igirat).51 The advantage of 
this proposal is that, as demonstrated earlier, it can be connected to 
another phenomenon known to us in other Aramaic dialects: the two allo-
morphs of the emphatic feminine singular forms in Biblical Aramaic and 
Syriac. In the same way that we needed to assume either free variation in 
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52 See, Nöldeke 2001 §155 A, p. 99. 
53 As for the vowel after the consonant /‘/, in the discussion I assume that it was an /i/ 

vowel, as it is in Hebrew, in order to fit the MT vocalisation. However, if the JBA and the 
Mandaic forms discussed in §2 are indeed related to these adverbs, then it is reasonable to 
assume an /a/ vowel; another reason to assume so would be that if this is the case then these 
adverbs are related to the third adverb k‘n, which is vocalised as k‘an in all attested traditions. 
Thus, k‘t and k‘nt would simply be k‘n+t (an explicit adverbial ending). 

these dialects or a dialectal isogloss, it would be reasonable to suggest the 
same for the Egyptian dialect, accounting for variations within the same 
texts.

3.2.3: In regard to the two forms k‘nt and k‘t, if we accept that in 
Aramaic there were two possible forms for the feminine ending, we can 
see our two forms as representations of these: *kV‘inat>kV‘enat *kV‘int>
*kV‘itt>*kV‘it> ke‘et (as a result of the assimilation of the /n/). Thus, at least 
in the first form, we do not follow the vocalisation in MT.

It should not bother us that we do not see an apocopation of the /t/ in 
the form k‘nt for two reasons: first, as noted earlier (and as will be elabo-
rated later), this form was a frozen form from an older stage, possibly before 
the apocopation occurred; second, it is used here as an adverb, and, as we 
can see in other dialects, such as Syriac, in this function the feminine abso-
lute ending remained, despite its apocopation elsewhere (Ìayyat ‘actively, 
alive’, sawyat ‘simultaneously’).52

3.3 Second proposal

A second proposal assumes that the morphology was similar and that the 
feminine ending was only a final –t in both dialects. Thus, the expected 
feminine singular form is k-‘int, a form with a final cluster of two conso-
nants in which the first consonant is /n/.

Again if we assume a dialect with assimilation of /n/s before another 
consonant, as for example is the case in most of the ostraca from Egypt 
(§3.1), the cluster of /–nt/ at the end of the word is expected to go through 
either a regressive assimilation of the /n/ to the final /t/, or through an 
anaptyxis in which a vowel is inserted between the cluster of the two final 
consonants. This was the case with nouns in the pattern of one syllable 
with a short vowel and a final consonantal cluster qVtl. The question is, of 
course, what happened first—the assimilation or an anaptyxis? If the for-
mer, then the form *kV‘int53 should become *kV‘int>*kV‘itt>ke‘et; if the 
latter, then *kV‘inet>*kVi‘net. And with the shortening of an unstressed 
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54 For a discussion about the dating of this reduction of vowels, see Kaufman 1984. 
55 For a longer discussion on the segholate nouns in Biblical and Other Aramaic Dialects’ 

forms, see below, §4.2.3. 
56 Malone 1971; see also Coetzee 1999. 
57 Nöldeke 2001, p. 64 §99. The assumption that the original form had an /n/ relies on 

the form janb in Arabic. On the different options regarding the etymology of this word, see 
HALOT, p. 1840. 

58 The origin of this word was most likely *‘anz, containing the consonant /n/ as is the 
form in Arabic. See also Macuch 1965, p. 45. 

59 See inter alia, Duval 1881, p. 293 §104.1; Brockelmann, 1908, p. 493 §250b. For a review 
of the literature, see Butts 2010. 

60 Mayer 1995. 

open syllable in Aramaic, we should expect *kV‘enet,54 or in Biblical Ara-
maic we may actually expect the form we encounter in MT, of ke‘enet.55

Accordingly, the two forms k‘t and k‘nt represent the two options, which, 
in turn, represent two dialects with different orders of phonetic rules. The 
possibility of such a difference among the Aramaic dialects has already been 
mentioned in the literature;56 and there is good evidence for this variation 
in words demonstrating the same phenomenon in other dialects. In fact 
this is what we would expect in any noun with II-n root in one of the qVtl 
patterns. In Syriac we find ‘nez ‘goat’, but at the same time geb ‘side’ writ-
ten as gneb with a linea occultans, indicating the fact that the /n/ is not 
pronounced.57 In the case of ‘nez we find in Palestinian Aramaic and Man-
daic the form ‘ez.58 In forms with the feminine ending, we find a difference 
between the Eastern and Western dialects of Syriac. Thus zbanta (‘time’) of 
the Eastern dialects was pronounced zbatta in the west. 

All of these examples indicate that the order of the phonological rules 
may not be the same in different dialects. And even in one dialect it is pos-
sible to encounter the co-existence of two forms that reflect a different 
order, probably inserted in different periods or originating from different 
dialects. In reference to our discussion, in which the two forms never co-
occur in the same text, it is reasonable to suggest that the split between k‘t 
and k‘nt is due to a dialectal variation of the order of the phonetic rules.

