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All kingdoms designated by the name of Assyria are so called
because they enrich themselves at Israel's expense...all kingdoms
designated by the name of Egypt are so called because they per-
secute Israel.

(Genesis Rabbah 16.4)
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FOREWORD

Another history of ancient Israel? Are there not enough of them already?
And what if its author is not even a professional Alttestamentler, but a
historian of the ancient Near East? It is true: we already have many (per-
haps too many) histories of ancient Israel, but they are all so similar to
each other because, inescapably, they are all too similar to the story we
find in the Biblical text. They share its plot, its way of presenting facts,
even when they question critically its historical reliability.

The history of ancient Israel has always been presented as a sort of
paraphrase of the Biblical text. At first the theological relevance of the
revealed word made it difficult to accept a rational critique that could,
even at great pains, open the way to a secular approach. Even the archaeo-
logical discoveries in Palestine were not at first so sensational as to allow a
complete rethinking of the history of the area on the basis of ancient and
original sources, as was the case in Egypt, Mesopotamia and Hittite Ana-
tolia. Indeed, towards the end of the nineteenth century, archaeology began
to be used as ‘proof’ of the reliability of the Biblical text, while that text was
already being questioned at the time by the literary criticism of German
philologists.

During the last two centuries, Biblical criticism has progressively dis-
mantled the historicity of creation and flood, then of the patriarchs, then
(in chronological order) of the exodus and of the conquest, of Moses and
Joshua, then the period of Judges and the ‘twelve tribe league’, stopping at
the era of the ‘United Monarchy’ of David and Solomon, which was still
considered substantially historical. The realization that foundational epi-
sodes of conquest and law-giving were in fact post-exilic retrojections,
aiming to justify the national and religious unity and the possession of the
land by groups of returnees from the Babylonian exile, implied a degree of
rewriting of the history of Israel, but did not challenge the idea that Israel
was a united (and powerful) state at the time of David and Solomon and
that a ‘First Temple’ really existed. Hence the return from exile was under-
stood as recreating an ethnic, political and religious reality that had existed
in the past.
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Recent criticism of the concept of the ‘United Monarchy” has ques-
tioned the Biblical narrative from its very foundation, because it reduces
the ‘historical’ Israel to one of several Palestinian kingdoms swept away by
the Assyrian conquest. Any connection between Israel and Judah in the
pre-exilic era (including the existence of a united Israel) is completely
denied. At this point, a drastic rewriting of the history of Israel is needed.

The critical approach to Israelite history, however, has always produced
Prolegomena (to use Wellhausen’s expression) and brave theoretical mani-
festos (some of them very recent), but not yet a narrated history following
the order of modern reconstructions instead of the traditional plot of the
Biblical narrative. If the critical deconstruction of the Biblical text is ac-
cepted, why not also attempt a reconstruction, referring literary texts to
the time in which they were written and not to the period they speak about?
Some recent postmodernist critics have, however, denied the possibility of
writing a history of ancient Israel and opened a gap between a narrated
history of the traditional kind and a literary criticism that breaks any con-
tact with a historical use of sources.

In the present work I have tried to write — at least in the form of a first
draft — a new version of the history of Israel, starting from the results of
textual and literary criticism as well as from data collected by archaeology
and epigraphy. In doing this I have felt free to change the Biblical plot,
while keeping a properly historical approach. This attempt, as obvious as it
is, is nevertheless something new, and is attended by tremendous difficul-
ties and very serious implications.

The result is a division of the history of Israel into two different phases.
The first one is the ‘normal’ (i.e. not unique) and quite insignificant history
of two kingdoms in Palestine, very similar to the other kingdoms destroyed
by the Assyrian and then Babylonian conquests, with the consequent devas-
tation, deportations and deculturation. This first phase is not particularly
important, particularly interesting, nor consequential — just as the parallel
histories of similar kingdoms (from Carchemish to Damascus, Tyre or
Gaza) have importance only to the specialist. But the fact is that we cannot
read the ‘Bibles’ of Carchemish, Damascus, Tyre or Gaza, and their tradi-
tions were lost forever under the advance of the empires.

In just one case a peculiar event occurred, prompted by the project of a
king of Judah (Josiah) who planned to found a united kingdom of Judah-
Israel in the decades between the collapse of Assyria and the rise of the
Babylonian empire. Josiah’s plan had a religious (Yahwistic monotheism,
‘Mosaic’ law) and historiographical element. The speedy return to Pales-
tine of Judean exiles not fully assimilated to the imperial world, their
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attempt to create a temple-city (Jerusalem) on a Babylonian model and to
gather around it a whole nation (Israel, in the broader sense) implied a
huge and variegated rewriting of an ‘ordinary” history with the aim of cre-
ating a suitable context for those archetypes that they intended to revital-
ize: united kingdom, monotheism and single temple, law, possession of
the land, holy war, and so on. The whole history of Israel, therefore, had
to be characterized by a very special calling.

While the real but normal history had no more than a local interest, the
invented and exceptional one became the basis for the foundation of a
nation (Israel) and of a religion (Judaism) that would have an influence on
the subsequent history of the whole world.

Once again I have to express my gratitude to the Pontifical Biblical
Institute of Rome for the kind hospitality of its library — one of the few
places in the world where it is possible to realize a project like this — and
for the efficiency and courtesy of all the staff. I am grateful to my friends
Giovanni Garbini and Andrea Giardina for reading a first version of the
book and discussing with me some of the problems; to my daughter Serena
for the computerizing of the many maps; to my daughter Diletta and to
Mrs Leonarda De Ninno for drawing some of the pictures. I am particu-
larly grateful to my Italian publisher Giuseppe Laterza for his encourage-
ment to write this book — a tremendous decision. I did it in a relatively
short time (two years), conscious that a whole life would not be enough
to achieve a more satisfactory work. I think this book will please neither
more progressive scholars, who will not like the first part, as being too
confidently historical, nor more traditional ones, who will dislike the sec-
ond part, as too critically destructive. But when I conceived this division, I
did not consider the reaction of any particular readers: I honestly thought
that this was the only way to describe the existent contradiction between a
real and commonplace history and an invented one that has become the
basis and the location of a set of universal values.

Please note that all the dates are BCE if not differently specified. The
chronological table (Table 1) is intended to help the reader with an initial
diachronic orientation.

In the book reference is made to the redactional schools responsible for
the historical books of the Old Testament, which biblical critics have tried,
rather successfully, to place in their historical context. Occasionally allu-
sions are made to the ‘Elohist’ and “Yahwist’ — once dated to the monar-
chic age and now dated to the exilic period. More frequent are references
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to ‘Deuteronomic’ works (named after the book of Deuteronomy), or the
‘Deuteronomistic school’ (or ‘Deuteronomistic historiography’), which
began in Judah towards the end of the seventh century and continued
during the Babylonian exile in the sixth century. Finally, the ‘Priestly’ school
(including the author of the Book of Chronicles) can be dated to the time
of the Babylonian exile, in the sixth to fourth centuries. For a general read-
ing of this book, no more information is needed, while anyone interested
in the problems of Old Testament criticism will find useful references in
the bibliography.

Transcription of personal names has proved very problematic, because a
certain consistency is needed, but forms too different from those familiar
to the reader should be avoided. The names of the main kings of Judah and
Israel, the patriarchs, tribes, prophets and other well-known characters are
cited in the form currently used in English. For other names, a simplified
but correct transcription of the Hebrew form is used, without diacritics or
vowel length markers. Aspirated forms of consonants, apart from p/f, are
not indicated. The same is true for Biblical placenames: for those par-
ticularly well known the conventional form is used; for all the others a sim-
plified transcription of the Hebrew name. Modern placenames (both Arabic
and Hebrew) are written without diacritics.

In the index the correct transcription of personal and placenames is
indicated. For placenames (both ancient and modern) of the Palestinian
region, geographical co-ordinates according to the modern Israel grid (as
in picture 1 and in the margins of other maps) are also indicated: this is
not an unnecessary technicality, but facilitates quick and precise location
of sites. For placenames in other areas, the historical region alone is indi-
cated. The indexes include multiple cross-references between ancient
and modern placenames and an annotated index of personal names, all
intended to provide the reader with an effective means of reference.
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Chapter 1

PALESTINE IN THE LATE BRONZE AGE
(FOURTEENTH—-THIRTEENTH CENTURIES)

1. Landscape and Resources

Palestine is a humble and fascinating land. It is humble in its natural re-
sources and its marginality within the region; it is fascinating because of
the historical stratification of its human landscape and the symbolic strati-
fication of its memories.

In the south-eastern extremity of the Mediterranean Sea, the Atlantic
rainfall crashes against the mountains, which are fairly high only in the
northern part (about 1,000m in Upper Galilee, about 700m in the central
area) and receive adequate rainfall. Palestine is almost entirely in the semi-
arid zone (rainfall between 400 and 250 mm per year) and its southern
parts, the Negev and Sinai desert, and its inland parts, the Transjordanian
plateau and Syrian-Arabian desert, are in the highly arid zone (around
100 mm or less). There is only one river worth mentioning, the Jordan,
which is fed from the Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon ranges, with its peren-
nial tributaries, the Yarmuk and the Jabbok, or Wadi Zarqa) filled from
the eastern plateaux and ending in the closed and salty basin of the Dead
Sea. Cultivation is therefore enabled not by irrigation (apart from little
‘oases’ near springs), but by rainfall: and it depends on the uncertain
rains, regulated by inscrutable gods — sometimes generous and benefi-
cent, sometimes punitive. The contrast with neighbouring Egypt, where
water is a stable ‘matter of fact’, not a matter for anxiety, was abundantly
clear:

For the land that you are about to enter to occupy is not like the land of
Egypt, from which you have come, where you sow your seed and irrigate
by foot like a vegetable garden. But the land that you are crossing over to
occupy is a land of hills and valleys, watered by rain from the sky, a land
that the LORD your God looks after. The eyes of the LORD your God are
always on it, from the beginning of the year to the end of the year (Deut.
11.10-12).
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The contrast was noticed also by the Egyptians, as recorded in Amen-
hotep’s Great Hymn to Aten:

All distant foreign countries, thou makest their life (also),

For thou hast set a Nile in heaven,

That it may descend for them and make waves upon the mountains,

Like the great green sea,

To water their fields in their towns.

How effective they are, thy plans, O Lord of eternity!

The Nile in heaven, it is for the foreign peoples

And for the beasts of every desert that go upon (their) feet;

(While the true) Nile comes from the underworld for Egypt (ANET, 371).

The country is small: in Cisjordan, the area inhabited ‘from Dan to Beer-
sheba’ is 200 km long (N-S) and 80 km wide (E-W); another 40 km area in
Transjordan can be added. Altogether there are about 20,000 km? — less
than an Italian region like Piedmont or Sicily. To think that such a density
of memories and events of millennial and universal relevance is concen-
trated in such a small land!

Not all the territory can be used for agriculture. The only alluvial plains
are in the central valley of the Jordan and in the plain of Jezreel; the costal
strip is sandy and salty, but the low hills of the Shephelah are much more
suitable. The rest is all hills and mountains, once covered with woods, then
stripped by the action of men and goats, destined to a process of erosion
contained only by the exhausting work of terracing. Such a setting is suit-
able for a transhumant sheep-rearing and to small-scale agriculture, re-
stricted to valley ‘niches’ (or to the bottom of wadis in semi-arid zones),
occupied only by family farms and minute villages.

With the aid of constant human labour, this Mediterranean landscape
becomes capable of sustaining a diverse, even if small, population and a
region where agricultural and pastoral resources (especially when com-
pared with the desert) are sufficient to fulfil the necessities of human life in
the ancient world. The description of a land ‘flowing with milk and honey
(Num. 13.27) is certainly exaggerated, but conveys the idea of a land that
can sustain human habitation:

a good land, a land with flowing streams, with springs and underground
waters welling up in valleys and hills, a land of wheat and barley, of vines
and fig trees and pomegranates, a land of olive trees and honey, a land
where you may eat bread without scarcity, where you will lack nothing, a
land whose stones are iron and from whose hills you may mine copper
(Deut. 8.7-9).
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Figure 1. Relief map of Palestine, with reference grid

Actually, metals are very scarce (the copper of the ‘Araba is not found in
Palestine), there are no gemstones (the turquoise of Sinai lies even further
away), and there is no valuable timber (as in Lebanon). The coast is mostly
covered by dunes, with a few modest lagoons, and it does not afford secure
harbours except in the extreme north, between the Carmel promontory
and Ras en-Naqura on the Lebanese border. Caravans travelling along the
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‘Way of the Sea’ from the Egyptian Delta to Syria were anxious as they
traversed a poor and menacing land. Those travelling on the ‘King’s High-
way’ from Arabia to Damascus and the Middle Euphrates, passed along
the edge of Palestine, almost preferring the clear spaces of the desert to the
misery of the settled land.

Compared with other areas of the Near East, such as Egypt and Meso-
potamia, Syria and Anatolia, which already in ancient times provided the
seat of renowned civilizations, of extensive states centred on monumental
cities, Palestine seems singularly unattractive. If the number of inhabitants
is a valid indicator of the opportunities afforded to civilized communities
for subsistence and development, the data are self-evident. In the Late
Bronze Age, when Egypt and Mesopotamia hosted some millions of
inhabitants, Palestine did not reach 250,000. Even at the summit of its
development, during Iron Age II, its inhabitants numbered no more than
400,000.

If we focus on the internal configuration of Palestine, the narrowness of
the landscape is striking: it is all fragmented into mountains and hills, and
the view never meets an open horizon. Seen within a regional dimension,
then, the marginality of the land appears with stark clarity: it lies to the
extreme south of the ‘Fertile Crescent’, the semicircle of cultivated lands
between the Syro-Arabian desert, the Iranian and Anatolian mountains
and the Mediterranean sea. The role that geography dictates for this land,
if any, is to serve as a connection (more for transit than for settlement)
between Egypt and Western Asia: but this location seems to have brought
the inhabitants of Palestine more misfortune than benefit.

Yet this country, so modest in natural resources and in population, has
played a key role in the history of a large part of the world. The contradic-
tion is due to the extraordinary ability of its inhabitants to bind together
landscape and memory, conferring on their land a set of symbolic values
that, through alternating episodes of dispersion and focalization, departure
and return, spread widely beyond its borders.

Itis not only the landscape that is thoroughly man-made, as is normal in
all countries with a long cultural history. Not only its constitutive ele-
ments, even the smallest ones — a centuries-old oak, a well, a cave, some
ancient ruins, an ancestral tomb — become sites of memory and tokens of
legitimation. But the entire country, marked off from the surrounding
diversity, is put at the centre of a complete mental history: as the object of
a divine promise that makes it the selective heritage of certain groups,
excluding others; and as the place of the physical presence of God in the
world and therefore the setting of events whose value is universal and
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eternal. The terms ‘Promised Land’ and ‘Holy Land’ indicate how a specific
region could become a symbol and a value, without even naming it, since
everyone knows immediately which land it is.

2. Geopolitical Fragmentation

Topographical and ecologic characteristics, together with the technological
capacity of the ancient world, determined to a great extent the geopolitical
asset of Palestine over several millennia. The typical formation of ancient
states is always conditioned by the relation between spatial factors, demo-
graphic density and productive potential. A state lives on what is produced
locally: long distance terrestrial trade may provide raw materials (especially
metals) and luxury products that are economically transportable, but it
cannot bring cereals. Since the foundation of the first cities (i.e. settlements
whose population is diversified in function and stratified in income, with a
‘public’ area — a temple, a palace, or both), territorial units are formed,
simultaneously economic and political, comprising the city itself and an
agricultural hinterland extending about 10 km in radius, together with a
periphery of highlands or steppes suitable for transhumance.

We could define these configurations as city-states, if the term were not
burdened with historiographical and ideological connotations. In fact this
definition immediately reminds us of the Greek polis and its values of
democracy, freedom and market economy — an image actually derived
more from the individual case of Athens rather than from a general evalua-
tion. It is therefore wiser to use a more neutral and merely descriptive
term such as ‘cantonal state’, or the definition used at the time: ‘little king-
dom’, as opposed to the ‘great kingdom’ of the imperial ruler. The centre is
the city, whose dimension is related to the resources of the territory it is
able to draw upon: in Palestine, which was economically poor, Bronze Age
cities (about 2800-1200) have hardly more than 3,000-4,000 inhabitants
and the situation does not change much in Iron Age II (about 900-600),
following the crisis of Iron Age I that had reduced them to their minimum
size. In the city stands the residence of the ‘king’ (the palace, a building of
about 1,000 m?), with a court for direct dependants: craftsmen, guards,
servants/slaves (see below, §1.6).

The rural population is concentrated in villages, ranging from a few
houses to about 50. Transhumant groups are linked with villages, and are
quite limited in size. Further north, in northern Syria, where the state for-
mations are bigger and richer, the texts allow to reconstruct a cantonal
state (Ugarit) of about 25,000 people, 8,000 of whom resided in the city
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and the rest in villages. In Palestine, the average cantonal state would
have been about half this size. Also in Northern Syria (Alalakh) we know
that the population was broadly divided into 20 percent of palace depend-
ants, 20 percent shepherds and 60 percent farmers: these figures (which
are merely indicative, of course) may also be valid for Palestine.

Table 1. Correlation of historical and biblical periodization

Absolute Archaeological Biblical Periods Historical Periods
Chronology Periods
c.3500-2800  Late Chalcolithic
c.2800-2000  Early Bronze Age First urbanization
€.2000-1550  Middle Bronze Age Patriarchal Age Independent city-states
c.1550-1180  Late Bronze Age Exodus and Egyptian domination
Conquest
c. 1180-900 Iron Age I Judges Period of national
United Monarchy formation
c. 900—-600 Iron Age II Divided kingdoms Divided kingdoms
Assyrian domination
c. 600-330 Iron Age III Exilic period Neo-Babylonian period

Postexilic period ~ Persian period

This structure, the basic cell of political systems, remains unchanged for
a long period. In other areas — Egypt, Mesopotamia — the presence of
large rivers suitable for transport of bulky goods, and the necessity of
coordinating irrigation systems that were initially local but later on a wide
scale, necessitated the process of political unification, creating states that
may be defined as ‘regional’. These states nevertheless remained as agglom-
erations of ‘cantonal’ cells, each functioning as a economic unit, in the
form of provinces, or ‘nomes’ as they are called in Egypt. Yet, political
unification in areas where land productivity was higher and the population
much denser gave rise to a corresponding sudden change in scale. While
the average Late Bronze Palestinian kingdoms had about 15,000 inhabi-
tants (and the larger Iron II kingdoms as a whole an average of 50,000),
Egypt could count, at a moderate estimate, on 3 or 4 million subjects of
the Pharaoh, while Babylon (even in decline) on a couple of million. This
process of unification and corresponding change of scale (up to a 200-fold
increase) was precluded in Palestine, mainly because of its geography and
landscape.
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3. Discontinuity of Settlements

The third point to take into consideration is Palestine’s marginality, not
in a strictly geographical sense, but rather from the socioeconomic and
political point of view. Agricultural lands were in any case less rich than
the alluvial plains of the Nile and Euphrates: light soils, with rain-fed
agriculture and yields of 1:3 or 1:5 (the average yield in Egypt and Upper
Mesopotamia was 1:10 and in Lower Mesopotamia 1:15 or more). More-
over, the cultivable land, and the great part of the population, were con-
centrated almost entirely in a few zones: the coast and the hills immediately
behind it, the plain of Jezreel and the central and upper Jordan valley.
This demographic concentration reached its peak during the Late Bronze
Age. The rest of the land was mainly suitable for transhumant sheep-
rearing and was thus occupied by quite small seasonal camps. Such was
the case in the highlands (still covered with woods and Mediterranean
scrub) of Judah, Samaria and Galilee, and of the steppe areas towards the
east (Transjordan) and south (Negev) due to the decrease in rainfall. The
Late Bronze Age political landscape reflects this disposition of settle-
ments: thus the city-centred political units based on agriculture were
concentrated along the coast, in the plain of Jezreel and in the Jordan
valley, while they were extremely scarce in the highland zones and virtu-
ally absent to the east of the Jordan and in the south of Judah.

A typological diversity was established between the plain region, with
close and self-intertwined city-states and the mountain region, where the
cities were more scattered, free to expand their zone of influence and char-
acterized by a stronger pastoral element (becoming exclusive in the steppe
regions). A rough political map of fourteenth-century Palestine, as can be
deduced from the Egyptian el-Amarna archive, shows a concentration of
small states in the plains and then two fairly isolated towns, Jerusalem and
Shechem, centres of the two most extensive cantonal states, one in the
highlands of Judah and the other in the Ephraimite hill-country.

This settlement scheme, which can be reconstructed from archaeologi-
cal and textual data, holds for the Late Bronze Age (fourteenth—thirteenth
centuries), but did not always exist: it is the result of transformations in
the demographical history of the country, perhaps caused ultimately by cli-
matic factors. If we compare the settlement distribution of the Late Bronze
Age with that of previous phases (Middle Bronze and, even more, Early
Bronze) we notice a progressive shrinking of the frontier of settlements
and a concentration of the population in the areas more suitable for agri-
culture. Semi-arid zones and highlands were gradually abandoned, so that
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in the Late Bronze Age there were no longer permanent settlements south
of Hebron in Cisjordan, or of Madaba in Transjordan.

During the Late Bronze Age, the arid steppes and wooded mountains
were left to seasonal usage by shepherds, who practised their seasonal
transhumance of the ‘vertical type on the central plateaux, moving between
summer pastures in the highlands and winter pastures on the plains; and
of the ‘horizontal’ type in the semi-arid steppes, moving between winter
pastures in the steppe and summer pastures in cultivated valleys. The well-
known interaction between sheep-rearing and agriculture is very close and
the rhythms of transhumance tend to respect the needs of agricultural use
of the land. Farmers and shepherds live in the same villages, representing
integrated, even if not fully homogeneous productive units. But such a gen-
eral neglect of the less favoured zones inevitably created a certain margin-
alization (from the urban point of view) or autonomy (from the pastoral
point of view) of human groups and spaces that, in other periods of his-
tory, were much more closely integrated.

4. Egyptian Domination

For about three centuries (c. 1460—c. 1170) Palestine was under the direct
control of Egypt, though some degree of political (and cultural) influence
existed before and afterwards. This long period of domination by a country
whose ideological prestige was matched to a huge demographic, economic
and military preponderance, naturally had a major impact on the political
life of the region. This political imprinting of an imperial nature was proba-
bly as profound and significant as the more obvious influence of the geo-
graphical setting we considered earlier.

Egyptian control was mostly indirect, and the local ‘little kings’ pre-
served their autonomy (but not their independence) as ‘servants’ and
vassals of the Pharaoh. The picture we get from the ‘Amarna letters
(1370-1350) shows that only three Syro-Palestinian towns were seats of
Egyptian governors: Gaza, on the southern coast, Kumidi in the Lebanese
Beq‘a valley, and Sumura on the northern coast, beside the present Syro-
Lebanese border. There were also Egyptian garrisons in other places: Jaffa
(near modern Tel Aviv), Beth-Shean (between the plain of Jezreel and the
Jordan valley) and Ullaza (where the route from the Orontes valley reaches
the coast). Even if we count the small standing garrisons and the army
that, as we shall see, made an annual ‘tour’ for the collection of tribute,
we can calculate that Egypt in the Amarna Age employed no more than
700 people to run and control its Syro-Palestinian ‘empire’.
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It had not always been like that. The large campaigns of the fifteenth
century had employed up to 10,000 soldiers, but had become unnecessary
after the peace treaty and intermarriage between Egypt and Mitanni in
about 1420. For the current administration, the initial plan established by
Thutmose III — the Pharaoh who had finally conquered Palestine and most
of Syria around 1470-1460 — tried to establish an extensive direct Egyptian
control with the ports and the best agricultural land directly managed by
the Egyptians. But such a project was difficult to realize and too expensive:
similar results could be obtained by indirect administration, and thus we
find the situation of the Amarna Age, just described. Later, during the
thirteenth century, the Egyptian presence became more pervasive, as evi-
denced especially in the archaeological data. We know of several Egyptian
‘residencies’ in the period from Seti I to Ramses III: in Tel Afeq stratum IV
(including the discovery of cuneiform texts), in Beth-Shean stratum VII,
and in several other sites in the extreme south: Tell el-Far‘a (south), Tel
Sera‘ (stratum X), Tel Mor strata 8-7, Deir el-Balah strata 7-4, Tell Jemme
(ancient Yursa) and Tell el-‘Ajjul stratum V. These fortresses, significantly,
were established to guard trade routes: the so-called ‘Horus Road’ from the
Delta to Gaza, fortified by Seti I, and the transverse caravan routes to the
Gulf of Agaba and the Timna copper mines, directly exploited by Egypt
during the entire Ramesside period. We will see later (§3.9) that these
final elements of Egyptian presence left traces even after the collapse of
the empire.

5. Egyptian Ideology

According to Egyptian religious ideology, the Pharaoh was an incarnated
god and all the verbal and ceremonial imagery by which local kings ad-
dressed him shows that this ideology was known and accepted. Local kings
called him ‘Sun of all lands’ and ‘god’ (or rather ‘gods’, since they use the
plural form, as in Hebrew ’él6him), prostrated before him ‘seven times and
seven times’, even specifying ‘seven times on the back and seven times on
the belly’ (which was much harder...). They declared themselves ‘ground on
which he walked’ and the ‘stool under his feet’, or ‘under his sandals’, in
perfect coherence with the pharaonic iconography of the time: in the palace
at el-‘Amarna, the floor of the corridor to the throne room was decorated
with standardized images of vanquished enemies, so that the Pharaoh
could literally walk on them; the footstool of the throne and the sandals of
Tutankhamun were also decorated with images of vanquished enemies,
upon which the Pharaoh trampled while walking or seated on his throne.
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Figure 3. Egyptian domination in the Levant: the campaigns of
Thutmoses III and the ‘provinces’ of the Amarna Age

The Pharaoh required a pledge of faithfulness which was short and
absolute: “We will never (again) rebel against His Majesty’ (ANET, 238), in
payment for that sort of original sin that consisted in being a foreigner,
and therefore an inferior enemy — not ‘wretched’, as is sometimes trans-
lated, but rather one destined to defeat and total subjugation. The pledge
was then made concrete by an annual tribute, by entertaining Egyptian
messengers and caravans in transit, by providing goods on request and also
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(areal honour!) by providing princesses for the royal harem, together with
their rich dowries. Another duty was what was called in the ‘Amarna texts
‘protecting’ the town committed to them by the Pharaoh — protecting it
against external enemies, but especially keeping it in good order, ready
to answer to Egyptian requests. Local kings were very worried about
performing their task of ‘protecting’ (nasdru) the town, and ‘listening’ or
‘observing’ (again nasdru) Pharaoh’s word:

I have heard the orders of the king, my lord and my Sun, and I am indeed
protecting Megiddo, the city of the king my lord, day and night. By day I
protect (it) from the fields with chariots, and by night on I protect the walls
of the king my lord. But the hostility of the enemies (habiru) in the land is
severe. May the king, my lord, take cognizance of his land (LA 88 = EA
243.8-22, from Megiddo).

Whatever proceeds from the mouth of the king, my lord, I indeed observe it
day and night (LA 12 = EA 326.20-24, from Ashkelon).

Figure 4. Egyptian domination: forms of homage

In exchange for all this, Pharaoh gave ‘life’ (Egypt, 1/, ‘Amarna Akkadian
balatu), which he retained exclusively and gracefully conceded. ‘Life’ in
political terms meant the right of reigning as a vassal. But according to
Egyptian ideology, it was something more concrete and precise, it was the
‘breath of life’ coming from Pharaoh’s mouth (and with his breath, his
words) to the benefit of those who were allowed into his presence, or to
whom his messages were addressed. Perhaps the king of Tyre exaggerates
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when he wishes to express his joy for having received a manifestation,
though indirect (through a messenger), of Pharaoh’s ‘breath of life’:

My lord is the Sun who comes forth over all lands day by day, according to
the way (of being) of the Sun, his gracious father, who gives life by his sweet
breath that returns as a north wind; who established the entire land in
peace, by the power of his arm; who gives forth his cry in the sky like Baal,
and all the land is frightened at his cry. The servant herewith writes to his
lord that he heard the gracious messenger of the king who came to his
servant, and the sweet breath that came forth from the mouth of the king,
my lord, to his servant — his breath came back! Before the arrival of the
messenger of the king, my lord, breath had not come back; my nose was
blocked. Now that the breath of the king has come forth to me, I have great
joy and I am very happy day by day (LA 117 = EA 147).

For Egyptian subjects, ‘life’ was also admission to a redistributive system
through which the Pharaoh gave the food necessary for life and, most of
all, a possibility of survival after death. The latter at first was a prerogative
exclusive to the Pharaoh, but then he conceded it also to his subjects. For-
eign subjects were of course excluded from the last two benefits, though
they made some clumsy attempts to get some ‘life’ in terms of food, and
not merely words:

For two years I have been short of my grain; we have no grain to eat. What
can [ say to my peasantry?... May the king, my lord, heed the words of his
loyal servant, and may he send grain in ships in order to keep his servant
and his city alive (LA 154 = EA 85, from Byblos).

Pharaoh was in fact a distant god, and Palestinian kings tended to consider
him rather inert and silent, and thus hard to understand and not particu-
larly reliable. Palestinian kings were used to a system of political relations
based on reciprocity, which had no equivalent in Egyptian ideology. They
were used to being faithful servants of their lord, but expected to receive
from him protection (i.e. to see their throne defended from external attacks
and internal uprisings). They were used to offering tribute, but also ex-
pected to be helped in case of need. They were used to answering the
messages of their lord, but they also expected an answer to their own
messages. But none of those things happened: the Pharaoh even showed
irritation at the insistence of their approaches, and in any event did not
give an answer. Most of all, he appeared absolutely indifferent to their
personal fate.

This ‘being silent’ or ‘keeping still/inert’ is expressed in the ‘Amarna
letters by a verb (gdlu) which corresponds in its semantic field to Hebrew
damam. It is used in several passages, all expressing perplexity and dismay
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for a passive attitude, a lack of reaction that risked compromising the
entire system:

Behold, Turbazu was slain in the city gate of Sile, and the king kept silent/
inert. Behold, Zimrida (king) of Lachish was smitten by servants who
became habiru! and Yaptikh-Hadda was slain in the city gate of Sile, and
the king kept silent/inert! (LA 41 = EA 288, from Jerusalem).

May the king, my lord, know that Gubla, the loyal maidservant of the king,
is safe and sound. The hostility, however, of the enemy forces (habiru)
against me is extremely severe. So may the king, my lord, not keep silent/
inert towards Sumur, lest everyone be joined to the enemy (habiru) forces
(LA 132 = EA 68, from Byblos).

It is not as it was once, for the lands of the king: every year Egyptian troops
went out to watch the lands, while now the land of the king and (even)
Sumur, your garrison, has passed to the side of the enemy (‘it became
habiry’), yet you keep silent/inert! Send Egyptian troops in large quantities,
to send away the enemy of the king from his land, and then all the lands will
pass to the king. You are a great king, you cannot keep silent/inert about
this! (LA 151 = EA 76, from Byblos).

In fact, Pharaoh’s only interest was in controlling the whole system, since
he knew that the possible usurper of a local throne would be faithful to
him just like the dethroned king, who was not worth defending. Action
was only taken when Egyptian control of the land was really threatened.

Every year a small Egyptian regiment made a tour of Palestinian king-
doms to collect tributes and other requested goods. The regiment (a few
hundred soldiers) was preceded by a messenger who announced the immi-
nent arrival and called for preparation of everything for welcoming the
soldiers and making ready what was to be handed over. The Pharaonic
message also exhorted the petty king to ‘protect’ the place that had been
entrusted to him (meaning: to preserve order and efficiency). These mes-
sages provoked replies that are quite indicative of the feelings of local
kings, who proclaim the impossibility of protecting their towns and solicit
the protection of their lord; or they limited their protection just up to the
arrival of Egyptian soldiers, which they considered as a sort of solution to
their problems. Finally, they wish the troops to use their authority to deter
the enemies of the petty kings, all depicted as enemies of the Pharaoh
himself.

But it was all useless: the expectations of local kings, to get from the
‘distant god’ any help against the threats of the enemies, a solution to their
problems, deliverance from the dangers, were left unanswered and nothing
happened. Their loyalty was not enough to win protection — and this fact
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caused the petty kings to have painful doubts about the correctness of
their actions, the presence of malicious detractors, and the possibility of
shortcomings they were unaware of.

6. The Palace and its Central Role

Palestinian Late Bronze towns usually maintained the town plan and city
walls constructed during the Middle Bronze, the age of maximum develop-
ment of the region. The capital, surrounded by walls, was centred on the
royal palace, where the king lived with his family, but it was also the seat of
administration, of the archives, of the stores and of the shops of specialized
craftsmen. The palace of Megiddo has been excavated (VII B), which is
not very big: 1,650 m? while the palace of Ugarit — which was thought to
be the biggest and the richest in all Syria (LA 144 = EA 89), but may be
taken as a model — was 5,000 m? The palace, in short, was not only the
house of the king but also the management centre of the whole kingdom,
which was also in a sense the property of the king.

More concretely, the dependence of the kingdom upon the king assumes
two distinct forms, and the population is divided into two major catego-
ries. We have the ‘king’s men’, who do not usually own a personal means
of production, but work for the king and from him receive in return the
necessities for their sustenance. Then there is the ‘free’ population (the
‘sons/children’ of the country), who have their own means of production
and give the king a portion from their income in the form of taxes. The
‘king’s men’ are prevalent in the capital and live around the palace, while
the free population prevails in the villages (including the ‘residual village’
in the capital, beyond the palace complex).

These two categories differ in their judicial, political and functional
aspects, but they are not economically homogeneous. The free population
belongs typically to a middle class, families who own a little land and some
cattle, enough to live and reproduce; but these may find themselves, when
the crops fail, obliged to borrow, unable to repay loans with interest and
falling into debt-slavery. On the contrary, among the ‘king’s men’ there are
strong socioeconomic disparities, from the military aristocracy of chario-
teers (maryannu), clergy, scribes and officers, to groups of craftsmen,
traders, guards, down to slaves in the palace or in royal farms, working on
land they do not own. All of these are legally servants of the king, but the
form and the amount of their reward varies and comprises a range of
different situations. Charioteers, scribes and traders can accumulate great
wealth, especially in the form of lands given them by the king. Such lands
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are not formally their property, but are given in use and as such are con-
ditional upon a service. But normally this service is inherited, and with it
are the lands: and some people may be in a position to pay for exemption
from the service. At this point, there is no difference (apart from the mem-
ory of the origin and of the process of acquisition) between a farm given in
concession and a family property.

Around the royal palace flourished a ‘high’ class of people who admin-
istered the economic power, were related to the king and were much
involved in military activity (especially in view of the endemic local con-
flicts that were encouraged by Pharaonic indifference). These cultivated
heroic ideals of courage and boldness (as is clear from the poems recited at
the Ugaritic court) and enjoyed luxury products (weapons and chariots,
jewels and clothes), whether manufactured locally or imported from dis-
tant lands through a tight network of commercial exchanges and cere-
monial gifts between courts.

The transmission of royal power followed the normal rules for inheri-
tance. It was no longer a time when succession was fixed from birth and
did not generate any conflict; now (in the mid-second millennium) the
norms were different: ‘there is (no difference between) firstborn and
younger son’ and the succession goes to the one who has ‘honoured the
parents’ — that is to say, who has deserved it. The kingdom is an indivisible
unit and can pass to only one of the sons of the reigning king, who will
chose his successor at the due time, but without preventing that after his
own death the other sons could ask for a different solution. The texts from
this period are full of disputes between brothers, usurpations (sometimes
depicted as heroic deeds), and even instances of fratricide and parricide.

Finally, something has to be said about the role of the temple. From
archaeology we know several architectural types of thirteenth-century
temples: the three-axial-room type, like that in Hazor (H XIII) with its rich
stone decorations (the stelae called massébét in the Bible), the ‘tower’
type (migdal), like those in Megiddo and Shechem, and others. But in the
political setup just described, the temple had a marginal role, unlike what
happened in Egypt and Babylon, or even in Anatolia. The priests are clas-
sified as ‘king’s men’; temples are buildings of modest dimensions, dedi-
cated to the cult in a strict sense as houses of the god (ceremonies with the
participation of the people took place outside), not involved in economic
or commercial activities, but sometimes used for storing treasure. Cer-
tainly the rituals that were celebrated mainly by the king (together with the
queen, in the case of fertility rites) contributed to increasing his prestige in
the eyes of his people, as proof of a correct relationship with the world of
the gods, as well as giving him a certain connotation of sacredness. But the
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political world seems to be the most ‘secular’ ever seen in the whole Near
East up to that period.

7. Economic Prosperity and Commercial Exchange

Within the country’s limited resources, palace cities of the fourteenth-
thirteenth century are economically flourishing and culturally productive.
In the palaces there are scribal schools of the Babylonian type, required
for the training of the scribes-administrators who use cuneiform writing
and the Babylonian language, not only for external correspondence but
also for internal administration and judicial texts. These schools are less
important than those in Syria, and their level was clearly different between
central and more marginal centres, to judge also from the quality of the
Babylonian language used in the ‘Amarna letters, which are often crammed
with ‘Canaanite’ glosses and anacolutha (syntactical irregularities). Scribal
schools were also the locus of transmission of literary texts, and an effec-
tive means for the diffusion of a court wisdom ‘style’, which left a few traces
in Palestine, unlike Ugarit where we have a rich heritage.

Luxury craftsmanship in jewellery and precious metals is documented
from archaeology and textual data. Egypt exerted a strong stylistic and
iconographic influence but itself often imported luxury goods from the
vassal kingdoms of Palestine. Woollen clothes, dyed with purple or with
coloured embroideries and applications, strongly contrasted with Egyptian
clothes of white linen. Bronze weapons, bows, chariots and horses were
produced in Palestine (as well as in Syria and Upper Mesopotamia) and
were valued in Egypt. In particular, there was a great demand for glass,
which Egyptians would buy in the coastal towns of Palestine (LA 2 = EA
314 from Yursa, 11 [= 323] from Ashkelon, 23 [= 331] from Lachish area,
100 [= 235, 327] from Akko, 122 [= 148] from Tyre), and that circulated as
a partly-finished product in the form of small blocks that could be turned
into coloured juglets and other objects.

Within the so-called ‘regional system’ trade was intense, between Egypt
and Anatolia, the Mediterranean Sea and Babylon, within areas having
urban centers and state polities, where writing was in use, and where trade
and political-diplomatic regulations could be drafted, so that the inevitable
financial and legal disputes could be solved according to agreed principles.
Outside the system, on the Mediterranean routes (where Canaanite ship-
ping was apparently barred between the Egyptian Delta and Cyprus or
Crete) and on the caravan routes of the desert (which could not be fully
exploited for the lack of technical means) such links were scarce (especially
if compared with the different scenery of the end of the Iron Age).
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Figure 5. Commercial exchanges: above, Syrian merchants in Egypt;
below Asiatic tribute to the Pharaoh

Palestine was at the centre of these exchanges, crossed by caravans
partly of local origin and partly travelling between Egypt and the ‘great
kingdoms’ of Asia — Mitanni, Babylon and Assyria. Relations took place
between one court and another, sometimes according to the rules of diplo-
matic and ceremonial ‘gifts’, but mostly according to normal trading con-
ventions. Most trade was in metals and clothing, which are subject to
deterioration and recycling, so are seldom archaeologically attested. But
from the recovery of wrecked ships, from iconographic data and from pre-
served texts, we know there existed an extensive trade in copper (from
Cyprus) and tin (probably from Iran) in which Palestinian palaces were
also involved. Archaeological documentation is more extensive on the
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importation of pottery. The abundantly produced Cypriot and Mycenaean
pottery was partly imported for domestic use, as luxury tableware and as
containers for aromatic oils, resins and even opium. On the other hand,
the presence of large Canaanite jars in Egypt provides evidence of plentiful
exports of olive oil.

