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Regarding the Noun "pB in the Hebrew Bible* 
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8000 Aarhus C, Denmark 

Abstract 

The semantic value of the Classical Hebrew noun *pü (säräp) is analysed 
by comparing the information found in the textual witnesses in the Hebrew 
Bible with archaeological, historical and zoological data. This analysis 
confirms that the word means 'cobra' in Classical Hebrew, as both the 
mythological use in the Bible and the iconographie data from archaeologi
cal material from the Levant fit together with the zoological data regarding 
cobras. The understanding found in ancient translations, i.e. the Septuagint, 
the Vulgate and Peshitta, together with the way desert snakes are designated 
by Bedouin in the Sinai in recent times, are drawn in to further strengthen 
this identification. 

Introduction and Methods 

The noun *\1\D (säräp) has an apparently complex semantic value in the 
Hebrew Bible. The term, which will be the main focus of this study, 
occurs only at Num. 21.6, 8; Deut. 8.15; Isa. 6.2, 6; 14.29; 30.6—textual 
witnesses that provide equivocal information on the meaning of the 
Hebrew word. Nevertheless, systematization is possible. It has been 
proposed that this word means 'cobra',1 and the aim of this article is to 
comment on and bring greater precision to this identification.2 

* I wish to thank curator Poul Hansen of the Laboratory of Bioacoustics in the 
Natural History Museum, Aarhus, Denmark for his revision of the biological data in 
this article. 

1. Keel and Uehlinger 1992: §161, cf. too Day 1979: 149-51. 
2. For a short but still useful introduction to the different interpretations of the 

word in question, see the entry in ThWAT. 

© SAGE Publications (London, Thousand Oaks CA, and New Delhi) 
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The method adopted in the present study will consist of an interdisci
plinary approach, one in which the information provided by the texts, 
whether mythological or zoological, will be compared to archaeological, 
historical, and zoological data, as they are known today. Finally, com
parisons with ancient text witnesses will be undertaken. 

Textual Background 

In Numbers and Deuteronomy the word*p^ obviously functions as taxo-
nomic nomenclature since it follows and syntactically modifies the more 
general Classical Hebrew word for 'snake'—ETT3. "pc? helps clarify the 
species of serpent being referred to; ΟΠ3 plus ^ Ί ϋ function in the same 
way as the English specified terms 'cobra snake', 'rattle snake', 'sea snake', 
'rat snake' and so on.3 This is furthermore confirmed by the fact that the 
animals in question are simply referred to as 'snakes' (Ö1D) in Num. 21.7. 
While the Numbers and Deuteronomy references to *pü do not provide 
any real description of the species in question, Numbers mentions it 
unequivocally as a snake possessing lethal venom. The Israelites are being 
infested by these snakes and suffer a great loss of men until Moses, after 
having interceded for his people, is instructed by Yahweh to produce a 
magical frp^-snake of copper, an item which functions as a curing amulet 
for those bitten by the snakes. In Deuteronomy, the *p£>-snake is set 
alongside scorpions as one of the greatest dangers of the desert. 

In Isa. 14.29 and 30.6 the *\ΊΌ is described as 'flying' (ηΒΉΰ), a desig
nation which is not known from the Pentateuch.4 It must, however, be 
borne in mind that flying snakes do not inhabit the Middle East—tree 
snakes (genus Chrysopelea), which may glide from a higher tree branch to 
a lower one by flattening their whole body, are found only in the tropical 
rain forests of India and South East Asia. Their geographical distribution 
is thus too distant from the Middle East to have ethnozoological impli
cations in this area. In Isa. 30.6 the flying *p!D is designated as one of the 
most dangerous animals of the Negeb area, standing(!) alongside other 
potentially harmful creatures. One such is the HtfSN, which, on the basis of 
the Arabic cognate afa, is taken to mean 'viper' in ηϊηυο *pU) HUSK of 
Isa. 30.6. Classical Arabic afâ is fairly well understood, and is taken to 
refer to snakes of the genus Echis and Cerastes.5 In fact, the Arabic word 

3. Koehler and Baumgartner 1996: 1360. 
4. Koehler and Baumgartner 1996:1360 translate ̂ SIUE ηΊΕ? as 'winged serpent'. 
5. Malouf 1932: 257. 
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is still used for these snake species by the Bedouin of the Sinai, who 
designate 'vipers' and 'black cobras' (= desert blacksnake, Walterinnesia 
aegyptia and other species) as the most significant snakes in their environ
ment. At the same time, it is important to note that the Bedouin use the 
Arabic word silf for 'cobra'. That the word afa has a rather well defined 
zoological identity in Arabic does not, however, imply that the corre
sponding Classical Hebrew word HUSK had such a precise meaning. In 
principle it might just have meant 'venomous snake' in general. 