Assuming the use of the allomorph –t in the adverbial ending in Aramaic 
can solve another problem in the history of Aramaic. As mentioned earlier, 
Syriac has a synchronic adverbial ending a’it (spelled ’yt). Most scholars 
explained the origin of this suffix as a generalisation of the feminine gentilic 
ending.59 Brockelmann has already proposed the following derivation: 
ayt>ayit>a’it. Mayer raised three problems with this derivation: 1. Why did 
Brockelmann begin with ayt? Shouldn’t he instead have started with ayat? 
2. What is the origin of the glottal stop? 3. Mayer believes that the Y indi-
cates a long i and nothing in Brockelmann’s explanation accounts for this.60 
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61 Gensler 2000. 
62 Butts 2010. 
63 Gensler 2000, p. 239. 
64 Gensler 2000. p.239, proposed alternatively the following development: ayt>ait>a’it.  
65 Gensler 2000, p. 239. 
66 Butts 2010. 

Therefore, Mayer proposed a different etymology; this was strongly rejected 
by Gensler,61 but, as noted by Butts, we should nevertheless consider May-
er’s problems with Brockelmann’s explanation.62

Regarding the first problem, even Gensler agreed with Myer that Brock-
elmann’s reconstruction of a simple /–t/ feminine ending is an ad hoc pro-
posal.63 However, according to the previous discussion it should be obvious 
why a feminine ending of just a -t is not surprising in Syriac, and, as we 
saw, it is very possible that this was a regular form with adverbs.

Regarding the second problem, Brockelmann’s explanation can be 
divided in two stages: 

1. Triphthongisation ayC>ayiC, as we see in Biblical Hebrew and Bibli-
cal Aramaic with bayt>bayit. Butts argues that this is an ad hoc expla-
nation, since it does not work as a general rule. However, triphthong-
isation also does not occur as a rule in Biblical Aramaic, or at least 
there are exceptions to this rule. Based on our limited number of 
examples, one could also propose that this triphthongisation in Syriac 
occurs only with long stressed a, and this will account for the fact that 
it is very limited.

2. yi>’i: intervocalic y turns to a glottal stop (a common phenomenon in 
Aramaic), thus the following development: ayt>ayit>a’it.64 As Gensler 
also noted, occasionally there are forms with Y instead of ’.65

Concerning Mayer’s third problem, with regards to the long i, Gensler 
has proposed several solutions. In addition to the fact that it is not clear 
that there was any difference at this stage of Syriac between long and short 
i, it is worth noting that nothing in the spelling necessitates a long i. In the 
same way, the spelling of ’ida does not represent a historic long i; this is 
only the way the vowel i is indicated after the glottal stop /’/, and therefore 
is an orthographic convention, rather than a phonological reality. Thus, it 
is possible that while historically short /i/ became /e/ in the history of Syr-
iac, the short /i/ that resulted, probably later, by a phonological shift (ye>i 
in the case of ’ida, and triphthongisation in our case) remained /i/. Butts 
2010 proposes that the /i/ is a remnant of another feminine ending.66 Even 
if we accept his proposal, for our purpose the most significant point is that 
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67 Folmer 1995, p. 671. 
68 Greenfield 1978, p. 153 
69 For the distinction between the meanings of the verbs see Fitzmyer 1974, p.210. See 

also Folmer 1995, pp. 652–660.  
70 Whether this is a “decree” or “report” depends on the relationship between the two 

parties of the correspondence. Compare with BDB p. 1094. 

even he had to assume the existence of the allomorph –t, for the feminine 
ending, which is our main argument.

4. New etymology

4.1 An Akkadian cognate epistolary formula

4.1.1: Folmer already argued that k‘n and k‘(n)t probably had different 
origins,67 but did not suggest what they might be. The fact that they are 
used in the same dialects suggests that they also had different meanings. As 
argued earlier, if the different origins can also explain why k‘(n)t appears 
only in the epistolary formulation, it would be an advantage to the theory.

Leaving momentarily the reasons behind the differences between k‘nt 
and k‘t, I would like to consider the option that the two are still variations 
of the same form, but with a different etymology than k‘n. In contrast to 
k‘n, in which the k is a preposition, it is worth considering that in the case 
of k‘nt and k‘t, k is, in fact, the first radical of the root k-‘-n. Based on the 
cognate sukênum in Akkadian and the possible cognate in Arabic, the 
meaning of the root k-‘-n would be ‘to prostrate’, ‘to do obeisance’, or ‘to 
be humble’. To be more specific, according to this proposal we should 
read k‘nt and k‘t either as a finite verb, meaning ‘I do obeisance’ (see 
§4.2.3), or as the feminine form of the passive participle *ka‘in(a)t func-
tioning as an adverb, meaning ‘in prostrating’, ‘doing obeisance’ or sim-
ply ‘humbly’ (see §4.2.2). Moreover, we should consider this an Arama-
ism of an Assyrian greeting formula known from Middle Assyrian (see 
§4.1.2). 

This proposal works well with Greenfield’s suggestion for another Akka-
dian administrative substrate in these letters: the distribution of the two 
Aramaic verbs for ‘to send’ slÌ and hwsr.68 According to Greenfield the 
former is used, like the Akaadian saparu, in the sense of ‘to write to some-
one’, and the latter is a back formation of the Akkadian susuru, with the 
meaning of ‘to send goods or persons’.69 Similarly the word †¢‘em in Bibli-
cal Aramaic should be translated as meaning a piece of official correspond-
ence70 in light of its Akkadian origin †em, which is significantly different 
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71 I wish to thank Cory D. Crawford for sharing with me many of the references on the 
Akkadian root. 