If we bear in mind that luxury goods were acquired, hoarded and ex-
changed mainly in palaces, while at the same time agricultural land was
being reduced and probably declining in population and in production,
we can deduce that the advanced Canaanite culture of the fourteenth and
thirteenth centuries was the result of growing socioeconomic pressure
exercised from ruling elites on the agrarian and pastoral population. In
other words, the ‘centrality’ of the palace, though quite normal in this
kind of socio-economic formation, did not maintain a balanced relation-
ship with its territorial base, but rather introduced a deep instability that
could not last for long.

8. Villages and Collective Bodies

While the political and cultural centrality of the palace is beyond doubt,
the majority of the population (about 80 percent, as stated earlier) lived in
villages, relying on its own means of production: family-owned lands and
flocks of sheep and goats. We have quite scanty and limited archaeological
and textual data on Palestinian villages of the Late Bronze Age; but for the
same period, the Syrian archives of Alalakh and Ugarit can be used (with
some caution) as a useful basis of comparison.

The village was a settlement unit of modest dimension, but also a kin-
ship unit and a decision-making body. As for dimensions, we may consider
the Alalakh lists, where ‘villages’ (from an administrative point of view)
were groups of houses — from a minimum of 2-3 to a maximum of 80,
with an average of 25 houses (and 100 people). For Palestine, those num-
bers should be realistically reduced by a third. The population is divided
between a majority of ‘houses’ of ‘free’ farmers (hupsu) and shepherds
(Khaneans), and a minority of ‘king’s servants’ (who are not defined as ‘son
of X', but as ‘belonging to X’), with the presence of maryannu only in
larger villages.

But let us try to describe means and instruments of local interaction. As
for family relations, it is obvious that the mechanism of marriages and
hereditary subdivision created a situation where everybody in a village —
consisting, for example, of some 25 nuclear families — had family ties with
all the others. This explains the tendency to consider the settlement unit
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(the village) as equivalent to a kinship unit (the ‘clan’, see §3.4) and to call
the village by the name of an eponym (or, vice versa, to deduce the name of
a presumed eponym from the name of a village).

As for the bodies of self-government, the village had collegial (if not
fully representative) bodies to deal with two kinds of events. In the first
place, there were quarrels or arguments within the village, and the neces-
sity of managing all the social and judicial litigation: marriages and divorces,
legacies and adoptions, sales of land and slaves, loans and guarantees, and
so on. In the second place, the village was considered as an administrative
unit by the palace, and as such had to answer to demands coming from the
palace: quotas of goods to give as taxes, people to send in fulfillment of
corvée service, additional soldiers whenever needed, searches for fugitives
or fleeing slaves, killing and robbing traders who crossed the territory of
the village.

In contrast with the ‘bureaucratic’ management of the palace, the
village had a two-tiered management structure. The more select body
was a council of ‘elders’ (Sibiti) or ‘fathers’ (abbii), the most authoritative
and firmly-established heads of families. Late Bronze texts attest some
cases of councils of five elders, which was perhaps the minimum number
for the legal validity of the decisions, more than the total number of the
members. A judicial text from Ugarit (Ug., V, 141-143) exceptionally lists
the name of the ‘elders’ of the village of Rabka, who were warrants for a
transaction: ‘Babiyanu son of Yadudanu; Abdu and his son; Addunu his
son-in-law; and the ‘chief-of-the-thousand’: this is not an example of
democracy, but an affirmation by the strongest clans who controlled the
village. Then, besides this select body, there is the popular assembly, which
Akkadian texts call ‘the meeting’ or simply ‘the city’, in which all free
male adults probably took part, and which had to take extraordinary deci-
sions. Finally, exclusively for dealings with the palace, there was an indi-
vidual officer, the ‘mayor’ (hazdnu), who was probably nominated, or at
least approved, by the king, but lived in the village and was subject to all
kinds of pressure, both from above and below.

Within the village the governing principles were family ties, collegiality,
solidarity (we see it from the lists of warrants and from the procedures for
loans) and collective responsibility (arising, for example, from tacit com-
plicity in the case of unpunished murders). Even if they were small, the
villages were real systems, which the palace saw as administrative units
and local cells of judicial responsibility, but which were in fact seen by
those who lived there as large family groups owning and organizing the
exploitation of an agro-pastoral domain.
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The capital city, if we ignore the royal palace and the complex of the
‘king’s men’, was itself a village (though larger than others) and therefore
had its own council of elders and popular assembly, which in cases of crisis
expressed its own opinions and made its contribution in taking difficult
decisions, even in explicit contrast to the king’s will. The case of the
expulsion from Byblos of the old king Rib-Adda is particularly dramatic,
but gives a good example of the role that the ‘free’ population of the town
could assume in critical moments:

When Aziru took Sumura — it is Rib-Adda who informs Pharaoh — the
people of Gubla saw this, and said: ‘How long shall we contain the son of
Abdi-Ashirta? Our money is completely gone for the war.” So they broke
with me, but I killed them. They said, ‘How long can you go on killing us?
Where will you get (other) people to populate the city?” So I wrote to the
(Egyptian) palace for troops, but no troops were given to me. Then the city
said, ‘Abandon him. Let us join Aziru! I said, ‘How could I join him and
abandon the king, my lord (the Pharaoh)? Then my brother spoke and
swore to the city. They had a discussion and the lords of the city joined with
the sons of Abdi-Ashirta (LA 138 = EA 78).

Occasionally the assembly assumed political powers, but this happened
only when the royal function was vacant, and only temporarily, while wait-
ing for a new authority (see LA 194-95, 199, 273 [= EA 139-40, 100, 59]).

We have already seen how, in normal villages, pastoral groups were
part of the community, in order to manage the sheep-rearing using the
method of the transhumance, which brought typical situations (called
‘dimorphic’ by anthropologists) where the same group lives either together
or scattered over the territory, depending on the seasons. After the dras-
tic distinction of the nineteenth century, with its evolutionary quality,
between nomads and sedentary groups, a perhaps too unified vision
nowadays prevails, implying almost that the same families were at the
same time devoted to agricultural and pastoral activities. This agro-pastoral
unity exists if we consider the village as a whole; but within it, the Alalakh
lists show that the ‘houses’ of shepherds were clearly distinguished from
those (more numerous) of the ordinary farmers — and indeed each kind
of activity (transhumant or permanent) required specialization. Shepherds
and farmers lived seasonally together and probably frequented together
the ‘sacred’ sites, usually connected with ancient tombs of ancestors and
ancient oaks, as places where the gods could appear and sacrifices could
be offered to them on open-air altars. This typology is well-known from
the patriarchal stories: the oak of Mamre (Gen. 13.18, 14.13, 18.1, 25.9-
10) with the tombs of Abraham and Sarah, then of Isaac (35.27) and
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Jacob (50.13); the oak of Moreh (12.6) where Yahweh appeared to Abra-
ham, and others. These texts have been edited in much more recent times;
but two texts from Ugarit (PR, 111, 109 and 131) mention already in the
thirteenth century a place called the ‘oak of Sherdanu’ in the territory of
the village of Ili-ishtama and Mati-Ilu, the only theophoric place names
in the area: the first, in particular, ‘God has listened’ (as in the Biblical
place name Eshtemoa), was probably a place of oracular consultation or
of some other divine manifestation.

9. ‘External’ Nomads

But Late Bronze texts also mention real ‘external’ nomads, not given geo-
graphical names but rather collective, perhaps tribal, ones: these are the
Suteans of Akkadian texts and the Shasu of Egyptian texts. Their main area
of activity was the southern and eastern steppes, on the margins of the
desert; but some can be found also in the central highlands. Their presence
was considered dangerous by who had to cross those territories: the palace
had no authority over the external tribes — even if occasionally some were
paid as guides or escorts. This is the picture painted by an Egyptian mes-
senger (in the Anastasi I Papyrus, from the Ramesside period):

(On the Maghara road) the sky is darkened by day and it is overgrown with
cypresses and oaks and cedars which reach to the heavens. Lions are more
numerous than leopards or bears, and it is surrounded by Shasu on every
side of it... (Near the Megiddo pass) the narrow valley is dangerous with
Shasu, hidden under the bushes. Some of them are four or five cubits from
their noses to the heel, and fierce of face. Their hearts are not mild, and they
do not listen to wheedling (ANET, 477).

Egyptians met the Shasu not only in crossing the mountains of Syria-
Palestine, but also when the Shasu sought for refuge in Egypt in times of
famine. Sometimes they did so following the normal procedures in use at
the time and were accepted according to the ideology of the Pharaoh as
dispenser of life, as we read in the report of a border officer:

We completed the crossing of the Shasu from Edom, through the fortress of
Merenptah-hotep-her-Ma‘at in Soko, toward the pools of Per-Amun of
Merenptah-hotep-her-Ma‘at in Soko, in order to let them live and to let
their herds live in the land of His Majesty the good Sun of every country
(ANET, 259, c. 1230).

Sometimes the nomads try to enter in a hostile and unordered way, and in
this case they are certainly killed:
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Some foreigners, who did not know how to survive, came in flight from
their lands, hungry, compelled to live as the game in the desert’ (ANET, 251,
¢. 1300).

The available texts (from contemporary archives or Egyptian celebrative
inscriptions) all portray the palace’s point of view, considering nomads as
external and indistinguishable entities: thus, they use collective terms and
very seldom mention specific tribes by name. None of the names of the
Israelite tribes recorded in biblical texts is attested in Palestine during the
Late Bronze Age: the documentation is too scant, but perhaps those tribes
did not yet exist as self-identifying units. We have, in fact, a mention of
only two tribal groups, both connected with biblical terminology but not
to the ‘classical’ names of the tribes. A stela by Seti I from Beth-Shean
(c. 1289; ANET, 255) mentions conflicts between local groups, taking place
in the area around Beth-Shean, and depicted as symptomatic of the inevi-
table anarchy of the local population. The text mentions, besides the
‘habiry from Mount Yarmuti’, also a tribe of Raham. We may suppose
that the members of this tribe called themselves ‘sons of Raham’ (*Banu-
Raham) and that their eponymous ancestor was a ‘father of Raham’ (*Abu-
Raham), that is, the name of the patriarch Abraham.

Some decades later (c. 1230; LPAE, 292-95) a stela from Merenptah
celebrates the triumph of the Pharaoh in one of his campaigns in Palestine,
mentioning among vanquished enemies towns like Ashkelon and Gezer
and regions like Canaan and Kharu: all these names are classified with the
determinative sign for ‘land’. But one of them, Israel, is marked with the
determinative for ‘people’ (and thus a tribal, non-sedentary group). This is
the first mention of the name, which is probably to be placed in the area of
the central highlands. In fact the sequence of three place names Ashkelon-
Gezer-Yenoam seems to be inserted in a sort of frame created by the two
(broader) terms Canaan and Israel: and if Canaan is appropriately at the
very beginning of the sequence, in the costal southern plan, the most
probable setting for Israel is in the central highlands.

‘Abrahamites’ and ‘Israelites’ in the twelfth century were, then, pastoral
groups active in the gaps within the Palestinian geopolitical system and, if
not too turbulent, they were easily controlled by Egyptian military action.

Finally, to Late Bronze Age nomads (most probably ‘external’ ones) have
been attributed two sacred places sharing a similar square plan, both dated
to the end of the thirteenth century: one near Amman (the airport area)
and one in Deir ‘Alla. They are both placed outside the city and are mar-
ginal or completely outside the area where the new horizon of ‘proto-
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Israelite’ villages (see §3.1) would develop. Their extra-urban collocation
suggests that those sanctuaries could be places of meeting of nomadic
groups; the hypothesis is plausible, but it should also be noted that the
sites were abandoned at the beginning of Iron I, around 1150, and after
that remained disused (as in the case of Amman) or were replaced by
normal villages, with no sacred places (as in the case of Deir ‘Alla).

10. Socioeconomic Tensions

The Late Bronze Age is a period of strong socioeconomic tensions, caused
in particular by a process of indebtedness in the rural population and by
the quite harsh attitude on this matter of the king and of palace aristoc-
racy. Serious economic difficulties led ‘free’ farmers (the word supsu in the
Babylonian language of Alalakh and Amarna corresponds to Hebrew hofs,
‘free’) to acquire wheat in exchange for material pledges, especially lands,
and then personal ones: wives and sons became slaves of the creditor, in a
form of slavery that was supposed to be temporary (and as such did not
change the free status of the subjects involved) but in fact became perma-
nent because of the impossibility of paying the debt. The last stage, when
the debtor himself had to become a slave, closed the cycle, because recov-
ery of the debt was now impossible: in many cases the desperate debtor
chose to escape.

In previous times (Middle Bronze Age, c. 1900-1600) throughout the
Syro-Mesopotamian area social and political solutions existed for this
serious problem. The king assumed a ‘paternalistic’ attitude, issuing edicts
for the remission of debts and liberation of enslaved debtors. Socio-
juridical norms also tended to maintain property in the family, so that the
alienation of lands to strangers was forbidden. In the mid-second millen-
nium, those correctives ceased to be valid. The king issued no more edicts
of remission — and these, in any case, had already been made useless in the
sixteenth and fifteenth centuries by clauses such as: ‘even in the event of an
edict of remission this person cannot be redeemed’. The selling of land
became normal, though it was necessary to use the expedient of ‘false
adoptions’, in which the adoptee gave to the adopter a sum of money to
acquire his possessions after his death, in place of natural heirs. More
generally, the model of kingship lost its paternalistic features and assumed
an entrepreneurial flavour, the king and the court trying to defend their
role as major creditors and beneficiaries of the system of debt slavery.

Indebted farmers had no choice but to flee, at first in bordering states,
but then (after the introduction of treaties for the capture and restitution
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of fugitives between bordering states: see ANET, 531-32) towards places
where the control was more difficult, such as forested mountains and
fringe desert steppes. There, groups of refugees could organize themselves
and somehow coexist with local clans of shepherds. Such persons, uprooted
from their own social context and resettled elsewhere, are called habiru
(we have already encountered several texts where this term is attested):
the word has clearly an etymological and semantic connection with most
ancient attestations of the term ‘Hebrew’ (‘ibri), before it assumed an
ethnic connotation. The ‘Amarna letters contain many denunciations of
the turbulent activities of the habiru by local kings, and the term soon lost
its technical meaning of ‘fugitive’ to become a synonym of ‘enemy’, in the
sense of ‘outlaw’, ‘rebel against legitimate authority’. In some cases, even
kings and members of the ruling class were called habiru if they were
forced to leave their position and run away: this proves the depreciation in
the value of the term:

The king of Hazor has abandoned his house and has aligned himself with
the habiru. May the king know, about these fellows, these traitors, who will
turn the land of the king into habiru land (LA 122 = EA 148, from Tyre).

The habiru have raided Khazi, a city of the king, my lord, but we did battle
against them, and we defeated them. Then 40 habiru went to Aman-
khatpi (the king of a city nearby), and Aman-khatpi welcomed whoever
had escaped. And they were gathered together in the city. (In so doing,)
Aman-khatpi himself became a habiru! We heard that the habiru were
with Aman-khatpi, so my brothers and my sons, your servants, drove by
chariot to Aman-khatpi. My brothers said to Aman-khatpi, ‘Hand over the
habiru, traitors of the king, our lord, so we can ask them whether they
have captured the cities of the king, my lord, and burnt them down.” He
agreed to hand over the habiru, but then, during the night, he took them
with him, and he fled himself to the habiru (LA 228 = EA 185, from the
Lebanese Beq‘a).

But most of the habiru were of modest social origins, fleeing more for eco-
nomic than political reasons. They found refuge in bordering states (Nuzi
texts, fifteenth century) or in marginal areas, where they often acted in
association with nomads (Suteans), serving as mercenary troops or prac-
tising banditry (see LA 210 and 271 [= EA 195 and 318]). Those ‘interface’
activities with the palace sector imply that a symbiosis between habiru
and nomads was operating even (and maybe more so) in everyday life.

The most alarmed among the Cananean kings feared that indebted
farmers (hupsu) still living in their towns could also make an alliance with
the habiru and that bloody rebellions could occur as a result:
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If farmers desert, habiru will take the town (LA 135 = EA 74, from Byblos).

What am I, who live among habiru, to do? If now are no provisions from
the king for me, my peasantry is going to rebel (LA 187 = EA 130, from
Byblos).

Some cases were recalled in fear, where kings had been killed during such
uprisings:

The habiru killed Aduna, the king of Irqata...and just now the men of
Ammiya have killed their lord. I am afraid (LA 136 = EA 75).

I am afraid the peasantry will strike me down (LA 137 = EA 77).

As for the mayors, their own cities kill them. They are like dogs, and there
is no one who pursues them (i.e. the rebels) (LA 187 = EA 130, all from
Byblos).

It may be mentioned, in particular, the attempt made by the chief (of tribal
origin) of Amurru, Abdi-Ashirta. He wanted to use this milieu of exasper-
ated farmers, refugees and disbanded people to create an ambitious politi-
cal project of a ‘revolutionary’ flavour that would completely overthrow
the system based on Egyptian presence and royal authority:

All my villages — Rib-Adda king of Byblos is speaking — that are in the
mountains or along the sea have become habiru. Left to me are Byblos and
two towns. After taking Shiqata for himself, Abdi-Ashirta said to the men
of Ammiya, ‘Kill your leaders and then you will be like us and at peace’.
They acted according to his words, and became like habiru. So now Abdi-
Ashirta has written to the troops: ‘Assemble in the temple of Anat, and
then let us fall upon Byblos. Look, there is no one that will save it from us.
Then let us drive out the kings from the country, and let the entire country
become habiru. Let an oath be made to the entire country. Then will (our)
sons and daughters be at peace forever. Should even the king come out,
the entire country will be against him and what will he do to us?” Accord-
ingly, they have made an alliance among themselves and, accordingly, I am
very, very afraid that there is no one who can save me from them (LA 135
=EA74).

The severe attitude of Canaanite kings towards economic matters caused
a general disaffection for the palace by the population of the agro-pastoral
base. If we add to this diffused tendency the damages caused by the indif-
ference of the Pharaoh about local conflicts and quite explicit signals about
recurrent famines, demographic crises and the restriction of inhabited
and exploited agricultural areas, we have a picture of serious difficulty for
Syro-Palestinian (but especially Palestinian) society towards the end of
Late Bronze Age. These elements of crisis are warning signals of the final
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crisis of the Bronze Age, a large-scale phenomenon that will involve in
different forms most of the eastern Mediterranean and the Near East. A
crisis of these proportions could not be solved without a reorganization
that would create an equal impact.






Part I
A NORMAL HISTORY



Chapter 2

THE TRANSITION (TWELFTH CENTURY)

1. A Multifactor Crisis

Whether positively or negatively influenced by the biblical narrative, mod-
ern scholars (archaeologists as well as biblical scholars) have suggested
unequivocal yet strongly contrasting theories about Israel’s origins. Even
when properly understood as merely one feature in the huge epochal crisis
of transition from Bronze Age to Iron Age, the case of Israel continued
to receive special attention and more detailed explanation. The historical
process has been reconstructed several times, and here it will be sufficient
to recall the main theories suggested over the years. (1) The theory of a
‘military’ conquest, concentrated and destructive, inspired by the biblical
account, is still asserted in some traditional circles (especially in United
States and Israel), but today is considered marginal in scholarly discussion.
(2) The idea of a progressive occupation, currently widespread in two vari-
ants that are more complementary than mutually exclusive: the settlement
of pastoral groups already present in the area and infiltration from desert
fringe zones. (3) Finally, the so-called ‘sociological’ theory of a revolt of
farmers, which totally prioritizes a process of internal development with-
out external influence; after initial consent during the 70s and 80s this has
been less widely accepted, sometimes for overt political reasons. The dif-
ferent theories are usually set one against the other, yet all of them should
be considered in creating a multifactored explanation, as required by a
complex historical phenomenon.

If we compare Late Bronze Age Palestinian society with that of the early
Iron Age, some factors are particularly striking: (1) notable innovations in
technology and living conditions, which mark a distinct cultural break and
are diffused throughout the whole Near Eastern and Mediterranean area;
(2) elements of continuity, especially in material culture, that make it
impossible to conclude that this new situation was mostly brought about
by newcomers arriving from elsewhere (while real immigrants, the Philis-
tines, display cultural features perfectly coherent with their foreign origin);
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Figure 6. The invasions of the twelfth century: (1 = Phrygians; 2 = Sea Peoples;
3 = Arameans; 4 = Libyans)

(3) complementary features in land occupation and use, between a new
agro-pastoral horizon of villages and the pre-existing agro-urban system.
The resulting competition for the control of economic resources renders
plausible some sense of conflict between the two milieus (not necessarily
to be read, rather anachronistically, as ‘revolution’).

If these factors converged at a precise ‘moment’ (let us say, within a
century), that is probably due (as historians of the Annales school would
say) to the convergence of chronological processes of different duration.
There is the longue durée that reveals a recurrence of general settlement
patterns, especially in semi-arid zones, caused by changes in the relation-
ship between pastoral groups and urban communities, the ultimate cause
being found in climatic changes. Then there are (more rapid) fluctuations
in social history, made concrete in technological innovation (in this case
evidently crucial), socioeconomic tensions and the evolution of political
organization. And finally, the faster rhythm of events, that brings together
the complex of factors in a specific moment: and here migrations and
political and military events come into play.

The socioeconomic crisis of the end of the Bronze Age stretches back
over three centuries (c. 1500—1200). The search for a new order took just
as long (c. 1200-900). But between those two sociopolitical and socio-
economic processes of moderate duration falls a brief period of convulsive
events, which brings about the final collapse of the already tottering Late
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Bronze Age society and opens the way for a new order. This violent crisis
is concentrated in the first half of the twelfth century, while the transition
towards the new order, though quite rapid, takes at least another century.

2. Climatic Factors and Migrations

Following the enthusiastic, positivist historiography of a century ago the
idealistic phase has introduced caution in accepting climatic factors as
decisive in historical change, since these are beyond human control and
thus seen as a mechanical and artificial deus ex machina. The same is true
of migration, considered a methodologically obsolete explanation, pointing
to the role of ethnic groups, if not races. Today we tend to emphasize
socioeconomic processes in accounting for internal evolution and seek
to explain the changes in a systemic way, as the working out of variables
already in play from the outset.

Though the final crisis of the Late Bronze Age, as we have seen, had all
the characteristics of an internal process, we need to recognize that the
crucial impulse for the collapse came from outside: a wave of migration,
which in turn can be placed in the context of a process of climatic change.
In the arid zones of the Sahara and the Arabian desert an intensifying
drought was changing broad savannahs into the present day desert. This
process peaked around 3000, around 2000, and finally around 1200. Paleo-
climatic data are confirmed by historical data: between the end of the
thirteenth century and the beginning of the twelfth, a number of Libyan
tribes gathered in the Nile Valley. Beginning in the time of Merenptah
(c. 1250), and then in years 5 and 11 of Ramses III (c. 1180-1175) actual
invasions took place, which the Pharaohs proudly claim to have stopped
in epic battles; and the texts record the names of the Libyan tribes that
arrived in the Delta, driven by famine to seek pastures and water.

But a series of exceptionally dry years also occurred on the northern
shore of the Mediterranean: in Anatolia dendrochronology reveals a cycle
of four or five years (towards the end of the twelfth century) of very little
rainfall, probably creating a serious famine. In this case too, the historical
sources confirm the paleoclimatic data: Hittite and Ugaritic texts mention
famines and the importing of cereals from Syria to Anatolia, while Mer-
enptah says he sent wheat from Egypt ‘in order to keep the land of Hatti
alive’ (ARE, 111, 580). A similar crisis probably occurred also in the Balkans.

Asaresult, Egypt had to cope with pressure not only from Libyans from
the Sahara, but also from the so-called ‘Sea Peoples’, who at first, in Mer-
enptah’s reign, are identified as mercenaries in the Libyan invasion but
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later, in the time of Ramses III (year 8, 1178), began a wider movement
that involved, in clockwise order, all the eastern Mediterranean coast,
finally reaching the Egyptian Delta, where it was stopped by the Egyptians
in a battle that the Pharaoh celebrates as a huge single victory, but in fact
was probably a combined celebration of a series of minor encounters. In
describing the arrival of peoples driven by hunger and disorder in their
own lands, the Pharaoh records their itinerary, marked out by the collapse
of the Anatolian and North Syrian kingdoms:

The foreign countries made a conspiracy in their islands. All at once the
lands were removed and scattered in the fray. No land could stand before
their arms, from Hatti, Kode, Carchemish, Arzawa, and Alashiya onwards,
being cut off at one time. A camp was set up in one place in Amurru. They
desolated its people, and its land was like that which has never come into
being. They were coming forward toward Egypt, while the flame was pre-
pared before them. Their confederation was the Peleset, Zeker, Shekelesh,
Denen and Weshesh lands united. They laid their hands upon the lands as
far as the circuit of the earth, their hearts confident and trusting... (ANET,
262).

The texts from Ugarit confirm this invasion, though they describe rather
the periodical arrival of relatively small groups. An exchange of letters
between the king of Ugarit and the king of Alashiya (Cyprus) betrays a
deep anxiety over the approaching invaders:

‘About what you have written — says the king of Cyprus to the king of
Ugarit — have you seen enemy ships in the sea? It is true, we have seen
some ships, and you should strengthen your defences: where are your
troops and chariots? Are they with you? And if not, who has pulled you
away to chase the enemies? Build walls for your towns, let troops and
chariots enter there and wait resolutely for the enemy to arrive! ‘My father
— the king of Ugarit answers — the enemy ships have arrived and set fire to
some towns, damaging my country. Does my father ignore that all my troops
are in the country of Khatti and all my ships in Lukka? They have not come
back and my country is abandoned. Now, seven enemy ships came to inflict
serious damage: if you see other enemy ships, let us know! (Ug., V, 85-89).

Their concern was probably fully justified, and the consequences were
terrible, as the archaeological data show: not only Ugarit and Alashiya, but
a whole series of kingdoms and towns of the Aegean, Anatolia, Syria, and
Palestine were destroyed and not rebuilt: this means that they were com-
pletely abandoned after a total annihilation. The whole political system of
the Late Bronze Age in the eastern Mediterranean collapsed under the
assaults of the invaders.
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Ramses III; (b) Philistine prisoners
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The protracted socioeconomic crisis, the demographic upheaval, the
disdain of the rural population for the fate of the royal palaces, the recent
famines, were all certainly factors in the debilitation of Syro-Palestinian
society in the face of the invaders. Moreover, these invaders were probably
particularly aggressive and determined, with effective weapons (long iron
swords) and a strong social cohesion that allowed them to prevail over
fortified towns and major political formations. In fact, small groups of
‘Sea Peoples’ were already active on the Eastern Mediterranean coast well
before their large-scale invasion — as pirates, and as mercenary troops (the
Sherdana, in particular) serving the petty kings of Syria-Palestine but also
Libyans and Egypt itself. Those advance guards probably showed their
compatriots the way towards those fertile regions richer and much more
advanced than those they came from.

Many of the ‘Sea Peoples’, having no prospect of reaching the Egyptian
Delta, settled on the Palestinian coast. The most important of these were
the Philistines, who occupied five towns on the southern Palestinian
coast or its immediate hinterland: Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod, Gath, and
Ekron. On the central Palestinian coast, at Dor, according to Wen-Amun’s
account, was a settlement of Zeker. It has been suggested (improbably)
that the tribe of Dan, settled further north, owes its name (and some of
its members) to the Danuna, another of the invading peoples. Once they
had occupied or rebuilt the towns, the Philistines established kingdoms
on the ‘cantonal’ model of the previous ones, centred on royal palaces.
The evidence of external influence, however, is shown in personal names,
in inscriptions of an Aegean type (like the tablets found in Deir ‘Alla) and
in aspects of the material culture — pottery in particular (first, mono-
chrome Mycenaean III C1, then bichrome, with similar forms but more
complex decoration, which is considered typically Philistine), and in dis-
tinctive anthropoid clay coffins.

Ashdod, Ashkelon and Ekron have been quite well investigated archaeo-
logically: they all have a phase of initial settlement, exhibiting Mycenaean
pottery III C1, and then a fully Philistine phase, with bichrome pottery.
Our knowledge of Gaza (probably lying under the modern town) and Gath
(probably to be identified with Tell es-Safi) is poor. But the picture is filled
out by smaller sites, villages and small towns that replaced the Egyptian
garrisons, especially in the northern Negev (see §3.8). At Dor, too, the Iron
I settlement is probably to be assigned to the Zeker (the later stratum
betrays Phoenician influence). Half a century after the invasion, the towns
occupied by the Philistines were again, fully and normally, a part of the
Palestinian scenery.
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3. The Collapse of the Regional System

The invasion of the ‘Sea Peoples” had various impacts on the historical fate
of Palestine. First of all, it changed the regional political framework of the
whole of the Near East bordering the Mediterranean. The two superpow-
ers contending for control of the Syro-Palestinian coastal region, Egypt
and Hatti, both collapsed, though in different ways.

The collapse of the Hittite kingdom, which controlled Syria as far as
Byblos and Qadesh, was total. The capital, Hattusha, (Bogazkdy) was
destroyed and abandoned, along with the royal dynasty, and the empire
vanished. In Central Anatolia, now occupied by the Phrygians (whose
advance forces penetrated during the twelfth century as far as the borders
of Assyria), settlements were reduced to tiny villages and pastoral tribes,
and a strong cultural regression took place (cuneiform writing and archives
disappeared). In the south-east of the former Hittite empire, the kingdoms
of Tarkhuntasha (Cilicia) and Carchemish (on the Euphrates) resisted the
collapse, and the so-called ‘Neo-Hittite’ states emerged. Some of these
(Carchemish for certain) were in fact the direct heirs of the Late Bronze
state formations. Though the collapse of the Hittite Empire did not affect
Palestine directly, it brought to an end the conflict between Hatti and Egypt
that had influenced Near Eastern politics for the preceding centuries (the
older state of affairs is still reflected in the expression ‘hire the kings of the
Hittites and the kings of the Egyptians’ against one’s enemies [2 Kgs 7.6]).

Egypt’s collapse was less dramatic: the central power absorbed the
impact, and victory over invaders from both West and East was solemnly
celebrated, as well as newly established peace and internal security. But in
fact control over the Libyans was obtained only by ceding them a signi-
ficant portion of the Delta, where numerous Libyan tribes settled, well
beyond the line of fortresses built by the Ramesside Pharaohs. The Sea
Peoples, too, could be stopped only by letting them settle en masse on the
Palestinian coast, in order to preserve some control over Egypt’s Asiatic
possessions. Thutmoses III’s empire in fact came to an end (at least in the
terms described in §1.4) after the great battle that Ramses III claims to
have won.

Even the powerful Mesopotamian kingdoms of Assyria and Babylonia
were reduced to their minimum extent and suffered the invasion of
Arameans, who in the ninth and tenth centuries penetrated en masse into
the ‘dimorphic zone’ from Northern Syria to the borders of Elam. Thus,
Palestine was — for the first time in 500 years — free from foreign occupa-
tion and from the menace of external intervention. This situation lasted,
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as we shall see, until the era of Neo-Assyrian imperial expansion, and
encouraged the independent development of a dynamic internal political
evolution. ‘Little’ Palestinian kings, accustomed to submission to a foreign
lord, were now beholden to no superior authority apart from their gods. So
they adapted the phraseology, iconography and ceremony that they had
used to show their faithfulness to the Pharaoh, to express their devotion to
their city god or national god.

4. The Palace Crisis

Many Late Bronze Palestinian royal palaces and towns were destroyed
during or after these invasions: the list is long, since almost all archaeologi-
cal sites show a picture of destruction dated to the beginning of the twelfth
century. Obviously, such evidence is not ‘signed’ and so leaves room for
several different hypotheses: Sea Peoples, ‘proto-Israelite’ tribes (or per-
haps others from the Palestinian interior), Egyptian intervention, local
conflicts, peasant rebellions. But the cause of a particular destruction is not
as important as the overall picture, which clearly shows the collapse of the
palace institution and, more generally, of the type of kingdom based on the
palace. The selectivity of the archaeological record may well need to be
allowed for, but the general evaluation will hardly be altered by new dis-
coveries: the development of the palaces reached one of its highest peaks
during the Late Bronze Age and then fell to its lowest point at the begin-
ning of the Iron Age. Between these successive but very different phases, a
real collapse took place.

As well as the palaces, the crisis affected also administrative structures,
and the crafts and trades based on them and supporting them. Scribal
schools for the study of cuneiform writing and the Babylonian language
suddenly disappeared, and only gradually did the alphabet fill the vacuum.
Luxury craftsmanship hit a serious crisis, not because the technical ability
was lost, but because of the lack of customers (the royal palace and the
associated upper classes), as well as a collapse of the system of mainte-
nance and remuneration of craftsmen by the palace itself. Having lost the
system of royal ‘endowment’ on which it was based during the Late Bronze
Age, trade had to be reorganized on a different basis (see §2.7). The mili-
tary specialists, the maryannu, who received from the king high rewards
in the form of farmland for breeding horses and training themselves as
charioteers in battle, suddenly disappear completely from our sources.
Presumably something had changed in the conduct of war: not techniques
(the horse and chariot remained in use for many centuries), but rather
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military policy, methods of recruitment and the sociopolitical relationships
involved in warfare.

Deprived of their palace nucleus, the towns were reduced in size and in
complexity. The process is quite simple: if you take out from a Late Bronze
Age town the royal palace, the houses of high officers and of military
aristocrats, the craftsmen’s shops, the archives and the schools, what is left
is a big village like all the others. In the Late Bronze Age, significantly, only
the capital city had walls to protect its human and material resources;
villages were not walled, because their poverty did not justify such expen-
sive building activity. In the Iron Age, both towns (even small towns) and
large villages are walled, and this marks a sort of hierarchical levelling, as
well as demonstrating the increased interest of local communities in self-
defence.

Obviously, the loss of the palace was neither general nor permanent:
some nuclei of urbanization remained, apparently untouched by the crisis.
On the Phoenician coast, in the archive of the city of Byblos under Zakar-
Baal (c. 1050), one can read documents from when the Egyptian empire
still existed. In Syria, the royal dynasty of Carchemish survived the crisis
unchanged. Other towns were soon resettled and the rebuilding of royal
palaces resumed, along with the restoration of monarchic power. But it
was a new process, or at least a new cycle, which needed several centuries
to regain the level of the Late Bronze Age.

5. The Growth of the Tribal Element

While the invasions from the sea provided the crucial blow in the collapse
just described, pastoral groups contributed more than any others to the
shape of the new order. We do not, of course, have any texts written by
shepherds, but archaeological findings give us the data needed for a his-
torical evaluation. The entire history of Palestine is characterized by proc-
esses of nomadization and sedentarization, which result in a smaller or
larger number of settlements whose remains can be identified: nomadic-
pastoral occupation is thus not only demographically less dense, but also
less visible to archaeology.

The process of nomadization, which over the long term corresponds to
a progressive reduction of permanent settlements from the Early Bronze to
Middle Bronze and Late Bronze Ages, is also visible over the medium term
in the turbulence and the social disengagement of the habiru groups that
we have already mentioned (§1.10). Obviously, ‘armed troops’ and ‘pastoral
tribes’ are different, but they share the same characteristics of mobility and
belligerence, as well as an extra-urban location and anti-palace attitudes.
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Then, during the twelfth century, begins a process of sedentarization, evi-
denced by the new sites of Iron Age I (as we will see in §3.1). The theory of
peasant revolts (briefly described in §2.1) has often been presented in exag-
gerated and even amateurish ways, but the reinforcement of pastoral
groups by marginalized and displaced people with a new self-consciousness
is quite a plausible scenario.

The consolidation of the tribe and its kinship ties is the counterweight
to the loss of the palace and its hierarchical relationships. In individual
villages, formerly no more than cells of a central administrative system, a
permanent kinship unit consolidated itself, corresponding to a social unit
that occupied and used the same land. Villages close to one another saw
themselves as ‘brothers’ in a broader group (that we may conventionally
call a ‘tribe’). Within the tribe developed customs of intermarriage, mutual
hospitality, joint action in self-defence, and a coordination of the routes
and times of transhumance.

The representation of social relations in a genealogical form is typical
of the Iron Age. The name of the village was typically (or typically under-
stood) as the name of a common ancestor from whom all the inhabitants
descended, while all such village eponyms were considered sons, or per-
haps nephews, of the (eponymic) tribal ancestor. Such a genealogical
model is clearly artificial: the villages and families involved were certainly
related, not through a common origin, but through a long history of inter-
marriage. Their unity is therefore achieved by a process of convergence, not
divergence. But the genealogical model is obviously more vivid and makes
a stronger impact. Agro-pastoral villages ceased to gravitate around the
palace — which had collapsed or was at least in serious crisis — and now
looked to the tribe. This process, together with the absorption of fugitives
(habiru) with their anti-palace socioeconomic attitudes, endowed the tribe
with a new dimension and a new power.

Understood as a group of villages that decided to regard themselves as
related by a common origin, this tribe could present itself to its members
as a valid political alternative to the royal palace. In fact, the sense of family
ties that is slowly created in a tribe, resulting from a union between vil-
lages, is indeed a concrete reality for those tribes consisting of nomad
camel drivers (see §2.6), that we find in the Early Iron Age on the borders
of Palestine: the Amalekites in the Negev and the Midianites in the north-
ern Hijaz, on the southern borders of Transjordan. For these nomad tribes,
the identity of migratory group with family group is real. But even among
these tribes can be found a degree of ‘artificial’ kinship in the construction
of broader genealogical ties with other tribes, expressed in stories and
anecdotes that define alliance or hostility among them.
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This phenomenon is not limited to Palestine, but it is well known
amongst the Arameans who created, in Syria, states with names such as Bit
Adini, Bit Agushi, Bit Bakhyani, Bit Zamani, where ‘Bit’ means ‘house of
(in the sense of ‘household’, ‘kin group’), and is followed by a tribal eponym.
The same phenomenon is found in Palestine, where the state of Judah is
called ‘house of David’ and the state of Israel ‘house of Omri’; in Transjor-
dan we find also ‘house of Ammon’ and ‘house of Rehob’.

Finally, even where the palace system survived, the model of kingship
had to adapt to the new cultural climate. The role of the city assembly,
which during the Late Bronze Age was summoned only in cases of extreme
crisis, became a regular practice: we find examples of this in Byblos (at the
time of Zakar-Baal: see the Tale of Wen-Amun) and in Shechem under
Abimelech (Judges 9). During the Iron Age some ‘paternal’ and ‘pastoral’
epithets and attitudes, which had completely disappeared during the Late
Bronze Age, recur. The crisis of the twelfth century could be overcome
only through patching up that rift between palace and population that
had undermined the sociopolitical system of the Late Bronze Age. This
was done through a system of kinship solidarity, which could transcend
the confines of a village or a pastoral group, and include the town itself.

6. Technological Change

The transition from Late Bronze to Iron Age I is marked by important
technological and cultural innovations. These are partly caused by external
influences and partly by internal developments. The cultural crisis, the
emergence of new sociopolitical groups and the new economic oppor-
tunities encouraged the adoption of new techniques. And, vice versa, the
adoption of these new techniques enabled the creation of a new territorial
and social order.