Three of the references to *\ΊΌ are mythological (Isa. 6.2, 6; 14.29). 
Whereas this word in other passages refers to a species of venomous snake 
which lives in an arid environment, the flying *f\O in Isa. 14.29 appears in 
a religious context in a curse against the Philistines. In Isa. 6.2, 6 the 
•"ΈΠΕ? are described as hovering beings having six wings and having 'legs' 
and 'hands', or perhaps 'claws',7 with which they could grip a pair of 
tongs. Here we are concerned with pure mythology. Mesopotamian statues 
and reliefs often depict lower deities with four wings.8 In the Hebrew 
Bible, Yahweh is often mentioned as 'sitting on cherubs'. These are lower 
deities often depicted as winged lions.9 In Phoenician temples the throne 
seat of the deities is often flanked by griffin-like figures, which in all prob
ability are to be understood as representing cherubs, whose wings make 
up the side pieces of the arms and back of the chair.10 Thus it was natural 
for people of the Northwest Semitic region to envisage that a deity could 
be surrounded by servants represented by lower deities in the shape of 
serpents or dragons. Within the phenomenology of religions it is well 
attested (worldwide, in fact) that serpent- or dragon-like deities may act as 
protectors in the divine sphere.11 

6. Information gathered by the author from the Bedouin of the Muzin tribe of 
southern Sinai in 1995. See Provençal 1997. 

7. The word Τ in Classical Hebrew may also be used to designate the limbs of an 
animal (cf. 1 Sam. 17.37; Ps. 22.21). In Classical Arabic the equivalent word may 
designate the front limbs of both animals and humans (cf. Kazimirski 1860). 

8. Cf. Gray 1982: 6-63, see especially the illustration of the pazuzu statuette 
depicted on p. 15. 

9. Mettinger 1995: 362-67. 
10. A personal observation made by the author (in 1998) while viewing throne 

seats from Phoenician temples displayed at the National Museum in Beirut, Lebanon; 
cf. Mettinger 1995. 

11. Handy 1992: 1114-15. 
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The Mythological and Zoological Background 

The mythological background for ^ Ί ϋ is the Uraeus-serpent. An inde
pendent Egyptian deity,12 this serpent is placed in the crown of the sun god 
Ra and vomits fire against the enemies of the god.13 The Uraeus-serpent is 
also a fixed part of the regalia of the pharaohs, depicted as a cobra with a 
raised head and opened hood, that is, the pose that a cobra adopts when 
about to strike, or that a spitting cobra adopts just before spraying venom 
into the eyes of an aggressor or victim. It is important to note that the cobra 
representations that adorn Egyptian crowns all stand in this antagonistic 
position, and that hunting cobras do not normally spread their hoods 
(though this may happen if the snake feels some tension or excitation 
during the hunt); as do most other snakes, cobras typically pursue their 
prey with head and belly on the substratum. Similarly, a spitting cobra will 
only spray its venom in self-defence.14 The raised posture and unfolded 
hood are in other words only used in interspecies combat situations; it is in 
this unequivocal combat posture that all the depicted Uraeus-serpents are 
portrayed.15 

Zoological counterparts to the Uraeus-serpent are offered by two Egyp
tian cobra species: the 'Egyptian cobra' (Naja haje) and the 'red spitting 
cobra' (Naja pallida)}6 The Egyptian cobra is found throughout the 
Middle East (from Taif in Saudi Arabia and southwards, where it is found 
in the Western Uplands continuing to Yemen and East to Dhofar in 
Oman17) and is widespread in Egypt,18 being particularly abundant in 
the Nile Delta.19 It is also present in most of North Africa, along the 

12. Mettinger 1995: 1402-404. 
13. Larousse 1968: 46; Martin 1968: 866. 

14. Cf. Spawls et al 2002: 456-59. 
15. There is an important iconographie influence from Egypt on the Levant in the 

tenth-eighth centuries BCE. Cf. Keel and Uehlinger 1998. 
16. Cf. Boessneck 1988: 114-15; confirmed in a personal communication to the 

author by Frank Jensen, Natural History Museum, Aarhus. Concerning the reference to 
Boessneck, it has to be remembered that in older zoological texts the red spitting cobra 
was classified as a subspecies of the black-necked spitting cobra (Naja nigricollis). See 
Spawls et al. 2002:458. Very recently the Egyptian population of the red spitting cobra 
has been described as belonging to a new species, the Nubian spitting cobra (Naja 

nubiae), which until now had been considered as belonging to the same species as the 
red spitting cobra (Wüster and Broadley 2003). 