72 Speiser 1935; 1952. 
73 Speiser 1935. This proposal was repeated by Tropper (1999). I wish to thank Aaron 

Butts for referring me to this paper. 
74 Tal 2000, p. 397. 
75 Tal 2000, p. 397. 
76 Sokoloff 1990, p. 263. 
77 For a brief discussion about the variation ‘am/‘im, see Bar-Asher 2003–2007, n. 2. 

from its meaning in other Semitic languages (including Aramaic!) in which 
it means ‘taste, sense, feeling’.

In the following paragraphs I will explain the background for this pro-
posal.

4.1.2 The Akkadian verb sukênum and its West-Semitic cognates:71 Speiser, 
among others, suggested that the verb sukênum derived from the root k-‘-
n.72 In Old Akkadian the guttural is still represented in forms such as 
uska’en, but in the Babylonian dialects the regular form is uskên. The vowel 
/e/ after the radical k can be explained in the Babylonian dialects if we 
assume the historical presence of one of the proto-Semitic consonants h,‘ or 
g (fi). 

Since this root has only a narrow use in the S-stem with its derivative 
muskenum (‘dependant, bondsman of the palace, poor man’), Speiser 
believed that the original root was k-‘-n and was borrowed from the Central 
Semitic root k-n-‘.73 This root has in Hebrew the meaning of ‘obedience’ 
and ‘submission’. In Arabic in the I form (kana‘a) with the preposition ’ila, 
it means ‘to submit to’ and in the IV form (’akna‘a), it means ‘to humble 
oneself’. In late Western Aramaic, the Samaritan dialect uses the verb k-n-‘ 
in the G-stem to mean ‘to yield, to submit oneself ’,74 and in the passive 
participle it has the sense of ‘to be humble’.75 Finally, in JPA [=Jewish Pal-
estinian Aramaic] it has the meaning of ‘bending down’ and ‘being in low 
spirit’.76 Later, the derivative muskenum made its way through Assyrian 
back to the West Semitic languages, as the word misken in Hebrew and 
Aramaic, maskin in Ethiopic, and miskin in Arabic (‘poor’) attests. From 
Arabic it arrived into some Indo-European languages (the Italian meschino, 
Spanish mesquina and French mesquin).

Speiser did not explain the exact relationship between the two cognate 
roots, though it is quite clear that his proposal assumes that the Akkadian 
root is a result of metathesis. It is worth noting that such a metathesis 
between a nasal and a pharyngeal is known to us from elsewhere, with the 
preposition ‘am/‘im 77 in Hebrew and Aramaic and its Arabic cognate 

94395_Anes_48_06_Siegal.indd   21494395_Anes_48_06_Siegal.indd   214 30/06/11   13:4530/06/11   13:45



 THE EPISTOLARY TERMS K‘T, K‘NT IN OFFICIAL ARAMAIC 215

78 See Brockelmann 1908, p. 270 §98, 2b. For a similar proposal and other examples from 
Akkadian, see Tropper 1999, p. 92. 

79 See Finkelstein 1953, pp. 135-136: 62, 1–3, 63, 1–3. 

ma‘a.78 Also relevant to this is the variation we encountered earlier in the 
Ugaritic form ‘nt/‘tn for ‘now’, as the metathesis is to avoid such a 
sequence. 

Regardless of the relation between the Akkadian sukênum and the 
Hebrew root k-n-‘, the forms k‘nt and k‘t should be considered in light of 
the Akkadian verb. The major reason for such a proposal is the fact that in 
Middle Assyrian often at the greeting-opening of formal letters we encoun-
ter a form of the verb sukênum. For example, the following opening to 
letters is common in the archive from Tell Billa:79

Ana PN beliya †uppi PN [ardika] ultakain…

To PN my lord, the tablet of PN your servant. I do obeisance…

Similarly in the Amarna letters, again at the greeting, there is a regular 
formula with the verb suÌeÌunu, whose meaning is also ‘to prostrate one-
self ’, and it is widely agreed that it is derived from the verb sukênum, 
although the exact derivation is still unknown.80 It is worth mentioning 
that in both dialects this verb often occurs in the St-stem, adding the reflex-
ive meaning. For our purpose it is enough that in the Middle Assyrian 
administration and in the northwestern periphery these verbs were used in 
epistolary formulae, specifically in the opening part, next to the names of 
the senders and the addressees. 

Thus, based on the similar location of k‘nt and k‘t in the letters, and the 
possibility that they share the same root, I would like to propose that they 
are historically related. They are either a finite verb with an equivalent 
meaning, or they are examples of Aramaic adverbial forms in the passive 
participle forms, which, similar to the St-stem forms, had the meaning of 
‘being prostrated’ or ‘humbly’. In other words, k‘nt and k‘t are the Ara-
maised form of the Akkadian greeting used to convey the same meaning.

According to both explanations, in Aramaic these forms are in the 
G-stem, and not in the C-stem as would be expected if this is indeed a 
calque of the Akkadian expression. But it is possible that the forms of the 
equivalent root k-n-‘ influenced the choice of stems, since the verb k-n-‘ in 
the C-stem requires a direct object with the meaning of ‘humiliating’, and, 
as noted earlier, we do find in late Western Aramaic the use of the verb 
k-n-‘ in the G-stem, meaning ‘to yield, to submit oneself’, and ‘to be hum-
ble’. Accordingly we assume that this was also the case in Aramaic (at least 
of the west!) in its Official period.