The working of iron to make tools and weapons is the innovation that
gave the name, in the traditional archaeological terminology of the nine-
teenth century, to the new cultural phase, the ‘Iron Age’. This technique
was already known in the Near East in the Late Bronze Age, though lim-
ited to small-scale objects, or parts of objects. But the palace preferred
weapons and objects made of bronze, exploiting the flourishing trade in
copper (especially from Cyprus) and tin (from Iran). The collapse of the
palace workshops and of long distance trade encouraged the gradual
spread of iron-working. For a few centuries, bronze and iron were both in
use: bronze remained the preference for breastplates and vessels, while
iron was used mostly for tools and weapons. The consequences of this
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innovation were not merely technical (iron is harder and has a wider use
than bronze), but socioeconomic. To work iron, simpler tools are needed:
it is therefore feasible for village, or itinerant, blacksmiths, without need of
a palace workshop. Sources of iron ore were spread over the territory and
did not depend on long-distance, organized trade. The result was more
local diffusion and wider accessibility, fitting for the requirements of the
new age.

A real ‘democratizing’ effect was produced by the other major innova-
tion, the alphabet. In this case too, the invention had been made during
the Late Bronze Age, and in some cases (such as Ugarit) palace administra-
tions had already decided to use this simpler writing system. But most Late
Bronze palaces had remained faithful to the complex Babylonian cunei-
form system. The prestige and the sociocultural exclusiveness of the
scribal craft, using a writing system restricted to a few specialists receiv-
ing a long and expensive education, hindered its replacement with an
alphabet that is, by contrast, accessible to a broader group of users. Alpha-
betic writing was not much in evidence at the time of the crisis (a proto-
Canaanite ostracon from Beth-Shemesh, a jar handle from Khirbet Raddana,
some arrowheads from el-Khadr), but then it spread broadly, along the
major trade routes — the Mediterranean sea routes, as well as the caravan
routes across the Arabian peninsula.

Mention of trading routes brings us to another important innovation:
the domestication and use of the camel (in Iran) and dromedary (in the
Arabian desert bordering Palestine) as pack animals. These lived already
in the Near East as wild animals, and some attempts at domestication had
been made earlier; but their widespread use coincides with the beginning
of the Iron Age, and only then spreads from the peripheries to the very
heart of the ancient Near East. As is well known, camels and dromedaries
can sustain a much heavier burden than donkeys (the traditional pack
animals during the Bronze Age) and can last longer between meals and
watering places. Their use opened up trade to the broad deserts of Arabia,
Central Asia and, later, of the Sahara — areas inaccessible and thus his-
torically marginal during the Bronze Age. The agents of trade were also
different: while Late Bronze tribes had been accustomed to interfering
with palace-sponsored trade caravans, during the Iron Age tribes of camel
breeders acquired a privileged, even exclusive role as traders themselves.
This position served as a counterweight to the central function of the
palace and created the first ‘caravan cities’ on the fringes of the desert —
this sort of thing did not exist during the Bronze Age.
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Figure 10. The alphabet from Izbet Sartah (twelfth century): (a) copy (b) transcription in
the ‘classical’ script of the eighth century (c) equivalents in Roman script

The camel was not suitable as a draught animal, but could be ridden in
warfare. The horse too, which had been used during the Bronze Age for
drawing chariots, but only seldom used by mounted messengers, now
began to be used mainly for riding. Military strategy changed, and de-
pended more on rapid engagement: pastoral tribes could make quick
incursions and raids, and then disappear just as quickly. The palace and
city armies still consisted of an elite chariot corps supported by a militia
infantry, which was slow to assemble and not very mobile; its superiority
was now seriously in doubt.

Some important technical innovations also seem to have taken place in
open sea navigation, probably (though this is not yet fully proven) a com-
bination of keel, rudder and sails, to allow sailing with a cross wind. The
contrast often drawn between the Canaanites, who cautiously hugged
the Eastern Mediterranean coast between the Nile Delta and Crete, and
the bold expansion of Mediterranean trade opened up by the ‘pre-colonial’
Phoenicians and ‘Homeric’ Greeks, is overdrawn. There is, though, a par-
allel here between the opening of the desert through the use of camels
and the opening of the sea through new sailing techniques, develop-
ments occurring more or less at the same period and achieving similar
results.

Technical innovations in agriculture and agricultural devices also
brought important consequences. The cultivation of upland zones (espe-
cially in the highlands of central Palestine), which had been used during
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the Bronze Age only as forest reserves and as summer pastures, led to
deforestation and terracing of the slopes. Deforestation, using fire rather
than iron, is explicitly alluded to in a famous Biblical passage:

Then Joshua said to the house of Joseph, to Ephraim and Manasseh, ‘You
are indeed a numerous people, and have great power; you shall not have one
lot only, but the hill country shall be yours, for though it is a forest, you shall
clear it and possess it to its farthest borders; for you shall drive out the
Canaanites, though they have chariots of iron, and though they are strong’
(Josh. 17.17-18).

Terracing on the slopes, which prevented the rapid erosion of soil no
longer held together by tree roots, was not a complete innovation: some
instances are known from the Early Bronze Age. But with the beginning of
the Iron Age, this technique becomes common and spreads with the estab-
lishment of villages in the highlands. The vocabulary of the Bible includes
some reference to terracing: Sadmot ‘terraces’ (Deut. 32.32; 2 Kgs 23.4; Isa.
16.8; etc.) and sédé tériimaot ‘upland fields’ (2 Sam. 1.21; see mérémé sadeh
in Judg. 5.18).

Irrigation canals were equally important. During the Bronze Age, canal
building had been confined to alluvial plains, beginning with those of Lower
Mesopotamia. But with the Iron age new techniques for dry farming are
tried out, especially on the floors of wadis, which are subject to short sud-
den floods: the beds were dammed, allowing the water to soak into the soil.
These dams also retained the soil itself, preventing floods from washing it
away. It also became possible to dig deeper wells, and to line cisterns with
waterproof plaster. What has been said about terraces also holds for cis-
terns: we find them in urban environments already in the Middle to Late
Bronze Age, but their wider use coincides with the requirements of the
Iron Age. In the case of wells, however, we have several Egyptian and Assyr-
ian texts celebrating the digging of particularly deep shafts, all concen-
trated around the Late Bronze—Iron Age I transition.

Through the use of these techniques, whether new or already available,
all of the semi-arid zones like the Negev and the plateaux of southern
Transjordan were converted to agriculture. Elsewhere, mainly in distant
Yemen, in the same period but on a larger scale, the damming of broad
wadis that descended from the highlands to peter out in the desert sand
represents a major task of hydraulic engineering, involving huge dams,
locks and canals.
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Figure 11. Wadi dam system used for dry farming in Ramat Matred in the Negev:
(a) general layout of the area (b) agro-pastoral settlement (c) sheepfolds



2. The Transition (Twelfth Century) 49

Again, a new irrigation technique was applied in the highland zones,
one unknown during the Bronze Age. Subterranean canals, provided with
air-shafts, began to be dug only in the early Iron Age. This technique was
later described in Assyrian texts as being practised in Armenia and Assyria
itself, and spreading (though the chronology is still debated) to the whole
Iranian highlands (where such canals are called ganat) and later still to
the Sahara (where their name is foggara). Their main advantages were
less evaporation and regular gradients, allowing water to flow even across
watersheds to valleys or to wider basins that were more suitable for agri-
culture. In Palestine, where surface water is scarce, we find no trace of
such canals. But a similar technology was used to access springs or deep
ground water lying under large urban settlements; these ‘water systems’
characterize Palestine cities of the late Iron Age.

This set of innovations did not develop immediately, nor simultane-
ously: some techniques spread gradually (iron, alphabet), others were re-
vived (terraces, cisterns), others arrived later (highland water systems), as
is normal in the introduction of technical and social change. As a whole,
though, these mark the difference between the Iron Age and the Bronze
Age and must be recognized if we are to understand the different territo-
rial structure and material culture that arose.

7. Widened Horizons

Some of the technical innovations just described produced what we have
called a ‘democratizing’ effect, consistent with the general tendency of the
period to empower villages and tribes against the overwhelming suprem-
acy of the palace. But other innovations, too, leading to a wider and more
homogeneous use of land, followed the same lines.

We have already mentioned (and we will see in detail in §3.1) how in
Palestine a new pattern of territorial occupation was developing: it ex-
tended to the highlands and semi-arid steppes, unlike Late Bronze settle-
ment, which had been concentred in the areas easily usable for agriculture.
In a single century, deforestation and terracing facilitated the occupation
of mountain zones, while techniques of dry-farming, wells and oases,
camels and dromedaries, opened up the wide spaces of the steppe and
desert. The size of settlements also changed: towns became smaller, but
villages became bigger and were fortified. The land was occupied in a more
uniform way and the area of settlement became much wider.
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This phenomenon is not limited to Palestine, but characterizes larger
areas of the Near East, and it brought about a general widening of hori-
zons. The position of Palestine also changed in this new context. Medi-
terranean commerce became more intense and far-reaching, opening for
the Phoenicians a large horizon for their ‘pre-colonial’ commerce; impor-
tant caravan routes along the western belt of the Arabian peninsula estab-
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lished a direct connection between Transjordan and Yemen. After having
been marginal for a long time, Palestine apparently now came to be at the
centre of a wide network of routes and long distance commerce, with
direct access to distant resources.

However, on examining the situation more closely, it becomes clear
that this changing of horizons also had a negative effect. During the Late
Bronze Age coastal navigation had to utilize Palestinian harbours (even
though they were not particularly suitable) while caravans had to cross Cis-
jordan, the only available corridor between Egypt and Syria. In the Iron
Age, while the Palestinian seaboard played some part in the development
of sea commerce, and Transjordan of caravan routes, the central highlands
(the core of proto-Israelite origins) were cut off from both areas of expan-
sion, constituting a sort of ‘hollow centre’, avoided by rich caravans that
preferred more convenient routes. The involvement of Palestine in the
widened horizon was definitely less direct than that of Phoenicia and the
states of the Syrian or Jordan desert fringes. The marginality of Palestine
changed in character, but essentially it persisted.



Chapter 3

THE NEW SOCIETY
(c. 1150-1050)

1. Distribution of Settlements

The most significant phenomenon in terms of settlement, and the most
characteristic of the ‘new society’, is the occupation of the highlands by an
agro-pastoral population that built small hilltop villages. Recent intensive
surveys by Israeli archaeologists have made possible a reliable, regionally
diversified picture of this settlement by identifying more than 250 sites
from Iron Age L. The population that occupied these villages was probably
a mix of existing tribal elements reinforced demographically and socio-
economically by people of an agricultural origin, fleeing the control of the
palace, as described in §§1.10 and 2.5. These can be defined ‘proto-Israelite’.
Strictly speaking, the term ‘Israelite’ should be reserved for members of the
kingdom of Israel, but the name ‘Israel already appears in a text from the
end of the thirteenth century (a stele of Merenptah, §1.9), referring pre-
cisely to this new ethnic complex already in process of formation and
identifiable as such.

The new village society is not entirely homogeneous nor did it emerge
all at once. In the areas already partially occupied in the twelfth century
(Manasseh and Lower Galilee) we find a greater continuity with the Late
Bronze Age ‘Canaanite’ culture, whereas occupation was radically different
in zones where living conditions were harder and therefore had been with-
out permanent settlement for several centuries (Ephraim and Benjamin,
Upper Galilee and, later, the Negev). We can also distinguish between
denser settlement in areas with higher rainfall (the central highlands and
Galilee) and more scattered settlement in drier areas (Judah and, even
more, the Negev). In the central highlands settlement is more rapid; in
Judah, the Negev and Lower Galilee it occurs later. But as a whole it was
substantially one and the same transformation that led to a complete set-
tlement of the highlands, reversing the Late Bronze Age situation. A recent
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count of the identified sites shows for the central highlands a ninefold
increase, from 29 sites in the Late Bronze Age to 254 in Iron Age I. The
demographic ratio between the highlands (which saw a rapid increase) and
the coastal areas (a slow decrease) changed dramatically: during the Bronze
Age it was more or less 1:2, while it becomes 1:1 during the Iron Age. By
contrast, the percentage of the so called ‘urban’ population, living in cen-
tres bigger than 5 hectares, was about half of the total during the Bronze
Age, and decreased to a third during the Iron Age.

Something similar took place in Northern Transjordan: between the
Jabbok and the Yarmuk (a territory later to become Israelite, Gilead) we
find many Iron Age I sites, five times more than in the Late Bronze Age.
Further south, in Ammon, surveys have not been systematic enough to
provide a reliable estimate, but there are many Iron Age sites. In Transjor-
dan as a whole, there is an increase in the number of sites from 32 in the
Late Bronze Age to 218 in Iron Age I (an almost sevenfold increase).

Alongside the picture given by surface surveys, more precise informa-
tion comes from excavated sites: Tell el-Ful and Tell en-Nasbeh in Benja-
min territory; Ai and Khirbet Raddana in Ephraim; ‘Izbet Sartah, Bet-Sur
and Tell Beit Mirsim in Judah; Hazor in Galilee; Tel Masos and Beer-sheba
in the Negev. Many sites show one occupational phase only, or are new
settlements; in the few cases where they emerge on ‘Canaanite’ sites (e.g.
Hazor), agro-pastoral villages replace urban sites. We can very roughly dis-
tinguish between two typologically different phases of the settlement proc-
ess, which correspond to the stratigraphic sequences revealed in excavation.
In the first scenario (twelfth—eleventh century) semi-arid areas are charac-
terized by pastoral camps of seasonal transhumance (Tel Masos I1I B, with
bases of huts and tents; Beer-sheba IX, with partly sunken, circular houses),
and in the highlands by ‘elliptical’ sites where long narrow dwellings are
arranged in a circle around an open space, mirroring the pattern of a
nomad camp (‘Izbet Sartah III, Tel Esdar, and many other sites in the
Negev). A second scenario (eleventh—ninth century) contains settlements
that are usually oval in shape, but soundly built, with ‘pillar-type” houses
(described in the next section) built around a central space.

This is a case of colonization ‘from below’, that is, not arising from state
policy, but carried out by little family groups or clans, mostly of pastoral
origin. At first (during the ‘first generation’) the dwellings are flimsy —
tents or huts — traceable only by modern archaeological techniques; later
(during the ‘second and third generation’) more permanent, stronger and
sustained, dwellings that in their structure and plan still reflect extra-
urban origins and the mobility typical of transhumant populations.
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Figure 13. Areas of ‘proto-Israelite’ villages: (a) first phase (twelfth century); (b) second
phase (end of eleventh century)

2. Forms of Settlement

The layout of the dwellings in a circle, like tents in nomad camps, tends to
create a continuous defensive line (Ai, Be’er-sheba’ VII, Tel Masos II, ‘Izbet
Sartah II-I). It has been noted how the sequence of long rooms in the first
phase, or of the back rooms in the ‘pillar-houses’ in the second phase,
created a sort of casemate wall (though used for living as well as defence).
Exceptionally (as in Khirbet Dawara) there is a proper city wall, but only in
the tenth century. The oval shape of the village is often determined by its
position on the top of a hill, but where this is not the case, by cultural
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habits and by its defensive function, or at least by the desire to enclose an
inner space reserved for family activities. The oval plan remains typical
even during Iron Age II, when the town has walls and the houses are built
in concentric circles, occupying the central space, with a street that sepa-
rates the central block from that next to the wall.

The typical living unit (though naturally not in every case) of the mature
phase of the new settlement is the so-called ‘pillar house’, with four rooms:
one running across the whole width at the rear, probably with an upper
floor for bedrooms, and three parallel rooms lengthwise, separated by two
sets of pillars and used as working areas (and maybe as a stable). The
central room was unroofed. In some cases there are only three rooms,
with a single side-room. The typical house occupied 40-80 m? and there-
fore could accommodate five to seven people, that is a typical nuclear
family (father, mother, two or three unmarried sons, one or two servants).
It has been suggested that even the pillar house derives from the nomadic
tent (the back room) with a working space in front.

The village, usually on a hill, unwalled but in a ring formation, corre-
sponds socially to the ‘clan’ (in genealogical lists clan names are in fact
village names). Their size is about half a hectare, one hectare at most, and
contained 100-150 people. Archaeologically it is hard to trace the borders
between different tribes, but the border separating this tribal world from
Canaanite society is marked by the absence of pig bones in the highland
villages (showing that the pig was not reared for food) in contrast to their
presence in ‘Canaanite’ centres in the plan — a distinct ‘ethnic’ marker.

These settlements, established in hilly or mountainous zones rendered
cultivable by terracing, reflect a segmented society and an agro-pastoral
economy based on cereals and sheep and goats. They had reserves of water
supplied by plastered cisterns or nearby springs; grain was stored in pit
silos covered with stones, while olives and grapes, or oil and wine, were
kept in distinctive storage jars with a raised rim, known as ‘collared rim
jars’. Olives and vines had been cultivated in Palestine since the Early
Bronze Age (if not since Late Chalcolithic), but olives became subject to
‘industrial’ production only in Iron Age II (the archaeological evidence is
obviously the oil-press), while wine production was always kept within the
limits of religious acceptability. There is some slight evidence of special-
ized activities (copper slag) and of writing (some ‘proto-Canaanite’ signs
on ajar handle in Khirbet Raddana, and several arrowheads with personal
names from el-Khadr, near Jerusalem); the abecediary of ‘Izbet Sartah is
from a coastal area, but belongs within the same cultural horizon.
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Figure 14. ‘Proto-Israelite’ villages in the Negev: (a) farmyard villages (b) fortified villages
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Figure 15. The structure of living quarters: pillared houses at (a) Tel Masos (b) Tell
Beit Mirsim
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Cultic installations in the villages are, of course, modest compared with
the contemporary temples of ‘Canaanite’ cities (such as Temple 1 in She-
chem), and quite rare. The complex on the slopes of Mt Ebal near Shechem
has been interpreted as an open-air cultic area, but this interpretation is
influenced by biblical data on the temple of El-Berith and is debatable; a
similar case is the so-called ‘bull site’ near Dothan (an open enclosure, with
a shrine, massébdt and bull statue). Only one shrine (no more thana4 m x
5 m room) lies in a village area, in Hazor stratum XI.

Bearing in mind the abandonment of the extra-urban pastoral sanctu-
aries in Deir ‘Alla and ‘Amman, which flourished at the end of the thir-
teenth century, the social ferment at the base of the ‘new society’ does not
seem to exhibit the religious flavour that later historiography attributes to
it and which is already foreshadowed in the phase of armed opposition to
Canaanite cities — unless it was a religious movement opposed to any
large-scale cultic structure.

3. The Ethnogenesis of the ‘Proto-Israelites’

Archaeology has now provided the settlement picture just described; but
we should compare that with the sociopolitical context, as deduced from
textual sources, so as to highlight correspondences (or possible diver-
gences) and thus test the reliability and historical value of our data. Under-
taken in a rather hasty and prejudicial manner, this method was typical of
the obsolete ‘biblical archaeology’, but done objectively and carefully, inves-
tigating ethnic names and attributing them to archaeological horizons that
have been previously defined on intrinsic grounds is a normal procedure
for any ‘proto-historical’ context (i.e. with textual data coming from exter-
nal and/or later sources). The processes of ethnogenesis (the origin of peo-
ples) are always complex and therefore difficult to trace back: we cannot
determine simply whether a people existed or not, whether its members
were conscious of their identity, whether the forms of material culture
were exclusive or not. We need to understand historically the various fac-
tors and processes that lead to the emergence of an ethnic group and
determine its coordinates in time and space and its characteristics. A too
hasty identification is as unacceptable as a too hasty denial.

In defining the horizon of Iron Age I highland villages as ‘proto-Israelite’,
we mean to indicate an ongoing process, not one fully crystallized in a full
ethnic consciousness, providing a basis for what will happen later, as re-
flected in the written sources — and here we mean contemporary sources
for the ‘historical’ kingdoms of Israel and Judah in Iron Age II, rather than
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traditional sources about the origins, which have undergone considerable
ideological revision.

Concerning the new society of Iron Age I villages, our written sources
(the books of Joshua and Judges) come from a historiographical tradition
of many centuries later, and thus their reliability is highly dubious (see
Chapters 14 and 15). In particular, the lists or descriptions of the “Twelve
Tribes of Israel’ are scattered over a chronological range from the eighth
century (the ‘Blessings of Jacob’, Genesis 49 and ‘Blessings of Moses’, Deu-
teronomy 33) to the fourth century for the clearly post-exilic ‘censuses’ of
Numbers 2 and 26. Given this state of affairs, scholars have taken diametri-
cally opposing positions. Some use the Bible as a historical document,
seemingly without questioning its reliability, and suggest that the ‘period
of the judges’ and the ‘twelve tribe league’ were without any doubt histori-
cal. Others, facing the enormity of the problems posed by textual tradition
and late revisions, prefer to renounce the use of such data and effectively
write off the Early Iron Age as a ‘prehistoric’ period.

Nevertheless, the distortions and even inventions we find in texts with
such along historiographical tradition have motives more consistent with
certain elements of tradition than others (i.e. less relevant to the redactors’
own problems). Indeed, the typology of distortion and invention is some-
times revealing: a story can be invented using literary or fairy-tale charac-
ters and motives (we have several clear examples), while it is difficult to
make up a social setting that never existed. We can retroject laws that deal
with controversial political decisions or property rights by attributing them
to authoritative characters of past history or of myth (again, examples are
available), but there is no reason to invent these where neutral or politi-
cally irrelevant matters are concerned. Finally, since editorial modification
of older texts is difficult and imperfect, it always leaves ‘fingerprints’. Thus,
through a critical analysis of later legal and historiographical material, we
can manage to salvage some elements of a more ancient historical context.
Let us consider the various problems of tribal structure, the dislocation of
single tribes, the existence of a pan-tribal unit and customary norms.

First of all, it is usually believed that in the Early Iron Age ‘tribes’ existed
and that society was organized in units of decreasing size: ‘tribe’ (Sébet/
matteh), ‘clan’ or ‘lineage’ (mispahah), ‘large family’ (bét 'ab), ‘nuclear
family’ (geber). We have seen how the nuclear family, the basic unit of
production, corresponds archaeologically to the house (whether pillared
house or another kind), and that the clan, the residence unit, corresponds
to the village (pérazat, hdserdt ‘precincts’, indicating the circular forma-
tion). The large family is archeologically traceable only when isolated (as at
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Khirbet Raddana), otherwise it is concealed within the village, a structure
for controlling the inheritance of a patrimony (nahdlah), a plot of agricul-
tural land in the open country. It has already been seen how difficult (or
impossible) it is to define the territory of single tribes, without information
from written texts as a guide.

Such information, especially if transmitted in form of ‘founding’ gene-
alogies, can of course be easily manipulated: but alterations will tend to
affect individual cases rather than the overall structure. A whole tribe may
be added or subtracted, a fake affiliation inserted to annex a clan to a tribe
or a house to a clan. It is well known that genealogies are flexible and
creative in this regard. But the invention of a whole social structure is much
more difficult and requires an infinite number of ‘corrections’ throughout
the history of the text. It has been observed that the tribal terminology is
quite late (exilic and post-exilic), at least in the case of the terms sébet and
matteh. Personally, I think that there was no reason to falsify the detailed
structure from ‘clan’/village down to the household; that the ‘tribe’ level
was built up gradually over time, often in connection with political events
(partly identifiable), and finally that the systematization of the tribes and
the idea of a large tribal federation depends heavily on the grand nomadic
model that developed especially in the sixth century (see §12.7).

4. The Dislocation of ‘Tribes’

Our second problem consists in the geographical dislocation of the tribes.
Since we know (though from later biblical texts) the location of the main
Israelite (and non-Israelite) tribes, it is reasonable to try and connect those
names with the main concentrations of new Iron Age I villages. We will
at least acquire some useful labels, perhaps not without some degree of
historical plausibility.

A tribe of Judah clearly existed (or, better, was formed) in the area
between Jerusalem and Hebron (Joshua 15). This tribe formed the basis for
the kingdom of David in the mid-tenth century (see §4.4), so it is quite
reasonable to think that it existed a century earlier. But the opposite
process is also possible: the tribe of Judah might have achieved full self-
conscious identity only after the foundation of David’s kingdom. The other
southern tribes of the biblical list (Simeon and Levi) are, by contrast, very
suspect: the first because of its early disappearance (in Josh. 19.9 its ter-
ritory corresponds to part of Judah’s); the second because of its non-
territorial character and its very late development (see §17.6). Other tribal
groups demoted to clans — in particular Calebites (Josh. 14.6-15, 1.13-20;
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Figure 16. The traditional arrangement of the ‘twelve tribes’

see also the story of Othniel in Judg. 3.7-11) and Kenites (see Judg. 1.1-21
on the entire complex), complicate the picture of the occupation of Hebron
and Beer-sheba area in relation to the Amalekites who apparently occu-
pied it up to the time of Saul and David, and suggest several displace-
ments at different times.
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The existence of Benjamin to the immediate north of Jerusalem (Joshua
18) should be considered ancient, as well as that of Ephraim and Manasseh
in the central highlands (Joshua 16—-17), areas of early and dense settle-
ment. In these cases too, self-identification may be linked with the found-
ing of the kingdom of Saul in the mid-tenth century. The question also
arises, whether the territorial boundaries of Saul’s kingdom were based on
those of existing tribes or, on the contrary, its extent determined the tribal
territories themselves. The Benjamin-Ephraim pairing (required by the
meaning of Benjaminites as ‘southerners’) and Ephraim-Manasseh (found
in genealogies on the basis of common descent from Joseph) can also be
attributed to historical events that can be partly reconstructed (see §§4.4-5,
5.1).

The dislocation of the typically pastoral tribes of Gad/Gilead, Reuben
and half of Manasseh to east of the Jordan (Joshua 13) is connected to
historical events, again partly amenable to reconstruction — beginning in
the time of Saul and related to the struggle for territory against the
Arameans and Ammonites: if this not an ‘original’ dislocation (‘original’
is in fact an ambiguous concept), it is nevertheless authentic, that is, it is
not a late falsification.

Finally, at least the two main Galilee tribes must have originally settled
in the area: Zebulon (Josh. 19.10-16) corresponds to the villages of Upper
Galilee, and Naphtali (Josh. 19.32-39) to those of Lower Galilee beside the
upper Jordan valley. The case of Issachar (Josh. 19.17-23) is different; judg-
ing from its name (from ’is-sakar ‘hired man’; see ‘corvée servant’ in Gen.
49.15) its members migrate, as seasonal agricultural labourers, to the (royal)
domain of the Jezreel plain. The case of Dan is different again: according
to the tradition, the tribe migrated to the north (Judges 18) only after first
settling in the Shephelah (Josh. 19.40-48) and, together with Asher, gravi-
tated towards the Phoenician coastal cities between Acco and Tyre (Josh.
19.14-31, see also Judg. 5.17). It is not impossible that Dan’s migration to
the north is a later invention, aiming to justify claims over the Shephelah
in the time of Josiah or after the exile. In fact, the territory of Dan re-
mained almost permanently under non-Israelite control: at first Phoeni-
cian, then Aramaic and finally Assyrian.

The picture is therefore variegated. It is no coincidence that the loca-
tions of the main tribes correspond quite well to the distribution of ‘proto-
Israelite’ villages and this provides a sort of positive check, confirming the
information. Other tribes, later gathered in the ‘canonical’ list, are never-
theless clearly functional, without any genuine genealogical affiliation,
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such as Levi (but also Issachar, or the Kenites). Others are of very doubtful
origin and relevance (Dan) or have disappeared so early that their very
existence is questionable (Simeon).

5. Intertribal Solidarity

Let us now consider the third question, namely the existence of a ‘league’
of twelve tribes, arriving in the land as a socio-political unit (the conquest
theory, based on the book of Joshua), or at least active as formal organi-
zation in a later period (the tribal league theory, based on the book of
Judges). Since they are clearly later constructions, we will discuss them
below, in connection with the political motives that gave rise to them. It is
highly improbable that in the twelfth century the groups of people who
founded new villages already had a common ethnic self-perception (i.e.
that they were properly ‘Israelites’). The forms of material culture differed
(‘collared rim’ jars in central highlands, but a different type in Galilee;
villages on hilltops in the highlands, but pastoral camps in the Negev, and
so on). Moreover, the first mention of the name ‘Israel’ is apparently much
more circumscribed than it is in later use, and perhaps indicated only the
complex of tribes settled in the central highlands (Manasseh, Ephraim and
Benjamin). It is nevertheless true that these ethnic groups developed on a
common basis, from an ecological and cultural point of view: in this sense,
even if it cannot be considered a sign of an implausible ethnic conscious-
ness, the material culture of the new villages is still a fairly strong starting
point for later developments towards a collective ethnic self-identity. As
for common military action, this is still possible even if we reject the idea
of a formal league, since the earliest episodes, such as that related in the
Song of Deborah (Judges 5), already show the tribes firmly settled in their
own territories not before the end of the eleventh century. They are there-
fore contemporary with, or slightly earlier than, other unifying processes,
such as what occurred at Shechem, or the kingdom of Saul and the king-
dom of David (we will discuss these below).

It is more difficult to imagine an invention of the basic elements of
family rights, because such an invention would have been much more
complicated, as well as without a motive. Nuptial procedures and strate-
gies, and the protection of widows and orphans within the clan of the
‘larger family’” are customs geared to the needs of a rural society with a
kinship structure: preserving the unity of the family patrimony and ensur-
ing its inheritance, guaranteeing the survival of the whole group over
generations and providing a basic standard of living for all its members.
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We may assume that some elements, though described in later books or
passages, reflect very ancient traditions: the ‘levirate’ custom obliging the
brother of a man who dies without sons to marry his widow in order to
secure a line of descent in the name of the deceased (Deut. 25.5-10; the
story of Judah and Tamar in Genesis 38 and the story of the book of Ruth);
or laws about the redemption (gé’ullah) of family properties sold in cases
of necessity or enslaved relatives (Lev. 25.47-49; the one exercising the
right/duty of redemption is the gé’é/). Internal cohesion is also the out-
come of excluding ‘outsiders’, defined at different hierarchical levels: the
non-acceptability of different tribal groups in marriage or commerce; the
customs of revenge, blood price and tribal feuding, are all elements that
may have been distorted in specific cases (see the story of Dinah in She-
chem, Genesis 34), but can be accepted overall as authentic descriptions of
customs that persistent over a long time.

The balance between isolation and collaboration is typical of this ‘Chi-
nese box’-like tribal society. On the one hand is the total exclusion of
groups felt as alien for their different economic organization, language,
customs, religious beliefs, with whom competition for territory is unavoid-
able. On the other hand is the total economic self-sufficiency of the family
and, through intermarriage, the clan. Between these extreme opposites,
the tribe and intertribal relationships provide an ambiguous intermediate
ground that remains substantially ‘external’ in normal daily life, but may
become ‘internal’ in situations of movement and crisis, such as a famine,
requiring access to new pastures, or a war demanding joint action.

The normal management of the ‘intermediate’ area relies on hospitality
procedures and the (mainly judicial) role of the ‘elders’ (zégénim, see Judg.
8.14; Deut. 19.11-12, 21.1-8 and 18-21, 22.16-19, 25.8; 1 Sam. 30.26-31;
etc.). Cases of extreme danger may call for a ‘charismatic’ leader, but in
the hope that at the end of the crisis he will be ready to ‘return to the
ranks’ (like Gideon, in exemplary fashion: Judg. 8.22-27), without using the
newly-acquired prestige to permanently change the internal balance of a
segmentary society.

6. Judicial Norms

According to Biblical narrative, the Twelve Tribes took possession of the
‘promised land’ after acquiring a ‘law’ transmitted by Yahweh to Moses on
Mt Sinai. We will see later (§18.3) how the complex of legislative texts
ascribed to Moses is not only chronologically stratified, but substantially a
late creation, related to Deuteronomic or post-exilic priestly ideology. But
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we should take a different view of the very concise formulation of law
directly connected to the story of Moses and the theophany on Sinai. This
‘law’ (torah, Deut. 4.44; comprising ‘édot ‘admonitions’, hugqim ‘duties’,
miSpatim ‘sentences’, 4.45), is imagined as being inscribed on two tablets
and forming, in fact, a synthetic list of ‘ten commandments’, that are given
in two versions (Deut. 5.6-21; Exod. 20.1-17), with slight but significant
differences. They are framed in a clearly Deuteronomistic style, with ex-
pressions and concepts typical of that school (such as love of God and the
observance of commandments). But the nucleus of the ten command-
ments has a basically moral inspiration, not specifically judicial and cer-
tainly not cultic — as is most of the later legislation. The content is hard to
locate historically, to connect to specific cultural elements (in either an
ethnic or chronological sense) and therefore to date. We know these pre-
cepts by heart from childhood, so they seem to us obvious and universal:
you shall not kill, you shall not steal, you shall not bear false witness, and
so on. How could we ‘date’ the Decalogue? It appears impossible. We can
only say that the first commandment, on the ‘monotheistic’ exclusivity of
the cult of Yahweh, could not be written before Josiah (see §8.5), and this
ingredient, in the view of current scholarship, lowers the date of the whole
set.

But the fifth (or fourth in the Roman tradition) commandment could
have existed in much more ancient times, even as early as the second
millennium, and thus during the pre-monarchic ‘tribal’ age: this early date
could actually be extended to the whole Decalogue, leaving aside only the
first, monotheistic precept. ‘Honour your father and your mother’, looks
again like a timeless moral imperative. But the text goes on to make a
connection between respect for parents and possession of the land:

Honour your father and your mother, so that your days may be long in the
land that Yahweh your God is giving you (Exod. 20.12).

Now, in the Late Bronze Age (fifteenth—thirteenth centuries), honour your
father and mother’ becomes a principle of inheritance (usually of lands
and houses). In earlier times heirs were appointed in a quite rigid way, at
birth, starting with the privileged role of the firstborn, and so on accord-
ing to a family ‘hierarchy’ determined by birth and not behaviour. During
the Late Bronze Age the principle ‘there is no firstborn and no younger
brother’ is introduced: the parents’ inheritance now goes to the one who
‘has honoured them’. Note that in Syrian texts the word used is usually
‘honour’ (kabddu), while in Mesopotamia it is more commonly ‘fear’
(palahu), and these different words are both reflected in biblical texts:
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while both versions of the Decalogue, evidently originating in a Palestinian
context, use ‘honour’ (kabed), a reference in the Priestly legislation (Lev.
19.3), probably under Babylonian influence, has ‘fear’ (yaré’). Both verbs
allude to the duty of sons to respect their parents and to support and main-
tain them in old age. Only in this way they will earn their inheritance:

In the presence of Sin-Abu and the elders of the city of Emar, Arnabu (a
woman) said: Sin-rabu and Ili-akhi, my two sons, must fear me. If they will
do so, after that I will have gone to my fate, they will share between them
my house and all my properties. There is no firstborn and no younger
(Emar, VI, no. 93).

In fact the verb ‘maintain’ (wabdlu, Gtn form) is also attested, which clari-
fies more prosaically the nature of the required ‘honour’. Indeed, in the
case of adoption especially, the texts insist on this: the person (usually an
adult) is adopted precisely for the purpose of supporting aged parents,
which he does in anticipation of receiving a part of the patrimony. The
problem is particularly acute in the case of widows, who may be mistreated
or cut out of the family patrimony by the adult sons. Not only is the duty
of ‘honouring’ them stressed, but they also receive the epithet of ‘father-
mother’, to indicate that the function of both parents is now concentrated
in one person:

Starting from today, Ukal-Dagan made his sons sit down and decided the
destiny of his house and of his sons. He said: I have three sons, Ir'ip-Dagan
is the oldest, Rashap-Ili is the second daughter and Abi-kapi is the youngest.
The big house is for Ir'ip-Dagan; the small house is for Rashap-Ili; and the
ruined house is for Abi-kapi. But Ir'ip-Dagan and Rashap-Ili must repair the
ruined house. All of them must maintain Arnabu (my wife) as their own
father and mother. Any of my sons who does not maintain his own father-
mother will leave his clothes on the chair and go (naked) wherever he likes
(Emar, VI, no. 181).

Injudicial texts of Late Bronze Age, the fifth/fourth commandment would
read something like: ‘honour your father-mother, if you want to inherit the
land’.

Our analysis of this commandment shows that the Decalogue contains
material from very ancient times (middle of the second millennium) and
could have been already compiled in the ‘Mosaic’ age, then transmitted
and inserted — with minor variations in the more banal commandments —
into the main legislative corpora of Israel. It has also been suggested that
the transmission of the law was effected in the pre-exilic period by regu-
lar public reading at festivals. It should also be noted that the basically
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apodictic formulation of the Decalogue strongly contrasts with the more
common casuistic formulation of most ancient Near Eastern laws. The
latter derives from judicial procedures, from the resolution of a dispute: if
someone commits a certain offence, the punishment, or the compensation,
will be such-and-such. The apodictic form is typical of the moral or cus-
tomary realm, of the stage of moral principle which precedes judicial proc-
ess (or which is independent of it). This is another reason to consider the
Decalogue as potentially very ancient, and not related to a judicial system
that would imply precise historical connections.

7. Social Demands

Among the various legislative texts, all probably or certainly late, the only
one that might preserve information relating to pre-monarchic Israelite
society is the so-called ‘Covenant Code’ (Exod. 21.1-23.19). Obviously this
text is also attributed to Moses, and even put immediately after the Deca-
logue as a sort of direct development of it. Source criticism regards this as
an ‘Elohistic’ redaction (i.e. northern, eighth century), with some obvious
Deuteronomistic reworking. Its origin in the northern kingdom in the
pre-exilic period is also indicated by the presence of multiple altars, later
banned in Josiah’s reform and censured by the Deuteronomistic move-
ment, and is confirmed by the allusion in Amos 2.8 to the custom of re-
turning borrowed clothes before sunset (Exod. 22.25-26). The civil and
penal norms described in the Covenant Code are well suited to a village
society and an agro-pastoral economy lacking any form of superior author-
ity (king, palace or temple). The cult is here conducted at an individual
level and in ‘any place’, with an earthen altar and a prohibition against
using statues made of precious metals.

Some of the norms expressed here have parallels in Mesopotamian law
codes of the second millennium, with correspondences so specific that
coincidence can be excluded. An example is the case (Exod. 21.28-32) of
the bull that gores another bull or a free man or a slave, which is resolved
by killing the ‘murderer’, but with responsibility laid on the owner of the
bull only if the animal had already been denounced as dangerous. Such a
case is described in the laws of Eshnunna and in the code of Hammurabi.
Even if it is true that socio-judicial norms are quite stable over a long
period, the concentration of parallels between Mesopotamian laws of the
second millennium and the ‘Covenant Code’ (much more than with later
biblical legal texts) is nevertheless noteworthy. The Code emerges as a
collection of laws very precisely related to the judicial tradition of the
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Bronze Age and may well be attributed to the earliest stages of emerging
Israelite society.

But there is an even more relevant topic from the socioeconomic point
of view. It is the norm prescribing that a ‘Hebrew slave’ is to be let free in
the seventh year:

When you buy a male Hebrew slave, he shall serve six years, but in the
seventh he shall go out a free person, without debt. If he comes in single, he
shall go out single; if he comes in married, then his wife shall go out with
him. If his master gives him a wife and she bears him sons or daughters, the
wife and her children shall be her master’s and he shall go out alone. But if
the slave declares, ‘Tlove my master, my wife, and my children; I will not go
out a free person,’ then his master shall bring him before God. He shall be
brought to the door or the doorpost; and his master shall pierce his ear with
an awl; and he shall serve him for life (Exod. 21.2-6).