17. Levitón et al 1998:210. 
18. Cf. Marx 1968: 39-40 and Map 31. 
19. Personal communication (in 1993) with Dr Gamil 'Atta, Egyptian Wildlife 

Service. 
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Mediterranean coast, and is distributed from Egypt through Sinai to 
Jordan.20 The Egyptian cobra may reach a length of 2.5 m and its 
coloration is rather varied. It is usually brown, red brown, greyish brown, 
copper or black.21 The Egyptian cobra does not spit venom. 

The red spitting cobra (Naja pallida) apparently may reach a length of 
3 m, at least in captivity,22 but in the field it is reported to be usually not 
longer than half this length.23 It is basically found in two colour variants: a 
handsome deep red phase (though specimens may also be pinkish, pinky 
grey or red brown), or a more sober grey or greyish colour.24 It is a quick-
moving and alert but still rather peaceful snake, which will nevertheless 
defend itself by spitting venom at the eyes of an adversary if pressed or 
cornered. The red spitting cobra can spit venom either from its defence 
posture with its raised head or while it is lying down or striking. The 
venom may reach distances of up to 2.5 m.25 Contact with the eyes results 
in an intense burning sensation, and there is a distinct risk of blindness if 
immediate medical treatment is not administered.26 

In recent times, the red spitting cobra has been found in areas up to the 
27th parallel.27 During the millennia before our era, when the ecological 
pressure from the human population obviously was much weaker, this 
species might have been far more widely distributed. Of all the East-
African cobras, the red spitting cobra is probably the species requiring the 
driest habitat.28 

The winged serpents that are often depicted in Ancient Egyptian iconog
raphy may be understood as cobras in a more or less stylized form. The 
Uraeus-serpents of Ancient Egypt are often depicted with wings, and are 
commonly portrayed as cobras having two wings extending from their 
hoods. In other words, the winged serpents may be understood as mytho
logical pendants to cobras whose outstretched hoods are depicted as 

20. Welch 1983: 78-79. 

21. Spawls et al. 2002:453-54, Levitón et al. 1998:210. This datum was confirmed 
by the author's personal observation in the Zoological Garden in Cairo 1993. 

22. Louw 1994: 12. 
23. Spawls et al. 2002:458. 
24. Spawls et al. 2002: 458. 
25. Rasmussen e¿ <z/. 1994. 
26. Spawls et al. 2002: 458 and 456. 
27. Based on a personal communication with J.B. Rasmussen of the Zoological 

Museum, Copenhagen, and the map of the distribution of Naja pallida in Rasmussen 
1996: 119. See also Marx 1968: 40 and Map 31 (Naja nigricollis). 

28. Rasmussen 1996: 118, see also Spawls et al. 2002: 459. 
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wings —a fact that might well explain the references to the winged ϋ^ΒΊϋ 
found in Isaiah. If we consider the winged *pü as a synonym for the cobra, 
whose outstretched hood in mythological iconographie material can be 
portrayed in the form of regular wings, we have here a link between the 
flying frpü and the ^p^-snakes which are mentioned in relation to desert 
environments. The biological data then fall into place. Cobras are highly 
venomous snakes and the risk of dying by an untreated bite is serious.29 

The Egyptian cobra is found in both dry and more humid habitats;30 the 
red spitting cobra is found in open savannah habitats,31 dry savannah and 
semi-desert.32 

The fact that the name of the snake defined more precisely as *pü shares 
the same root as the Classical Hebrew verb meaning 'to burn'—obviously 
the former derived from the latter—is undoubtedly a consequence of the 
intense burning pain experienced when the venom of the spitting cobra 
makes contact with the eyes. 

From the Levant, both two- and four-winged Uraeus motives are well 
attested on eighth-century BCE seals.33 O. Keel in particular has published 
some very interesting seals with conspicuous two- and four-winged 
Uraeus depictions.34 The depicted Uraeus figures are presented as cobras 
with outstretched hoods under the clearly drawn head,35 and from the hood 
two or four wings stretch out.36 According to Keel, the Ο^ΒΊϋ that are 
mentioned in Isaiah 6 are theriomorphic lower deities. The fact that they 
are described as having legs and hands/claws does not, for Keel, invalidate 
this understanding since he is able to show iconographie examples taken 
from Egyptian archaeology of Uraeus-serpents in cobra form clearly 
having human-like limbs and head.37 Furthermore, according to Keel, only 
theriomorphic or mixed beings could stand above Yahweh as reigning 

29. Spawls et al. 2002: 454, 456 and 459; Levitón et al. 1998: 226. 
30. Spawls et al. 2002: 453. 
31. Rasmussen 1996: 118. 
32. Spawls et al. 2002: 459. 
33. Mettinger 1995: 1403 
34. Keel and Uehlinger 1998: illustrations 247a-247d 
35. That is, the cobras are presented in their well known antagonistic posture, 

which was, as already mentioned, the most common way of depicting them in Ancient 
Egypt. 