94395_Anes_48_06_Siegal.indd   21594395_Anes_48_06_Siegal.indd   215 30/06/11   13:4530/06/11   13:45



216 E.A. BAR-ASHER SIEGAL

80 See Speiser (1952, pp. 91–91) and Rainey (1996, p. 185) for a discussion about the rela-
tion between these verbs (and for a survey of the literature on this topic). It should be noted 
that representation of original /‘/ with Ì is quite common in the Amrana letters; the question 
is more about the representation of original /k/ with signs that contain Ì. See also Tropper 
1999, p. 93. 

81 In Syriac, feminine adjectival forms are still used as adverbs (such as ‘aryat ‘barely’), see 
Nöldeke (2001, p. 99 §155A), but the adverbial ending -a’it, to which a separate discussion 
was devoted in §3.3.4, is the most common. 

In order to support this proposal I should explain the different possible 
readings, and briefly mention another consequence of this connection.

4.1.3: If we accept this etymology, keeping in mind that this root was 
also used in the Amarna letters, one may consider the possibility that the 
association between the roots k-‘-n and k-n-‘ and their derivatives was 
known to the speakers of the North-West Semitic languages. In this case, 
maybe this connection stands behind the etiologic story about Cana’an in 
Genesis 9, when at the end of the story he is cursed: “Cursed be Cana’an! 
The lowest of slaves will he be to his brothers.” Perhaps the relation between 
kena‘an and slavery was made in this etiological story (as I by no means 
propose that this is the real etymology!) through the fact that the muske-
num is in a lower class than the regular awilum (although not completely a 
slave as is the wardum).

4.2 Possible derivations of k‘nt and k‘t

4.2.1: If we follow this direction, we may read this form in one of two 
ways: either that these are examples of feminine singular passive participle 
forms, functioning as adverbs (§4.2.2), or that, similar to the Assyrian for-
mula, they are examples of a finite verb (§4.2.3). In the following sections I 
will elaborate more on these options.

4.2.2 The forms k‘nt and k‘t as adverbs: According to the first proposal 
these are feminine passive participles functioning as adverbs. The back-
ground to this proposal should be briefly explained. In different dialects of 
Aramaic, and particularly in the Egyptian dialect of Elephantine, feminine 
singular adjectives function as adverbs when they are not used as predicate 
adjectives co-referring with a specific feminine participant of the sentence, 
or as adnominal adjectives. In fact, most commonly, but not exclusively, 
these forms appear with their original /t/ ending. In contrast, in later dia-
lects, such as Syriac,81 synchronically it might be accurate to speak about an 
adverbial ending that contains the consonant /t/. At this stage in the history 
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82 Compare with Murauka and Porten, 1998, p. 180 §46 h, and see there for a list of 
words in this category. 

83 See §4.3 about this variation. 
84 It should be remembered that the Y here does not represent the vowel /i/, but rather 

the consonant /y/, as this is a gentilic form, which in Aramaic contains this consonant. 
85 See, for example, in Sefire; Fitzmyer 1995, pp. 182–183. 
86 See Murauka and Porten 1998, p. 33 §6 d. 
87 It is possible to assume that in one dialect the feminine ending was –t and in the other 

–at, despite the fact that there was a cluster of consonants after a long vowel (qatilt), as was 
demonstrated in §3.2.1. 

88 See inter alia, Bar-Asher 2006, p. 573. 
89 Rainey 1996, p. 185. 

of Aramaic the correct synchronic description would be of different func-
tions for the feminine singular adjectives, depending on their contexts.82 
This is clear from the fact that we see variations of forms such as rhmt / 
rhmh83 ‘affectionately’. Thus, in the same way that gst ‘harshly’ or ’rmyt84 ‘in 
Aramaic’ are feminine adjectival forms used as adverbs, it is plausible to 
suggest that in the context of letters, the feminine form of the passive par-
ticiple *ka‘in(a)t, is only another example of an adjective functioning as an 
adverb.

Obviously, according to this proposal we should not follow the MT 
regarding the vocalisation, but instead rely only on the consonantal repre-
sentations. In this regard, the defective spelling of /i/ is of course known 
from older stages of Aramaic,85 but even among other Egyptian texts one 
can still find forms such as yhb for yehib (given), or ktbn for ketiban (writ-
ten).86

As for the relation between k‘t and k‘nt, the same previously discussed 
proposals can be applied here as well.87 If we follow the proposal of two 
allomorphs of the feminine ending, the fact that we find the two allo-
morphs for the same grammatical category (a passive participle) should not 
surprise us. In fact, a similar phenomenon can be found in Hebrew with 
the feminine singular active participle. While in Biblical Hebrew the form 
is qotelet (<*qatilt), in Mishnaic Hebrew we encounter qotela (<*qatilat); 
this should not be taken as a diachronic development between the Biblical 
and the Mishnaic forms, but rather as an example of the fact that these 
corpora represent two different dialects.88

4.2.3 The forms k‘nt and k‘t as a finite verb: Both the Middle Assyrian 
formula ultakain and the regular form from the Amarna letter susÌeÌin are 
first person singular verbal forms; in the former it is in the precative form 
and in the latter it is in the preterite. In the Amarna letters the verb 
suÌeÌunu appears only in the Canaanite letters,89 while the regular verb 
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90 Rainey 1996, p. 56. 
91 Rainey 1996, p. 285. 
92 For a discussion about the apocopation of such final vowels, see Murauka and Porten 