In this passage, the word ‘Hebrew’ does not have the ethnic meaning it
assumes later, but it is used in the same sense as jabiru in Late Bronze Age
texts: a free man who, because of economic difficulties (unpayable debts) is
forced to become a slave in order to survive. In this case recognition of the
original status of the person, and therefore of the fact that his condition of
slave is temporary, is not lost. During the Middle Bronze Age, the release
of enslaved debtors was decided by royal edict, usually on the occasion of
the accession of a new king, as a sort of amnesty. In a non-monarchic soci-
ety, one apparently not even organized as a state, the release convention-
ally follows a seven-year rhythm.

Some other norms are also related to the issue of debt-slavery. It is
established that between members of the same community loans should
carry no interest (Exod. 22.24), so that the problem can be avoided from
the beginning. But the text then turns specifically to the problems of
workers, both slaves and free, and a weekly rest (Sabbat) is instituted.
Similar concerns are present in other legislative corpora too, including
the duty of helping a fugitive slave (Deut. 23.16-17) and a remission
(Sémittah) of debt every seven years, culminating every 50 years (i.e. after
7 x 7 = 49 years) in the great remission of the ‘jubilee’ (yébél, Lev. 25.8-
32). As with the question of ancient Near Eastern parallels, it is the amount
that matters. While in the Deuteronomistic code and later Priestly codes
‘social’ norms occur relatively infrequently, and scattered among other
laws with very different aims and motivation, in the ‘Covenant Code’
these are the main point of interest. This nucleus of ‘social’ norms has,
formally speaking, a strongly utopian flavour, underlined by the expres-
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sion ‘for six years...but in the seventh year..." reflecting more a ‘mani-
festo’ of ideals rather than actual practice. But in content this set of
norms is radically opposed at every point to the praxis of Late Bronze
society, where loans with interests, permanent enslavement of debtors,
capture and restitution of fugitive slaves were entirely normal. Israelite
‘social’ norms aim to stop these practices, going back to laws in use up to
a few centuries earlier, when the freedom of debtors was protected and
social tensions were sometimes released by the king through edicts of
remission (cancelling debts arising from by loans with interest, liberating
of enslaved debtors: see §1.10).

These social polemics are taken up again in the later Deuteronomic and
Priestly codes with new ethnic and religious connotations and addressing a
new situation (the ethnic fragmentation of the post-exilic age). But in the
Covenant Code they are most plausibly explained as an original response to
the socioeconomic conditions of the Late Bronze Age. If such principles
and such utopian proposals circulated in emerging Israelite society, that is
probably due to the presence among that society of a habiru element:
groups of fugitives, subjected to unmerciful treatment by the socio-political
elite of Canaanite towns and forced into exile, into a marginalized exis-
tence, who tried to introduce in this new society rules protecting debtors
and preserving their freedom.

8. Urban Continuity and Canaanite-Philistine Symbiosis

The ‘new society’ we have so far described occupied the northern (Gali-
lean), central (Manasseh-Ephraim-Benjamin), and southern (Judah) high-
lands, part of the Transjordanian plateax (Gile’ad) and semi-desert zones
in the south (Negev). The fertile and densely urbanized coastal region
(from Gaza in the south to the bay of Acco in the north), the hills near the
coast (Shephelah), the Jezreel plain (from Megiddo to Beth-Shean) and the
central Jordan valley remained beyond, and even later historical tradition
substantially agrees in regarding them as ‘unconquered’ (Josh. 13.2-6 and
Judg. 3.1-6 for the coast; Josh. 17.12-13, 17 for the Jezreel plain). In all
these areas the socioeconomic and political structure of the Late Bronze
Age survived. They form roughly half of the territory of Palestine and also
comprise the most densely populated zones, where at least two thirds of
the total population lived. The persistence of that culture cannot therefore
be considered a marginal state of affairs, rather, it is a primary component
of the overall picture.
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Figure 17. The Philistine Pentapolis settlement pattern: (a) Late Bronze (fourteenth—
thirteenth century); (b) Iron I (twelfth-eleventh century)

The Philistine pentapolis (described in §2.2) developed strongly during
both the twelfth and eleventh centuries and did not suffer the restriction
and subordination depicted by later Israelite historiography to make room
for the great ‘united monarchy’ of David. Archaeological evidence is lim-
ited to three of the five Philistine cities, all showing a similar development.
In Ashdod the first Philistine settlement (stratum XII, between the late
thirteenth and the first half of the twelfth century) covers eight hectares,
with no city walls and with abundant imports and local imitations of
Mycenaean pottery (III C1). In strata XII-XI (second half of the twelfth
and eleventh century) the city reaches 40 hectares, has city walls and
exhibits the presence of bichrome ‘Philistine’ pottery. The same occurs in
Ekron (Tel Migne/Khirbet el-Muqanna), a large site of about 20 hectares:
stratum VII (first half of twelfth century) is unwalled and contains Mycena-
ean pottery, while strata VI-IV (from mid-twelfth to the beginning of the
tenth century) have walls, public buildings and Philistine pottery. The same
is true in Ashkelon (a phase with Mycenaean pottery, III C1, and next a
phase with bichrome Philistine pottery), which grew to 60 hectares, with a
city wall protecting the semicircular site lying close to the shore. Smaller
sites conform to this pattern too: at Tel Qasile (a harbour on the mouth of
the Wadi Yarqon, near Tel Aviv), strata XII-X (mid-twelfth to the begin-
ning of the tenth century), is a small centre (2 hectares) but densely popu-
lated, with an interesting temple; Gezer XIII-XI, Tel Batash (the Timna of
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the Samson’s stories?) and Bet-Shemesh (III) also show the same compact
settlement and typical Philistine pottery. In the second half of the twelfth
century, Philistines replaced Egyptians in the garrisons previously main-
tained by Egypt (§3.9) on the coast (from Deir el-Balah 3 to Tel Mor 4-3)
and in the southern Shephelah (Tel Sera’ VII, Tel Haror), the western
Negev (Tell Jemme JK, Tell el-Far’a south) and reached an advanced
position in the Beer-sheba valley (Tel Masos III-II).

Far from being menaced by Israelite tribes, Philistine towns sought, on
the contrary, to impose their hegemony on the emerging highland states
(see §§4.4-5) and most of all to expand their control of the northern coast
to Carmel and then along the Jezreel plain to Beth-Shean and the central
Jordan valley (§4.3). Such expansion is indicated, apart from the biblical
data, by the diffusion of Philistine pottery. The Philistines, arriving in very
determined armed groups, though quite few in number, certainly needed
to assimilate to the ‘Canaanite’ milieu that predominated in the coastal
region. As immigrants (and strikingly ‘alien’, because of their different lan-
guage and remote origins) they probably represented at first an innovative
element, but finally became the major preservers of the fundamental char-
acter of local urban culture, preserving a much stronger continuity (com-
pared with the ‘new society’ of the highlands) with the settlement patterns
and cultural traditions of the Late Bronze Age.

To the north of the Philistine zone, the Phoenician centres — probably
dependencies of Tyre and Acco — are less well known archaeologically, but
probably developed in the same way: a series of destructions at the begin-
ning of the twelfth century, probably related to the invasion of the ‘Sea
Peoples’, was followed by prompt rebuilding, with a culture characterized
by continuity with the Late Bronze Age, by some ‘Philistine’ imports and
by the emergence of ‘proto-Phoenician’ elements. The most significant
archaeological sites are in the bay of Acco: Tell Abu Hawam on the coast
and Tell Keisan on the inland plain. Phoenician influence, judging from
the available archaeological indications, progressively spread along the
coast south of Carmel to Dor, and also into the hinterland, to Galilee and
the upper Jordan valley (see the story of the scouts in Judg. 18.7, who
found it peaceful in Laish/Dan because the area was under Sidonian con-
trol). But in the story of Wen-Amun (c. 1050; ANET, 25-29) we find a very
vivid picture of the lively commercial life of the Phoenician centres (Byblos,
Tyre, Sidon), whose harbours were frequented by groups of Zeker, by ‘pri-
vate’ commercial companies and by Egyptians, still looking for wood from
Lebanon and paying for it with papyrus scrolls.
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Figure 18. The ‘Egyptian’ residencies. Inset: residency 1500 at Beth-Shean

9. The Permanence of Egyptian Presence

After the invasion of the ‘Sea Peoples’ in the eighth year of Ramses II1, the
Egyptian empire in Asia was drastically reduced: all the territory beyond
the coastal strip was abandoned and even on the coast, as we have just
seen, control was delegated to Philistines, Zeker and Sherdana. The petty
kings of the highland regions, subjected to stronger fiscal pressures, could
only be bitterly aware (as they had been in the Amarna age, §1.5) of the
passivity/silence of the Pharaoh. It is even possible that an echo of this
topos, in a new tribal key, is found in the core of the story about the battle
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of Gibeon, the only military episode in the book of Joshua that has any
authentic elements within that collection of late aetiological and ideologi-
cal narratives (see §§13.3-5):

Sun, stand still (dém) at Gibe’on,
and Moon, in the valley of Aijalon (Josh. 10.12).

What the cities feared was what the tribes hoped for: if the ‘Sun’ (the cur-
rent epithet of the Pharaoh) ‘stops’ (damam/damah, meaning, like gdlu,
‘be silent/stop/do not intervene’), we can defeat the armies of the Canaan-
ite cities, abandoned to their destiny by their inactive king.

Egypt, though, was not completely out of the game, but as usual showed
no interest in defending what was not convenient, concentrating instead on
what it considered essential. This meant the coast, and access to the copper
of the Arabah and wood of Lebanon. During the entire late Ramesside age,
from Ramses III to Ramses VI at least, Egyptians probably considered the
‘Canaanite-Philistine’ territory of the coast and the Jezreel plain as their own
property. After the destruction at the beginning of the twelfth century
(caused by the invaders), most of the sites where Egyptian presence is well-
attested in the material culture were quickly rebuilt, in clear continuity with
the previous phase. This is true for Megiddo VII a (which was also the seat
of alocal king), with its palace, Egyptian-style ivories (with an inscription of
Ramses III) and a statue of Ramses V1. It is also true for the sites of Egyptian
garrisons, like Beth-Shean VI, with its temple and the Egyptian residence,
papyrus-shape capitals, anthropoid sarcophagi and inscription of Ramses III;
like Lachish VI, with the temple and papyrus capital, an inscription of
Ramses III and ostraca in hieratic script; like Tell Sera’ IX (near Gerar) with
Egyptian palace and hieratic ostraca; like Tel Mor 6-5 (on the coast, near
Ashdod), with a square Egyptian fortress; and Tell el-Far’a (south), with
scarabs of Ramses III, IV and VIII in its necropolis. The same Egyptian pres-
ence persists in the mines of Timna (in the southern Arabah, 30 km from
the Gulf of Aqabah), exploited by the Egyptians at least until the reign of
Ramses V (about 1150) and then abandoned for good; and in the casemate
fortress of Ain Ghadian 10 km to the north, one of the few oases in the
Arabah, obviously built to control and protect access to the mines of Timna.

In addition we should note that the Philistine settlement on the southern
coast (and presumably the Zeker in Dor, too) was endorsed by the Pharaoh,
in an attempt to use them as agents to exercise a control that could no longer
be maintained through Egyptian ‘residencies’ and garrisons. In the story of
Wen-Amun, mentioned earlier, Egyptian presence is still well established, as
seen from the dispute between the Egyptian officer, whose ‘theology’ regards
the supply of cedar-wood as a tribute to Amun, and the pragmatic king of
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Figure 19. The ‘way of Horus’, as depicted on the temple of Seti I at Karnak. The route
connects Sile (B), on the eastern branch of the Nile delta, with Rafia (U), at the

Byblos, who wants to be paid properly and in advance. The Egyptian interest
here is based not only on prestige, but also on a strong commercial presence,
which has now replaced the former military deterrence:

‘Aren’t there twenty ships here in my harbor [Byblos], which are in com-
mercial relations with Ne-su-Ba-tneb-Ded? [regent of the Delta]? As to this
Sidon, the other place which you have passed, aren’t there fifty more ships
there which are in commercial relations with Werket-El, and whch are
drawn up to his house? (ANET, 27).

We will see later how in the time of Sheshonq (925) Egyptian military
activity still takes place mainly on the coastal plain, avoiding if possible
the ‘tribal’ areas of the highlands. Such notional Egyptian sovereignty did
not end with the close of the second millennium: throughout the Iron
Age, Egypt retained its interest on Palestine and Palestinian states con-
sidered Egypt as a place of refuge from recurrent famine, a haven for
‘political’ refugees, and a potential defender against military threats from
the north.

10. Ethnic States and City-States: Two Cultures

The difference between the zone of tribal settlement on the highlands and
inland tablelands, and the zone of continuous urban settlement on the
coast and in the major valleys is matched by a difference between two
kinds of co-existing political systems that we can call the ‘ethnic’ state and
the city-state, as we shall now explain. Given the lack of contemporary
written sources and the distortion of the information in later historiogra-
phy, our reconstruction will necessarily remain schematic, aiming to trace
lines of development and conventional ‘types’ — and assuming that their
most characteristic profile belongs to the beginning of the Iron Age, imme-
diately after the cultural transition, and that these features gradually disap-
peared over the course of historical events.
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entrance to Canaan, via a series of fortresses (D,E, G,I-J,K,P-Q) and pools (F,H,L,M,N,O,S),
of which the names are provided.

City-states are the direct heirs of the ‘small kingdoms’ of the Late Bronze
Age: they maintain the same size, institutional structure and relationship
with the rural hinterland. In the Philistine pentapolis, the average size of the
coastal city-state (Ashkelon, Gaza and Ashdod) is about 400/800 km? and
the inland state (Ekron and Gath) 600/1,200. But the population density,
higher in the north and on the coast, partly compensates for differences
in size, and total populations may be estimated at about 30,000 people
(ranging from 4,000/5,000 in Gath and Gaza to 6,000 in Ashkelon and 8,000
in Ekron and Ashdod). These populations represent a slight decrease from
Late Bronze Age levels, but they are differently distributed: fewer villages and
more urban centres. A similar density may be calculated for the Jezreel plain.

These states are all centred on a capital city, which stands out clearly
from the other settlements: around it are smaller towns and rural villages,
but the range of influence of the capital does not require any intermediate
administrative district. The capital obviously had a royal palace (to judge
from the case of Megiddo: we still await the discovery of the palaces of the
Philistine séranim), following Late Bronze tradition, and most probably
had a formal administration employing literary records — though writing is
rarely attested in the twelfth and eleventh centuries — which managed a
taxation system that brought goods from the countryside to the city and
the palace. Temples were also built here, even if rather modest in size. A
tradition of craftsmanship is also preserved, following that of the Late
Bronze (the ivories at Megiddo are an example) and specialists in cultic
and related activities (singers, diviners) would also be found. Kingship was
certainly hereditary, but probably overseen by a collegial body (such as the
mé’éd of Byblos in the story of Wen-Amun).

The so-called ‘ethnic states’, which based their identity on kinship
rather than territory, had a quite different structure. Their extent is much
larger (though less clearly definable): the nuclei of Judah and Ephraim-
Manasseh are about 1,000 km? each and Mo’ab and ‘Ammon were similar.
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Fully developed, the kingdom of Judah covers about 3,000 km? and the
kingdom of Israel about 4,500 (not to mention Aram-Damascus). But the
population is smaller and less dense than in the city-state. Most important
of all, there are almost no cities: these will develop only later on, to meet
the needs of a more complex state administration.

In its original, ideal type, the ethnic state requires no urban administra-
tive support, since its internal cohesion is maintained through the family
and tribal structure of the society, with its peculiar egalitarian and non-
hierarchical configuration. If some kind of leadership exists — as it must —
this is more spontaneous (prompted by war) than stable, more charismatic
than hereditary, and operates through kinship rather than by administra-
tion. In its most typical form, the tribal state does not have a system of
taxes to sustain a permanent ruling class. Moreover, while the city-state
does not encourage solidarity or a strong sense of community beyond the
administrative organization of the territory, the ethnic state develops in its
members a strong feeling of belonging, based on the awareness (or rather
on the theory) of a common origin, on the cult of a ‘national’ god, and on
the mechanisms of inclusion/exclusion that regulate the norms of hospi-
tality and marriage. The ‘sons of Ammon’ or the ‘sons of Israel’ quickly
become Ammonites and Israelites, while the subjects of the king of Tyre or
Ashdod remain individuals — and ethnic definitions such as ‘Phoenicians’
and ‘Philistines’ are imposed from outside and embrace a plurality of dif-
ferent states independent of each other.

In later times, the two types of state tend to converge, and the ‘ethnic’
type especially is forced to adopt structures more and more similar to
those of the city-states with their long history. But the sense of ‘ethnicity’,
of belonging to a human group defined by a common descent, survives and
develops ‘national’ states — a term here confined strictly to the structure of
Iron Age Palestine, without any of its modern connotations.

As for the identification of a ‘national’ god, it has to be emphasized that
this is a long process. The adoption of Yahweh as the god of the Israelite
tribes from their origin is clearly an interpretation of later historiography.
Even the role of Yahweh (with the title of Yahweh Sebaoth) in crucial epi-
sodes such as the battle of Taanach (see §4.3) looks suspicious. It is a fact
that none of the patriarchs, tribal eponyms, ‘Judges’ or earliest monarchs
has a Yahwistic name. Such names existed (e.g. Joshua, Jonathan the son
of Saul), but in a very low percentage, even lower than other names with
theophoric elements of Ba’al, El, ‘Anat, Zedek, Shalom, and others. We
have reason to believe that the cult of Yahweh became a ‘national’ cult in
the kingdom of Judah only between 900-850 (see §6.5) and in the kingdom
of Israel between 850—800 (see §5.7).



Chapter 4

THE FORMATIVE PROCESS
(c. 1050-930)

1. The Palestinian Mosaic in a Widened Horizon

The processes that formed those political entities we can properly define
as ‘Israelite’ can be explained in the light of several major factors. The col-
lapse of the Late Bronze regional system left the entire Near East autono-
mous, with freedom of action unrestrained by any external influence. The
crisis that befell the central palace institution gave the agro-pastoral com-
ponent a more relevant political-institutional and socio-economic role
(as compared with the recent past). Technological innovation and tribal
settlement together brought about a demographic surge and opened up
new cognitive, economic and political horizons, in a spatial as well as a
social sense.

Israelite tribes were not the only ones to enter this scenario. They were
in contact with other groups with whom they felt more or less related, and
were economically more or less complementary or competitive in the use
of resources. It is interesting to note how independence and complemen-
tarity characterize relationships with the old (and new) city-states, but
affinity and competition with other peoples of tribal origin and with a
similar ‘national’ political feeling. Conflict with the former could be radi-
cal, even violent, and led to serious crises, but in the long run it gave rise to
complex and substantially stable solutions. The conflict with the latter
tended rather to remain permanent, having roots in common feelings, and
in a similar approach to land use.

The phase we call ‘formative’ lasted almost a century and a half (between
the eleventh and tenth centuries). It began with a broad fragmentation
into city-states and smaller tribal entities, and resulted in six more or less
stable political entities of medium size. It arose from the powerful con-
trast between the two cultures we have described in the previous chapter:
the agro-urban culture in the plains and the agro-pastoral one on the high-
lands, with the addition of a third, the full pastoralism of the inner deserts,
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which because of its mobility intervened quite often on the Palestinian
scene. At the end of the ‘formative process’ those different cultures (or
at least the first two) are combined into one complex and economically
interactive society.

The city-states of the southern coast found a basis for unification in
their ethnicity, which generally brought all the Philistines together in deal-
ing with the other emerging ethnic groups on their borders. Their solution
to the problem of interaction with different social groups was to penetrate
the inland parts of the country: into the Shephelah, the steppes of the Negev
and the interior plains of the north.

The highland tribes united into city-tribal units, beginning with the
existing ‘dimorphic’ states of Jerusalem and Shechem and then, more
positively, annexing agro-urban areas in the Jezreel plain and on the coast.
Such processes of political aggregation, similar to those in Israelite terri-
tory, are found in Transjordan, roughly in the same manner and at the
same time: other tribal groups, for whatever reasons (origins, religion),
decided to distinguish themselves very strongly from ‘proto-Israelites’, and
also from each other. The first such aggregation, chronologically, seems
to be the Ammonites in central-eastern Jordan, followed by the Moabites,
east of the Dead Sea, and finally by the Edomites, east of the Arabah. To
the north, several Aramean tribal groups came together, first forming a
little state east of the Sea of Galilee called Geshur (well represented
archaeologically at Tel Hadar II and Bet-Saida) and then a larger one,
Soba, extending from the Jordan headwaters to the Beq’ain Lebanon. The
Aramean impact on the Palestinian scene is rather limited in this ‘forma-
tive’ phase — nothing like what will happen in the Iron Age II (see §5.5).

The dimensions of these state formations are similar to the Israelites in
Cisjordan: the kingdoms of Ammon and Moab are as large as those of
David or Solomon. They have a similar tribal basis, an aggregation of
clans recognizing themselves as related through more or less fictional
genealogies: we know (from Genesis 36) that Edomites were divided into
twelve clans and claimed descent from Esau by three different wives,
while Amalekites were descendents of one of Esau’s concubines. Some
pre-existing towns, especially near the Jordan valley, are integrated in the
same way. Here we see that the processes of ethnic aggregation can be
motivated by non-geographical factors: the area of Gilead, between the
Arameans and Ammonites, chose to privilege at a symbolic (tribal gene-
alogies) and operative level (trade and marriage, common militia) relations
with Cisjordanian tribes rather than with its closer neighbours, with whom
it actually had recurring hostilities. Later on, this anomaly allowed the
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Cisjordanian states to participate fully in the struggle for control of the
important caravan route passing right through Transjordan from south
to north. This major route was already open by the mid-tenth century as
far north as Khindanu on the Middle Euphrates:

‘(with regard to) the people of of Teima and Sheba, whose own country is
far away, (whose) messenger(s) had never come to me, and (who) had never
travelled to (meet) me, their caravan came near to the water of the well
Martu and the well Khalatum, but passed by and then entered into the city
Khindanu. I heard a report about them at midday, (while I was) in the town
Kar-Apla-Adad and (immediately) harnessed (the horses of) my chariot. I
crossed the river during the night and reached the town Azlanu before noon
the next day. I waited in the town Azlanu for three days and on the third
day they approached. I captured one hundred of them alive. I captured their
two hundred camels, together with their loads — blue-purple wool...wool,
iron, pappardil@i-stones (alabaster), every kind of merchandise. I took abun-
dant booty from them and brought it into the land of Sukhu’ (RIMB, 11, 300).

This picture, sketched by a ruler of Sukhu around 750 BCE, can be pro-
jected a couple of centuries earlier, thanks to the analysis of imports from
north and south Arabia mentioned in Assyrian inscriptions that concen-
trate on the area of Khindanu more or less from 950.

Despite the clear interest of the new ethnic states in the goods trans-
ported along the caravan route, that route was firmly under the control of
the tribes of camel drivers of the inner desert: Ishmaelites, Midianites and
Amalekites. Their centre lay not in Transjordan, but in the Hijaz; and
beyond them were other tribes, as far as the extreme south of the Arabian
Peninsula. These tribes were considered both closely related and hostile,
with whom there was no prospect of agreement or peaceful coexistence.
Israelite genealogies reflect a perceived (though remote) genetic affinity
with these, especially through stories of separation (Hagar and Ishmael
sent into the desert by Abraham, Gen. 21.9-20; the expulsion of Keturah
and her sons, including Midian, ‘to the east country’, Gen. 25.1-6), aiming
to fix their homeland well inside the desert, beyond Palestinian agro-
pastoral territory proper.

Ishmaelites occupied a large part of the central Hijaz, but especially the
Wadi Sirhan, that wide, long depression connecting central Arabia (Dumat
al-Jandal) with the hinterland of Amman. The list of Ishmael’s ‘descen-
dants’ (Gen. 25.12-14) includes not only Duma and Teima, whose location
is certain, but also two groups closely connected to the Wadi Sirhan: Ne-
bayot and Qedar. Those groups will acquire great power and fame in the
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Neo-Assyrian period, especially the seventh century, while Teima will
reach its climax during the reign of Nabonidus, towards the middle of the
sixth century. Seen from Palestine, the Ishmaelites are a very large com-
plex of important tribes, located at the crossing point of caravan routes
coming from southern Arabia.

Midianites occupied the Northern part of the Hijaz, the al-Hisma pla-
teau, stretching from the Red Sea to the West and the present border of
Jordan to the North. The typical ‘Midianite’ painted pottery is found in
large quantities in the major north-Arabian urban sites of Quranya and
Teima, and other smaller sites in the same area, but also (as imports) in the
Edomite area of Timna and Tell el-Kheleifeh, and in the Negev (Tel
Masos) and beyond. This occurrence in stratified contexts ensures a dating
in the thirteenth—twelfth century (not ruling out an extension into the
early centuries of the first millennium). From their centre in the northern
Hijaz, the Midianites turned towards Palestine on frequent occasions,
since their main occupation, apart from the caravan trade, consisted in
extensive livestock stealing, enabled by their mobility and speed (through
the use of dromedaries). In this way, they could easily operate well inside
Cisjordan and then escape safely. As the beginning of Gideon’s story runs:

Because of Midian the Israelites provided for themselves hiding places in
the mountains, caves and strongholds. For whenever the Israelites put in
seed, the Midianites and the Amalekites and the people of the East would
come up against them. They would encamp against them and destroy the
produce of the land, as far as the neighborhood of Gaza, and leave no suste-
nance in Israel, and no sheep or ox or donkey. For they and their livestock
would come up, and they would even bring their tents, as thick as locusts;
neither they nor their camels could be counted; so they wasted the land as
they came in (Judg. 6.2-5).

Finally, the Amalekites settled more permanently in southern Cisjordan,
occupying the Negev: the first phase of Iron Age I sites in the valley of
Beer-sheba (Tel Masos I1IB and Beer-sheba IX) is probably to be assigned
to them. They controlled the transverse caravan route from Edom to Gaza,
the short and final, but strategically crucial, stage of the ‘Mediterranean’
branch of the major caravan route from southern Arabia; they also made
raids in the central highlands to steal cattle and crops, activity that led to
sharp conflicts with Israelite tribes (see §4.4-5).

Information on the Ishmaelites and Midianites is given in biblical texts
of quite late redaction, coinciding with their peak in the seventh to sixth
centuries — a development documented in both Assyrian and Babylonian
texts and from the scanty information obtained from archaeology in Saudi
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Figure 20. Palestine in a larger context: distribution of ‘ethnic states’ in Iron Age I
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Arabia, an area still inaccessible to scientific research. But the archaeologi-
cal data on the emergence of North-Arabian tribes in the early Iron Age
(Midianites and Amalekites) confirms the basic accuracy of this picture.

The opening of caravan routes and the use of camels widened — a great
deal — the horizon of exploitation of new territories during the Iron Age,
in comparison with the restricted world of the Late Bronze Age. But, on
the other hand, the network of diplomatic relations — exchanges of gifts,
dynastic marriages, messengers and traders, soldiers and administrators —
that had brought Palestine to the centre of the intensive exchange between
the big powers of the time (Egypt, Hatti, Mitanni, Assyria, Babylon) had
collapsed. In the new age, Egypt maintained some formal claims to control,
but without being able to translate them into concrete action. In the
North, once the Hittite rule collapsed, we must wait until the emergence of
the Assyrian empire before we have again another external power able to
assume the control of this part of the Near East. Already around 1100
Tiglath-Pileser I showed the Assyrian interest in the Levant, but it was
limited to the Phoenician costal towns, without any consequences for the
kingdoms of the hinterland. The picture remains the same in the time of
Ashurnasirpal II, in the middle of the ninth century.

This state of affairs means that from 1150 to 850 all of the Levant had
the opportunity to develop its internal political dynamics with no outside
interference. This development spread progressively and consistently
throughout the entire Syro-Palestinian strip; but the capacity for con-
solidation seems to have been greater in the north than in the south, and
on the coast than inland. The area occupied by the Israelite tribes, located
as it was inland and in the far South, could not attain to any miraculous
priority.

2. The Central Highlands and the Role of Jerusalem and Shechem

We have already seen (§§1.3, 3.1) how the central highlands, because of
their geographical configuration, did not contain a large number of city-
states, but were clustered around only two palace cities: Shechem to the
north, and Jerusalem to the south. In the territory of those two cities oc-
curred the earliest and most intense settlement by the new tribal elements
of the beginning of the Iron Age. In this formative phase, corresponding to
the archaeological picture of final phase of Iron Age I (with its oval shaped
villages and pillared houses), the modest size of the two cities, compared
with a powerful increase in the tribal element, must have given rise to the
special relationship that has been labelled a ‘dimorphic state’ (i.e. combin-
ing urban and tribal features).
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The control of the two royal palaces over their relatively wide territory
cannot be comparable to that exercised by the city-states in the plains.
Under the pressure of the tribal element, the situation gradually changed
from a more or less effective control of the whole territory by the royal
palace, through a phase of uncertain control and a growing political auton-
omy of the tribal element, to a predominance of the tribal groups over the
old palaces, finally absorbed into a new political formation. It is a process
of internal evolution, quite different from the one that took place on the
plains, where small but compact city-states clashed with substantially extra-
neous tribal elements.

Already in the fourteenth century, at the time of the Amarna archives,
Shechem and Jerusalem — as compared with the ‘normal’ and relatively
small city-states of the plains — had demonstrated a clear tendency to
enlargement, and a privileged connection with sabiru elements:

Moreover, Lab’ayu (king of Shechem), who used to take our towns, is dead,
but now another Lab’ayu is Abdi-Heba (king of Jerusalem), and he seizes
our towns (LA 27 = EA 280.30-35, from the king of Gath).

Are we to act like Lab’ayu when he was giving the land of Shechem to the
enemy (habiru)? (LA 37 = EA 289.23-24, from Abdi-Heba).

The two sons of Lab’ayu have indeed given their money to the habiru and
to the Suteans in order to wage war against me (LA 94 = EA 246.rev 5-10,
from Megiddo).

The transitional phase is the most interesting, though very difficult to
reconstruct. There are two contemporaneous but different points of view
(and, eventually, historical traditions) about it. From the point of view of
the city-states, there was the increasing turbulence of the pastoral element
and a growing difficulty in controlling the territory. From the point of view
of pastoral groups, there was the sense of a deeper political consciousness,
of the development of autonomous power structures, with the palace city
fading into the background, until completely absorbed into the new reality.
It should also be noted that the stories of Shechem and Jerusalem were
probably different: Jerusalem developed through opposition and violent
annexation, while in Shechem a gradual assimilation took place.

We know the point of view of Jerusalem only from the Amarna archives,
when the town controlled in theory a quite broad territory, but was already
having to cope with the turbulence of the habiru and pastoral groups. By
the eleventh—tenth centuries the city had to concede the formation of
Saul’s kingdom in the northern part of its territory (§4.4) and of David’s
at Hebron, in the southern part (§4.5). On the other side, the tribal point of
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view, as it emerges in biblical traditions, apparently narrates the story of
the two new Israelite kingdoms (of Saul and David), completely ignoring
the fact that they insisted on the very territory of Jerusalem. At the end of
the process, Jerusalem controlled only a very small section of that territory
— between Bethlehem (already part of Judah) and Gibeah (already in Ben-
jamin), no more than 10 km. The extraneousness of Jerusalem from the
new tribal formations is marked by the ethnonym ‘Jebusite’ referring to its
inhabitants, while the final annexation is narrated as a conquest — sudden
and violent — by David, who turned it into his own capital.

The case of Shechem is different: tradition presents it as a process of
gradual assimilation — confirmed archaeologically by the continuity be-
tween the flourishing fourteenth century (stratum XIII) and the more
modest thirteenth century (stratum XII) city, to the ‘proto-Israelite’ settle-
ment of Iron Age I (stratum XI). The story of the Shechem and Jacob
group oath (Genesis 34) already sets it in the ‘patriarchal’ age, that is, in a
remote and founding past, beyond historical time. The narrative, however,
focuses clearly on problems of religious and racial assimilation, which are
completely anachronistic before the post-exilic period. The seizure of
power by the Ephraimite clan, under the leadership of Abimelech, is located
in the age of the ‘Judges’. Abimelech proposes (or imposes) a change from
the protection of the pastoral group over the city to his formal recognition
as king (Judg. 9.1-6). This narrative, as we have it, is strongly influenced
by pro- and anti-monarchic polemics (expressed by Jotham’s fable, Judg.
9.7-15; see §16.2) and above all by a violent anti-assimilation and anti-
Samaritan ideology that betrays the exilic age (see §13.6), in the form of the
tragic and cruel destiny reserved for Shechemites both in Jacob’s and in
Abimelech’s time. The truth is probably that the city evolved during the
eleventh—tenth centuries: it changed its status from a Canaanite-type
palace town to the centre of a tribal formation.

Itis impossible to suggest a precise chronological date of the Abimelech
episode: we could follow the traditional eleventh century one, but just as
well imagine that his kingdom was more or less contemporary with those
of Saul and David, since the three had almost no geopolitical overlap. The
memory of an intertribal role played by Shechem, placed as it was between
a central-southern formation (Ephraim-Benjamin and the kingdom of
Saul, Judah and the kingdom of David) and the central-northern tribes
(Manasseh and the Galilee tribes) could have survived in the tradition of a
pan-Israelite assembly (ascribed to Joshua at the end of the ‘conquest’,
Joshua 24): but certainly the details of such assembly, its pan-Israelite
character, and the contents of the oath stipulated there are clearly late.
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3. The North: The Plain of Megiddo and Galilee

In the north, the situation is initially complex, lacking the clear distinction
between coastal plain and central highlands characteristic of the central
southern region. The plains, occupied by a dense network of Canaanite
city-states (with an Egyptian, and later a Philistine presence), spread from
the coast inwards, along the Jezreel plain (with Megiddo as the main cen-
tre), the central Jordan valley and the basin of the lake of Galilee (domi-
nated by the city of Hazor). Phoenician presence (indicated by the typical
bichrome pottery) is firmly embedded on the coast south of Tyre and in
the bay of Acco (Tell Abu Hawam, Akzib, Tell Keisan), but also penetrates
into the hinterland of Galilee.

Different pastoral tribes gravitate around these urban centres: Manas-
seh to the south of the Megiddo plain, and the Galilean tribes of Asher,
Zebulon and Naphtali to its north. Manasseh, cut off by Shechem from the
nucleus of political developments in Ephraim-Benjamin, turned north-
wards and established relations with the Galilean tribes, in a series of epi-
sodes that the Biblical chronology dates to the age of the conquest and the
Judges.

The first episode is the clash in Merom between the city of Hazor (‘the
head of all those kingdoms’, Josh. 11.10) and other towns in the area,
against the tribal league led by Joshua (Josh. 11.1-14). The pan-Israelite
character of the clash and the rigid application of the rules of holy war
(the killing of all enemies) point to a late redaction of the account. More-
over, the chief characters, Joshua and Jabin king of Hazor (protagonist in
the following episode) are artificially duplicated, with the aim of giving
Joshua the credit for completing the conquest in the north.

The second battle is historically more plausible. It is located in Ta’anak
near Megiddo, where the tribal forces of Galilee (Zebulon, Issachar and
Naphtali) and of the central region (Machir/Manasseh, Ephraim and Ben-
jamin), led by Barak and incited by the prophetess Deborah, come down
from the mountains to face the fearsome chariots of the Canaanite cities,
under the leadership of Jabin king of Hazor and commanded by his general
Sisera. The ‘Song of Deborah’, unanimously considered one of the most
ancient texts of the Bible, is the nucleus from which the entire surrounding
narrative was built. The text is important, in depicting a tribal coalition that
included in theory ten tribes, only six of which take part in the battle, while
the other four do not participate (and are mocked because of this): Asher
and Dan because of working on the Phoenician fleet, Reuben and Gilead
because of their occupation with the summer pastures in Transjordan.



4, The Formative Process (c. 1050-930) 87

The coalition of tribes is significantly called ‘Israel’ (corresponding to
the name of the future Northern Kingdom) or ‘people of Yahweh’; but the
collective name ‘peasants’ (pérdzon) is also used, meaning people living in
open villages (pérazot) as distinct from the Canaanite cities with walls and
gates. Also mentioned are the ‘fugitives’, descending from the mountains
(where they had found refuge) to fight against the ‘nobles’, with a clear allu-
sion to socioeconomic conflicts and the situation of the fabiru, one that
endowed the victory with the sense of an ‘act of justice”:

There they celebrate the acts of justice (sidgdt) of Yahweh
the justice of his peasants (pérazoné Masoretic pirzond) in Israel,
Then the people of Israel went down against the city gates...

when the fugitive (Sarid) came down against the nobles;
the people of Yahweh came down against the mighty ones. (Judg. 5.11-13:
author’s translation).

The battle, which can be dated around the eleventh century, was proba-
bly critical to the collapse of the Canaanite city-state system in the north.
Indeed, the situation later appears radically different: on the one side,
incursions of nomadic camel drivers; on the other side, the consolidation
of the Philistine occupation.

The incursions of nomad camel drivers (Midianites) are consistent with
a context of sociopolitical collapse, causing people to live in caves. The
response comes from a coalition (similar to the previous one, but smaller)
of Galilean tribes (Asher, Zebulon, Naphtali) together with Manasseh. From
this last tribe comes the leader, Gideon, whose clan gravitates around
Shechem. We are now at the beginning of the tenth century. The topogra-
phy is quite precise and reliable (from the clash in the Jezreel plain to the
chase in Gilead), circumscribed by the late involvement of Ephraim and
the hostility of the towns beyond the Jordan (Sukkot and Penuel), and later
(clumsily) widened so as to become pan-Israelite, through small textual
alterations, like the addition of Amalekites and some totalizing glosses.

On the other side, the power vacuum left by the collapse of Hazor, the
Midianite incursions and the inability of the Galilean tribes to create a
more compact structure (in some cases because of their subordination
to Phoenician and Cananean cities, see §3.1) created the conditions for
Philistine penetration all along the Jezreel plain to Beth-Shean. Immedi-
ately afterwards, at the time of Saul, they play the same role of opposition
to political consolidation of the tribes played earlier by Hazor and the
other Canaanite city-states. The agro-urban ‘corridor’ of the Jezreel plain,
not strong enough to form a political entity like the Philistine cities, was
nevertheless a sufficient obstacle (throughout the tenth century, but per-
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haps even later) to a union between Manasseh and Galilee, thus preventing
a coalition of northern tribes similar to that of the central and southern
ones.

4. The Centre: The ‘Charismatic’ Kingdom of Saul

In the border area between the old city-states of Jerusalem and Shechem,
the first kingdom that the biblical tradition considers properly ‘Israelite’
takes shape: the kingdom of Saul and of his short line. According to the
indirect chronological connections between Saul and other characters and
events relating to him, we are around the year 1000; and we are in the
central highlands, in the territory of Ephraim and Benjamin. Here we find
the highest concentration of ‘proto-Israelite’ villages of the mature phase,
and we can identify some reliable information, though presented in the
book of Samuel in a clearly late and artificial pan-Israelite context, with
negative political and moral judgements emanating from various later
periods that are not easy to pin down precisely. These later embellishments
are not too difficult to remove, so as to extract some factual information
about the kingdom of Saul: and the result is in fact entirely compatible with
the character of the ‘formative’ phase.