36. Keel and Uehlinger 1998. 
37. Keel 1977: illustrations 29-35. This view is already noted in Day (1979: 150) 

and further explained and commented on by Keel and Uehlinger (1998: §161). 
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king. Having human or human-like beings would have been a serious 
contravention of ancient Middle Eastern court etiquette.38 

Finally, it should be noted that while Keel concludes, using methods 
similar to those I have used in the preceding discussion, that the zoological 
identification for the Uraeus-serpents is likely to be the black-necked spit
ting cobra (Naja nigricollis),39 there is no real contradiction between our 
findings—the red spitting cobra (see n. 16) was long classified in zoologi
cal taxonomy as being a subspecies of the black-necked spitting cobra.40 

The Old Text Witnesses 

The understanding of *pü as meaning 'cobra' is not new. In the Septua-
gint the phrase ^SltfQ Ί̂ΕΠ HtfSN in Isa. 30.6 is translated as ασπίδες και 
εκγονα ασπίδων πετομένων ('cobras and brood of flying cobras'). The 
word ασιτία means 'cobra' in Ancient Greek. The Septuagint translates the 
expression *pü Ol] in Num. 21.6 as όφε^ θανατουντα^, that is, 'lethal 
snakes', and in Deut. 8.15 as 6φι$ δάκυων ('biting snake'). Isaiah 6.2, 6 
are not translated but transcribed as σεραφίν. The curse in Isa. 14.29 is 
translated in the Septuagint as: 'Out of their seed shall exit broods of 
cobras; and the broods, from them shall exit flying snakes'. 

The Peshitta translates Num. 21.6, 8 as 'fierce snake' (hewawätä' 
harmäne '), which Paine-Smith ( 1903) understands as 'basilisk' or 'cocka-
trix'. Deuteronomy 8.15 is translated in the same way. Isaiah 6.2, 6 are 
merely transcribed as seraphs (seraphm), while Isa. 14.29 is translated as: 
'Because its snakes-root issues a gär sä' [= "asp", "cobra" according to 
Paine-Smith 1903] and its fruit is a flying fierce snake'. Isaiah 30.6 is 
translated as: 'espes weharmäne' depärah ('asp [cobra] and flying fierce 
snake'). 

The Vulgate writes in Num. 21.6 ígnitos serpentes ('fiery snakes'), but 
writes only 'snake(s)' (serpentem[s]) in w . 7, 8 and 9. In Deut. 8.15 it is 
written 'snake with burning breath' (serpens flatu adurens). In Isa. 6.2, 6 
the Vulgate simply transcribes as séraphin. In Isa. 14.29, ^Sltfö *pE? is 
translated as regulus and Isa. 30.6 is translated as vipera et regulus volons. 
The two last mentions are very interesting since the Latin, regulus volans, 

38. Keel and Uehlinger 1992: § 161. Th WA Tis more precise: 'Diese Deutung, von 
Keel argumentativ unterbaut und mit Bildmaterial erläutert, ist opinio commmunis 
geworden'. 

39. Keel and Uehlinger 1992: § 161. 
40. Spawls et al. 2002: 458. 



378 Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 29.3 (2005) 

may be translated as 'flying Uraeus-serpent' due to the fact that the cobras 
in the crowns of the pharaohs were designated as βασιλ ιάς in Greek, a 
term which corresponds to Latin regulus}1 

Conclusion 

From the biological and iconographical data mentioned above, it is beyond 
doubt that the Hebrew word *pü means 'cobra'—that is, snakes of the 
genus Naja—and more specifically the 'red spitting cobra' (Najapallida), 
the latter being specified by the term of 'burning' which applies to the 
effect of the venom in the eyes. The identifications found in the Vulgate 
are very important in this respect, since the designation of ηΊϋ as 'serpent 
with burning breath' applies closely, albeit rather metaphorically, to the 
method of venom delivery employed by the spitting cobra. The Vulgate 
furthermore designates the flying *|Ίϋ as regulus, which, as noted, is a 
Latin rendering of the Uraeus-serpent. The association of *pü with 'cobra' 
(and their broods), or creatures related to the Naja genus, also appears in 
the other old translations of the Hebrew Bible, even though the translators 
did not necessarily differentiate specifically between species. 
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