1998, pp. 99–100. 
93 These forms are known in the literature as the Hebrew segholates. There is a long 

debate as to whether these are genuine Aramaic forms, or merely Hebraisms. Spitaler (1968), 
among others, was inclined to see them as Hebraisms. More recent scholarship tends to take 
the MT as reflecting genuine dialectal Aramaic forms. Important research on this is in 
Malone’s 1971 paper, which suggested considering this fact in light of the wave theory and 
proposed that different dialects had different rule ordering. See also Murauka (1976), who 
made the case for the MT forms. I would like to add that the fact that a similar phonological 
distribution is found in the verbal system (with 1st c sg and 3rd f sg forms), for which there is 
no Hebrew parallel, supports this direction. But this is not the only support. In the Septua-
gint the title b‘el †‘em (found in MT in Ezra 4: 8), which is the Akkadian administrative title 
bel †em, is taken as a name and transliterated as Beelteemov (1 Esd. 2: 12) or baaltam (2. Esd. 
4:17). Both forms, beel and baal, (and especially the latter!) may indicate a form with two 
vowels, in the manner of a Hebrew pattern. There is an earlier testament of this form in an 
Aramaic context, but it was missed in the literature (see also Garr (1985, p.45), who suggested 
that the anaptyxis began to spread from middle pharyngeal nouns to other strong nouns). On 
this topic see also Blau 2006, pp. 195–198. 

with the same meaning is maqatu. The verb maqatu is mostly in the pret-
erite form,90 but occurs also in the suffix conjugation (maqtati).91 In the 
Amarna letters it occurs usually with complements in the formula, “I fall at 
the feet of my lord seven times and seven times,” but, as we saw, in the 
Middle Assyrian formula, it stands alone, probably with the meaning of ‘I 
do obeisance’. Therefore, if we assume that the Aramaic forms are calque of 
the Akkadian formulae, we would expect them also to be a finite verb, and, 
most probably, in the first person common singular form of the suffix con-
jugation.

Thus, the original Aramaic form for the root k-‘-n (assuming that it was 
in the G-stem) should be *ka‘Vnti/tu. The regular Aramaic form for 1st c sg 
qitlet resulted from apocopation of the final vowel with a later anaptyxis, 
which broke up the final consonantal cluster. Given the regular sound 
shifts of Aramaic, this was the historical development: *qatVltu92>*qatVlt>
*q¢t¢let>qitlet. Having this in mind, it is possible to explain both k‘nt and 
k‘t accordingly. 

In the case of k‘nt, ignoring the MT vocalisation, it is possible to propose 
that this form was ki‘net. However, it is even possible to explain the MT 
vocalisation, having in mind the following reasons: Among the nouns 
descending from the original qVtl nominal patterns in Biblical Aramaic, 
one finds two types of forms reflecting two different orders of phonological 
rules: qetel/qetal or qetel.93 Similar to this, one can find in Biblical Aramaic 
next to the regular *qataltu>*qatalt>*q¢t¢let>qitlet derivation of the 1st c sg 
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94 In fact an example of another III-n verb in the 1st c sg form without assimilation is 
found with the verb ZBN ‘to buy’, as in Pad 1, 11, K 4,3 and K 9,3, where we encounter the 
form zbnt ‘I bought’ and ntnt ‘I gave’, BM II 2.11 and C 11,1 (see also, Folmer 1995, pp. 76–80). 

95 Compare with sged ‘to worship’. 
96 Compare with the verb NTN ‘to give’ in Hebrew; the form of the 1st c sg is natatti. 
97 The possibility that there were different forms for this grammatical category is known 

to us from Biblical Aramaic, in which we encounter qitlet, qetelet and qetelet. 
98 A possible analogy to this is 2 Sam. 22: 35 niÌat and its parallel in Ps. 18: 35 niÌta. The 

form in Samuel was previously misunderstood in the literature, but from the context it is 
clear that this should be a feminine participle form of the root n-Ì-t. The original expected 
form will be *ninÌatt (compare with *nismart>nismeret), and with the regular phonological 
rules the expected derivation is *ninÌatt>*niÌat (the vowel a in the MT should reflect a mis-
understanding of the form). This is what the consonantal form in Samuel shows, which was 
probably later changed in Psalms, reflecting the fact that this form was not known to its 
speakers (this is following the common idea about the relation between the two versions of 
David’s song). 

suffix conjugation, also the alternative derivation: *qataltu>*qatalt>*qatalet
>qetelet (the only example for the 1st c sg is in the C-stem, with a guttural: 
haskaÌat). Thus, this pattern with the root k-‘-n would result in the MT 
vocalisation for this root: ke‘enet—the form we have in MT. Since this is a 
III-n verb, in the older stage, an assimilation is expected.94 Thus assuming 
that with a stative meaning of ‘doing obeisance’ the thematic vowel was 
/i/,95 this is the expected derivation: *ka‘intu/i> *ka‘ittu/i96>*ka‘itt>ke‘et. 
Again, this is the actual MT vocalisation.

Accordingly, the difference between the forms k‘nt and k‘t reflects one 
of the following reasons for variations: 1) two different orders of deriva-
tion or two different dialectal forms of the 1st c sg form;97 2) that a form 
like ki‘net/ke‘enet reflects a later analogy to other strong verbs, which did 
not happen in the other dialectal form ke‘et;98 or 3) that there was a dia-
lectal variation concerning the assimilation of the /n/.