First of all — once we have removed all the late generalizations such as
‘all Israel’, ‘from Dan to Beer-sheba’ and such — the geographical horizon
of the kingdom appears limited to the territory of Ephraim and Benjamin,
where all the places with an institutional role or any other relevance in the
story of Saul are to be found. The ceremonial centres are all in the territory
of Ephraim, where the ‘prophet’ Samuel also comes from: Shiloh (where
the ark of Yahweh Sebaoth is located), Bethel (the major sanctuary of the
region), Gilgal (where Saul is acclaimed king). The political centres are
in Benjamin, from where the king originates: Mizpah (where the popular
assembly gathers), Gibeah (Saul’s home town), Ramah (where Samuel
lives), and Michmash (the battlefield). The two tribes of Ephraim and
Benjamin form a small political unit, bipartite and complementary: Ephraim
is in the north, the cultic centre; Benjamin in the south (as its name indi-
cates: ‘son of the right hand’, i.e. of the south) and the political-military
centre. Because of semantic polarity, the Benjaminites, ‘sons of the right
hand’, are described in the biblical narrative as left-handed (the famous
left-handed archers) and ‘sinister”: fierce and arrogant, rebel and hostile,
disrespectful of cultic rules.

What we know of the administration of the kingdom of Saul corre-
sponds to this geographically limited horizon and to a charismatic leader-
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ship. The army (1 Sam. 13.1-2) comprises 2,000 men from Ephraim and
1,000 from Benjamin. The court has a family quality (cousin Abner, son
Jonathan) and serves a military function; the king himself is handsome and
tall, strong and proud, and crowned to lead the people in war. There is no
trace of any fiscal or administrative system. It is more a chiefdom than a
kingdom; and in fact Saul is called ‘chief’ (ndgid) more often than ‘king’
(melek). The archaeological picture is consistent with this. Shiloh and Miz-
pah are in fact occupied at this time, but quite modest in size: Shiloh is
little more than a hectare, well built and yielding typical ‘collared-rim’
ware; Mizpah (Tell en-Nasbeh 4) is more than two hectares, but still lacks
the imposing walls it has in Iron Age II. Gibeah (Tell el-Ful II) has a square
fortress, perhaps part of a fortified complex covering almost all of the tell:
but it is still doubtful whether this was built by Saul or rather by the
Philistines (see below, on the nésib).

To the north of this little kingdom of Saul, beyond the city-state of She-
chem, lies the tribe of Manasseh; to the south, beyond the city-state of
Jerusalem, the tribe of Judah. With both these neighbours the kingdom of
Saul has a quite ambiguous relationship. There is trace of some family
relationship and intertribal collaboration in the shape of interventions by
Saul in the Negev, against Amalekite nomads, and in the valley of Bet-
Shean against Philistine penetration. But there are also tensions and vio-
lent contrasts, connected with the ‘sinister’ character of the Benjaminites.
The saga of the war between Benjamin and the other tribes (Judges 19)
may be related to the story of the kingdom of Saul, since the scenery is
the same, and the role of Jabesh-Gilead in both is especially indicative.

The eastern and western neighbours are, by contrast, clearly ‘other’
strangers with whom conflict is perennial and bitter. To the east, beyond
the Jordan, lies the ethnic-tribal state of the Ammonites, probably under-
going a process of political consolidation similar to that of Ephraim-
Benjamin. Clashes with the Ammonites do not take place on the immedi-
ate border, but slightly to the north, at the river crossing of Jabesh-Gilead,
a place at the centre of Saul’s interests: the king wants to established privi-
leged relations (of protection), so as to secure a bridgehead to the pastures
of Gilead and the Transjordanian caravan routes.

The western neighbours, the Philistines, are a major obstacle to the
political consolidation of the new little state in the central highlands. Heirs
of the politics of Canaanite city-states (since Jerusalem and Shechem are
unable to play this role), the Philistines aimed at political and fiscal control
over the country and the tribal territories. This control was already in
effect when Saul assumed the leadership of the two tribes. Aslong as these
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Figure 21. The kingdom of Saul

tribes fought the Ammonites or Amalekites, the Philistines probably pre-
ferred not to intervene. But the ‘bringing down’ of the Philistine nésib in
Gibeah (Saul’s residence) was a signal of rebellion: if this term refers to a
stela, the rebellion was a symbolic act of insubordination; if it indicates
a governor, it was a concrete political act (1 Sam. 1.3-4 calls the rebels
‘Hebrews’ in the sense of sabiru). The first clashes against the Philistines
took place on the border (from Beth-Horon to Beth-Shemesh), and Saul
won some unexpected victories. Then the scene moves north: after the
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power vacuum that followed the collapse of Megiddo and Hazor under
pressure from Galilean tribes, the Philistines had the opportunity to take
control of the Jezreel plain with its agricultural resources and its strategic
position between the coast and the Jordan valley. Saul tried to oppose
them, maybe concerned for his bridgehead at Jabesh, but was defeated in
the battle of Gilboa, where he died.

His son Ishbaal (a Baalistic name, like Saul’s nephew Meribbaal) suc-
ceeded him for a few years, under the guidance of Abner, and he reigned
not only over Ephraim and Benjamin, but also Gilead (according to 2 Sam.
2.8-10), in a climate of uncertain alliances and open treachery. After the
(violent) death of both Abner (2 Sam. 3.26-32) and Ishbaal (2 Sam. 4.5-8),
the ‘elders of Israel’ — and here we can only take it to mean ‘of the kingdom
of Saul and Ishbaal’, that is, only Ephraim and Benjamin! — decided to join
the new state formation that had been established (parallel with the king-
dom of Saul) to the south, in the territory of the tribe of Judah, through
the activities of David. Here ends the short but significant political adven-
ture of the two central tribes.

The story will be used in different times and ways. First of all, it will be
given an exaggerated, pan-Israelite, horizon and put into a chronological
sequence with the kingdom of David (which was rather contemporane-
ous), so as to form the first two steps of a unitary history of the people of
Israel. This revision is limited to a few generalizing additions. Secondly, a
debate about merits and faults of kingship, clearly post-exilic (as we will
see in §16.2), will be added. Thirdly, the difficult relations (both institu-
tional and personal) with David and the rising kingdom of Judah created a
general anti-Benjaminite attitude, maybe already widespread but exacer-
bated when the little tribe of Benjamin assumed a central role, and Saul
was specifically ‘criminalized’, changed from a charismatic leader into an
impious madman. Saul celebrates sacrifices personally instead of through
the priest Samuel (1 Sam. 13.7-15), does not punish the breaking of vows
(1 Sam. 14.24-35), and consults a necromancer (1 Samuel 28). This denigra-
tion may have begun already in the time immediately following the events,
in order to give more prestige to David. It should be noted that Saul’s court
was unable to transmit any propagandistic or historiographical version of
events to rival that of David. But later on his denigration was reread in
the light of the relationship between monarchy and priesthood (the only
legitimate interpreter of God’s will), in a period when this relationship was
the subject of violent disagreement.
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Figure 22. The kingdom of David

5. The South: The Kingdom of David between Reality and Utopia

While in the territory of Ephraim-Benjamin a new kingdom was rising, a
similar process was taking place in Judah, south of the city-state of Jeru-
salem. This process is tied to the character of David. Just a little larger than
Saul’s kingdom, the kingdom of David eventually acquired much greater
relevance. Consequently, the material on it underwent a long process of
much deeper revision and integration, that exceeds by a long way the sparse
reliable information.
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The story of the gradual ascent of David also takes place in a restricted
area, within Judah: he comes from Bethlehem, where the ‘house of his
father’ is (1 Samuel 16); he goes to Socho to fight against Philistines on
behalf of Saul (1 Samuel 17); then to Keilah, where he orchestrates a
rebellion against the Philistine presence (1 Samuel 23); finally in Ziklag
he wins his first possession, granted him by the Philistines so as to sepa-
rate it from the hegemony of Saul (1 Sam. 27.1-7; Ziklag is identified with
Tel Sera’; stratum VIII, with its Philistine pottery and pillared houses,
corresponds to the time of David). Throughout this phase, David behaves
as the leader of an armed band, including all the members of his own clan
and several stragglers (‘Hebrews’ in the sense of habiru):

David left there and escaped to the cave of Adullam; when his brothers and
all his father’s house heard of it, they went down there to him. Everyone
who was in distress, and everyone who was in debt, and everyone who was
discontented gathered to him; and he became captain over them. Those
who were with him numbered about four hundred (1 Sam. 22.1-2).

The ‘ringleader’ David had an ambiguous relationship with the Philistines,
who nominally ruled the area: this was partly one of subordination and
collaboration (he could have taken part in the battle of Gilboa on the
Philistine side, if they had fully trusted him, 1 Samuel 29), but partly
hostile, later culminating in open rebellion. With the ‘tribal’ population of
Judah, David applies the typical policy of a brigand chief: he demands
money in return for protection (1 Sam. 25.4-8) and then distributes part
of the booty from robberies committed against the ‘foreign” Amalekites
(1 Sam. 30.26-31).

David’s activities, confined to the territory of Judah, culminate (after the
defeat and death of Saul in Gilboa) in his election as ‘king of Judah’ in
Hebron, which was then the main centre of the area (2 Sam. 2.1-4). His
reign in Hebron is marked by clashes with the adjoining ‘kingdom of Israel’,
that is, the kingdom of Ishbaal, successor of Saul. These are in fact inter-
tribal clashes (between tribes knowing each other and somehow related),
conducted more through duels and ceremonial challenges (2 Sam. 2.14-16)
than pitched battles, and interspersed with personal plots aiming, most of
all, to separate Ishbaal from the powerful Abner (2 Sam. 3.12-21).

Then follows a period when David becomes ‘king of Judah and Israel’,
beginning with two episodes. The first takes place on the death of Ishbaal,
when the elders of Israel invite David to rule their territory as well (2 Sam.
5.1-3). Despite the late ‘pan-Israelite’ disguise, these are most probably the
elders of Saul’s kingdom, so that the united kingdom could only comprise
the three tribes of Judah, Ephraim and Benjamin. The second episode is
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the conquest (through a clever action of courage, 2 Sam. 5.6-10) of Jerusa-
lem, a city already surrounded by tribal territory, and considered ‘Canaan-
ite’, or more specifically ‘Jebusite’.

We have no significant archaeological remains of the Jerusalem of the
time of David; the so-called ‘terraced building’ on the eastern slopes of
the Ophel may well be dated to the tenth century. David ‘imported’ from
Hebron to Jerusalem the cult of Yahweh, which was added to the cults of
local deities: it is noteworthy that his sons born in Hebron have Yahwistic
names, while those born in Jerusalem bear names formed with the divine
name Shalom (Absalom and Shelomo/Solomon), an element in the name
of the city also. Another characteristic divine name is Zedek, which appears
already in the names Melchizedek in the Abraham story (Gen. 14.18) and
Adonizedek, in the story of Joshua (Josh. 10.3). Of the two priests of
David, Zadok is clearly connected with local cults, while Abiathar, who
survived the slaughter at Nob committed by Saul (1 Sam. 22.20), is evi-
dently Yahwistic.

Among the settlements in the Judean highlands, Khirbet Dawara repre-
sents the fortified type of the period. In line with the biblical narrative, it is
common to attribute to David destructions such as Megiddo VI A, the
annexation of sites beyond the territory of Judah, and in particular, an
expansion towards the sea, along the Wadi Yarkon, to Tel Qasile IX (X is
Philistine), Jarisha, Aphek (X 8), Tel Batash (IV), Bet-Shemesh (II a); or
even settlements (much larger than the Amalekite) in the Negev (Beer-
sheba V and VII, Tel Masos II). Those attributions, typical of ‘biblical
archaeology, must be carefully evaluated, but it cannot be ruled out that
the picture we get in the Yarkon and the Negev is in fact related to the
creation of David’s kingdom.

This Davidic kingdom now covers all the central and southern high-
lands, but it remains nevertheless a small political entity under Philistine
hegemony. The inclusion of Jerusalem (with its royal palace and its modest
‘Canaanite’ bureaucracy) indicates the earliest administrative organiza-
tion, previously absent in both the kingdom of Hebron and that of Saul:
there is a mention (2 Sam. 8.15-18) of a chief of the army and a chief
of the personal royal guard, a herald and a secretary (his personal name
is the Egyptian word for ‘scribe’: a similar misunderstanding is already
evident in LA 4 = EA 316), and two palace priests. There is also a list
(2 Sam. 23.8-39) of 30 members of the king’s personal guard, which appears
a reliable one, since it is not a pan-Israelite unit, but formed by Judeans
and foreign mercenaries.
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On the international level, David inherited the previous situation, with
the two ‘hot’ fronts to the east and west. On the eastern front, in addition
to the traditional enemies (Ammonites) there were the Arameans of Soba
(2 Samuel 8), the third contestant for the control of the land of Gilead, a
strategically crucial segment of the Transjordanian caravan route. The late
and triumphal reinterpretations of those wars (‘everywhere he went...”) do
not override the impression of conflicts with alternating results, without
any real conclusion, probably reshaped in the light of Aramean wars of two
centuries later. The same is true for the wars against the Philistines, who
remained the hegemonic power over Palestine as a whole. If we cannot
accept that the kingdom of David expanded firmly in Gilead (Mahanaim is
more a foreign place of refuge for Ishbaal and then for Absalom, 2 Samuel
17-18), we have even less reason to believe that it ever included the central
and northern highlands and Galilee. That David takes wives from Jezreel
and Geshur is easily explained by the normal procedure of marriage ex-
changes between neighbouring kingdoms. To the extreme south, it is
probable that Negev remained outside (with a sort of chiefdom centred on
Tel Masos II) as well as hostile (as demonstrated by the conflicts with
Amalekites).

Even within the territory that David controlled, there is plenty of rebel-
lion and outbursts of tribal autonomy, especially from the Benjaminites
(‘every man to his tents, O Israel’” 2 Sam. 20.1), sometimes in connection
with personal ambition and court feuding over the succession. Large parts
of the biblical narrative about David deal with his rise and then the strug-
gle for the succession, both described with a novelistic flavour. We must
admit that the stories about the succession appear less reliable than those
related to the rise, because of the different genre of the narrative and its
possible sources.

As for David’s rise, clues about its origin can be found in a type of
monumental autobiography (the best example is the statue of Idrimi,
fifteenth century Syria [ANET, 557-558]), in which the new king tells his
own story in a fairy-tale manner: being the youngest of seven brothers,
persecuted, fleeing into the desert, recruiting habiru, spending ‘seven
years’ in Hebron and then ‘forty years’ of total reign, popular acclamation
and divine protection — these are all typical elements of this literary genre.
We can therefore suggest that the data derive (via a series of processes that
we cannot reconstruct) from an apologetic inscription of David himself
and contain authentic information, even if propagandistically formulated
and enriched with fairy-tale motifs.
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The long and detailed description of David’s succession to the throne
(2 Samuel 9-20; 1 Kings 1-2) is, in contrast, very suspect; in its long and
developed form it cannot be dated to the tenth century and there are no
sources from that time of a genre that could readily record information of
that kind. It is conceivable that David managed to hand over power to one
of his own sons (the last born, Solomon), so creating a real dynasty. Two
centuries later, an Aramaic royal inscription found in Tel Dan (about 840)
shows that the kingdom of Judah, as distinct from the northern kingdom,
was still called the ‘house of David’ (byt dwd).

In general, it is very hard to accept that the kingdom of David ever in-
cluded an area much further north than Shechem. It is late pan-Israelite
theories that try to add the fictional conquests of Ammon (2 Sam. 12.26-
31) and Aram (2 Sam. 8, 10.15-19), to create the image (or rather the
utopian model) of a ‘united kingdom’, including all of Transjordan and
Central Syria, but whose dimensions are incompatible with the still frag-
mented political landscape of the tenth century. The reasons why the king-
dom of David — the founder of the dynasty that built and administered
Jerusalem temple — came to be considered as the utopian model of a
perfect and united Israelite realm are perfectly clear, as we will see later on
(§16.3). But we have to recognize that the reality was very different from
such a utopia, though quite consistent with the historical conditions of the
time.

6. The Kingdom of Solomon, between Administration and Legend

The figure of Solomon (who succeeded David after a bloody power strug-
gle) is even more concealed under later rewriting that endows him with
considerable political and religious significance, ascribing to him a king-
dom even greater than ‘pan-Israelite’ and the construction of the temple.
While an uncritical acceptance of these attributions is nowadays out of
the question, two different scenarios remain possible. The first one is of
a kingdom no larger than David’s, possibly entering a power crisis. The
alternative is a still expanding kingdom that includes all the tribal territory
from the Negev to Upper Galilee.

The extent indicated by late textual interventions stretches from the
Euphrates to the ‘border of Egypt’ (1 Kings 5.1) and corresponds to the
Persian satrapy of Transeuphratene. Such an extent was never reached by
any local kingdom, but reflects a real imperial project: not simply a model
for a national unification, but rather a dream of being able to match the
great powers. By contrast, the merely pan-Israelite territory is based on a
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Figure 23. The ‘twelve districts’ of Solomon

list of the ‘twelve districts of Solomon’ (1 Kgs 4.7-19). In this list, which
excludes the territory of Judah, we find the region north of Jerusalem as far
as Hazor, including three Transjordanian districts. The number twelve is
inspired by the monthly rota for sustaining the needs of the royal palace.
The exclusion of Judah is motivated by its exemption from taxation, an
arrangement that makes sense (anachronistically) in the context of the
separation of Judah and Israel, but is not consistent with the formative
process we are considering here. There are no clues as to when (whether
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under David or Solomon) the Jerusalem dynasty extended its political and
administrative control to the north, doubling the extent of its territory.
It appears much more reasonable that a later project was attributed to
Solomon. Such a project would have been formulated at a time when the
kingdom of Judah, in a hegemonic position and exonerated from the pay-
ment of taxes, planned to extend its control to the northern territories: this
could happen only in Josiah’s time (seventh century).

In the choice between the two scenarios, the factual information in the
biblical text points toward a reduction in power (no military victories are
mentioned) and a reduction of territory in comparison with the kingdom
of David (see 1 Kgs 11.14-25 on the loss of Edom and Aram), rather than
an expansion. The daughter of the Pharaoh as a wife (1 Kgs 3.1), is not so
implausible, but the dowry consisting of the city of Gezer (1 Kgs 9.16, with
an aetiological flavour) implies a really modest extent to the kingdom of
Solomon (Gezer is only 30 km from Jerusalem!). The ‘non-factual’ infor-
mation, couched in a celebratory and generalized tone, is clearly late and
remains unsupported by any concrete data.

Archaeology enables to focus on a problem, but does not offer — at the
present stage of research — a solution accepted by all scholars. Once again
we have two different scenarios. Traditional chronology attributes to Solo-
mon the palaces of Megiddo V A- IV B and Hazor X: this view assumes
a pan-Israelite kingdom and implies the Solomonic origin of the ‘twelve
districts’, accepting the reliability of the data on the construction of ‘stables’
and palaces that we shall examine again later. But it is not easy to accept
that a small, poor city, lying in an area of scarce settlement, could rule over
akingdom that in the north included important centres such as Hazor and
Megiddo, characterized by remains of monumental architecture and indi-
cations of conspicuous wealth. If we adopt instead (as we do here) the low
chronology suggested by I. Finkelstein, who attributes to the Omrides
(885—853) the public buildings of Megiddo VA-IVB and Hazor X, nothing
monumental is left to be dated to the age of Solomon, whose kingdom
would appear modest and quite irrelevant, placed in the transition between
Iron Age I and II and consistent with the reduced scenario of his reign.

In the capital, Jerusalem, Solomon inherited an administrative structure
that under David had been noted without any emphasis. For Solomon we
have a list of functionaries (1 Kgs 4.1-6) whose titles partly correspond to
those of David (head of the army, head of the royal guard, priest, herald,
secretary) and are partly connected with new administrative structures
and building initiatives (head of the prefects of the twelve districts, head
of corvée, prefect of the palace). This administrative structure is not impos-
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sible at the time, but the mechanical correspondence between David’s and
Solomon’s functionaries, where the second list is usually made up of the
sons of the first, invites some doubt. It is possible that the list of David’s
functionaries was derived from an authentic list of the time of Solomon. It
is also possible that after a military kingdom (David’s) came an administra-
tive one (Solomon’s), with an emphasis on the corvée (1 Kgs 5.27-28,9.22)
and taxation (1 Kgs 5.2-8).

The typical qualities of kingship are concentrated in Solomon on the
doublet ‘justice’ (seddqah, also mispat judgement’) and ‘wisdom’ (hokmdh,
also binah ‘intelligence’), which he projects even further backwards to
David (1 Kgs 3.6 ‘truth, righteousness and uprightness of heart’). This
profile corresponds well with what we know of Syro-Palestinian kingship
of the time: Yehimilk of Byblos, probably mid-tenth century, defines him-
self as ‘a just king and a righteous king’ (mlk.sdgq.wmlk.ysr: SSI, 111, 6), Bar-
Rakib of Sam’al towards the middle of the eighth century indicates as his
major qualities wisdom and justice (hkmt and sdq: SSI, 11, 14 and 15) and a
little later Azatiwata of Karatepe mentions justice, wisdom and goodness of
heart (sdq, hkmt, n’m.lb: SSI, 111, 15). It is not impossible that Solomon had
used this same terminology in one of his inscriptions, saying: ‘For my wis-
dom and for my justice, and for that of my father, Yahweh made me reign’,
or something similar. The inscription, perhaps visible in the temple or in
the palace for centuries, could give rise to traditions, later enriched by
anachronistic rewriting and fairy-tale embellishment. Such rewriting is
clearly part of a late narrative genre: ‘Solomon’s judgement’ in the famous
story of the two mothers (1 Kgs 3.16-28) and ‘Solomon’s wisdom’ which
included encyclopaedic knowledge (of Babylonian origin, 1 Kgs 5.13 [EV
4.33]) and composing riddles (1 Kgs 10.1-13, again with many parallels in
ancient near Eastern narratives) can only be late.

Solomon is chiefly famous, however, for the construction of the temple
of Yahweh and the royal palace (1 Kings 6-9). Those buildings, whose
dimensions are described in the biblical text, are certainly too large for the
space available in the tiny Jerusalem that archaeology reveals to us in the
tenth century (i.e. only the ‘city of David’). As we will see (§17.2), these are
projects of the Persian age, retrojected to the time of Solomon to endow
them with the glory of an ancient foundation. But there must have been a
reason to attribute the construction of the temple and of the palace to
Solomon, rather than, as would perhaps have been more obvious, to David,
the founder of the dynasty. Here again, Syrian royal inscriptions of the
ninth century (in this case, Kilamuwa of Sam’al, SS7, I1I, 13, and most of
all Bar-Rakib, SSI, 111, 15) can help us, suggesting the existence of an
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inscription by Solomon proclaiming: ‘my father did not have a palace/
temple, but I built a palace/temple’, conveying pride emphasized by
contrast with a previous lack. On this basis the theological explanation
might have developed according to which David had been punished for
his faults (for having organized the ‘census’ or rather the military con-
scription, for having shed innocent blood) by being deemed unworthy to
build the temple of Yahweh. This theological condemnation, incidentally,
is used by ‘biblical archaeology’ to justify the fact that (in Jerusalem and
elsewhere) there are no remains of large building works that can be attrib-
uted to him. But this reasoning makes even less sense of the invisibility of
the building activity ascribed to Solomon who, according to the Bible, was
a great builder.

Solomon’s building activity, of which the construction of the temple of
Yahweh is the most famous, includes also the construction of fortifications
and stables in some cities (1 Kgs 9.15-19), both in the immediate vicinity
of Jerusalem, to guard the Philistine border (Gezer and Beth-Horon), or
much further north (Megiddo and Hazor), thus fitting the image of a pan-
Israelite kingdom. These biblical data were formerly used to interpret the
archaeological remains of city gates and ‘stables’, in Megiddo (V B), Gezer
and Hazor. Now, however, the chronology of the monumental city gates
has been lowered to the ninth century, the age of the Omride dynasty of
Samaria, and it remains uncertain whether the monumental buildings of
Megiddo V A-IV B, slightly older, can really be ascribed to Solomon.
Solomon’s reign remains, then, lacking in monumental buildings.

His commercial enterprises are also quite suspect. The maritime ven-
tures (1 Kgs 9.26-28, 10.11, 22) involving the king of Tyre, who is said to
have contributed his own experienced sailors, exhibit the literary form of a
fairy-tale and are quite implausible for a kingdom centred in the highlands.
The first settlement in Tell el-Kheleifeh (the presumed ‘Solomonic” har-
bour of Ezion-Geber) can be dated archaeologically to the eighth century.

The commercial exploits on land (albeit of a passive nature: 1 Kgs 10.1-
13), along the caravan route connecting the Yemen to Transjordan, are all
woven of fairy-tale elements (the arrival of the queen of Sheba, attracted
by the fame of Solomon’s wisdom) and historically quite implausible. This
major caravan route was in fact opened in the tenth century (see §4.1), but
the story of the visit of the queen of Sheba remains a literary construction,
incredible on a sociopolitical level (caravan routes are for traders, not for
queens) and also on the geoeconomical level: the kingdom of Solomon was
cut off from tenth-century traffic and unable to exercise any control on
the commercial route that ran from the Yemen and the Hijaz, passed
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through Transjordan and went on to Damascus, the oasis of Palmyra and
the centres of the middle Euphrates. This was rather a role that Israel tried
to assume in the time of the Omrides, with the wars against Damascus.

7. Sheshonq’s Campaign

The ‘formative’ period of the kingdoms of Judah and Israel ends with a
traumatic event: the military campaign of the Pharaoh Sheshonq [biblical
Shishak] through the whole of Palestine (about 925 BCE). This episode is
known from the inscription of the Pharaoh himself in the temple of Kar-
nak (see ANET, 242-43, 263-64), including a long list of the places trav-
ersed and conquered, or possibly destroyed, and from a short paragraph in
the book of Kings (1 Kgs 14.35-38; see 2 Chron. 12.1-12) on the tribute
paid by Rehoboam of Judah. The campaign appears there to have taken
place after the death of Solomon, with the two kingdoms of Judah and
Israel already divided. The synchronism between Egyptian and biblical
chronology, however, presents problems and some scholars suggest dating
the campaign to the final years of Solomon’s reign. The invasion is useful
for reconstructing the Palestinian context of the transition from the pre-
sumed large and united kingdom of Solomon to the divided kingdoms of
Judah (Rehoboam) and Israel (Jeroboam).

The list of place names mentioned by Sheshonq is quite long (about 180
in total) and divided into two sequences: one relates to the expedition from
Gaza to the north, through most of Cisjordan; the other one to the expe-
dition from Gaza to the east, through the Negev. This second list is very
detailed (85 names: no other ancient document gives so many toponyms
in the Negev), but quite difficult to reconstruct: we have too few points of
reference (from Yursa and Sharuhen to Arad). But it is interesting from a
typological point of view: many place names are built with the word hgr,
probably Hebrew haqér ‘ring’, in the sense of ‘(fortified) circuit’ and allude
to the typical Iron Age I settlements in the Negev, characterized by a ring
plan. The place name hqr rd rbt refers to ‘the large’ Arad (providing a
useful chronological correspondence between text and archaeology). Other
place names contain the name ‘Negev’ (and are therefore internal subdivi-
sions), plus a local or tribal name that has some equivalent in biblical
references. It is possible that the Egyptian expedition reached the gulf of
Aqaba (if $brt n gbr is the biblical ‘Ezion-Geber). At any rate, Sheshonq’s
strong interest in controlling the Negev makes no sense unless we bear in
mind the east-west communication routes between Edom and Gaza.
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Figure 24. The campaign of Sheshong

The main list (if read alternately left-right and right-left) seems to pro-
vide an itinerary from Gaza to Gezer (through territory probably still con-
sidered ‘Egyptian’), and from there towards Jerusalem, but without reaching
it, and then to the central Jordan valley (Penu’el, Mahanaim, Sukkot,
Zaphon) and to Beth-Shean, Megiddo, and, through the pass of Aruna,
south again. A final section of the list, mostly lost, was probably devoted to
the section of the return march along the ‘Philistine’ coast.

If we draw the itinerary on a map, we see that it forms a kind of large
sideways S, systematically avoiding the territories of Judah and Israel, but
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passing close to their borders. The main interest seems to be focused on
the plains (central Jordan, Jezreel, coastal plain), areas where Egypt had a
traditional control that had become quite weak, and that Sheshonq tried
to revitalize by his expedition. If this interpretation is correct, it appears
clear that the kingdoms of Judah and Israel were not only separate (al-
ready divided, according to biblical text, or never united earlier, as is also
possible) but also quite small. In particular, the kingdom of Israel was still
separated from the Galilean tribes, allowing a ‘Canaanite’ corridor to
remain between the bay of Akko and central Jordan. A fragment of a stele
of Sheshonq in Megiddo, clearly left when his army passed through, shows
how Egyptian claims on the area were still realistically pursued towards the
end of the tenth century. A fragment of a statue of Sheshonq from Byblos
and a statuette of a ‘(Pharaonic) messenger in Canaan and Palestine’ of the
same period (both coming from the antiquarian market: ANET, 263-64)
also reveal official diplomatic contacts.

Sheshonq’s campaign has been used (and still is), even too systemati-
cally, to date all the destructions of Palestinian sites ascribed, more or less,
to that period. This procedure is questionable, but it is not unlikely that
the crisis that befell the settlements in the Negev (the so-called chiefdom
of Tel Masos) was a result of the Egyptian expedition. It is also certain that
the campaign of this Libyan Pharaoh marks a strong rupture and may be
used in archaeological periodization to separate Iron Age I from Iron Age
11, as well as in historical periodization to mark the conclusion of the for-
mative age, the last burst of Egyptian presence, and a definitive coales-
cence of the Palestinian mosaic into a limited number of states, together
with the absorption of the opposition between the ‘two cultures’ that had
characterized the previous age.



Chapter 5

THE KINGDOM OF ISRAEL
(c. 930-740)

1. Uncertain Beginnings and Consolidation

After Solomon’s death, the biblical account places a ‘schism’ of the tribes
of Israel from the ‘house of David’ that took place in an assembly in
Shechem. Here, as a result of excess taxation, the rule of Solomon’s heir,
Rehoboam was rejected, and Jeroboam (formerly the official in Jerusalem
in charge of the corvée) was elected king. This story serves to link the pre-
sumed Davidic-Solomonic ‘United Kingdom’ to the later reality of the
permanent separation of two centres of political power in Jerusalem and
Shechem. It is narrated in a colourful way, with the dialogue between king
and population underscoring the opposition between tribal allegiance and
royal oppression:

‘My father made your yoke heavy, but I will add to your yoke; my father dis-
ciplined you with whips, but I will discipline you with scorpions’...

“What share do we have in David? We have no inheritance in the son of
Jesse. To your tents, O Israel! Look now to your own house, O David’ (1 Kgs
12.14, 16).

What probably happened is that the tribe of Benjamin strengthened its
ties with Jerusalem, a city on its borders, and with Judah; on the other side
Ephraim joined together Manasseh, forming a privileged relationship that
was expressed and emphasized in the tribal genealogies by providing them
with a common offspring from Joseph. The new political entity was named
Israel (that is, Jeroboam will have called himself ‘king of Israel’), using a
name linked with the central highlands since the time of Merenptah (§1.9),
and adopting the ‘patriarchal” sagas of the Jacob cycle (about a legendary
figure whose other name was just ‘Israel’, Gen. 32.29) that centred on the
Shechem and Bethel region and were linked to the tradition about the
entry of the tribes into the land from the east.
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Jeroboam’s kingdom (c. 930-910) does not seem to have spread — at
least at first — beyond the ‘house of Joseph’, with a small addition in Gilead:
he himself came from Ephraim, his capital was Tirzah (Tell el-Far‘a north,
whose stratum VIIb, with a new urban complex and three-roomed pillared
houses, is to be dated to this time); the kingdom’s most important cult
place was Bethel (1 Kgs 12.29, to which a gloss adds Dan so as to provide a
pan-Israelite dimension), the meeting place of the popular assembly was
Shechem. Jeroboam’s building activities concern Shechem and Penu’el
(which also figures in the Jacob sagas), the prophets with whom the king
deals gravitate around Shiloh, military operations take place along the
southern border (Benjamin) against Judah, and the western (Gibbethon)
against the Philistines.

However, Sheshonq’s military expedition in the fourth year of Jero-
boam, if intended to strengthen the Egyptian presence as far as the Jezreel
plain and the central Jordan valley, failed: his devastations led to the
political collapse of those areas, rendering them at the mercy of the new
political configuration of Israel and finally allowing that union between the
‘house of Joseph’ and the Galilean tribes, that intermittently extended back
to the times of Deborah and Barak.

We do not know much about Jeroboam’s successors, who succeeded by
coups and with military support: Nadab, Jeroboam’s son, reigned a couple
of years before being killed by Baasha (1 Kgs 15.25-31). Baasha reigned
24 years, but his son Elah was killed after a couple of years by Zimri (1 Kgs
15.33-16.14). Zimri and Tibni reigned only few days, before Omri suc-
ceeded them (1 Kgs 16.15-22). Baasha came from Issachar, and with him
the Galilean tribes for the first time participated in the political control of
the northern kingdom. It is very likely that after Sheshonq’s expedition the
Galilean tribes recognized in the polity centred on Shechem and Tirzah, an
effective aggregation point against external threats, and an opportunity for
taking possession of the intervening and neighbouring plains. If the tribe of
Manasseh extended north to Megiddo, Taanach and Beth-Shean, and west
to Dor and thus access to the sea (Josh. 17.11), Issachar absorbed the city
of Jezreel (Josh. 19.18), Asher Achshaph in the plain of Acco (Josh. 19.25),
and Naphtali Hazor (Josh. 19.36). The combination of the ‘two societies’ in
the north was thus achieved totally in favour of the tribal element.

After Sheshonq’s violent but short-lived intervention, the external threat
was no longer represented by Philistines and Ammonites, but now by the
Arameans, who, simultaneously with Israel, strengthened and consoli-
dated in the great kingdom of Damascus that embraced previous Aramean
formations such as the modest Geshur and the temporary Zobah, and ex-
tended as far as the Israelite territories in Galilee and Gilead. During
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Figure 25. Settlement in the highlands of Ephraim and population estimates over time:
(a) Iron I (b) Iron II (c) Persian period (d) demographic chart

Baasha’s time, Ben-Hadad (Bar-Hadad in Aramaic, and probably a dynas-
tic epithet) took advantage of internecine wars between Israel and Judah,
being summoned for help by Judah (1 Kgs 15.18-20), and invaded the far
north (Dan and Naphtali). The king of Israel suddenly had to change his
battle front to face a danger that was becoming very serious and could
dismantle the northern enlargement of Israel kingdom achieved after so
many difficulties.

The entire 50 years between Solomon and Omri (c. 925-885) was thus
characterized by the extension of the kingdom of Israel from a core corre-
sponding to the old city-state of Shechem and the ‘house of Joseph’, up to
and including the plain of Megiddo, Gilead and the Galilee. However, there
was no adequate institutional consolidation to match the geographical
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expansion. Sociopolitical fluidity, an obvious outcome of the clear superi-
ority of the tribal element over the city element, is indicated by violent royal
succession, prophetic intervention, the role of assemblies, modest building
activity, rejection of fiscal and administrative structures, and recurring
tribal loyalty (‘every man to his city?’, still echoing in 1 Kgs 22.36). The
layout of Tirzah, capital of Jeroboam and Baasha, was no more impressive
and its administration no more sophisticated than Saul’s old city of Gibeah:
villages taking on a role that remained to be filled. Right at the end of this
period, we have evidence in Tirzah of reconstruction on a more consistent
basis (Tell el-Far‘a North, VIIc), but we do not know if this is due to Baasha
or already to Omri. However, the project was interrupted, evidently by
Omri’s decision to move the capital to Samaria. The modest Megiddo VB,
the citadel of ‘En Gev 4 (with its casemate wall), and Beth-Shemesh IIb can
also be assigned to the pre-Omride period.

2. Samaria and the ‘House of Omri’

Omri’s coming to power marks a decisive change in the political-institu-
tional and economic development of the kingdom of Israel. Omri reigned
about ten years (885-874) and his son Ahab about 20 (974—853). This
solid dynasty then came to be known by the name ‘Omri’s house’, which
the Assyrians used to designate Israel. The 30 years of Israelite stability
and growth was not an isolated achievement, but is consistent with the
Levantine area as a whole. Over the same period the Aramean kingdoms
of Damascus and Hamath also consolidated and their size and power
increased; an united kingdom of Tyre and Sidon was formed, and the
kingdom of Moab was formed east of the Dead Sea. The entire Syro-
Palestinian ‘mosaic’ was thus completed, replacing the instability of the
‘formative’ period and achieving its definitive shape and size in the form of
larger political units.

The main achievement of Omri was the building of the new capital
Samaria, which the biblical text (with an obvious anti-Samaritan prejudice)
disposes of in a single verse (1 Kgs 16.24). A completely new location was
chosen for the new capital (compensating the landowner is a topos that
we find in Assyria too), north-west of Shechem, in a dominating position
along the road leading to the plain of Jezreel and the coastal plain of
Sharon, as a result of the enlargement of the kingdom. For the first time its
capital was not merely a simple (and temporary) royal residence, but a real
administrative centre, a seat of an administration, created by a specific and
ambitious building programme that the extensive archaeological excava-
tions have largely restored (see further on §5.7). In the stratigraphy of the
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Figure 26. The kingdom of Israel c. 925-800

new capital, it seems clear that after a pre-Omride phase (0) stratum L is to
be ascribed to Omri and stratum II to Ahab.

Ahab was also responsible for the enlargement of Israel’s political per-
spectives, which we will discuss below. The network of matrimonial and
commercial alliances and wars on a regional scale gave rise to (or at any
rate sharply escalated) social and religious tensions; moreover, the anti-
monarchic attitude of some of the prophets resulted in the painting of a
dark picture of a dynasty that in fact promoted the economic and cultural
evolution of the kingdom. Almost accidentally the Elijah cycle mentions
Ahab’s sensational victory over Ben-Hadad at Aphek, his subsequent policy
of far-sighted alliances, diplomatic initiatives and exchange of trading
outposts:

[The servants of Ben-Hadad] tied sackcloth around their waists, put ropes
on their heads, went to the king of Israel, and said, “Your servant Ben-hadad
says, “Please let me live”.” And he said, ‘Is he still alive? He is my brother.’
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Now the men were watching for an omen; they quickly took it up from him
and said, ‘Yes, Ben-hadad is your brother.” Then he said, ‘Go and bring him.’
So Ben-hadad came out to him; and he had him come up into the chariot.
Ben-hadad said to him, ‘I will restore the towns that my father took from
your father; and you may establish bazaars for yourself in Damascus, as my
father did in Samaria.” The king of Israel responded, ‘I will let you go on
those terms.” So he made a treaty with him and let him go (1Kgs 20.31-34).

Ahab’s policy, after his death in the battle at Ramoth-Gilead (1 Kgs 22.22-
38), was pursued by his sons Ahaziah (853-825; 1 Kgs 22.52-54) and Joram
(852-841; 2 Kgs 3.1-3), who are almost totally ignored by the author of
Kings. Joram was particularly engaged in wars in Transjordan — Moab in
the south and Gilead in the north (see §5.4) — that brought him to ruin.

3. The Dynasty of Jehu

The Omride dynasty was bloodily wiped out by Jehu, the general who
operated on behalf of, and with the support of, the king of Damascus. Jehu
personally killed Joram and ordered the death of Ahaziah of Judah, his ally
in a new war over Ramoth-Gilead (2 Kgs 9.22-29). Jehu was a military man
and led an integralist and nationalist revival against the compromises that
had characterized the religious and international policies of the Omrides.
His support for the cult of Yahweh (involving the massacre of priests of
Baal) should be linked with the support of Elisha for Damascus, and thus
to an anti-Omride and anti-Phoenician position. Like many integralists,
Jehu seems to have been driven by an implacable hatred, inducing a level
of cruelty that exceeded the normal strategies of dynastic change in the
ancient Orient: Joram was shot in the back and his body dropped in a field;
his mother, the Phoenician Jezebel, was thrown out of the window and left
to the wild dogs, and finally the whole royal family (70 ‘sons’ of Joram) was
eliminated on his orders, the heads piled up in front of the palace door
with a public claim of partnership in crime that implicated all the officials,
leaving them no time to reconsider:

“You are innocent. It was I who conspired against my master and killed him;
but who struck down all these?” (2 Kgs 10.9).