4.3 Final remarks 

4.3.1: If indeed the epistolary terms k‘nt and k‘t resulted from a borrow-
ing of an Assyrian formula into the administrative correspondence jargon 
in Aramaic (probably even before the time the Achaemenid dynasty inher-
ited Aramaic as the administrative language), the original meaning was 
probably no longer transparent to the Aramaic scribes at the time of the 
attested documents. This fact can be demonstrated most notably from the 
fascinating example of a draft and the actual petition in the Cowley collec-
tion (30 and 31, A4.7–8). In A4.7, 4 it is written “k‘n ‘bdk ydynyh wknwth 
kn ‘mrn” “k‘n (=now) your servant ydnyh and his colleagues saying thus.” 
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99 For a list of all occurrences of these form in the Elephantine material see Porten et al 
1996, p. 90-91. 

This was corrected in A.4.8, 3 to “k‘t ‘b[d]k ydynyh […]” “k‘t your servant 
ydnyh…” This correction teaches us two things: first, that this was probably 
a frozen formula that the scribe failed to utilise correctly; and second, that, 
similarly to modern scholarship, some scribes made a folk etymology that 
related k‘n and k‘t, and probably also understood k‘t to have a temporal 
meaning. Another example of such folk etymology will be proposed in 
§4.3.2.2, but before that, one other possible reason for this connection will 
be demonstrated in the following section.

4.3.2.1: Earlier, in §2, we reviewed the existence of vestiges of k‘nt and k‘t 
in other dialects in the history of Aramaic. We concluded that it is possible 
that they appeared only in letters from this Achaemenid period, with the 
exception of k‘t in an older stage as evidenced in the Sefire inscription. It has 
also been noted that it is possible that the occurrence of k‘t as an adverb in 
this inscription could be under the influence of the Canaanite languages. If 
we accept the proposal that k‘t in the correspondence from Official Aramaic 
is a form of the verb k-‘-n, we should assume that in the history of Aramaic 
there were two forms of k‘t, perhaps even both pronounced as ke‘et, with 
different etymology. Since it is possible that the temporal meaning of k‘t was 
known to some Aramaic speakers, especially to those who were in contact 
with Cananite languages, and probably the other meaning became opaque 
to them, it is reasonable that they connected semantically the homophones, 
and reinterpreted the k‘t from the epistolary formulation in light of the 
Canaanite meaning. This could be the case in the following example as well.

4.3.2.2: As became clear from Folmer’s exhaustive review of the functional 
distribution of the forms k‘t, k‘nt and k‘n: k‘t and k‘nt were preserved for the 
formal formula, while k‘n was used with its regular temporal meaning. This 
is the case in the letters from the Yedanya communal archive (see especially 
A4.2, A4.3, A4.4–5, A4.8) and similarly in the letters from the Arsham archive 
(see especially A 6.7, A6.10; and this is also the impression from the rest of 
the corrupted letters, because of the contexts in which each of the terms 
appears). As mentioned earlier, this is clearly also the case in the biblical text, 
in which the distribution is extremely strict (compare Ezra 4: 10, 11 and 17 to 
Ezra 4: 13, 14 and 21). It is also true of other letters (D.7.1 and D.7.5) and it 
is especially remarkable in D7.56 where we find k‘t and k‘n one after the 
other; if they have the same meaning or function it seems redundant:99
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100 In these examples it might be the case that there are secondary openings in the letters. 
101 The only exception I found is D.7.24 where k‘nt appears at the opening and then k‘n 

and k‘nt alternate in the body of the letter. 
102 Greenfield and Porten 1968; Kutscher 1971. 

To my brother Jashib 1. אל אחי ישיב

Son of Shabbethau and his companions, 2. בר שבתי ואחברוהי 

your bother Akban.  3. אחיכון עקבן שלם

May my brother be well at all time, and k¨t 4. אחי בכל עדן וכעת 

k¨n (now) Asaetes and his son 5. כען לא אבו אסתס 

did not wish to come to the place (or after) 6. וברה למאתה באתר 

the grain 7. עבורא

However, this distinction was not always maintained, and k‘n occasion-
ally occurred in the opening formula, and k‘t and k‘nt in the middle of the 
letters with temporal meaning (D. 7.9 and D.7.16100). In the letters from 
Hermopolis (especially A2.1, A2.2, A2.3, A2.4, A2.5) only k‘t occurs, mostly 
in cases with temporal meaning, and not in the regular formulae found in 
the other correspondences. However, it must be noted that if the two forms 
co-occur in one document this is the distribution: k‘nt or k‘t at the opening 
formula, and k‘n in the message itself.101

If our proposal regarding the Assyrian origin of these forms is correct, 
then, with the exception of Hermopolis, the occurrences which do not fit 
to the proposed distribution should be considered as errors made by the 
scribes. As mentioned in the previous section, in A4.7, which is the draft of 
A4.8, it is clear that such mistakes happened and the scribes felt the need to 
correct themselves in their proofreading. This mistake probably resulted 
through a folk etymologically relating k‘t/k‘nt and k‘n. 

The exclusive use of k‘t in the Hermopolis letters should be treated dif-
ferently. First it should be remembered that these letters were private and 
unofficial; therefore, it is not surprising to find no epistolary formula in 
this circumstance. Second, it is clear that these correspondences were writ-
ten in a different dialect. As Greenfield and Porten and Kutscher have dem-
onstrated, this is a different dialect on every linguistic level and contains 
clear western characterisations.102 Therefore, it is possible that this dialect 
preserved the older form and meaning of the adverb k‘t from Sefire, found 
in Hebrew, of ‘now’. 
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103 Gibson 1975, p. 126. 
104 Kutscher 1971. 
105 Connections between the Sefire inscription and the Aramaic found in Egypt were 

discovered as well. For example, Greenfield (1969, p. 201) regarding the ‘periphrastic impera-
tive’; Murauka and Porten (1998, pp. 151–152 n. 711) for examples of 3rd pl pronominal object 
suffixes; and see above n. 42 for examples of a –t feminine ending (see Kutscher 1971, p. 107). 

106 Fitzmyer 1995, p. 179. 
107 Cf. Fitzmyer 1995, pp. 205–206.  
108 As for differences between the formulae depending on social rank, see Fitzmyer 1974, 

p. 213 and Pardee 1978, p. 336. 

In fact, the connection between the Hermopolis papyri and the Sefire 
inscription might be even stronger. Gibson noticed that many of the per-
sonal names in the letters are Syrian Semitic, “suggesting that some of their 
[the senders of the letters, EBAS] ancestors originated from Mesopotamia 
or at least northern Syria.”103 In addition, based on a list of features which 
he believed are typical of the Syrian region, Kutscher suggested that the 
letters were written by speakers of a Syrian dialect.104 If we accept this 
hypothesis, originating independently from the onomastic evidence and the 
linguistic data, we can find a deeper connection between the letters and the 
Sefire inscription from Aleppo, which is dated to the mid-eighth-century 
BCE; this connection is strengthened by the fact that they are from the 
same area and only few centuries apart (the Hermopolis letters are dated to 
between the sixth and fifth centuries BCE).105

Even if Kutscher’s hypothesis is rather speculative, one should note that 
some of the peculiar linguistic traits which he identified among his diagnos-
tic features are attested in the Sefire inscription as well (although these are 
also typical to other Old Aramaic dialects):

1. Final a spelled with –h 106

2. Assimilation of n (although this is of course not unique to Sefire)
3. Western word order107

At any rate, it is possible that the use of k‘t in these letters reflects a dif-
ferent dialect, potentially from Syria, which had an adverb similar in form 
to the Hebrew and the Ugritic to express ‘now’. The high frequency of this 
adverb in the private letters from Hermopolis can accordingly still be related 
to a folk etymology of the similar form (homophone?) in official letters.

4.3.3: If our proposal is correct, and k‘t/k‘nt was originally either a finite 
verb or a feminine passive participle used adverbially with the meaning of 
‘being prostrated’ or ‘humbly’, we would expect it only in the writing of an 
inferior to his superior.108 This is clearly not the case in Ezra 4: 17, where 
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109 See above, n. 4. 
110 Based on the work of Moss 1933, and I am using the same references he used. In the 

brackets I put the vocalisations as found in some of the editions. 
111 Hawley 1922, p. 37. 
112 When encountering words for which he did not understand the meaning, the transla-

tor either left them without an explicit translation (see, for example, 4: 13 with the list of 
tributes, or the omission of salu in 4: 22) or with other similar sounding words (for example, 
the word kenawathon (4: 9), which is related to the Akkadian word kinattutu ‘colleagueship’, 
is translated ’akwathon, lit. ‘like them’, probably in this text with the sense of ‘their equals’). 

113 See Weitzman 1999, pp. 37–38 
114 The printed editions always have ’k‘nt. 

k‘t occurs in a letter from the king. First, in the next section, there will be 
mentioned the possibility that this form is missing in a Syriac variant of the 
biblical text, but even if it does exist there, if we assume that it is a relic 
from an older period and not transparent to the speakers of the time, its use 
should not surprise us and it can be understood merely as part of the greet-
ing formula. This is similar to the way in which in today’s English ‘Mr’ is 
used in formal language even when the writer has the authority, despite the 
fact that etymologically it derives from ‘master’, used only when a person 
in an inferior social position addressed a person with authority over him.

4.3.4: Finally, I would like to draw attention to one of the earliest docu-
mented treatments of the meaning of the discussed forms—by an Aramaic 
native speaker, the translator of Ezra to Syriac. While k‘n is always trans-
lated as conjunctive adverbs,109 k‘nt in Ezra 4: 10–11 is translated by a form 
with similar phonemes to the original. There are four variations in the dif-
ferent manuscripts and early editions:110 ’k‘nt (vocalized as: ’ak‘net), ’kn‘t 
(vocalized as: ’akn‘et), k‘nt and ’k ‘nt (vocalized as: ’ak ‘enet). Hawley says 
about this translation that it “shows that the translator did not understand 
this word.”111 However, this explanation is doubtful, since it was not in the 
translator’s nature to have left meaningless words in the translation.112 

As for the last variation, ’ak ‘enet ‘as ‘enet’, according to this, the transla-
tor provided a morphological translation, in which ’ak translated k not in 
the temporal sense but rather in the sense of ‘as’ and the second part is left 
untranslated, since ‘enet has no sense in Syriac. While the Syriac translator 
of Ezra did occasionally ‘translate’ according to similar sounds,113 he did so 
only with meaningful words. Also, it should be noted that this translation 
appears in all manuscripts only in relation to verse 10.114 All manuscripts 
have one of the other three forms in the translation for verse 11 (A and C 
have kn‘t, and F2e has ’kn‘t).