Apart from religious reasons (Yahwism against Baalism, see §5.7) there
were also different political strategies: alliance with, or rather subjection
to, the Arameans of Damascus replaced alliance with the Phoenicians of
Tyre — hence a return in the pastoral background of the ethnic states with
their tribal origins replaced the attempt at a Mediterranean orientation
(this in the period when Tyre began its substantial colonization in the
central Mediterranean).
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However Jehu’s dynasty (841-814), carried on by his son Yehoahaz
(814-798; 2 Kgs 13.1-9), his grandson Joash (798-783; 2 Kgs 13.10-13) and
his great-grandson Jeroboam II (783-743; 2 Kgs 14.23-29), also ensured
the stability and economic development of the country, and did not depart
from the previous policy on the regional level: alternating alliances and
wars in the north (against Damascus) and east (against Moab), hegemony
over Judah, mobilization against the first Assyrian incursions. Under Jero-
boam II Israel escaped the yoke of Damascus and regained its prestigious
position. Building activity also continued, and it is reasonable to assign
stratum III of Samaria to Jehu and IV to Jeroboam, plus a good deal of
building work in other cities (see below, §5.7).

This prosperous century for Israel and the whole Levant experienced a
crisis in 745, when Tiglath-Pileser Il ascended the Assyrian throne and a
phase of powerful Assyrian incursions began. These strongly affected
local strategies. In Israel the change is suddenly marked (purely by coinci-
dence) by the two short reigns of Zachariah and Shallum (743, each for few
months only; 2 Kgs 15.8-15), who seem to bring the country back to the
pre-Omride scene of spasmodic usurpations and coups.

4. Wars and Alliances within the Regional System

During the two dynasties of Omri and Jehu, nearly a century and half,
Israel became a relevant part of the system of alliances and wars within the
Syro-Palestinian region. The previous situation, with small states in the
central plateaux confronting Ammonites on one side and Philistines on
the other, seems over. The wars against the Philistines in the Gibbethon
region, already regarded during the pre-Omride period (in the reigns of
Nadab and Zimri; 1 Kgs 15.27, 16.15-17) as being of little concern, ceased.
The borders stabilized and the respective spheres of influence shared no
more areas of friction: Israel had access to the sea from Dor as far as
Carmel, the Philistines were continuing their penetration into the interior
by going round Judah to the south rather than Israel to the north, since the
wide plain between Megiddo and Beth-Shean was now denied them.

In Transjordan the scenery was also different now: south of the Ammon-
ites the kingdom of Moab had consolidated, and further south still the
kingdom of Edom. While Edom seems to have been a satellite first of
Judah (late detached: 2 Kgs 8.20) and then of Israel, Moab quickly became
the largest element in that mosaic. The wars between Israel and Moab are
well known, thanks to two sources: the book of Kings (2 Kgs 3.4-27) tells of
the achievements and represents the point of view of Israel (and Judah),
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while those of Moab are recorded in the large inscription of king Mesha
(881, 1, 16), which stamps the authority of a contemporary epigraphic
source on the events in question.

Nevertheless the scenery, as already noted, has widened. Ahab married
a daughter of Ittobaal (Ethbaal), king of Tyre, the famous Jezebel (1 Kgs
16.31), forming an alliance that must have provided useful access to trade
and to crafts. The Phoenician presence was firmly established in the bay
of Acco, and is documented in sites like Tell Abu Hawam and Tell Keisan,
as well as the fortress (and commercial store) of Horvat Rosh Zayit in
Lower Galilee. Surprisingly, the technical support of Tyre is not mentioned
in Ahaziah’s offer to join Jehoshaphat in Judah’s business ventures in the
Red Sea (1 Kgs 22.48-50): the stories of Hiram and Solomon would fit
more plausibly here, but their removal to the ‘united kingdom’ scenario
has probably helped to confuse our information about the ninth century.

Ahab enjoyed a fluctuating relationship with his northern neighbour,
Damascus: military battles sometimes favourable to one side, sometimes
to the other, then treaties for the mutual opening of markets in Damas-
cus and Samaria (1 Kings 20). The battles focused on Ramoth-Gilead,
which lay in a key position for ensuring crucial access for Israel as well to
the important Transjordan caravan route exclusively controlled by Moab
in the south and by the Arameans in the north. Ahab and Joram fought in
Ramoth where, directly or indirectly, they met their deaths. The reports
thatin Jehu’s time Hazael, king of Damascus, totally excluded Israel from
Transjordan (2 Kgs 10.32-33), and then that in Jeroboam’s time those
territories were all regained (2 Kgs 14.25), sketch the general picture.
However, much of the information about these wars — reported in the
prophetic sagas of Elijah and Elisha — displays a novelistic quality with a
‘king of Israel’ and a ‘king of Damascus’ as anonymous characters, the
miraculous intervention of the prophets, and sieges and famines against
whose historicity there are strong objections.

Also on the broader scale, in the face of the first threats of the Assyrian
incursion, Samaria and Damascus changed their policy several times. First
they thought it was advantageous to set aside their rivalry so as to join
forces in the battle of Qarqar (853) — which Shalmaneser III claims he
won (RIMA, 111, 23), but where Ahab and Hadadezer could have (rightly)
claimed they were not defeated. This military engagement shows the ratios
between the forces of Damascus, Hamath and Israel: for Damascus 20,000
infantry, 1,200 chariots and 1,200 cavalrymen; for Hamath 10,000, 700 and
700 respectively; and for Israel 10,000 infantry and 2,000 chariots. Ten
years later Jehu is represented as submitting and being laid under tribute
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Figure 27. The Tel Dan inscription

on the so-called ‘Black Obelisk’ of Shalmaneser III. When Assyria re-
treated, Damascus took the upper hand in relations with Israel. In 796,
when Assyria suddenly reappeared under Adad-Nirari III, Joash of Israel
was ready to pay him tribute (RIMA, 111, 211).

In this outline of regional hegemonies, while Israel could aspire to a
prominent role, it is clear that the tiny kingdom of Judah was nothing but a
sort of Israelite vassal. In the expedition to conquer Ramoth-Gilead, Ahab
was accompanied by the king of Judah, Jehoshaphat; again, during Jehu'’s
insurrection, Joram was fighting at Ramot together with Ahaziah, king of
Judah; and in the expedition against Mesha of Moab, Joram was accompa-
nied by the kings both of Judah and Edom, clearly as his vassals.

5. The Aramean Hegemony

Among the major recent archaeological discoveries directly concerning
the history of Israel must be mentioned three fragments of an Aramaic
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royal inscription dated to the mid-ninth century, and reused in a later
construction (at the beginning of the eighth century), in Tel Dan. It is
worth quoting here the central part, which is the easiest to restore (Il. 3-10):

(When) my father fell ill and went to his [ancestors], the king of Israel
entered in front of my father’s land. But Hadad made me king, and Hadad
went in front of me, and I departed from the seven [...]s of my kingdom,
and I slew [seve]nty kin[gs], who harnessed thou[sands of cha]riots and
thousands of horses. [I killed Jeho]ram son of [Ahab] king of Israel, and I
killed [Ahaz]iahu son of [Jehoram kin]g of the House of David. And I made
[their towns into ruins and turned] their land into [desolation...].

The inscription is closely related to the account in 2 Kgs 8.28-29 (which
helps in completing the partially broken names), but it introduces new
elements. It is clear that the author of the Tel Dan inscription is Hazael of
Damascus, who after his victory would occupy the city of Dan for long
enough to erect his commemorative stele. It is also clear that Jehu'’s revolt
against Joram/Jehoram was part of the Damascus offensive, inasmuch as
Hazael boasts of having killed the kings of Israel and Judah who, according
to the books of Kings, were killed by Jehu. Jehu, put on the throne by
Hazael, or at least as a result of Hazael’s victory, began his reign as a vassal
of the king of Damascus.

Hazael’s victory was neither an isolated event nor without consequences.
From 2 Kgs 10.32-33 we know that at the time of Jehu Haza’el occupied all
Israelite territory in Transjordan (Gilead and Bashan); and from 2 Kgs
12.18 we know that he had also conquered Gath and subdued Judah. In
Shalmaneser III’s Assyrian inscriptions, starting with his eighteenth year
(RIMA, 111, 54, 60, 67), Hazael is named as the major Syrian opponent,
inheriting his father Hadadezer’s role (from the sixth to the eleventh year)
and holding out against repeated campaigns. His son Bar-Hadad (III) in
turn led the coalition that besieged Hadrach in northern Syria (SSI, 11, 5). A
Bar-Hadad appears on a stele dedicated to Melqart, god of Tyre (SSI, 11, 1),
and the ivories discovered among Assyrian booty at Arslan Tash are dedi-
cated to Hazael (SS1, 11, 2). It is clear that for 60 years (c. 845-785) Damas-
cus was the dominant power in much of Syria-Palestine, and Israel (as well
as Judah) had to submit to the role of vassal kings, which the biblical
account minimizes and, moreover, attributes to divine punishment.

Given this scenario, we can link Hazael’s intervention with archaeologi-
cal contexts both of destruction and rebuilding, documented in the north-
ern cities of Israel in the second half of the ninth century. Of course, the
flourishing of the Aramaic state is attested in the area (formerly Geshur)
around the lake of Galilee: Bet-Saida, Hadar II-I, and the fortress of En
Gev 3-2 show clear signs of prosperity. But it is also possible that Hazael
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Figure 28. Maximum extent of kingdom of Damascus under Hazael

has also left traces of building activity in the cities of northern Israel that
he held for nearly 50 years. In addition to Dan, where occupation by
Damascus is confirmed by the commemorative stele, the Aramaic occupa-
tion may have left imposing architectural traces at Megiddo (IV a), Hazor
(VI), Jezreel, and in the reoccupation of Deir ‘Alla (stratum IX) after a
century of abandonment. After the Israel of the dynasty of Omri, con-
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demned as Baalist by the prophets and later historiographers, but politi-
cally strong and culturally flourishing, came the Israel of Jehu’s dynasty,
celebrated as Yahwist but politically subdued and territorially brought to
its lowest point.

6. Policy-making and Prophecy

As in all ancient Near Eastern kingdoms, the political decision process,
which centred on the royal court and the personal responsibility of the
king, used two parallel methods to ascertain the facts, evaluate them and
plan strategy: human information and consultation, and divine informa-
tion and consultation. For the human way, the king consulted the court
officials, as experts in administration and war, for technical advice, and the
assembly as an expression of the will of the whole community. There were
two collective bodies, differentiated in the texts by age (‘elders’ and ‘young
men’): however parallels with ancient Near Eastern evidence suggest that
these were bodies of a different size. The council of elders was restricted
to few people (representing the tribal clans), while the assembly of all free
men (both young and old) was a plenary body that met at Shechem (1 Kgs
12, 20.7). If the opinion of the elders was too cautious, the king could
appeal to the general assembly which seems as if it was more easily per-
suaded. The event of 1 Kings 12 is related in detail: Rehoboam, considering
his attitude towards the northern tribes, intolerant to the taxes, is advised
by the select council of ‘elders’ to be cautious, while the plenary assembly
of the ‘people’ approves a hard line.

However, the biblical evidence is more extensive regarding the process
of divine consultation. Each king’s decision (military and civil) had to be
approved in advance by God. The scanty biblical pattern:

David inquired of Yahweh, ‘Shall I go up against the Philistines? Will you
give them into my hand?’ Yahweh said to David, ‘Go up; for I will certainly
give the Philistines into your hand’ (2 Sam. 5.19).

is no more than a simplified echo of the Assyrian procedures for consult-
ing the god Shamash:

Should Esarhaddon, king of Assyria, propose and send his officials, with
men, horses, and an army, as many as they wish, to go against Kashtaritu of
Karkashi and the troops allied with him, to wage war on the city of Kasasu?
If, having proposed and sent them, will the officials and the army of Esarhad-
don, king of Assyria, conquer that city?... Will the troops of the Medes
escape?... Will they emerge safe and sound from the district of Karkashi?
Will they attain their objective? Will they return alive to Assyria? (SAA, IV,
62).
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If Shamash’s response was favourable, the action commenced. Probably
due to later religious censorship, the mantic consultation (the most usual
in Assyria and in the ancient Orient) was omitted from the biblical texts,
or negatively described; on the contrary, great importance was attached to
the consultation of ‘prophets’ (who had a secondary role in Assyria, and a
position outside the court) as able to convey divine messages. They are
called nabi’ ‘prophet’ (etymologically probably ‘the one who proclaims’),
as the technical term for a positive and legitimate function; or hozeh
(‘diviner’), which can also be used in a pejorative sense, ‘visionary’.

We see prophets both as lone individuals, tending to be located in fringe
or distant places (1 Kgs 13.11; 19.3-8), and as groups organically linked
to the court (1 Kgs 18.20-40) or to sanctuaries (Shiloh: 1 Kgs 14.1). The
divine message could be transmitted both by the spontaneous initiative of
the prophet (particularly the lone prophets: 1 Kgs 11.31-39; 13.1-2, 21-22;
16.1-4; 19.9-18; 20.42; 21.17-19; 2 Kgs 1.3 etc.), and at the express com-
mand of the king (1 Kgs 14.5; 2 Kgs 1.29). The public and political function
of the prophets is an emerging role; their activities were also directed to
everyday and personal matters. The prophet operated as a kind of hermit
or shaman, about whom more or less credible accounts would circulate:
multiplying bread and oil (1 Kgs 17.7-15; 2 Kgs 4.1-17, 42-44), curing the
sick (2 Kings 5), raising the dead (1 Kgs 17.17-24; 2 Kgs 4.18-37), bringing
rain and ending famines (1 Kings 18). They acted in the name of, and by
order of, a god: in the accounts of the kingdom of Israel this was by order
of Yahweh or Baal, with the obvious conflict between these that later tra-
dition wishes to emphasize.

Prophets were consulted by the king on important matters of the
moment: stopping a drought, finding water during an expedition (2 Kgs
3.17-18), and whether and how to initiate a war (1 Kgs 20.22-28). Through
these persons the deity was asked about even the smallest details of mili-
tary operations: no move was carried out except with prior divine approval.
(1 Kgs 22.5-28). For greater assurance, the king could simultaneously
consult different prophets or groups of prophets: this was a procedure well
attested in contemporary Assyria, and the book of the Kings focuses on
opposition between prophets of Yahweh and Baal (as in the grand scene on
Carmel, 1 Kgs 18.20-40). In fact the king could be wary of obtaining invalid
assurances, especially given the tendency of those prophets dependent on
the court to offer the most positive and encouraging messages possible,
omitting risky or negative aspects.

It is clear that the activity of prophets carried a strong political influ-
ence: in the name of the god they could encourage the king (or else retain
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him) in his military activities, but they also could freely reprimand him for
improper behaviour (whether public or private), intensify religious and
social conflict, and even influence the choice of successor to the throne or
incite a coup d’état (as in the case of Jehu).

There is scant mention of prophets before the beginning of the period
in question: the tale of the anonymous prophet who curses the altar of
Bethel is an obvious creation of the post-Josianic period (1 Kgs 13.2) since
it is entirely motivated by the centralization of the cult in Jerusalem (cf.
§8.5). However Ahijah of Shiloh, who operates in Jeroboam I’s time (1 Kgs
14.1-18), and Jehu ben Hanani, under Baasha (1 Kgs 16.1), though filtered
through Deuteronomist ideology, seem historically reliable; the same holds
good for the Judean prophet Micaiah (bearing the same name as the more
famous prophet of Hezekiah’s day) whom Jehoshaphat involved in the
wars against Ahab at Ramoth (1 Kgs 22.8-28). These are all Yahwistic
prophets, and it is striking when a sick king turns to a ‘lay’ doctor, or to
Baal-zebul, god of the Philistine city of Ekron, instead of Yahweh:

‘Is it because there is no God in Israel that you are going to inquire of Baal-
zebub, the god of Ekron? Now therefore thus says Yahweh, “You shall not
leave the bed to which you have gone, but you shall surely die” ’ (2 Kgs 1.3-4).

However, it is difficult to determine how much this scandal in the eyes of
the author of the Elijah cycle, or of the Deuteronomist, was seen as such at
the time.

But then we have a wealth of stories about ‘life, death and miracles’ of
two prophets whose activity is placed at the time of the Omrides, in the
context of the wars against Damascus: Elijah, who originally came from
Tishbe in Gilead (see esp. 1 Kings 17—19), and Elisha his successor at the
head of a ‘brotherhood’ of 50 prophets (2 Kings 2—8). Their stories are
filled with miracles and healings, culminating in Elijah’s ascent to heaven
(2 Kgs 2.1-13), bearing the hallmarks of a popular genre that is difficult to
date with any precision, and which will re-emerge (even down to details)
around the figure of Jesus many centuries later.

The Elisha cycle also raises the question of prophetic legitimization of
the Aramean domain — a legitimization that obviously will eventually be
censored. It is a fact that Jehu, whom we know was Hazael’s agent, was
inspired by Elisha’s prophecies to usurp the throne (2 Kgs 9.1-10), while
we also know that the prophet shared responsibility for the long and diffi-
cult siege of Samaria by Ben Hadad (2 Kgs 6.31), had close contacts with
Damascus (2 Kings 5) and prompted Hazael’s own usurpation (2 Kgs 8.7-
15). Another possible indication of prophetic legitimization of the events
in Damascus are the texts from Deir ‘Alla (stratum IX) relating to Balaam,
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the ambivalent Aramean prophet (he originally came from Pitru on the
river Euphrates) whom the king of Moab wanted to force to prophesy
against Israel, but whom Yahweh forced to prophesy in favour (Numbers
22-24). But it is not easy to explain through which channels and for what
reasons these prophecies (perhaps composed in the context of the wars
between Aram and Israel for control of Moab) came to be inscribed on
plaster at Deir ‘Alla during the Aramean occupation.

Finally, we have the first prophetic book, that of Amos, who was Judean
(originally from Tekoa, south of Bethlehem) but who prophesied at Bethel
in the time of Jeroboam II. Amos prophesied Israel’s decline, following
what was already occurring to the Syrian kingdoms subjected to Assyrian
aggression, and he probably added revisions ex eventu after the violent
campaigns of Tiglath-Pileser III. Amos identifies two reasons for the immi-
nent decline: on one hand, the non-Yahwistic cults prevailing in Samaria,
but on the other hand, and above all, the excessive luxury at the court and
cruel exploitation of the common people — and thus, strictly speaking,
social factors. We should now pay specific attention to these two aspects,
the religious and the social.

7. Religion: Baalism and Yahwism

In Samaria and throughout Israel reigned a religious pluralism that was
later to be represented as a struggle between the popular, national god
Yahweh and the foreign deity Baal who predominated at court. However,
Baal did not need to be ‘imported’ by the Phoenician Jezebel, wife of Ahab:
Baal was the traditional god (or better the god-type) of the countryside,
along with the goddesses Astarte and Asherah. This does not mean to deny
that dynastic marriages and international relationships may have helped
in diffusing the cult of prestigious foreign deities. Around 860, Bar-Hadad
of Damascus also dedicated a statue to a typical deity of Tyre, Melqart (SSI,
II, 1). There were also many other deities who appear occasionally even in
a text such as the Bible, where deuteronomistic and post-exilic editors
wished to reduce the situation to an alternative between Yahweh and Baal.

At court there were undoubtedly prophets of both deities, rivals because
they were questioned by the king in turn and each consulted by the typical
procedures. At Samaria there were official temples of both deities: Ahab
built a temple of Baal (1 Kgs 16.32). In the whole country there were, nev-
ertheless, well-known sanctuaries of Yahweh, at Bethel and Dan (rebuilt by
Jeroboam II), but also at Shiloh and in other places. The sanctuary of Dan
has been revealed by archaeology, with a sacred area enclosed by a rectan-
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gular fence, a large, high podium in the middle, and elongated buildings
for associated cult activities. The biblical text (1 Kgs 12.26-33) points to
the political role of the Bethel sanctuary as a centre of religious unification
of the kingdom, as an alternative to the Jerusalem temple in Judah; the
report of its development by Jeroboam II, after its pervasive Josianic moti-
vation has been purged (1 Kings 13), is entirely plausible. There were also
modest cult places serving the immediate locality and situated outside the
towns: these are the so-called ‘high places’ (bamat) containing steles and
altars. The Yahwistic prophets rail at such places, and later the representa-
tives of the Deuteronomistic party, partly of northern origin, will do the
same (cf. §§8.5-6). The Yahwistic polemics focus on ‘immoral’ elements in
the cult of Baal and Astarte, connected with the issue of fertility (of land,
cattle, and humans) and performed since the Bronze age, through ceremo-
nies with a sexual connotation and with intoxicating drinks. As a result of
these polemics, one may come to think that the cult of Yahweh opposed
such practices, and thus was typologically different. However, the differ-
ence has rather to be assigned to the reinterpretation of the post-exilic era,
while during the period we are analysing the rural population will have so
absorbed the fertility cults that the Yahwistic religion could not have ex-
cluded them without risking total rejection.

The only period in which the ‘Yahweh-alone’ party or movement (to use
the term coined by Morton Smith) seems to prevail comes between 850—
800, a period marked by the Yahwistic names of Joram (due to intermar-
riage with Judah), Jehoahaz, Joash and particularly by the anti-Baalist
measures of Jehu; however such a position never took firm hold in Israel,
unlike in Judah.

As for the elite, one can utilize the onomastic data. In the limited but
authentic data given by the Samarian ostraca (first half of the eighth cen-
tury, cf. §5.8) there are six Baalist names as opposed to nine Yahwist ones.
The names of the kings of Israel seem to change about halfway through the
ninth century: none of the previous kings has a Yahwistic name; after this
point they increase. Paradoxically, the sons of Ahab and of the fanatical
Baalist Jezebel are the first kings of Israel to bear Yahwistic names! And it
is clear that the Moabite king Mesha, in the time of the Omrides, recog-
nizes Yahweh as the god of Israel, counterpart of the Moabite Chemosh
(SSI,1,va,l 18).

It is therefore possible that Yahweh was the ‘national’ god already by the
ninth century, but that his cult tolerated, even officially accepted, the exis-
tence of other deities, following a policy that the later rigor considered
scandalous, and its conflict with the cult and priesthood (including the
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prophets) of Baal was much emphasized by later editing. It is significant
how the prophecies of the Yahwist Amos concerning the imminent fall of
Israel insist above all on socioeconomic failings, while religious and cul-
tural faults (the materialistic cult with its feasts, sacrifices, music and idols:
Amos 5.21-27) are given a very modest weight. The sanctuaries of Bethel
and Gilgal are mentioned only rarely (3.14, 4.4), while the role reserved for
Yahweh in restoring the lost prosperity is evidently a later addition.

8. City-building, Architecture, Crafts

From the end of the tenth to the end of the eighth centuries, the popula-
tion of Israel steadily increased. A conservative estimate suggests 250,000
inhabitants at the end of this period; but rather than the total in itself —
which may be too conservative or based on factors that could be calculated
in several different ways — the comparison with the contemporary king-
dom of Judah (110,000, half of them in the Shephelah) and with Philistia
(50,000) is significant and reliable.

The foundation of Samaria by Omri is the central event that really
launches the state of Israel. This event is not exceptional: in the ninth—
eighth centuries the whole of the Near East was concerned to increase new
foundations, both as symbols of a growing royal ideology that wished to
express itself in impressive projects, and also as the result of the growth of
revenue and resources, putting labour (general and specialized) and the
necessary financial resources at the disposal of the king.

The construction of Samaria followed the plan of an explicit palace
project: the hill on which it rose was transformed into a huge platform (90
x 180 m, nearly 2 hectares) by levelling the top and building a casemate
wall to contain the backfill. The platform supported rows of storerooms
along the northern and western walls, and the royal palace in the large
central esplanade, built with square ashlar stones perfectly joined, deco-
rated with proto-Aeolic capitals, and decorated with furniture inlaid with
ivory (cf. the ivory and ebony houses condemned by Amos 3.15) of which
some splendid pieces (about 500 fragments) of Egyptian-Phoenician style
and iconography have been preserved. Temples and storerooms were
probably located outside the terrace, and have not been located. The Phoe-
nician influence is well attested in the elegant fine table pottery (usually
called ‘Samaria Ware’), red-burnished and typical of Phoenicia in ninth—
seventh centuries (replacing the bichrome ware of the eleventh—tenth
centuries). The successive phases of the citadel are hypothetically, but
plausibly, attributed as follows: I to Omri, Il to Ahab, III to Jehu, and IV to
Jeroboam II.
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Another royal palace (a winter palace?, cf. again Amos 3.15) was built at
Jezreel, and recent excavations have brought to light architectural struc-
tures dating to the ninth century, very close in time to those at Samaria.

Important building activities were then undertaken in other urban and
administrative centres. Omride Megiddo acquired an important fortifica-
tion system with characteristic four-roomed gate, storerooms with large
pillars (the ‘Solomon’s stables’ of earlier biblical archaeology), and two
palaces displaying a building technique (and proto-Aeolic capitals) similar
to that at Samaria and Jezreel. Following the ‘low’ chronology adopted here,
Megiddo V A-IV b (including palaces 6000, 1723 and 1482) belongs to
Omri/Ahab, Megiddo IVA (including the enclosure wall with its recesses
and projections, double gate, inner and outer, with six rooms, stables, and
waterworks) belongs to the time of Jehu and the Aramean hegemony
(though the stratigraphy is still debated).

Table 4. Demographic chart of Palestine in the eighth century

Region Number of Inhabited Inhabited Estimated Percentage
Sites Area Area Population of Total
(attested) (estimated)
1. Upper Galilee 84 96 100 25,000 6.2
2. Lower Galilee 54 65 90 22,500 5.6
3. Huleh basin 23 63 75 18,750 4.6
4. Jordan valley 66 40 55 13,750 3.4
5. Jezreel plain 55 95 110 27,500 6.8
6. Carmel and Gilboa 24 13 17 4,250 1.1
7. City of Samaria 1 60 60 15,000 3.7
8. Northern Samaria 163 200 200 50,000 12.4
9. Southern Samaria 190 120 120 33,000 8.2
10. Northern Judah 100 90 90 22,500 5.6
11. Jerusalem 1 30 30 7,500 1.9
12. Judean highlands 65 105 120 30,000 7.4
13. Shephelah 100 170 200 50,000 12.4
14. Northern coast 22 73 88 22,000 55
15. Central coast 49 47 50 12,5000 3.1
16. Philistia 85 150 185 47,250 11.7
17. Beer-sheba valley 3 5 6 1,500 0.4
Total 1,087 1,422 1,608 403,000 100

NB The kingdom of Israel, at its maximum extent, includes the areas 1-9; the kingdom
of Judah at its maximum extent included areas 10-13, 15, 17; while area 14 belonged to
the Pheonician cities, and area 16 to the Philistine cities.
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Similar gates with four or six rooms have been excavated at Dan, Hazor,
and Gezer: and similar pillared rooms have been unearthed at Hazor, in
each case belonging to the same period. At Megiddo and Hazor special
attention has been paid to the imposing underground structures for reach-
ing the water table — an essential resource for fortified cities that have to
withstand siege. The several functional and stylistic junctions actively
show coherent urban projects, the first presumably Omride, the second
Aramean, the third by Jeroboam II.

The Omride Hazor (phase X, once considered Solomonic, and IX)
doubles the size of the inhabited area and is provided with defensive walls;
it has an inner citadel with an entrance decorated by proto-Aeolic capitals
and beautiful four-roomed houses. The subsequent ‘Aramean’ Hazor
(VIII-VII) has the characteristic stables/storerooms. Less imposing are
the Hazor of Jeroboam II’s time (VI), and the city destroyed by the Assyr-
ians (V).

Among the other cities we should mention Dan (IV, with the sanctuary
re-founded by Jeroboam I, and then restored by Ahab, III-1I), well designed
with public buildings, imposing fortifications and paved streets; Tirzah
(VIId) rebuilt and fortified by Ahab; Shechem (IX, already fortified by Jero-
boam I; and then VIII-VII in the eighth century); Beth-Shean (V upper);
Dothan (4 Omride; 3 from the Jehu/Aramean period; 2 from Jeroboam I,
until the Assyrian destruction); ‘En Gev (3 Omride; 2 Hazael/Bar-Hadad
III, 1 Joash/Jeroboam II) and Tel Kinneret beside the lake of Galilee; the
harbour-city of Shigmonah below the cape of Carmel.

As always, the villages are relatively less excavated; however one may
consider Tel Zeror in the Sharon, and Tel Qedesh near Megiddo. Some
groups of villages gravitating around cities show that the opposition
between urban and tribal culture had been left behind: as in Tel Qashish
(IIT) and Tel Qiri (VI) around Jokneam, or Tel ‘Amal and Tel Rehob
around Beth-Shean.

Enclosure walls and the six-roomed gates witness to the defensive organi-
zation of the kingdom, as do a number of isolated fortresses: some of these
are conspicuous in the vicinity of Samaria, while a line of fortresses run-
ning along the eastern border and controlling the Jordan valley (Khirbet
esh-Shaqq, Khirbet el-Makhruq, Khirbet Marjama, Rujm Abu Mukhair),
could date back to this period (to be later partly reused by Hezekiah of
Judah, cf. §7.4).

Clearly, then, the kingdom of Israel had a political construction pro-
gramme, begun by Omri and subsequently extended until the time of Jero-
boam II. The technical level of the work is very high, comparable to that of
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the major centres in the Levant in the same period. The craftsmanship too,
as the fine ware and inlaid ivories demonstrate, is of a refined quality. The
solid cultural, commercial and political-military links with Tyre and Damas-
cus had introduced Israel fully into the community of major Iron age II
Levantine kingdoms. Indeed, on the eve of Assyrian intervention all the
Syro-Palestinian states reached the peak of their development, from Car-
chemish to Aleppo, Hamath to Damascus, and Ashdod to Gaza.

9. Administration and Economy

The book of Kings is not greatly interested in the administration and econ-
omy of the kingdom of Israel. However a collection of a hundred ostraca
(SSL 1, 2), discovered in 1910 in an annexe of the royal palace of Samaria,
provides us with first-hand information. These are ‘delivery notes’ for pro-
visions of wine and oil from the royal farms (called kerem or gat) to the
palace. The notes are dated to the regnal years of the king, but his name is
not mentioned. Since the highest figure year is 17, the notes could date to
the longer reigns of Ahab (unlikely), Jehoahaz or Jeroboam II. The royal
farms were distributed around the territory within a 20-kilometre radius
of the capital. The consumption of wine and oil, when set alongside the
discovery in ninth-century Samaria of a large amount of fine Phoenician
tableware, contributes to a portrait of a royal court enjoying high levels of
luxury. Such a lifestyle, it has been suggested, provoked the denunciation
of the Samarian aristocracy by Amos in the time of Jeroboam II.

The populist polemic of Amos against the ruling class of Samaria dwells
on their unbridled luxury (ivory houses and ivory beds, excess consump-
tion of wine and oil, music), their oppressive taxation of the poor, debt-
slavery, the lack of justice (‘at the gate’: this was the area designated for
legal hearings), commercial fraud (false weights and scales, rates of interest
set to a timetable favourable to the creditor):

Hear this, you that trample on the needy,

and bring to ruin the poor of the land,

saying, “‘When will the new moon be over

so that we may sell grain;

and the sabbath,

so that we may offer wheat for sale?

We will make the ephah small and the shekel great,
and practice deceit with false balances,

buying the poor for silver

and the needy for a pair of sandals,

and selling the sweepings of the wheat’ (Amos 8.4-6).
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The portrait is evidently selective, fiercely polemical, and springs from
the impact of a palace economy and heavy taxation upon a society of small
landowners, farmers and shepherds who were not geared to maintaining
a large royal palace, and were unprepared in the face of the new ruthless
commercialism — which constituted a serious and genuine opposition to
the traditional solidarity of lineage and village.
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Figure 30. The ‘Samaria ostraca’

The spread of such socioeconomical practices, which was common in
the ancient Orient, can also be detected in the Elijah and Elisha cycles,
which indeed represent a precious source of information. One can read of
the royal acquisition of the possessions of extinct families (Naboth’s vine-
yard, 1 Kings 21), the enslavement of debtor’s sons (the widow in 2 Kings
4), the sale of the sons (denounced as cannibalism) during a siege (2 Kgs
6.24-31):
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‘This woman said to me, “Give up your son; we will eat him today, and we
will eat my son tomorrow.” So we cooked my son and ate him. The next day
I'said to her, “Give up your son and we will eat him.” But she has hidden her
son’ (2 Kgs 6.28-29).

This anecdote dramatizes as real physical cannibalism what in the be-
sieged cities was a quite usual practice of ‘legal cannibalism’ (well attested
in the Babylonian legal texts), with parents forced to sell their sons in
order to be able to eat and to live. Examples of this come from the siege
of Nippur at the end of the seventh century, when ‘the city was besieged,
it was not possible to leave by the gates, the equivalent (of a silver shekel)
was a litre of barley, and the people sold their sons for money’ — drawing
up a contract as follows:

Nergal-akh-usur, son of Iqisha, said to Ninurta-uballit, son of Bél-usat, as
follows: ‘“Take my small daughter Sulléa-tashmé and keep (her) alive, she
shall be your small daughter! Give me 6 shekels (of silver) so that I may eat’
(Iraq 17 [1955), 87).

Strong social tensions dramatically mark a period that the archaeologi-
cal data reveal to have witnessed considerable economic and demographic
development, that reached its peak in the long and prosperous reign of
Jeroboam I, on which, not without reason, the strongest populist polemics
focus. The overall growth of available resources did not produce a general,
equally distributed profit, but contributed to a change in the traditional
balance, allowing a wealthy class to emerge at the expense of a de facto
enslavement of the families of small, dispossessed owners. The prophets
thunder against this ‘injustice’, pointing at the earthquake (Amos 8.8) and
drought (1 Kings 17) as the first samples of the final punishment that
Yahweh will not fail to cause.



Chapter 6

THE KINGDOM OF JUDAH
(c. 930-720)

1. The ‘House of David’

On the death of Solomon, the kingdom of Judah lost the support of Eph-
raim, and was restricted to the territories of Judah and Benjamin, the latter
being the object of border disputes with Israel. The list of fortresses (or
fortified cities) said to have been built by Rehoboam (2 Chron. 11.5-12;
Kings does not mention them) is probably to be dated to Hezekiah’s time
(cf. §7.4). Rehoboam (931-913) also had to suffer the consequences of the
campaign of the Egyptian army of Sheshonq directed at the north: he paid
tribute, taking money from the treasures of the temple. (Since such a neces-
sity recurred, it should be made clear that the ‘Solomonic’ temple was
actually an annexe of the royal palace, having no independence: economi-
cally, it functioned as the treasury of the royal palace.)

The wars against Israel continued during the reigns of Abijam (913—
911) and Asa (911-870), and Asa had to press for military intervention by
Ben-Hadad, king of Damascus, to avoid submission to Israel:

‘Let there be an alliance between me and you, like that between my father
and your father: I am sending you a present of silver and gold; go, break
your alliance with King Baasha of Israel, so that he may withdraw from me’
(1 Kgs 15.19).

Ben-Hadad required a substantial payment (§0had, the equivalent of
the kadrii in the Assyrian texts, where the practice is well attested), and
entered Israel from the north, destroying the territory of Dan and Naph-
tali, but without preventing that unequal relationship, a kind of vassalage,
forming between Israel and Judah.

Thus Jehoshaphat (870-848) gave help to Ahab in the war over Ramoth-
Gilead (1 Kgs 22.2-4), and attempted, without any success, some kind of
commercial activity in the Red Sea (1 Kgs 22.48-49). Then Joram gave help
to his namesake the king of Israel in the war against Moab, together with
the other vassal, the new king of Edom (2 Kings 3), and married Athaliah,
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Figure 31. The kingdom of Judah (c. 925-725)

daughter of Omri (2 Kgs 8.18, 26). Finally Ahaziah (841) gave a helping
hand to Joram in the renewed war over Ramoth-Gilead — he is the king of
the ‘House of David’ mentioned in the Tel Dan inscription — and ran into
Jehu'’s revolt, during which he was killed with all his guards (2 Kgs 9.27-
29). Athaliah, after hearing all this, crowned it all by slaughtering every one
of Ahaziah’s heirs (so extinguishing the ‘House of David’) and taking
power herself. As a result, while the northern reign fell again under the
hegemony of Hazael of Damascus, the southern kingdom entered a period
of acute instability.

The ‘House of David’, to which later traditions assigned great glory and
centuries of dynastic continuity, in reality survived, somehow, for just a
century, always subordinate — first to Egypt, then to Israel, and occa-
sionally to Damascus — squandering its modest wealth and ending in a
bloodbath.
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2. Dynastic Changes

Athaliah’s interregnum (841-835) ended in another usurpation, by Jehoash,
whose inscription probably provided the source of the account in Kings;
the inscription was lost but has left its traces in the traditional text. This
inscription, following the typical folkloristic sequence of damage — hiding
— revenge, utilized by many ancient Near Eastern usurpers, relates how a
newborn son of Ahaziah escaped by chance, was hidden in the temple ‘for
seven years’, and was then recognized as the legitimate heir by the guards,
regained the throne thanks to a coup, and reigned ‘for forty years’ (2 Kgs
11.1-12.2). Obviously the newborn child cannot have been recognized by
anyone, and a seven-year-old cannot have operated by himself, but only
as an instrument of fictitious legality in the hands of the priest Jehoiada,
the real instigator and beneficiary of the coup. Athaliah was regarded as
a foreigner and killed by the rebels, while the ‘people of the land’ (‘am
ha’dres) were summoned to acclaim the new king. There followed reforms
of the management and use by the priests of contributions and donations
to the temple. According to 2 Chron. 24.5-14 the new king also effected
major restorations to the temple itself; the Solomonic prototype probably
did not remain unchanged, as implied by later historiography. The role of
the ‘people of the land’ is significant: it is the common population (outside
the court circle of ‘servants of the king’) that for the sake of political
legitimacy takes part only in the case of new kings, while it is absent in the
event of regular succession. It should be noted that the numbers of the two
reigns in question (seven for Athaliah, forty for Jehoash) are clearly arti-
ficial, so that the chronology of the kings of Judah needs to be revised.

However, Jehoash reigned for a certain period; we know only that he
suffered an incursion by Hazael, the powerful king of Damascus, against
the Philistine city of Gath. Jerusalem again maintained its independence by
paying a tribute to the Aramean king (2 Kgs 12.18-19). Jehoash was then
killed by his officials, but his son Amaziah (796—781) succeeded him, being
adult enough to be recognized as the legitimate heir by all. Amaziah
defeated the Edomites and felt able to challenge Israel over its hegemony.
The haughty reply of the king of Israel gives us a picture of the power-
relations between the two kingdoms:

King Jehoash of Israel sent word to King Amaziah of Judah, ‘A thorn bush
on Lebanon sent to a cedar on Lebanon, saying, “Give your daughter to my
son for a wife”; but a wild animal of Lebanon passed by and trampled down
the thorn bush’ (2 Kgs 14.9).



132 Israel’s History and the History of Israel

However, they met in battle and the Judean army was soundly defeated
at Beth-Shemesh; Jerusalem was captured and despoiled (the Temple treas-
ury, as usual). Amaziah continued to reign until he was killed in a new
internal uprising.

In the appointment of the new king the ‘people of the land’ again take
part — a sure mark of a problematic succession — and choose a young son
(still not appointed as successor) of the murdered king, named Uzziah
(781-740; 2 Kgs 14.20, 15.1-6). The new king is also given the name
Azariah, and in the past he had been identified as the ‘Azriyau’ mentioned
in the inscriptions of Tiglath-Pileser III, which give the impression of a
large and warlike kingdom. On the contrary, this character comes from the
area of Hamath, having no connection with Judah. Uzziah contracted lep-
rosy and was confined to a ‘private house’ (bét hofit: the expression is
often misunderstood) while his son Jotham reigned de facto (740-736,
Jotham de facto 752-736). During Jotham’s reign Israel’s influence over
Judah recovered. To this time (mid-eighth century) can be dated a number
of inscriptions from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud, a fortress and caravan station in the
southern Negev that yielded pottery, not only from Judah and the Philis-
tine coast, but also from the north (Israel and Phoenicia), but especially
some inscriptions on plaster that cite a “Yahweh of Teman’ (Teman is the
ancient name of Kuntillet ‘Ajrud) parallel with a “Yahweh of Samaria’. This
seems to point to a garrison or troops coming from the north, operating
either on behalf of the kingdom of Israel or even of the kingdom of Judah
but in a clearly subordinate role. Late in Jotham’s reign, Rezin of Damascus
and Pekah of Israel invaded Judah, and under his successor Ahaz (736—
716) they besieged Jerusalem. Yet again, a king of Judah sought to escape
the danger by paying a heavy tribute (always called sohad), taken again
from the Temple treasury — but this time to the Assyrian Tiglath-Pileser
111, requesting his intervention in exchange for submission:

Ahaz sent messengers to King Tiglath-pileser of Assyria, saying, ‘I am your
servant and your son. Come up, and rescue me from the hand of the king of
Aram and from the hand of the king of Israel, who are attacking me’ (2 Kgs
16.7).

This appeal threw the doors open to Assyrian military intervention and
marked a drastic change on the Palestinian scene (to which we shall return
in the next chapter); several prophets acted as spokesmen for the wide-
spread disapproval of such an appeal to outside intervention that would
bring a yoke heavier than the one it replaced.
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3. The Formation of Transjordanian States

The slow growth of Judah during the tenth—eighth centuries was not an
anomalous development, but became part of a larger panorama of new
state formation in the hinterland of Palestine and in Transjordan. This
panorama does not include the Philistine city-states along the southern
coast, nor the Phoenician cities along the northern coast, where the per-
sistence of the cultural and political traditions of the Late Bronze Age
assured the continuation of high levels of state organization.

The region populated by the Ammonites was doubtless the most stable
in Transjordan: with a better climate than area to the south, it benefited
from a healthy continuity of settlement. In the historical sources, the
Ammonites appear already from Iron age I as very competitive and even
aggressive at the time of Saul and David — and they remain the most
active much later, in the post-exilic period. To Iron Age I we can date the
settlement (25 hectares) of Tell Sahab. In Iron Age Il an Ammonite king-
dom undoubtedly exists, having distinct tribal features: note that it is
always called béné ‘Ammon, the name conveying a personal and not a
geographical identity (unlike Edom and Moab). The kingdom was rather
small, gathered around the capital Rabbath Ammon (the modern Amman),
and by this time refrains from any intervention in Cisjordan, keeping itself
away from the Jordan valley. Besides the capital were smaller, secondary
towns within a 10/20 km radius (Jawa, Sahab, ‘Umayri); and numerous
settlements, with characteristic ‘towers’ (fortified farms) scattered over
the agricultural lands (specially in the Beq‘a, 15 km north-west of Amman).
Findings (more or less accidental) on the citadel of Amman have included
royal statuary pieces of the eighth century, one bearing an inscription;
and thanks to the mention of Ammonite kings in Assyrian inscriptions it
is possible to reconstruct the outlines of the dynastic succession.

The region of Moab has also been the object of repeated surveys and
excavations (specially in the site of Heshbon), so that its territorial history
is now relatively well known. Considerable sociopolitical development
occurred at the end of the ninth century, and the Mesha stele (SS7, 1, 16)
supplies useful information that can be correlated with the archaeological
data. We must presume that during Iron Age I Moab had a rather loose
tribal structure, well suited to an agro-pastoral economy in the most favour-
able areas. The presence of Midianites in Moab (which the sources, though
late, frequently suggest: Num. 22.3-4.7, etc.) might be part of this frame-
work. However, by the time of Mesha the process of unification was com-
pleted, prompted by the need to compete with the stronger and more
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organized states that had formed to the north and west. The fact remains
that the kingdom of Mesha meant political unification around the capital
Dibon (a unification that does not imply the loss of tribal identity), with
the existence of regional administrative centres like Madaba, ‘Atarot,
Yahash, the construction of the fortified citadels of Aroer (IV), Balu‘a,
Khirbet el-Mudayna el-Muraygha (with a small temple dated to the eighth
century) and Khirbet el-Mudayna el-‘Aliya, the royal control of the road
system and the construction of water cisterns, the creation of monumental
royal inscriptions (besides Mesha’s there are fragments of a second stele
from Kerak, SSI, 1, 17), and the deployment of a defensive border policy,
with territorial acquisition and new settlements populated by deportees (as
in the case of ‘Atarot).

The wars between Moab and Israel in the ninth century probably give
rise to the story of Sihon, the ‘Amorite’ king of Heshbon, who was
eliminated by the Israelites during their exodus, despite their oath to not
invade Moab (Deut. 2.26-36). The story shows us the territory of Heshbon
as being ‘Amorite’ and so it could legitimately be claimed by the Israelite
tribe of Gilead (Gad) without infringing the ‘oaths’ to not invade either
Moab or Ammon — oaths retrojected to the founding Exodus event, but
probably in fact the result of the wars of the ninth century. From the
scattered information in Kings, we can trace the essential stability of the
kingdom of Moab for a couple of centuries, until the Assyrian inter-
vention, as analyzed below (§§7.1-2).

Edom, the most southerly Transjordanian state, was formed later, and
the biblical allusions in the period between Saul and Solomon are clearly
anachronistic. The territory, arid and marginal, gave hospitality to a poor
agro-pastoral population with no political structures beyond the tribal,
until its geographic position became significant for control of important
commercial routes: a stretch of the caravan-route to South Arabia, the
transversal route linking it to the Mediterranean Sea (at Gaza, which,
according to Amos 1.6 sold slaves to Edom, evidently to introduce them
into the caravan-routes of the interior), and the convergence of the Pales-
tinian roads to the Red Sea, at the gulf of Aqaba. The archaeological sur-
veys have revealed a rather modest settlement until about 800, followed by
a development during the eighth—seventh centuries (with fortified hilltop
villages and fortresses along the border, typical features of a semi-arid
area), and a crisis following in the sixth century (but this concerned the
whole Levant). The book of Kings says that at in the mid-ninth century
‘Edom had no king, and King Jehoshaphat built ships of Tarshish to go to
Ophir for gold’ (1 Kgs 22.48-49). In the following decades an Edomite king
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participates, in a subordinate capacity, in an expedition by Israel and Judah
against Moab (2 Kgs 3.4-27); while in about 845 an Edomite rebellion
against Judah gives rise to an independent royal dynasty (2 Kgs 8.20-21).
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The Edomite kingdom was in good shape for a couple of centuries, con-
tinually competing with Judah for control of the access to the Red Sea. Tell
el-Kheleife, probably ancient Elat, flourished from the eighth to the sixth
centuries, as did the other centres of Umm el-Biyara near Petra (single
phase, with a seal impression of the Edomite king Qaus-gabri) and Tawilan
at the same time. The Edomite ‘national’ god was Qaus, and two of the
three names of Edomite kings (as recorded in the Assyrian texts) are com-
posed from the name Qaus. Assyria then intervened in internal disputes
(as we will see later), and it is interesting to notice how Assyria took a great
interest in Edom because of its strategic and commercial position, and
how Edom reached its climax especially during the period of subjection to
Assyria (seventh century), benefiting from its position as an independent
kingdom at the outskirts of a large empire, and relying on its caravan
business and its resources of ore (the mining sites of the Arabah, such as
Feinan and Khirbet en-Nahas, take off from the eighth century).
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4. Economy and Material Culture

Between the tenth century (see §4.2), with a tiny Jerusalem in a sparsely
populated Judah, and the vigorous development that occurred in the
second half of the eighth century (as we will see below, §7.4), a very modest
development took place from the mid-ninth to mid-eighth centuries, sub-
stantially more like stagnation than real growth. The entire population of
Judah in the eighth century has been estimated at about 110,000, half of
them in the Shephelah.

Jerusalem was still confined to the ‘city of David’ (with the nearby tem-
ple), about 4 or 5 hectares in size, and enclosed by walls. Some discoveries
(such as proto-Aeolic capitals) lead us to think that in the ninth—eighth
centuries there were public buildings, later destroyed. Building develop-
ments in the capital (the little we can understand of them) and eventually
in other ‘royal’ sites could have been driven by the influence of Israel, as
well as of Aram, and in this way could have absorbed Syrian elements (like
the bit hilani).

The sites south of Jerusalem increase from about ten in the Late Bronze
Age to about 20 in Iron Age [, to 36 in the ninth—eighth centuries, but this
region is still the least populated of the plateaux. The most populated area
is the Shephelah where the key site of Lachish was reoccupied in the ninth
century and is quite flourishing, and clearly a royal possession in the eighth
century (it develops even more in the time of Hezekiah, see §7.4); also Tel
Batash III, Bet-Shemesh II B-C, Tel Halif VI B in the Shephelah, as well as
Tell Beit Mirsim A2 and Tell en-Nasbeh 3 in the highlands, show signs of
aslight development. Tell en-Nasbeh, with its imposing walls (featuring 12
towers and a city gate), and with the typical urban ring-shape, may provide
the ‘type’ of the Judean city of the eighth century.

Some sites, like Khirbet Rabud (B III-II), are fortresses; however, the
frontier of the western Negev (Tell el-Hesi VII D-C, Tel Sera‘ VII-VI, Tel
Nagila IV, Far‘a South) was more probably under Philistine rather than
Judean control. In the far south of the Beer-sheba valley, where a former
Amalekite settlement had been under Judean control since David’s time,
there are administrative centres clearly dependent on the capital: Arad XI-
VI (with its citadel and temple), Kadesh-barnea (lower and middle for-
tresses), Beer-sheba V-III, ‘Ira VIII and Tel Malhata C.

The settlements are still based on the type of four-roomed ‘pillared
house’ (well attested in this period at the Judean sites of Tell Beit Mirsim
and Tel Masos, at the Benjaminite site of Tell en-Nasbeh, and farther
north at Tell el-Far‘a North, in the territory of Israel), that, as has been
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Figure 33. Town planning in the kingdom of Judah: (a) plan of Beer-sheba; (b) plan of
Tell en-Nasbeh (Mizpah)
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shown, corresponds to the traditional family structure. This traditionalism
corresponds to an agro-pastoral economy in the semi-arid environment of
the Negev and a Mediterranean one in the Shephela and on the plateau,
whose rhythms are ruled as listed in the Gezer calendar (which may be
dated to the ninth century; SSI, 1, 1):

Two months of vintage and olive harvest;
two months of sowing;

two months of spring pasture;

one month of flax pulling;

one month of barley harvest;

one month of wheat harvest and measuring;
two months of pruning;

one month of summer fruit.

The evolution towards an exchange economy passed round Judah
rather than through it: it went through Transjordan (still out of reach
for Jerusalem), the southern Negev (along the road between Edom and
Gaza), and the coast that was firmly under Philistine control. The imports
archaeologically attested (for example, Phoenician pottery) are much
more modest than in the north. The urban and architectural projects,
that in Israel attest the exceptional achievements of the Omride dynasty,
the Aramean interlude, and the reign of Jeroboam II, seem to reach the
south rather laboriously, except perhaps in Jerusalem, where they are
unfortunately irrecoverable.

5. Yahwism and Prophetic Activity in the South

For the northern kingdom of the ninth—eighth centuries the scanty reports
in the book of Kings are usefully augmented by the Elijah and Elisha cycles,
plus the book of Amos; but for the kingdom of Judah, by contrast, such
information does not exist at all. The similar ‘historical’ notices of Kings
concerning Judah are very modest and — if we note carefully — tell us
practically nothing unless they interact with events in Israel. Certainly,
2 Chronicles adds many details and reports that are totally different, nearly
all of religious interest; however, the extremely late date of the book and
its very obvious apologetic aims, which colour almost every verse, do not
encourage us (despite some recent reassessment on this question) to use
the Chronicler as a reliable historical source. It is obviously safer to follow
the fewer data of the Deuteronomist historiography.

The period in which the ‘Yahweh alone’ movement took shape is the
first half of the ninth century, during the prophetic activity of Elijah, in the
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reigns of Asa and Jehoshaphat (who are in fact positively evaluated by the
Deuteronomistic historiography for their attempts to eliminate the wor-
ship of idols); Jehoshaphat is the first Judean king to bear a Yahwistic
name, a generation before this occurred in Israel. In Judah, from Jeho-
shaphat onwards the use of Yahwistic names is almost always the practice
within the royal dynasty. There is no doubt that Yahweh had a temple of
great prestige and influence in Jerusalem, which the later tradition dates
back (probably based on inscriptions that could still be seen) to Solomon.
The Yahwism of the ruling dynasty does not imply a monopolistic state
religion: a large part of the population seems to have been devoted to
fertility cults, with bamdét (sanctuaries in the open, on hilltops), massebét
(stone steles) and ‘dserot/dsérim (decorated tree trunks?). In mentioning
so often the destruction of these places of worship by the kings of Judah,
the compilers (both the Deuteronomist of Kings and the later Chronicler)
actually confirm the inefficacy of such efforts in erasing a deep-seated
religious loyalty.

Itis possible, however, that in public matters Yahweh alone was invoked.
Doubtless, the few prophets mentioned as being active in Judah (Ahijah of
shilo, and Shemaiah in the time of Rehoboam, Azariah under Asa, Micaiah
under Jehoshaphat) even before the great surge of Yahwistic prophetism
that took place under Assyrian pressure, were already all Yahwists and
helped in putting a stop to the ‘fratricidal’ struggles between Judah and
Israel:

Thus says Yahweh, “You shall not go up or fight against your kindred the
people of Israel. Let everyone go home, for this thing is from me.” So they
heeded the word of Yahweh and went home again, according to the word of
Yahweh (1 Kgs 12.24 = 1 Chron. 11.4).

However the socio-political development of this prophetism, leaving aside
the personal vocations and their ‘shamanic’ use in everyday life, took place
in the court environment, where discussions took place, strategies were
elaborated and different options considered (§5.6). This factor explains
how the prophetism of the ninth—eighth centuries is much livelier in the
north than in the south, where it seems to be at the level of personal inter-
vention (whether approval or censure) rather than systematic consulta-
tion (for political decision-making), an informal stage probably already
reached during the formative period of David and Solomon.

Conversely, Yahwism is more solid (and earlier) in the south than in the
north, probably for two reasons. The first lies precisely in the marginality
of Judah, less exposed to different influences, and centralized on the capi-



140 Israel’s History and the History of Israel

tal where the temple of Yahweh enjoyed a virtually monopolistic attrac-
tion. The second reason lies in the probable southern origin of Yahweh, a
view that may be supported by several indications: his first theophany is
set in the region of Midian (Exodus 3), the pilgrimage to Sinai (no matter
where the holy mountain should be placed exactly) also points to the far
south (Exodus 19), the very ancient allusion in the Song of Deborah states
that he comes from Se‘ir/Edom (Judg. 5.4); and it is not at all improbable
that we find the first mention of him by the Shasu already in the thirteenth
century. According to later historiography, Yahweh was raised to the status
of leading deity in the tribal conflicts, not only in the south but also in the
central plateau. Possibly his first configuration was as Yahweh séba’ot, ‘god
of armies’ in the usual translations (later ‘god of the celestial hosts’ in the
exilic age), carried into battle inside a portable ark (1 Sam. 4.4). An original
link with Rsp sb’ ‘Reshef the warrior’, endowed with bow and arrows with
which (like the Homeric Apollo) he spreads plague (see 1 Sam. 5.6-12),
cannot be ruled out.

In the historical period proper (mid-eighth century) important extra-
biblical evidence is provided by the inscriptions from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud, a
fortress deep inside the Sinai desert. Some of these plaster inscriptions
include invocations like ‘I bless you for Yahweh of Samaria (/of Teman)
and his Asherah’. Also, from Khirbet el-Qom comes a text with the invoca-
tion ‘may Uriyahu be blessed by Yahweh and his Asherah, he saved him
from his enemies’. What clearly emerges from these is a cult that combines
Yahweh and his consort Asherah, a cult that may be defined as ‘syncretis-
tic’ only if one thinks that the original worship of Yahweh was opposed to
this kind of relationship (which would then be carefully banned in the
Deuteronomist reform of Josiah; see §8.5).

6. The Common Ideology of the Ninth—Eighth Centuries

Although different in their power and their international role, Israel and
Judah are, between the beginning of the ninth and the end of the eighth
centuries, two kingdoms that share many aspects of religious and political
ideology — one, moreover, common not only to them, but also to all the
states of the Levant. The basic principles of this ideology (national god,
holy war, punishment of disloyalty), that the biblical text presents as
already fully established at the time of the conquest, and that over-critical
scholarship dates very late, can be dated to the ninth—eighth centuries, as
shown by external inscriptions that can be firmly dated. The most impor-
tant are the steles of Mesha and Zakir.
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In the stele of Mesha, king of Moab (c. 850; SSI, I, 16) the national
Moabite god Chemosh exercises a role similar to the Judean/Israelite
Yahweh. It is the national god that (obviously after oracular and prophetic
consultation) incites the king to war:

And Chemosh said to me, ‘Go, take Nebo from Israel!” So I went by night,
and fought against it from the break of dawn till noon, taking it and slaying
all, seven thousand men boys, women, girls and maidservants, for I had
devoted them to destruction for (the god) Ashtar-Chemosh (ANET, 320).

We find in this passage the typical ‘holy war’ principle (we will return
to this in §14.7), that entails the total, ritual destruction of the defeated
enemy, a procedure that the Israelites called /iérem. Another passage in the
Mesha stele also refers to it:

‘...and [I] slew all the people of the town, as satiation (intoxication) for
Chemosh and Moab.

A highly significant aspect here is that the defeats and the foreign
oppression are attributed to the will of the national god, because of sin
committed by his people:

...Omri, king of Israel, he humbled Moab many years, for Chemosh was
angry at his land.

However, liberation from oppression can also only come with the help of
the national god himself, as Zakir, king of Hamath (c. 780; SSI, 11, 5; ANET,
501-502) knew well. Besieged inside Hadrach by a coalition of 16 kings led
by Bar-Hadad of Damascus, he receives from his god (through the usual
prophets and diviners) an assurance that ‘he must not be afraid’ (a typical
formula of a holy war oracle in both in Assyria and the Levant) and he must
trust in a deliverance that by human reckoning seems miraculous:

All these kings laid siege to Hattarikka [Hadrach]. They made a wall higher
than the wall of Hatarikka. They made a moat deeper than its moat. But I
lifted up my hands to Be‘elshamayn, and Be‘elshamayn heard me. Be‘el-
shamayn [spoke] to me through seers and through diviners. Be‘elshamayn
[said to me]: ‘Do not fear, for I made you king, and I shall stand by you and
deliver you from all [these kings who] set up a siege against you (ANET,
501).

During the wars of Iron Age 11, therefore, and before the Assyrian inter-
vention, an ideology takes shape that recognizes the existence of different
deities, but gives the national or dynastic deity (‘I am the one who made
you king’) a privileged role, crediting victories to his support and explain-
ing defeats as due to his revenge.
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The best known national deities are Yahweh in Judah and Israel, Che-
mosh in Moab, Qaus in Edom, Milcom in Ammon, Hadad in Damascus
and Baal/Melqart in Tyre, all active in the ninth—eighth centuries, even
before the figure of the national god Assur looms domineeringly from
beyond. Of course it is legitimate to look for the ultimate origins of each of
these gods, and particularly Yahweh, but the ‘national’ role cannot have
come into being until the identification of god with the ethnic state was
fully effective on a political and military level.



Chapter 7

THE IMPACT OF THE ASSYRIAN EMPIRE
(c. 740-640)

1. The Conquest of the North

The lengthy independence of the states in the Levant that had begun
around 1150 (when the ‘Sea Peoples’ had broken Hittite domination in the
north and Egyptian control in the south) was about to be ended in the
mid-eighth century by the Assyrians. The first phase of Assyrian interven-
tion had already occurred in the second half of the ninth century. After
Ashurnasirpal II (883-859) had united Assyria within its traditional bor-
ders, as far as the Middle Euphrates, the first phase of expansion was
undertaken by Shalmaneser III (858—824) who conducted several cam-
paigns against Damascus, Hamath and other Syro-Palestinian states, among
them Israel, including the famous event of the battle of Qarqar (853) in
which Ahab took part with a vast army (RIMA, 111, 23). In 841 Jehu paid a
tribute to Shalmaneser III (RIMA, 111, 48), and again around 800 Jehoash
paid a tribute to Adad-Nirari III (RIMA, 111, 211). During this whole phase,
Assyria did not move to any direct annexation, but imposed a payment of
tribute to many Syrian states. Actual territorial expansion slowed down,
postponed by a ‘feudal’ change in the structure of the empire, in which
some high officials undertook virtually autonomous control over large
areas. In the first half of the eighth century Assyrian intervention beyond
the Euphrates became quite rare.

It was Tiglath-Pileser III (744—727) who contained the fragmentation
process and resumed a policy of inner consolidation and external expan-
sion. Victory in the battle of Kishtan (743) over Urartu and its north-
Syrian allies immediately gave him a free hand to expand throughout Syria
and as far as Palestine. Thanks to his efficient war-machine, he captured
Aleppo, Patina, Hadrach, and finally Damascus (732), which had became
the strongest state in Syria (§5.4). After these annexations, Assyria now
found itself confronting Israel directly.
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Figure 34. The Assyrian conquest: campaigns of Tiglath-Pileser IIl and Sennacherib

In Israel, Menahem (743-738) had usurped the throne, during the crisis
of 747, and he hastened to pay the tribute to Tiglath-Pileser III in exchange
for acknowledgement as vassal (2 Kgs 15.19-20; ITP, 68-69). His son
Pekahiah (738—737) was very soon killed by another usurper, Pekah (737-
732), under whom the first act of the tragedy took place. Together with
the last king of Damascus, Rezin, Pekah threatened Judah’s independence
and besieged Jerusalem. The king of Judah, Ahaz (736-716), appealed
to Tiglath-Pileser for help, declaring himself his servant (see §6.2). The
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Figure 35. Submission of Jehu, as depicted on the ‘Black Obelisk’ of Shalmaneser III

Assyrian king, happy at a pretext to intervene, invaded the northern part
of Israel, easily conquering the whole of Galilee and Gilead (734-733).
The destructions archeologically attested at Tel Kinneret, ‘En Gev and
Tel Hadar on the shores of Lake Galilee, at Tell el-Far‘a North, Beth-
Shean (V b) and elsewhere are generally attributed to this campaign.

Tiglath-Pileser did not conquer Samaria, but had Pekah eliminated in
another coup d’état, organized by Hoshea, who reigned from 732-724 as an
Assyrian vassal over a territory now limited to Ephraim and Manasseh. In
the remainder of the territory the Assyrian provinces of Dor (on the coast
up to Mount Carmel), Megiddo (Galilee), and Gilead (east of the Jordan)
were created. Just previously, the Assyrians had also created the provinces
of Damascus, Qarnaim, Hauran, and even the province of Gaza at the
southern end, and some years later, the province of Ashdod in northern
Philistia. A number of Israelites were deported to Assyria: the passage
in the annals of Tiglath-Pileser (/TP, 82-83; ANET, 282-84) providing a
detailed list is partly broken, but the total of 13,520 deportees seems certain.

Hoshea reigned for some years, paying tribute until he decided to sus-
pend it, relying on promises of support from the Egyptian Pharaoh (named
Soin 2 Kgs 17.4; the Assyrian annals mention a general called Sib’e operat-
ing in Gaza at the beginning of the reign of Sargon II). First, Shalmaneser
V moved against the cities of the central-southern Phoenicia (Sidon, Ushu,
Acco: cf. Ant. 9.283-287), then proceeded against Israel: he imprisoned
Hoshea and besieged Samaria, which capitulated in 721. Soon afterwards
Shalmaneser died, and hence the conquest of Samaria is described (and
claimed) by his successor, the great Sargon II, as if it occurred in his first
year of reign:
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With the support of Ashur, who always allows me to achieve my aim, I
fought against them... 27,290 of their inhabitants I deported, 50 chariots I
took for my royal troops... I changed Samaria and made it larger than
before. There I let dwell people of the lands I conquered, I installed one of
my eunuchs as a governor over them, and I forced them to pay a tribute and
tax as the Assyrians (ISK, 313-314; cf. ANET, 284-85).
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Thus, 27,290 Samaritans were deported, and substituted with deportees
from elsewhere. The Assyrian destruction is archeologically demonstrated
by Samaria VI; the Assyrian city corresponds to stratum VII. A new prov-
ince called Samaria was added to the others. Thus, a kingdom that had
been mighty (in Levantine terms) and warlike collapsed in the space of a
few years: however, this happened to all the states of the region, and the
speed of the conquest is simply a clear indication of the large difference of
scale between the Assyrian empire and the small Levantine states.

2. Pressure on the South

While Israel collapsed, the kingdom of Judah (which had been responsible
for the initial intervention) remained unscathed, although it must have
been forced to take account of the drastically changed situation. Ahaz
went to Damascus to pay Tiglath-Pileser his respects and the tribute (I7P,
170-71); on his return he introduced some changes in the layout of the
Jerusalem temple (2 Kgs 16.10-18), in particular abolishing the symbols of
royalty to adapt the cult to the new political subservience and its ideologi-
cal implications.

The Assyrian expansion drive, at its height during the 40 years (744—
705) of the two great conquerors Tiglath-Pileser III and Sargon II, did not
stop but definitely relented in the first half of the seventh century. The new
king of Judah, Hezekiah son of Ahaz (716-687), believed he could with-
hold payment of the tribute, and even began some political initiatives,
attacking Gaza, forming relations with Egypt, and later also with the Chal-
dean Marduk-apal-iddina (the Merodach-baladan of 2 Kgs 20.12-13), in a
manifestly anti-Assyrian policy. More concretely, he provided Jerusalem
with fortifications and waterworks capable of resisting a siege, and also
built the satellite citadel of Ramat Rahel (VB) and several other fortresses
to defend the country (see further, §7.4).

Obviously, his neighbours, feeling threatened, asked the Assyrian em-
peror for help, which led Sennacherib (704—681) to intervene with an
army in 701. This campaign is described, with differing perspectives and
details, in the book of Kings (2 Kings 18—19) and in the annals of the
Assyrian king (AS, 31-34; ANET, 287-88). It seems clear that Hezekiah,
supported by an Egyptian army, had expanded his influence over Ekron
and Ashkelon, encouraging revolts against the local pro-Assyrian kings,
who were replaced by anti-Assyrian kings. Sennacherib’s intervention was
successful but not decisive: the Egyptians were defeated in a pitched battle
at Elteqe (near Timna), the pro-Assyrian kings were restored in the Phil-
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istine cities, and the Judean plain, in the Shephelah, was devastated and
handed over to the pro-Assyrian Philistine cities (Ashdod, Ekron and
Gaza). The conquest of Lachish is well known from the Assyrian relief that
depicts it, which is faithful to the actual topography of Lachish III and the
remains of the Assyrian ramp. From the conquered regions the Assyrians
claim to have deported 200,150 people. Jerusalem itself was besieged, but
did not capitulate, and escaped with paying a tribute, though a very heavy
one. The Assyrian version is triumphal:

As for Hezekiah, the Judean, who did not submit to my joke...himself, like
a caged bird I shut up in Jerusalem his royal city. Earthworks I threw up
against him, the one coming out of the city-gate, I turned back to his
misery...as for Hezekiah, the terrifying splendor of my majesty overcame
him, and...his mercenary troops which he had brought in to strengthen
Jerusalem, his royal city, deserted him. In addition to the 30 talents of gold
and 800 talents of silver, (there were) gems, antimony, jewels, large sandu-
stones, couches of ivory, house-chairs of ivory, elephant hide, ivory, ebony,
boxwood, all kinds of valuable (heavy) treasures, as well as his daughters, his
harem, his male and female musicians, (which) he had (them) bring after
me to Nineveh, my royal city (AS, 32, 33-34).

In reality, this is what happened: the city defences were efficient enough to
hold out until the Assyrians (as usually happens in such circumstances)
had to move away. The relief that followed this narrow escape — which was
helped by the onset of an epidemic among the besiegers and the imminent
return of an Egyptian army — was so strong that the rescue was attributed
to divine intervention (2 Kgs 19.35; echoed in Herodotus 2.141).

During the rest of Hezekiah’s reign, and the long reign of his son
Manasseh (687-642), Judah was tributary to the Assyrians. The vast
empire abstained, apparently, from transforming into provinces the last
independent small states (namely Judah, plus Ammon, Moab and Edom in
Transjordan, Gaza and Ashkelon in Philistia), being satisfied with their
loyalty and tribute, and assuring a half century of pax assyriaca. Assyria
did not exactly renounce expansion; rather it had decided to aim higher.
Manasseh watched the armies of Esarhaddon (in 673 and 669) and
Ashurbanipal (in 663) passing along the roads of Judah on their way to
conquer Egypt: in fact he had to supply them with assistance and finan-
cial contribution, and he is thus cited in the annals of the former (IAKA,
60) and the latter king (BIA, 212) as a loyal vassal. However, towards the
middle of the century the expansionary impulse had totally vanished, and
the aging Ashurbanipal, now inactive, allowed the periphery to pause for
breath.



7. The Impact of the Assyrian Empire (c. 740-640) 149

3. Patterns of Deportation and Provincialization

According to the evidence of Assyrian royal inscriptions, the conquest of
aregion involved great damage: destruction of cities, burning of villages,
plundering of cattle and crops, cutting down of fruit trees and vineyards,
and the deportation of the ‘remnant’. The insistence, and the glee, of the
accounts can be part of a ‘propaganda of terror’, but there is no doubt that
these war operations (with their direct and collateral consequences), the
presence of an enemy army, conquest, and the booty, inflicted great dam-
age on the local population and economy. The totals of more than 40,000
deportees from Israel, and about 200,000 from Judah, given in the Assyrian
annals, seem to be realistic (for more populated areas the numbers are
much greater) and constitute a significant percentage of the population. It
is important to notice that the deportations are not confined to the royal
family and palace, that if necessary are dealt with separately, but also
include the common agro-pastoral population of the villages and small
cities (‘male and female, old and young’), although special attention was
paid to record any specialized skills and crafts.

In Assyrian ideology this destructive activity makes sense in itself, as a
punishment of previous treachery or sacrilegious opposition to the god
Asshur and the king, his military agent. But it acquired a fuller sense when
combined with the work of reconstruction that the Assyrian kings them-
selves claim to support — behaviour consistent with the idea that conquest
means enlarging order at the expense of sedition, justice at the expense of
iniquity. The destructive moment is succeeded by constructive action; the
destroyed royal palace and local elite are replaced by a provincial Assyrian
palace to house a group of Assyrian officials; the deportation of the local
people to Assyria or other Assyrian provinces is compensated by depor-
tation from other provinces to the newly conquered one. The final aim is
linguistic, cultural and political assimilation, as complete as possible,
aimed at turning the defeated into Assyrians. Assimilation completes the
conquest, turning a rebel kingdom into a new province of the cosmos
directly dependent on the king and the god Ashur. This is how Sargon II
expresses himself:

By order of Ashur, my lord, and the power of my sceptre, I deported the
people of the four parts of the world, speaking a foreign and incomprehensi-
ble language, dwellers of mountains and plains, all subjects of the light of
the gods and lord of everything. I turned them into a sole language and put
them there. I assigned them some Assyrians as scribes and overseers, who
were able to teach them the fear of god and king (ISK; 296).



150 Israel’s History and the History of Israel

Of course, from the imperial point of view this is a process of assimilation,
while from the local point of view it is the severe destruction of a culture.
The capital cities (Samaria, Damascus, Hamath and many others), already
lively centres of political decision and diplomatic relations, handicraft and
trade, religious worship, literary production, and all kinds of local and
distinct culture, became simply the administrative satellites of the imperial
capital, with the sole function of directing human and material resources
to the centre. However, the restoration was carried on, aiming to destroy
cultural individuality but without causing the economic and demographic
collapse.

Archaeology well demonstrates the persistence of settlement in the
areas conquered by the Assyrians. At Samaria (VII) a fragment of a stele
of Sargon II and two administrative Assyrian tablets have been found; in
690 a governor of Samaria acted as the eponym (SAA, Suppl. 11, 50).
Megiddo (III) was rebuilt to a different (orthogonal) urban layout and two
large houses on the ‘Assyrian’ plan, with a central court were built. At
Gezer two Assyrian tablets (indicating the existence of an administrative
centre) have been found; at Hazor two ‘public’ buildings; at Tel Kinneret
a fort with a small Assyrian ‘residency’. Beth-Shean (IV), Tel Dan, Shechem
(VI), Tirzah (Tell Far‘a North VII E), Lachish (II) and Dothan (1) were
reconstructed, though modestly; at Bethel the temple was rebuilt. Other
provincial ‘small palaces’, showing the typical Assyrian plan and contain-
ing fine Assyrian palace ware, are concentrated in the extreme south,
between the hinterland of Gaza and the Beer-sheba valley: at Tell Jemme
(EF), Tell Abu Salima (G), Tel Haror, Tel Sera’ (V-VI). These give a clear
indication of Assyrian interest in controlling access to the Egyptian Delta
and the transverse caravan route through the Negev. Coastal centres also
flourish, from Dor to Ekron (Tel Miqne I C-B, with large oil production
facilities).

In this context of demographic and territorial reshaping, all in the
interests of Assyria, and under the watchful control of garrisons and
Assyrian officials, the custom of ‘cross deportation’, involving about 4.5
million people over three centuries, played an essential role. The biblical
account of the conquest of Samaria tells first of the deportations of the
Israelites:

In the ninth year of Hoshea the king of Assyria captured Samaria; he carried
the Israelites away to Assyria. He placed them in Halah, on the Habor, the
river of Gozan, and in the cities of the Medes (2 Kgs 17.6).

and shortly afterwards describes the arrival of foreign deportees:
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The king of Assyria brought people from Babylon, Cuthah, Avva, Hamath,
and Sepharvaim, and placed them in the cities of Samaria in place of the
people of Israel; they took possession of Samaria, and settled in its cities
(2 Kgs 17.24).

From the texts of Sargon II we know that he deported some Arabs to
Samaria also:

I crushed the tribes of Tamud, Ibadid, Marsimanu, and Haiapa, the Arabs
who live, far away, in the desert (and) who know neither overseers nor
official(s) and who had not (yet) brought their tribute to any king. I de-
ported their survivors and settled (them) in Samaria (ANET, 286).

The new society had to be mixed, not between dominant and dominated
(the dominant were few and important) but between dominated people of
different origin.

The results were predictable. Political resistance, deprived of a context
in which to develop, was totally crushed, while the local economy was
saved. At the beginning the demographic balance was negative, since many
deportees died on the way, and those who arrived at their destination had
many problems in starting a new life in a totally unknown context (for the
Samaritan deportees see SAA, 1, 220, 255; XV, 280). Demographic difficul-
ties occurred throughout the empire; the Assyrians for their part, however,
did not want to turn conquered areas into desert, on the contrary, they did
everything possible to make them productive and populated. Whole fami-
lies were deported, homogeneous communities, just to sustain high morale
and the will to live and work.

Linguistic assimilation was totally to the advantage of Aramaic, the most
diffused language in the empire and in particular in the regions (Babylonia,
Syria) where the majority of the deportees came from. But even in Assyria
during the eighth—seventh centuries Aramaic was used alongside Assyrian
as the language of administration, and even as the spoken language.
Religious assimilation did not result in the imposition of Assyrian relig-
ion, except in some state ceremonies or as a statement of basic principle.
On the contrary, it resulted in a widespread and variegated syncretism
among the several cults imported by the new arrivals: the persistence of
the ‘Canaanite’ cults, and a modification of the Yahwism that some consid-
ered as the strongest element of self-identity and also of a link with the
surviving sibling kingdom of Judah. However, this outcome was bound
to appear unacceptable to the ‘orthodox’ Yahwists of the south (see the
Deuteronomistic condemnation in 2 Kgs 17.29-34, with its account of the
deities of the immigrants), who particularly at that moment, and in reac-
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tion to the events and the consequent situation in the north, took their
religion in a more and more precise and exclusive direction.

4. Growth and Prosperity in the Kingdom of Judah

In the south, Hezekiah’s goal of resisting Assyrian power depended on
having a kingdom rapidly growing in material resources and ideological
consciousness. It is probable that after the conquest of Samaria some
groups of Israelites from the north found refuge in Judah, assisting demo-
graphic growth, administrative efficiency and religious development. How-
ever, the major factors of growth can be seen in the political stability (the
two long reigns of Hezekiah and Manasseh cover a total of 85 years) and in
the proximity to an Assyrian empire that firstly (in its aggressive phase)
mobilized the human and moral resources of the peoples it attacked, and
then (in the co-existence phase) allowed the inclusion of the neighbouring
vassals in a wider economic system.

The initial mobilization translated into the grand urban projects of
Hezekiah in Jerusalem and elsewhere. In the capital a new enclosure wall
(involving the destruction of private houses, deplored by Isa. 22.10) was
built to protect the new quarters that were rapidly being formed on the
western hill. The city grew from 5 hectares (mainly occupied by the temple
and palace) to 60 hectares, and the estimated population increased from
1,000 to 15,000 in the space of a single generation. The new quarters are
called Mishneh, ‘doubling’ (Zeph. 1.10-11) in the north-west quarter, and
Maktesh, ‘pestle’ (representing a depression), the valley between the old
‘city of David’ and the new city. The other great project was the construc-
tion of a large catchment pool (Siloam, just at the bottom of Maktesh) fed
by a tunnel that carried the water of the Gihon spring to a place inside the
walls. This remarkable work of hydraulic engineering is not only attested
in the Bible (2 Kgs 20.20; 2 Chron. 32.30) but also by an inscription that
celebrates the completing of the work, vividly describing the moment when
the two teams of excavators, which had worked from opposite ends, finally
met:

[... when] (the tunnel) was driven through. And this was the way in which it
was cut through: — While [...] (were) still [...] axe(s), each man toward his
fellow, and while there were still three cubits to be cut through, [there was
heard] the voice of a man calling to his fellow, for there was an overlap in
the rock on the right [and on the left]. And when the tunnel was driven
through, the quarrymen hewed (the rock), each man toward his fellow, axe
against axe; and the water flowed from the spring toward the reservoir for
1,200 cubits, and the height of the rock above the head(s) of the quarryment
was 100 cubits (ANET, 321).
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Figure 37. The growth of Jerusalem: (a) the ‘City of David’ and the expansion under
Hezekiah; (b) the size of the city at different periods

But the building and settling development continued, both in time and
in extent, after and beyond the work needed for the imminent siege, and
also in the period of the ‘Assyrian peace’. Jerusalem clearly dominated the
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hierarchy of cities, with its 60 hectares, compared to the 10 hectares of
Lachish and the 3-4 hectares of other small cities. Lachish, the major
centre in the Shephelah, suddenly grew at the end of the eighth century
(strata IV-1II), and was enclosed by an imposing wall, with a double city
gate: an inner one with six rooms, and an outer one with an hairpin ramp.
The gate led into a square from which one entered the palace complex
through a second six-roomed gate. Thus, it was an important and well-
provided administrative centre at the time of Sennacherib’s siege. In addi-
tion, the royal residence of Ramat Rahel (V B), halfway between Jerusa-
lem and Bethlehem, was probably built by Hezekiah. The list of Judean
fortresses, that 2 Chron. 11.5-12, 23 attributes to Rehoboam, is in all
probability Hezekiah’s work, and the same is true of a series of fortresses
that have been uncovered: Khirbet Marjama and Rujm Abu Mukhayr, in
strategic position on the roads toward the Jordan valley; Tell el-Hesi, Tell
Judeideh and Tell Zakariya (Azekah) in the region around Lachish, on the
border with the Assyrian province of Ashdod; and finally, Khirbet Rabud
(B), guarding the southern border.