As those three forms stand, there is only one way to parse them: as verbal 
forms of the 1st common singular suffix conjugation of either the verb k-‘-n 

94395_Anes_48_06_Siegal.indd   22394395_Anes_48_06_Siegal.indd   223 30/06/11   13:4530/06/11   13:45



224 E.A. BAR-ASHER SIEGAL

115 Hawley 1922, p. 38. 
116 Moss 1933, pp. 68–69. 
117 See Ezra 4: 23, the addition of kad ’eta parsagna ‘when the letter arrived’. In this case 

Hawley says: “This is a free but good translation” (1922, p. 39). 
118 According to this, it should be argued that the forms that appear in the manuscripts 

are later additions in order to follow the MT, a common phenomenon among these manu-
scripts (see Moss 1933). 

or k-n-‘, either in the G-stem or in the C-stem. This is an exact calque of 
the Assyrian verbal form in the greeting formula, either using the same root 
(k-‘-n) or the Northwest Semitic equivalence (k-n-‘), either in the C-stem as 
it is in Akkadian or the G-stem as expected in Aramaic. It is worth consid-
ering, then, that this form was in fact still known to the translator of Ezra 
to Syriac, and, if so, it contributes to our proposal.

As for the translation of k‘t, in Ezra 4: 17, the textual facts are not simple. 
While the printed editions have kad men‘at ‘when it arrived’, in S we 
encounter simply men‘at ‘it arrived’, and in A and C we encounter again the 
form kn‘t as in verse 11. According to Hawley, k‘t from the MT was taken as 
the beginning of the next sentence and translated with the words kad men‘at 
‘when it arrived’, most likely relying on the shared consonants (kad men‘at).115 

Similarly, Moss assumes that this is the latest version.116 While this is defi-
nitely possible, it is worth considering another fact. Examining the transla-
tion in the rest of the chapter reveals that the Syriac translator added in 
another place the information confirming that the letters had actually 
arrived.117 If this is the case, it is possible that k‘t was not translated in the 
Syriac translation,118 and one should wonder whether this is an omission 
made by the translator, or maybe an indication for a variant in which this 
form was not there. In turn it is possible to speculate that this is related to 
the fact that in this context the king was the writer, and, therefore, it was 
not appropriate to use this form (see 5.4). Accordingly, either it was not in 
the original text, or it was omitted by someone who understood what might 
be its original meaning. This of course supports the possibility that we pro-
posed, that the original meaning was still known to the Syriac translator.

A note of clarification should be added here. At first this proposal might 
seem absurd, as I am suggesting that this formula is so old that some scribes 
in the Egyptian Aramaic text were not familiar with the lexeme and there-
fore could not recognise it, but that it was still alive to some extent in the 
Classical Syriac world. However, in the history of a language, in an era 
without communication between the various locations of speakers of the 
same language, it is possible that a meaning of a word would remain trans-
parent in some parts of the world while for others it would become obscure. 
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119 See, Sokoloff 2009, p. 638. 
120 Joose 2004, p. 30 §1.5.5.

Let me provide another example of such a phenomenon, with some sim-
ilar participants: In the book of Ezra we encounter seven times the word 
k¢nata ‘colleagues’; this noun derived from the Akkadian noun kinattu, 
with a similar meaning. In the Syriac translation of these passages it is 
translated with the combination: ’akwathon ‘like them’. Such a translation 
indicates that whoever translated this text into Syriac was not familiar with 
the meaning of the word and therefore chose to translate it alternatively 
with another combination consisting of similar sounds (see n. 82). How-
ever, while the original sense of this lemma was already not clear to this 
(relatively early) translator, we do find this word in the Syriac of other 
(later) authors119 and it was even still used freely in the thirteenth century in 
the language of Barhebraus.120 Thus, a word, especially one borrowed from 
another language and therefore not connected by its root to other active 
words in the lexicon, can be transparent, but later remain transparent only 
in some areas. Thus we encounter that while k¢nata was not familiar to 
speakers of the language in one place, it was still transparent and even part 
of the active lexicon of other, much later speakers. Similarly it is not absurd 
to suggest that Aramaic borrowed the use of the root k‘n, especially in the 
context of official letters, and while it was used in Egypt in the Official 
period only as a frozen formula, it was still transparent in the Syriac world 
of the translator of the Bible. Since the Syriac translator of Ezra was from a 
different location it is not unlikely that he would inherit some eastern uses 
of this root.

5. Conclusions

In this paper I proposed the following:

1. Different dialects of Aramaic had different rule ordering with regard 
to the assimilation of –n and the insertion of an anaptyxis between 
clusters of two final consonants. This could explain, for example, the 
difference between dialects with the form ‘nez and those with the 
form ‘ez for ‘goat’, or between zbanta and zbatta for ‘time’.

2. Following Huehnergard’s proposal that there were two allomorphs in 
Aramaic for the feminine ending, -at and –t, I proposed considering 
that this is the reason behind the feminine nouns in Egyptian Ara-
maic written with final /t/. Accordingly, they represent forms without 
the vowel.
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3. In light of point 2, the following derivation was proposed for the 
Syriac adverbial suffix a’it: ayt>ayit>a’it, answering criticisms raised 
against similar proposals in the past.

4. The etymology of the epistolary terms k‘t, k‘nt is related to the root 
k-‘-n, used both in official correspondence from Middle Assyrian and 
in the Amarna letters.

5. To read the etiological story about Cana‘an as a slave in Genesis 9 in 
light of the etymological connection between the root k-n-‘ and the 
root of the Akkadian word muskenum, attributed to a lower civil sta-
tus.

6. To consider the existence of some connection between the dialect of 
the Sefire inscription and the dialect of the Hermopolis letters.

It is important to note that besides point 5, which depends on point 4, 
all the other proposals are independent. Thus, rejecting any specific one 
does not entail rejecting the rest.
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