The agricultural villages, in both the lowlands and highlands, grew in
number and size, and the major crisis caused by Sennacherib’s destruction
seems to have been rapidly overcome. The production of wine is evident at
Gibeon in particular by the stamps on the amphorae (SSI, I, 14); and a
significant development of olive oil production is indicated by the extraor-
dinary number of oil presses found in the excavations of Tel Miqne (Ekron),
dated to his period. We also have ‘1100 (measures/jars) of oil; of the king’
written on an ostracon from Tell Qasile (SSI, 1, 4), in a coastal area but
with Yahwistic onomastics. If the resources of the Shephelah were now
directed towards the Philistine cities and the Assyrian minor palaces, the
resources of the plateaus were obviously directed towards Jerusalem. This
is proved by the oil (or perhaps rather wine) amphorae (50-litre capacity)
bearing the typical stamp /mlk, ‘for the king’, plus four areas of provenance,
Hebron, Soko, Zif, and Memshat (the last of these has not been located).
Two kinds of royal seals are found, one with a four-winged scarab, another
similar to the winged sun, both showing clear Egyptian influence; also seals
of officials, bearing their name and position, among them being Shebna,
who is well known from the book of Isaiah. This type of seal seems to
cover a limited time span, and the high number of such finds at Lachish III
leads us to think of a military defensive set-up, appropriate to the circum-
stances of Hezekiah’s reign. It is possible that the emergency of the
Assyrian threat led to a change in the centralized system of provisions
formerly used in normal times. Apart from Lachish, many stamps have been
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recorded among finds at Ramat Rahel VB, Jerusalem, Gezer V, Hebron,
Bet-Sur, Beth-Shemesh, Tel Batash (Timna), and in many of the fortresses
listed above: the diffusion area, as has been noted, corresponds almost
exactly to the list of fortresses in 2 Chronicles 11.

In the eighth century the Judean countryside reached its maximum
population density, at the limit of its capacity; and at the same time we see
an expansion into neighboring semi-arid areas, which continued up to the
time of Josiah (see §8.3). In the Negev, not only in the Beer-sheba valley
but also in properly desert areas, fortresses began protecting the frontier
and controlling the caravan routes. It is plausible to assign to Hezekiah
Arad VIII, Kadesh-barnea (middle fortress) and Tel ‘Ira VII — which is a
fortified administrative centre. All these fortresses may have been destroyed
during Sennacherib’s campaign.

The settlement of the desert fringes implies the use of dry farming
techniques, with dams to retain water and soil in the wadis subject to
sudden floods; these devices had already been utilized in Iron Age I (see
§2.6) but were now applied on a larger scale. The kingdom of Judah could
probably take advantage of participation in the rich trade coming from
south Arabia, something that also accounts for the settlement, growth and
economic fortunes of Edom and other states lying along the so-called
‘King’s Highway’, now secure after centuries of relentless wars among
Arameans, Israelites and Moabites, thanks to their shared (whether direct
or indirect) submission to the Assyrian empire. It is significant that another
of the Tell Qasile ostraca records ‘30 shekels of gold of Ophir for Beth-
Horon’ (857, 1, 4): the amount is modest, but the name ‘Ophir” alludes to
South Arabia and the maritime trade on the Red Sea.

5. Hezekiah’s Reforms and the Prophetic Debate

Assyrian pressure caused a reaction on the ideological level also, exercising
a generally disruptive influence from the intervention of Tiglath-Pileser III
to the end of the empire, but concentrated in the time of Hezekiah. The
moment of reaction came when Hezekiah initiated religious reforms evi-
dently aimed at mobilizing the moral resources of the country in the face
of the new and serious danger. The reform (2 Kgs 18.4; with huge addi-
tions in 2 Chronicles 29-31) was of a Yahwistic character, abolishing the
shrines belonging to the agricultural religion: the ‘high places’ (bamdt), the
steles (massebot), the trees or trunks (dsérdt). It even destroyed a bronze
snake attributed to Moses that had become an object of popular worship.
Hezekiah is the first king of Judah to whom the Deuteronomistic historian
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attributes the destruction of the bamdt; under all his predecessors, this
writer had always said ‘however, the bamét did not disappear, and the
people went on in offering sacrifices and incense on the bamodt’. Thus,
Hezekiah’s action was novel, presumably followed by a rearrangement of
the temple (involving not only the furniture but also the structure itself) to
make it suitable for the cultic innovations; the reforms marked a first move
in transforming Yahweh from the national god to an exclusive one. One
can well imagine how the reform will have been received painfully, and
resisted, by a population used to its fertility cults. In fact, Hezekiah’s suc-
cessor, Manasseh (687-642), reintroduced religious pluralism, rebuilding
the bamoét and other symbols of the fertility cults.

Hezekiah’s reform did not take place suddenly, but was the climax of a
process triggered by a natural internal evolution, perhaps by the influx of
priests and levites from the northern kingdom, and certainly by confron-
tation with the ideology of the large empire of which Judah was a small
peripheral part. The inner evolution is shown by the rise, at the end of the
eighth century (and thus some decades later than the North) of prophetic
activity originating in the traditional activity of the court diviners, but
endowed with a fuller ideological, and now also literary, dignity. Its expo-
nents are Hosea, Micah, and Isaiah: these are all witness to the ideological
ferment and debate that followed the terrible events of the Assyrian
invasion, the destruction of Samaria, and the threat to Jerusalem itself:
events that undermined the trust between people, ruling class, and deity —
relationship that apparently was not working properly.

Hosea (c. 760—720) lived in Israel until the destruction of Samaria, but
then probably took shelter in Judah, bringing with him his experience of
the national disaster in the north. Israel, according to Hosea, was destroyed
because of the corruption of the ruling class, but especially because it
betrayed its allegiance to Yahweh — an act that the prophet, out of his
personal experience, depicts by the metaphor of conjugal infidelity. If now
Judah wants to avoid a similar fate, it will have to affirm its loyalty to
Yahweh. The prospect of relying on human support (Egypt: Hos. 7.11,
12.2) had emerged as illusory for Israel, and would be the same for Judah.

The text of Micah (c. 750—710) has been extensively rewritten and
updated by post-exilic interventions (particularly concerning the final
destiny of Jerusalem), but the overall meaning seems to go back to the
moment after the collapse of Samaria. In a fictitious ‘trial’ the deity rebuts
the implied accusation of not having protected his people, recalling all the
previous benefits that Israel always repaid with serious and persistent
unfaithfulness. However, coming from a peasant village in Judah, Micah
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seems particularly sensitive to the theme of the corruption and injustice of
the rulers as the ultimate cause of the downfall:

They covet fields, and seize them;
houses, and take them away;

they oppress householder and house,
people and their inheritance (Mic. 2.2).

The women of my people you drive out
from their pleasant houses;

from their young children you take away
my glory forever.

Arise and go;

for this is no place to rest,

because of uncleanness that destroys
with a grievous destruction (Mic. 2.9-10).

Its rulers give judgment for a bribe,
its priests teach for a price,
its prophets give oracles for money (Mic. 3.11).

It is clearly too late to invoke divine help when the whole people has
already been ruined by those who should have been taking care of it.

However, the fundamental exponent of the Yahwistic movement is
undoubtedly Isaiah (‘First’ Isaiah, or ‘Isaiah of Jerusalem’, author of much
of chapters 1-39 of the book that bears his name), who was active
roughly between 740-700 and served as a protagonist (an adviser of the
king) during the siege of 701. His first predictions, although they support
the elimination of the worship of idols, are more concerned with socio-
economical problems, as in this vigorous condemnation of the growing
power of the landowners:

Ah, you who join house to house,

who add field to field,

until there is room for no one but you,
and you are left to live alone

in the midst of the land! (Isa. 5.8).

The latifundium (large rural estate) carries its own curse, that will doubt-
less be fulfilled, because without the care of small landowners agricultural
profits will fall off:

Surely many houses shall be desolate,

large and beautiful houses, without inhabitant.

For ten acres of vineyard shall yield but one bath,

and a homer of seed shall yield a mere ephah (Isa. 5.9-10).
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However, with subsequent oracles the concept of loyalty to Yahweh as the
only hope of salvation becomes more and more crucial. This concept is
introduced into specific political issues, offering glimpses of the current
debates. Parallel to the disaster of the north emerges the role of Jerusalem
as a focal point for survivors of Israel, the ‘remnant’ on whom the hope of a
forthcoming renewal must be based (Isa. 2.1-5). Criticism emerges of the
main court officials. Shebna, secretary of the king, and Eliakim, prefect of
the palace (the funerary inscription of the former has been perhaps pre-
served, SSI, 1, 8; see Isa. 22.15-18) are responsible for basing Jerusalem’s
defence entirely on human resources (22.8-11). Criticism is also directed
against the building policy of Hezekiah (“You collected the waters of the
lower pool. You surveyed the houses of Jerusalem and pulled houses down
to strengthen the wall’, 22.9-10). We find polemics against the inefficacy of
Egypt — which cannot, of course be regarded as a substitute for the saving
role of Yahweh (30.1-5; 31.1-3). The prophet rails also against Assyria,
firstly portrayed as a divine instrument of destruction against the impious
northern kingdom, but then condemned because it displayed too much
relish and cruelty in its destructive action (10.5-11; 31.4-9). Finally, he
turns against the other states of the Levant, all ready to profit from the
misfortunes of others.

With Isaiah the so-called ‘oracles against the nations’ (Isaiah 14—21 and
23) take on a more powerful form than with Amos (1-2) at the time of the
Aramean wars. Such oracles are laments and curses hurled at states and
neighbouring peoples guilty of profiting at each other’s expense, and in
particular at the expense of Israel and Judah, as a result of the imperial
intervention, and accusing each king of crimes committed to secure
advantages that will later turn out to be illusory, as they incur divine
vengeance. The oracles of Amos had been particularly blunt, in the context
of the Syro-Palestinian wars in which Assyrian intervention represented
divine retribution:

Thus says Yahweh:

For three transgressions of the Ammonites,

and for four, I will not revoke the punishment;

because they have ripped open pregnant women in Gilead
in order to enlarge their territory.

will kindle a fire against the wall of Rabbah,

fire that shall devour its strongholds,

with shouting on the day of battle,

with a storm on the day of the whirlwind;

then their king shall go into exile,

he and his officials together, says Yahweh (Amos 1.13-15).
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The oracles of Isaiah are much more sophisticated, issuing from within
the framework of a political debate over a wider range that also includes
kingdoms against which Judah did not bear a grudge. Here, for example,
is a lament over Sidon, conquered by Sennacherib in 701 (with the king
fleeing to Cyprus):

Wail, O ships of Tarshish,

for your fortress is destroyed.

When they came in from Cyprus

they learned of it.

Be still, O inhabitants of the coast,

O merchants of Sidon,

your messengers crossed over the sea
and were on the mighty waters;

your revenue was the grain of Shihor,
the harvest of the Nile;

you were the merchant of the nations.
Be ashamed, O Sidon, for the sea has spoken,
the fortress of the sea, saying:

I have neither laboured nor given birth,
I have neither reared young men

nor brought up young women.”

You will exult no longer,

O oppressed virgin daughter Sidon;

rise, cross over to Cyprus —

even there you will have no rest (Isa. 23.1-4, 12).

It becomes clear how the status of an area politically divided, when sub-
jected to imperial pressure, accentuates the tendency to self-identification
of each unit, especially by means of asserting contrasts with other units. In
this movement towards ethno-political identity, religion plays a very cen-
tral part.

This is the context of the Yahwistic reforms (or more simply, anti-
idolatry measures) of Hezekiah, which make sense when set against the
debate within a city under threat of imminent siege, where a totally reli-
gious solution of complete submission to the one god Yahweh, advocated
by the prophets, encounters the human politics of alliances and military
and economical measures adopted by the king and his officials.

6. Imperial Ideology and Local Strategies

During the siege of Jerusalem in 701, several exchanges took place between
the general of the Assyrian army (the rab-sagéh ‘chief cup-bearer’) and the
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chiefs of the besieged Judeans (Eliakim prefect of the palace, Shebna secre-
tary of the king, Joah herald), narrated in 2 Kgs 18.17—-19.19 and Isaiah 37,
and which represent, as best one can, the conflict of ideologies in play
during the course of the military engagement. The Assyrian officials
intervene twice orally, then deliver a letter from Sennacherib; after this, all
that is left is military action. In a text of Esarhaddon (of the ‘letter to the
god’ genre) the siege of the rebel city of Shubria is also marked by inter-
changes between the besiegers and besieged, with the Assyrian king finally
losing his patience after repeating his order to surrender ‘three times”:

Have you ever heard the order of a mighty king twice? And I am a very pow-
erful king, and have spoken to you three times, but you have not listened to
the words of my mouth. You did not fear of [...] of my person, you did not
worry. You are the one who forced me to cause a war; you are the one who
aroused the fierce weapons of Assur from their place! (JAKA, 103-104).

It is interesting to notice that below the walls of Jerusalem the Assyrian
negotiators address the besieged in Hebrew (and not Aramaic as de-
manded by the spokesmen of the besieged), with the explicit aim of being
heard by all the people on the walls witnessing the negotiation, whose
interests did not correspond to those of the ruling class.

The Assyrian arguments are as follows: the trust of the Judeans in their
walls and in Egyptian help is in vain; all the Syrian cities have had to
capitulate, and yet they had their own gods; Hezekiah’s argument that he
can count on his very special god Yahweh is invalid, because Sennacherib
has been sent by Yahweh himself, who has abandoned his people; and
finally (directly addressed to the people), anyone who will submit is given
the promise of being deported to a fertile land where he will resume a
normal life.

The arguments echo precisely the fundamental principles of Assyrian
imperial ideology: in particular, that Assyrian power is based not only on
great military strength, but also on proper trust in the god Ashur, while the
enemies are forced to capitulate because they foolishly trust in human
elements (material defences, and the aid of allies) or in deities that have
already recognized the Assyrian supremacy and have abandoned their
faithful. Also typically Assyrian is the distinction between ‘guilty’ rulers
and the population, who are unaware, and can be redeemed.

However, the speeches of the Assyrian officials also show a good knowl-
edge of the arguments circulating in Jerusalem during the siege. Apart
from the temptation to surrender (which could circulate among the
common people), two parties face each other: one (technical/political) that
advocated resistance through relying on Egyptian intervention, and the
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other (prophetic/populist) that advocated trust in Yahweh alone. The oracle
of Isaiah, expressing this complete (and humanly irrational) faith, seeks to
mobilize the resistance of the besieged:

Therefore thus says Yahweh concerning the king of Assyria: He shall not
come into this city, shoot an arrow there, come before it with a shield, or
cast up a siege-ramp against it. By the way that he came, by the same he
shall return; he shall not come into this city, says Yahweh (2 Kgs 19.32-33 =
Isa. 37.33-34).

Isaiah, supporter of the ‘religious’ strategy, occupies, after the conclusion
of the siege, a favorable stance in asserting that Egyptian help was totally
ineffective, while it was Yahweh who saved the city. The definition of
Egypt as a ‘broken reed’, that wounds the hand of the one who leans on it
(Isa. 36.6) becomes proverbial (and is reused by Ezek. 29.6-7).

Thus, the Assyrian and local ideologies agree in considering that the
military outcome can only be the consequence of decisions already taken
atadivine level. The Assyrians thought they were carrying out a commis-
sion of the god Asshur: every report of their campaigns starts with ‘by
order’ (ina qibit) or ‘by reliance (ina tukulti) on the god Ashur and the
mighty gods’. The Assyrian action also met with the consent of the
enemy gods themselves (as the rab-$aqgéh says concerning Yahweh), dis-
gusted by the disloyalty of their people. It is worth quoting the passage
in which Esarhaddon explains the destruction of Babylon by his father
Sennacherib, despite some embarrassment, and the total omission of the
name and action of his father. The connivance of the Babylonian god is
even more necessary since this is a deity worshipped by the Assyrians
themselves:

Formerly, at the time of a previous king, there were unfavourable signs in
Sumer and Akkad. The inhabitants of Babylon split into two factions (‘they
answered each other yes/no’), and hatched a rebellion. They got their hands
on the treasure of Esagila, the temple of the gods, and looted it of gold,
silver and precious gems to give them to Elam as payment (for the troops).
Marduk, lord of the gods, flew into a rage, and took the unfavorable deci-
sions of devastating the land and destroying his people. The canal Arakhtu,
ariver in flood, furious current, reproduction of the deluge, was deflected
and its water flowed over the city of his residence, and over his own sanctu-
ary, turning everything into a ruin. The gods and goddesses who dwelt there
fled away as birds and ascended into heaven. The people who dwelt there
passed under the yoke and whip, and became slaves. Seventy years, as meas-
ure of the desolation, he wrote (in the destiny); but then the merciful
Marduk, whose rage lasts a moment, changed it and considered restoration
after eleven years (IAKA, 12-15, D).
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The idea that the invaders were agents of the offended gods, who wanted
to punish their people, had a long history throughout the Near East, going
back to the times of the fall of Akkad at the end of the third millennium.
However, there is of course a difference between involving the gods of the
defeated to explain one’s own success, and imputing to one’s own god the
responsibility of one’s own defeat. The possible reactions to this syndrome
of abandonment and punishment could, of course, be either of two: in the
event of defeat, acknowledgement of the superior power and trustworthi-
ness of the god Asshur, and thus adherence to the Assyrian religion; or,
conversely, in the event of an ambiguous outcome, or an averted danger,
more probably a strengthening of trust in the local god and an increased
commitment to eliminate the reasons for the guilt and treason that were in
the final analysis the primary causes of the threat.

7. Loyalty and Protection: The Emperor and the God

The concept of ‘reliance, trust’ (tukultu), in both Assyrian and local ide-
ology, coincided with principle of ‘loyalty’ (kittu). At this point, in the
whole Levantine periphery of the Assyrian empire, re-emerge reminis-
cences of a remote past (the Late Bronze Age), when each city-state had no
choice but to be ‘servant’ (we would say ‘vassal’, using feudal terminology)
of one of the ‘great kings’ who dominated the area: either of Egypt or the
Hittites. In local expectations, the ‘small king’ had to preserve his loyalty
(kittu) and should then be rewarded by the protection (verb nasaru) of his
lord. If two lords faced each other, the battle would decide (as in an ordeal)
to which of them the local king had to submit and be loyal.

Egypt, to tell the truth, had not once convincingly adhered to this ideol-
ogy of protection as a reward for loyalty, maintaining that submission was
due unconditionally. After the twelfth century, its role had been reduced
until it was only nominal. Thus, the local kings became accustomed to
being no-one’s vassals, only the servants of their god, and placing in him all
those expectations of protection that formerly rested in the earthly lord.
The ‘oath of vassalage’ to the earthly lord was replaced by an oath of total
trust in the divine lord. Already in the prophets of the eighth century (as
we will see further in §14.4) we find the theme of the ‘exodus from Egypt’,
namely liberation from Egyptian sovereignty, set in the foundation period,
and ascribed to Yahweh, who had therefore imposed his own oath of uncon-
ditional loyalty.

When Assyria appeared on the Palestinian scene, in the mid-eighth
century, the ancient paradigm was partly re-established. As a result, the
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local kingdoms could develop their two alternative strategies. The politi-
cal strategy depended on trusting in the Egyptian protection in an anti-
Assyrian stance. However, the forces on the field were rather ill-matched:
against the deadly Assyrian war-machine and ideology stood an Egypt that
was militarily weak (the Assyrian officials below the walls of Jerusalem call
ita ‘broken reed’, 2 Kgs 18.21) and ideologically untrustworthy. Hence the
recourse to a theological strategy: trust in divine protection in opposing
the threat of the Assyrian emperor. And under the influence of Assyrian
political-legal conventions, the ideology of the oath takes shape.

In all the royal Assyrian inscriptions, from Tiglath-Pileser’s time onwards,
Assyrian intervention is always motivated by violation of the oath. A minor
king is not guilty of refusing submission, or withholding tribute, or dealing
with third parties: but he is always guilty of having violated the oath that
obliged him to submission and to the payment of tribute, and to not recog-
nizing other lords but Asshur. In practice, there was a two-stage strategy:
first, Assyria imposed a vassalage oath, next it used any violation of that
oath as an excuse to punish the rebel, who was thus guilty more of a
theological breach than a political one, since the oath was taken before
‘Asshur and the other (Assyrian) mighty gods’. The punishment was in-
flicted by the god, the Assyrian king being the agent and enforcer of the
curses written at the end of the text of the oath. As an example, it is suffi-
cient to cite the following text from Asshurbanipal:

The rest of the Arabs, who escaped my weapons, the warrior-god Erra
(= the pest) defeated them. Famine broke out among them. To satisfy their
hunger, they ate the flesh of their children. All the curses written in the oath
that they stipulated, in my name and in the name of the great gods, you,
Ashur, quickly applied them as a terrible fate. The offspring of the camels,
donkeys, cows and sheep, sucked seven times without being filled with milk.
And the Arabs were asking each other: “Why did all these misfortunes
happen to Arabia? And they answered: “This happened because we did not
follow the conditions we swore before Ashur!” (BIA, 248).

The Assyrians of the eighth and seventh centuries knew two kinds of oath.
One was called adlii (there is also an Aramaic example on the stele of Sefire,
881,11, 7-9, dated to the first half of the seventh century): it was the appro-
priate oath sworn by the lesser king as an obligation of loyalty to the
emperor and of payment of tribute (biltu or madattu). The second kind
was called kitru and was an ill-advised attempt of securing human protec-
tion through payment, not of a tribute, but of a disqualifying ‘bribe’ (ta’tu
or kadrii). In spite of recourse to the kitru (= support of human allies), the
rebel would, sooner or later, directly or indirectly, be punished through the
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fulfillment of the curses of the adii and the power of the guarantor deity.
The Judeans did not take over the term adii (they used bérit), but they
did adopt the ideology of the oath: they decided to transfer their trust to
Yahweh, and to retroject to a remote and foundational past (the period of
David, Joshua, or even of Moses) the making of an oath that could guaran-
tee its security, in exchange — obviously! — for absolute and exclusive
loyalty. The biblical expressions of the oath (starting from the first com-
mandment: ‘Tam the Lord; you will not have other gods before me’) clearly
replicate the Assyrian expressions of the loyalty oath:

We will love Ashurbanipal, king of Assyria, and hate his enemy. From this
day on for as long as we live, Ashurbanipal, king of Assyria, shall be our king
and lord. We will not install nor seek another king or another lord for
ourselves (SAA, II, 66).



Chapter 8

PAUSE BETWEEN TWO EMPIRES
(c. 640-610)

1. The Collapse of the Assyrian Empire

The Assyrian empire reached its peak under the reign of Ashurbanipal
(668—631), who sent his generals to subdue the two rival kingdoms that
were still independent: Elam in the far East, and Egypt in the far West. The
magnificence of the enormous metropolis of Nineveh, enriched by palaces
and works of art, and the famous library where all the Babylonian literary
works were collected (included the canonical series of omens and the
lexical lists) show a power that had now reached its final maturity. By the
mid-century, however, complacency and stagnation and inactivity mark
the beginning of the decline of an empire that could only maintain its
strength through continued expansion. Assyria lost de facto control of the
most distant provinces (from Egypt to Anatolia), the inflow of booty and
tribute noticeably decreased, and the administrative and ceremonial appa-
ratus had expanded too much, becoming a burden that could no longer be
met. The last years of Ashurbanipal, moreover, witnessed the beginning
of a war of succession that would last for 20 years and take its toll of the
ruling class, the state finances and the army.

In 625 a Chaldaean chief, Nabopolassar, became king of Babylon and,
with renewed energy, took charge of the armed opposition that had always
caused problems to Assyrian control over Lower Mesopotamia. Year by
year, the scene altered as the Assyrians were progressively expelled from
the cities of Lower Mesopotamia, and the Babylonians began to move up
the Tigris and Euphrates, taking the conflict to the middle of the empire
itself. During this phase the Medes people proved a useful ally of the Baby-
lonians: they were important horse-breeders, and occupied the central
Zagros mountains and the commercial route that led from Babylonia to
central Asia (the so-called Khorasan road). The Medes had for many cen-
turies suffered Assyrian raids and plundering, but they had also benefited
from their contiguity with the empire, developed more advanced state
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structures, with their tribal chiefs installed inside fortified, ceremonial
citadels. They became rich selling horses to the Assyrians and controlling
the Khorasan road, they equipped the Assyrians with auxiliary troops,
and even provided the guards for the king and crown prince.

When the conflict between the Chaldaeans and Assyrians finally turned
in favour of the former, the Medes entered the fray, probably motivated
not only by the long-standing grudges and desire for revenge of mountain
dwellers continually oppressed by the empire, but also by the new Zoroas-
trian religion that, at that very moment, was taking root on the Iranian
plateau (according to tradition, the Zoroaster flourished around 630): the
Zoroastrian religion was an ideology based on the fight between the
forces of good and truth against those of evil and falsehood, and it could
readily identify Assyria as the main representation of the domain of evil.
Be that as it may, Median intervention was characterized by destructive
violence: Ashur was conquered and sacked in 614, Nineveh in 612, and
several other cities followed the same fate. The region that for three centu-
ries had been the centre of the world, and had determined the fates of all
the people of the Near East, was turned into a desert and wasteland (and
would remain so for many centuries):

And he [God] will stretch out his hand against the north,
and destroy Assyria;

and he will make Nineveh a desolation,

a dry waste like the desert.

Herds shall lie down in it,

every wild animal;

the desert owl and the screech owl

shall lodge on its capitals;

the owl shall hoot at the window,

the raven croak on the threshold;

for its cedar work will be laid bare.

Is this the exultant city

that lived secure,

that said to itself,

‘I am, and there is no one else’?

What a desolation it has become,

a lair for wild animals!

Everyone who passes by it

hisses and shakes the fist (Zeph. 2.13-15).

While the intervention of the Medes was decisive in the offensive
action, it was the Chaldaeans who profited politically and territorially
from the war, replacing the Assyrians in the control of much of the
empire. The Medes, returning to their mountains in Iran, did not form
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Figure 38. The Levant after the fall of the Assyrian empire

any empire (as the classical tradition maintains), but on the contrary
reverted to forms of tribalism without cohesion or formal administration.
The ceremonial citadels that flourished when the Assyrian empire was
still working, were also abandoned: the periphery declined along with the
centre. In Neo-Babylonian inscriptions the distinction of the roles is
clear: the Medes performed the ‘shabby’ task of destroying the Assyrian
cities, while the Chaldaeans were responsible for imperial reconstruction
and continuity:
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He (i.e. Marduk) provided him (i.e. [Nabopolassar], the king of Babylon)
with helpers, let him acquire a friend and cause the king of the Manda-
hordes [=Medes] who has no rival, to bow to his orders in submission and
to come to his assistance. (And) he (the king of the Manda-hordes) swept
on like a flood storm, above and below, right and left, avenging Babylon in
retaliation. The king of the Manda-hordes, without (religious) fear, demol-
ished the sanctuaries of all the gods of Subartu (Assyria). He also demol-
ished the towns within the territory of Akkad [= Babylonia] which had
been hostile against the king of Akkad and had not come to his assistance
(in his fight against Subartu). None of their cult(-centers) he omitted, laying
waste their (sacred) towns worse than a flood storm. The king of Babylon,
however, for whom this sacrilegious action of Marduk was horrible, did not
raise his hand against the cult(-places) of any of the great gods, but let his
hair unkempt, slept on the floor (to express his pious desperation) (ANET,
309).

At this moment of Assyrian decline, soon after 612, Egypt itself tried to
join in, and the Pharaoh Necho again marched up the Syro-Palestinian
corridor to the far North, not to support what remained of Assyria, but
rather to confront the Chaldaeans on the Euphrates and regain control of
Syria-Palestine, which Egypt had never ceased to regard as its permanent
property. However, the Egyptians failed in this, and the Chaldaean armies
(Nebuchadrezzar II succeeded Nabopolassar) progressively conquered
what had been the Assyrian territory west of the Euphrates (see further on,
§§8.7,9.1).

2. An Interval of Freedom

The 50 years (c. 640-590) spanning the Assyrian collapse were, then, for
the populations subjugated to the empire and the neighbouring vassal
states, an interval of freedom, or at least a period of renewed possibilities
for initiative. The imperial armies were no more in a position to suppress
potential revolts. The slackening (or loosing) of taxation and tribute led to
an increase in the resources locally available.

Itis understandable that the collapse of the Assyrian empire was greeted
with joy by the subdued and threatened populations. The song of the
prophet Nahum on the news of the destruction of Nineveh is an example
of this reaction:

Ah! City of bloodshed,

utterly deceitful, full of booty —

no end to the plunder!

The crack of whip and rumble of wheel,
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Figure 39. Tyrian trade in Ezekiel 27 (I agricultural products; II livestock
products; III handicrafts and slaves; IV luxury goods, metals)

galloping horse and bounding chariot!
Horsemen charging,

flashing sword and glittering spear,
piles of dead,

heaps of corpses,

dead bodies without end —

they stumble over the bodies!

Then all who see you will shrink from you and say,
‘Nineveh is devastated; who will bemoan her?’
Where shall I seek comforters for you?

There is no assuaging your hurt,

your wound is mortal.

All who hear the news about you

clap their hands over you.

For who has ever escaped

your endless cruelty? (Nah. 3.1-3, 7, 19).

In the theological reading of this event, it was recognized that Assyria
had operated by divine order, as an instrument of punishment for the guilt
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and infidelity of the defeated; however, in its punitive action it had exer-
cised too much gusto, and had taken advantage of the divine order to
enlarge its own power (see in particular Isa. 10.5-19).

However, just before the final collapse, the local autonomy left by the
Assyrian crisis between 640—-610 had been exploited for some important
initiatives in the Syro-Palestinian region. The areas that had been turned
into provinces and lacking a strong culture could not express any reac-
tion. However, the kingdoms that had kept their autonomy at the mar-
gins of the empire profited from the end of vassalage to Assyria to assert
their own independence. We will shortly see what happened in the king-
dom of Judah. A somewhat parallel situation occurred in Tyre, a Phoeni-
cian city that retained its autonomy. A long passage in Ezekiel (Ezekiel
27), precisely dated to the years 610-585, describes the trade network of
Tyre in its whole extent, both in the Mediterranean and, especially, on
land. The network significantly spread in the interstices between Egyp-
tian and Babylonian territory, occupying all the zones from Anatolia to
Arabia that during the period in question had regained a substantial inde-
pendence from these empires. Thus, it seems that — just like the kingdom
of Judah under Josiah — Tyre also pursued, during the Assyrian eclipse, a
strategy of disengagement and expansion that, given its own circum-
stances, could only be commercial.

Judah and Tyre were not the only instances. In Transjordan a remark-
able resurgence in the kingdom of Ammon is attested in the late- and
post-Assyrian age by royal statues and the royal inscription of the citadel
of Amman, by the Assyrian-inspired palace in the lower town, and the
enlargement of the kingdom as far as Heshbon in the south (stratum 16,
with Ammonite ostraca), Deir ‘Alla VI and Tell es-Sa‘idiya IV on the
Jordan, and Gilead in the north. The important (if authentic) inscription
on a bronze bottle, from Tell Sihan, is also to be dated to the seventh
century.

In Anatolia, the old Assyrian provinces of Khilakku and Que formed
what then became the kingdom of Cilicia, and, further north, Melid and
Tabal became the kingdom of Cappadocia. During the same period the
Persians replaced Elam (already destroyed by Ashurbanipal) as the emerg-
ing state in the region (ancient Anshan) that came to be called Fars. Thus,
the 50 years 640—590 were a period of renewed freedom of action through-
out the imperial periphery, and probably also a period of ideological fer-
ment, notably of religious activity (from Iranian Zoroastrianism to Hebrew
prophecy) of great importance and enduring consequences.
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3. Josiah and the Unification Project

The period of Assyrian loss of control over its most distant provinces falls
within the long reign of Josiah in Judah (640-609). Ascending to the
throne when very young, with the support of the ‘people of the land’ (2 Kgs
21.24) to face a coup against the short-lived Amon, Josiah was able to
profit from the favourable situation to give new life to the kingdom of
Judah: the main aspects of his initiative were religious and ideological, but
their material and political basis is also noteworthy.

Josiah inherited a kingdom that had experienced a long, favourable
period under Manasseh, and this situation continued under him. It is
archaeologically difficult to distinguish (given the lack of clear distinctive
markers) the respective contributions of each king. However, the royal
citadel of Ramat Rahel, already established by Hezekiah (V B), was enlarged
(V A) by the construction of a palace with a central court, storerooms on
the four sides and two administrative buildings in the middle, of a high
quality of architecture, with ashlar masonry, proto-Aeolic capitals and
balustrades with small twisted columns. The defence works at Debir (Tell
Beit Mirsim A 2) and Timna (Tel Batash II) were also put into service
again. [t was probably the independent Josiah, rather than the vassal Manas-
seh to whom we should attribute the fortresses of Khirbet Abu et-Twein
and Khirbet Rabud (A) west of Hebron, the fortress of Horvat Eres west of
Jerusalem, and those of Tell el-Ful (III) and Horvat Shilha guarding the
northern border.

The establishment of outposts in desert areas, both in the east and
south, is of particular interest. In the east, where the Judean desert had
been uninhabited since Chalcolithic times, began a process of reoccupa-
tion and control of key places, probably already begun by Manasseh (if not
by Hezekiah): in particular we can point to the excavated sites of En-Gedi
(Tel Goran V), the three fortresses of the Buqgeia (Khirbet Abu Tabagq,
Khirbet es-Samra, Khirbet el-Magari), and Vered Jericho. The arid envi-
ronment required sophisticated techniques of dry farming in the wadis and
water conservation, with fortresses guarding the communication routes.
It must be noted that the district known as the ‘desert’ (midbar) in the list
of villages of the tribe of Judah (Josh. 15.21-63) leads us to date this docu-
ment to the time of Josiah, and shows how the colonization of the arid
areas was part of a clear administrative programme.

Towards the south, we may note in particular building activity in the
Beer-sheba valley: Tel ‘Ira (VI) seems to be the administrative centre of
the area, but Aroer (IV) also has an imposing citadel of 1 hectare, with a
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Figure 40. Judean buildings of the seventh century: (a) the palace at Ramat Rahel; (b) the
fortress of Arad VII

crenellated wall. The citadel of Arad VII (with temple) is probably dated to
the time of Josiah, while the citadel of Arad VI (now without a temple)
could date from immediately afterwards. However, well beyond the area of
Beer-sheba lie other sites of particular importance for the control of the
roads (in a desert area this means control of the frontier): the fortresses of
Mesad Haseva in the Arabah, Kadesh-barnea (with a casemate wall, Hebrew
ostraka with numerals in hieratic) in the southern Negev, and Kuntillet
‘Ajrud, really in the Sinai desert. In view of this expansion to the south, one
can also assign to Josiah the first (casemate) fortress of Tell el-Kheleifeh
that predates the second fortress of the Edomite period.

However, the disappearance of Assyrian control also made possible ex-
tension west and especially north, into the territory of those Assyrian
provinces that had earlier been taken from the kingdom of Israel: Judah
recognized an ethnic and religious bond with the kingdom of Israel, which
was emphasized in the situation under Josiah. As for the extension to the
west, in the territory of the province of Ashdod, it is certain that Josiah
regained control of centres like Lachish and Gezer in the Shephelah. It is
more doubtful that he was able to reach the coast: the fortress of Mesad
Hashavyahu (near Yavne Yam), with its Hebrew ostraca (including a par-
ticularly well-known one, see §8.5) and its abundant Greek ware (a possible
indication of the presence of Greek mercenaries) was not strictly managed
by the kingdom of Judah but rather by the revived kingdoms of Ekron and
Ashdod.

Regarding the extension and consolidation of the expansion to the
north, the biblical sources are nevertheless elusive. Having narrated in
detail the religious reform in the area of Bethel, 2 Kings briefly mentions
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Figure 41. The twelve districts of Judah and Benjamin (Joshua 15 and 18). The numbers
within squares indicate the total of cities per district

the extension of these reforms to the whole of Samaria, in a passage that
looks like a later expansion (2 Kgs 23.19-20). In 2 Chron. 34.6 we also find
the reform extended to the central plateau (Ephraim and Manasseh), to
Simeon (which was, however, part of the kingdom of Judah), and ‘even to
Naphtali’, as the extreme limit. The archaeological data are ambiguous:
Megiddo is an indicative case, where stratum II, immediately after stratum
III (when the city was capital of the Assyrian province named after it) has
been interpreted as belonging to the kingdom of Josiah by those who attrib-
ute to him a large expansion to the north, and to an ephemeral Egyptian
presence by those who deny such an expansion. The most common indica-
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tors of material culture show the kingdom of Judah consolidated between
Bethel and Beer-sheba, but without any spread visible to the north nor to
the Mediterranean coast.

Furthermore, there are two biblical documents that place the kingdom
of Judah into a particular relationship with the rest of the territory of
Israel. The first is the description of the tribal territories in Joshua 15-19,
in which two different descriptive schemes are clearly followed. The terri-
tories of Judah, Benjamin, Simeon and Dan (still located west of Judah) are
described not only by their borders, but also by a systematic list of cities
and villages. Judah has a district in the Negev (with 29 cities), three dis-
tricts in the plain (with 14, 16 and 9 cities respectively), seven in the high-
lands (11, 9, 10, 6, 11, 2, 6 cities) and one in the desert (6 cities); Benjamin
has two districts (12 and 14 cities), while Simeon is said to be located
within Judah (in fact many of its cities coincide), and Dan is said to have
had to migrate elsewhere. By contrast, the territories of the other tribes are
described only by their borders, without any detailed listing. Thus, it seems
that underlying this passage is an administrative document from the king-
dom of Judabh, filled out with a wider scope. The number twelve recurs,
because the division of Judah-Benjamin into a total of twelve districts is
enlarged to a scheme of twelve tribes. As already mentioned, the presence
of a district specifically for the cities of the Judean desert is an important
chronological indication.

The case of the twelve districts of the kingdom of Solomon is analogous,
in that we have seen how problematic it is to assign these to the ‘United
Monarchy’. In the description of these districts (1 Kgs 4.7-19), Judah is
excluded, as not subject to forms of taxation that are imposed on other
districts. In this case too, the difference in treatment between Judah and
Israel suggests a process (or at least a project) of enlargement. If one tries
to compare the two documents (tribal territories, districts of Solomon),
one notices a correspondence in broad outline, but also a divergence in
detail. It should be noted that the Solomonic districts 2, 11 and 12 could
have been, together with the privileged district of Judah itself, part of the
kingdom of Judah, while district 1 corresponds to the Assyrian province of
Samaria, 3-4 to Dor, 6-7 to Gilead, and 5, 8-10 to Megiddo.

These textual materials might reflect, if not an eff